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Addie

        

      

    

    
      I’d spent ten years hiding from the monster that should have been my greatest protector. Ten agonizing and sorrowful years of missing the one my wolf loved even though he’d hurt us. Hurt us in the worst ways possible until I’d finally found my way out.

      After spending months learning about the other packs when I was only nineteen, I’d been torn between finding my way to the Raven Point Pack in Oregon and the Catskills Pack in New York. Both alphas were powerful enough to keep me safe. Ultimately, I’d chosen the Catskills by dumb luck.

      Elijah Anders, their alpha, had requested to stay within our small Minnesota pack while he was traveling through for business. I hadn’t known what for, and I hadn’t cared, either. I’d made a point to get him alone at the pack house where I was a prisoner.

      He’d taken one look into my haunted eyes and understood.

      “It’s okay, little wolf. We’ll get you out of here.”

      Hearing those words had been the lifeline I’d needed to survive the mental and physical abuse Kane had caused me for two years after my father died.

      My heart had been aching as of late, making me remember those dark days and keeping me on edge. I hated that I was still so affected after all this time. If Kane hadn’t come for me yet, I didn’t think he ever would. The part of me who’d learned to always be on alert wouldn’t ever shut down, though.

      “Addie, dear. Are you decent?” Sera called from outside my door. It was only eight in the morning on my day off, but I’d been up and dressed for hours already.

      Sera was Elijah’s mate, and as far as I was aware, knew nothing about where I’d come from ten years ago when Elijah brought me home to their pack. I’d made him alpha promise not to tell a soul where he’d found me, and that included his mate.

      I hadn’t known Sera then, but I’d met other alpha mates, and they were vicious. I’d not only been bullied by my own mate, but his friends as well. I’d trusted no one during those early years.

      “Come on in,” I called to her.

      Even seeing Sera made the thoughts of my past smack me in the face. When Elijah had been killed, my secrets should have died with him, but they didn’t in my mind.

      They haunted me more and more as the days passed while my heart ached for another I could never have.

      Sera waltzed into my room, head held high as usual and a smile on her face, but it no longer reached her eyes. Not unless she was with her three sons. Even then, it wasn’t the same as when she’d had her mate at her side.

      “I know you have the day off, but I wanted to speak with you. In private,” Sera said, and my heart sank.

      I’d had another nightmare about my past, and my anxiety was already bordering on high, causing an irrational amount of fear to roll through me. What did Sera want? Had she learned where I’d come from? Did she want to kick me out, or worse, give me back to Kane?

      My unease spiked to new levels as I nodded for Sera to continue.

      “Addie, breathe. It’s okay. Nobody is going to hurt you. You’re safe here. Aiden would never let anyone harm you,” Sera whispered as she held my shaking hands, her blue-green eyes softening as I tried to pay more attention to the wisps of grey that had begun to show in her blonde hair.

      The woman I’d considered my closest confidant knew exactly what to say, and that scared me almost as much. She shouldn’t have known my fears. Not unless she knew about my past.

      A memory filtered in as I tried to remember if I’d slipped up. There was one time when I’d been caught emotionally exposed. I’d said things to Harper, things I should have kept to myself, but I’d known she needed to hear them as well. What if they’d put it all together…?

      “I’m sorry, Sera. I promise to get my act together. I’ll go see the pack doctor today for something to help,” I said with conviction. Being a hot mess wasn’t something I enjoyed. I did want to be better.

      Sera shook her head at me. “While your wellbeing as of late is why I’m here, there’s something else I need to tell you. Something I should have mentioned a long time ago, but you seemed happy and I thought you’d moved on. Clearly, that’s not the case, and while I know I’m not your mother, I think of you like a daughter.”

      Tears brimmed in my eyes. I’d long ago considered Sera and Elijah to be the parents I’d either never known or missed dearly. My mother had died during my delivery, and my father had done well playing both roles while I grew up, but he’d been taken from me too soon.

      “Addie, I know where you come from,” she said when I didn’t respond.

      I shook my head. Elijah couldn’t have told even his mate. An alpha’s promise couldn’t be broken. Whatever I’d said to Harper must have given them the information they needed to figure out my past. Or Kane had finally found me. Either way, a voice inside my head was screaming to run before I had no other options.

      I scrambled from the bed, rushing toward the closet to grab the bag I’d never quite unpacked. I’d updated it over the last ten years, but it was always there. Waiting.

      “I’m sorry, Sera. I should have never come here.” I turned for the door, but for an older and smaller she-wolf, she was fast.

      Sera blocked the door. “Adaline Chandler. Sit down.”

      She might not be the alpha female anymore—not after Aiden found his mate—but damn, her words still packed a punch of authority.

      I walked backward to the bed, bag still clutched tightly within my fingers. The backs of my legs hit the comforter, and I sat.

      “You are the only secret my mate ever kept from me. At least, I’m pretty sure.” Sera half-grinned. “I’m not sure how you knew to lock him into an alpha’s promise, given those haven’t been used regularly in decades, but it shows how resilient you are.”

      When I’d been condemned to the pack house back in Minnesota with Kane, I’d read every book within its walls. Twice. I loved reading for two reasons: it often gave me the escape I needed to survive the shitshow that had been my life, and I learned more than most people thought I should know.

      I was a weak wolf when it came to physical strength. I’d never been able to look an alpha in the eyes, and I’d never outrun anyone until my life depended on it. Even then, I’d had help.

      Sera continued, “Elijah kept a journal. I knew of this, but never read it or asked about it, because I assumed it to be more for his sons than anything else. It included things about the pack and how to handle certain situations. He shared experiences in there that our boys could learn from when they were ready.”

      “Sera, please tell me why we’re having this conversation,” I begged, my anxiety making my chest ache with a fear I thought had been buried long ago.

      “When Aiden was having trouble trying to do all the things and figure out what to do about Harper, I stepped in without his permission. I knew the books could help him, so I planned to read them and mark sections Aiden should read. I did so until I came to an entry titled ‘A secret for my Sera’. In that moment, I wasn’t sure if I was going to have the image of my mate ruined or something else. The heading made my heart ache with fear, and it took me weeks to finally have the strength to read it,” Sera said, her grip on me tightening.

      “I’m sorry, Sera. I never meant for any of this to hurt you,” I said, and she smacked my arm, shocking the hell out of me.

      “Don’t you ever apologize for doing whatever it took to give you a sense of safety. I will bend you over my knee if I catch you doing it again.” Sera glared at me and I smiled.

      I had no doubts this woman, no matter how old, would do just as she said. “Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

      “Now, I gave those books to my son just as I intended, but I ripped your pages out. Aiden doesn’t know where you come from, but I think it’s time you told him. We all see you hurting, Addie. You need to let us help you. It’s been a decade. What are you still so afraid of? Or are you no longer happy here and scared to leave? We just want what’s best for you, so help us figure that out.”

      I’d only been seventeen when my pack alpha, Kane Rutherford, took me in, telling me it was for my own protection, given my only caregiver had died from a mining explosion. After a while, I’d wondered if it was even an accident like I’d been told.

      My father, Sebastian Malone, had been working for the pack iron mines in Northern Minnesota for decades. He was careful to a fault. As the years passed, the more his death hurt my heart. Even more so when I’d given up his surname to protect myself.

      I wasn’t always known as Adaline Chandler, but I hoped for it to stay that way. Sera knowing my secret jeopardized that possibility.

      “I’m happy here, Sera. I swear it. I’ll work harder to show it and pull more weight within the pack house like I used to. I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you in any way,” I said.

      Sera growled. “Quit apologizing.”

      I almost did so again but managed to hold my tongue.

      “Listen, Addie. I know about Kane, but what I don’t understand is why Elijah never went after him. More importantly, how are you still sane being away from your mate, no matter how awful he was?” Sera asked.

      When Elijah had taken me in, there were several promises I made him give me. Ones I regretted once I knew the family better, but I’d made my bed and tried to move on. I had only been nineteen when I’d found my escape to the Catskills. I hadn’t known any better.

      After my first night in Elijah’s custody, explaining to him what he’d risk his life for, I’d never again spoken of my past. Yet, suddenly, at Sera’s prompting and the loving look in her ocean-colored eyes, I was ready to pour my soul out. Finally.

      “I never wanted anyone to get hurt because of me. Leaving Kane alone was part of my agreement with Elijah. I just wanted to be able to walk away from that life and never look back. At the time, it had seemed like the best route to prevent anything from going wrong with my escape,” I answered the first part of her question, hoping to avoid the second about my mate status.

      Sera shook her head at me and sighed heavily. “Secrets will always hurt people, Addie. Even if it takes a long time for them to surface. I’ve waited nearly a year for you to tell me these things yourself, even prompted you with conversation cues in private, which I apologize for now. I see it probably hasn’t helped your situation, but I can’t stand to see you hurting anymore. You are family to us. Please, trust that whatever has been bringing you down since Elijah died, we can help.”

      I knew by we, she meant herself and her sons: Aiden, Caleb, and Liam. Triplets who were polar opposites of each other, but exactly the same if it was possible. The Anders family loved fiercely, and I’d seen time and time again that they fought for what was right, but I’d never once thought it should apply to me.

      I’d left my past behind, or so I’d thought as I lied to myself about it daily.

      “What about your wolf? She never acts out during pack runs and is always friendly. Though, I’ve noticed she runs alone a lot now. How do you keep her sane? The entries from Elijah weren’t detailed enough to know exactly what happened, and I pieced together as much as I could, but there’s a lot I still don’t understand,” Sera said, brows furrowing in frustration.

      My wolf hurt, but she understood. It hadn’t been just my human form that was abused. Kane had purposely sought me out and tried to break me in every way possible. I’d had no family. I wasn’t strong-willed. I was the perfect pawn in his need to appear as the perfect alpha with an obedient mate by his side.

      The only lucky part had been that Kane wasn’t the one my wolf called mate. He’d forced the bond on me, regardless of what our superior halves wanted, threatening to cast me out if I didn’t become his in every way. At only seventeen and with no living family, I’d listened to my alpha without a second thought. That lasted for two years until I found my freedom.

      My wolf and I had been content for a long time until Elijah died, but his death wasn’t exactly the reason for my slow decline into depression. No, that was another secret I’d kept. One not a single soul knew about, not even the man it affected most.

      Sera nudged me. “You can tell me anything, Addie. I hope you know that, but I won’t push you any more today. I just needed you to know I was here for whatever you needed.”

      Her words elicited strength back into me as I sat up straighter on my bed, letting the bag I’d held on to drop to the floor with an audible thud.

      “Kane wasn’t the one my wolf called mate. The bond was forged under threat, so while my wolf misses the companionship she had on occasion with Kane’s wolf, she doesn’t yet forget the abuse we endured because of it,” I finally replied, holding Sera’s gaze, trying to prove I was above what had happened to me, even if my earlier freak-out said otherwise.

      Sera raised a brow at me. Her motherly intuition seemed to be kicking in, and I then understood the suffering her sons had complained about over the years when it came to Sera’s knack for unearthing the truth.

      “You know who your mate is, don’t you?” she asked.

      “I do, but I can never have him.”

    

  







            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    






Augie

        

      

    

    
      My wolf ran hard around the property of Raven Point in Eastern Oregon. His irritation levels rose as the days passed, and I didn’t understand why. I shifted as often as possible, hoping to figure out what his problem was, but all I could decipher was that he was restless for some reason.

      As we ran for the boundary lines, his speed increased, and I had to focus on control before forcefully taking over my wolf’s movements and turning us back around to the pack house.

      What are you running from? I asked, even though I knew I wouldn’t get a real answer.

      Normally, it was easy to communicate with my wolf. We were one. We thought the same and had the same goals, but for the last year, he’d been frustratingly restless.

      The wolf conceded control, whimpering as we made our way back to home. I stopped at one of the outbuildings and grabbed a change of clothes. As the beta to Raven Point pack, I had the bonus of being able to keep my own clothes there instead of wearing the community sweats that everyone but me and the alpha used. Well, co-alphas now.

      Snagging my phone, I checked for pack messages, but there was nothing urgent and I breathed a sigh of relief. That only lasted until I headed outside and found my best friend, who was one half of the co-alphas to our pack, alongside her father.

      Gerald had promoted her from alpha-in-training to co-alpha just before she got knocked up, a decision I knew he often regretted, no matter how much he loved his daughter. Pregnant Taya was a lot to deal with.

      She was headed my way and didn’t look pleased. “August James, where have you been?”

      I grinned, watching her stomp toward me, red-highlighted hair flying behind her back, and her blue eyes glaring at me. “Taya, it’s so nice to see you this crisp autumn morning,” I replied, keeping a smile pasted to my face.

      Taya was six months pregnant and hormonal as ever. Even her mate Liam hung out more with me at the pack house to avoid the worst of her mood swings, but Taya had been my best friend since we were pups. I didn’t care how much she yelled at me; I still tolerated her. Most of the time.

      “I’m going to kill him, Augie. You need to dig a hole and figure out an alibi,” she seethed before moving into my personal space and poking a finger at my chest.

      I tossed an arm around her, pulling her close. “What did Liam do now?” Yes, I placated her and pretended to always be on her side while also secretly warning Liam when needed so he could do his best to fix what wasn’t really wrong.

      We were all counting the minutes until this pup was born and we had normal Taya back.

      “He ate my ice cream.” Taya’s shoulders shook, and she was nearly in tears.

      “Well, good thing for you, I have two of your favorite cartons in my freezer. Let’s head to the pack house and go to my room. You know I keep the good stuff in there just for times like this.” I remained cheery in hopes of calming her down, in case we crossed paths with her mate before I could text him.

      “I thought you only hid books in your room, nerd,” she quipped, sounding more like her normal self.

      “Well, I do that, too. Someone has to keep you informed of all of the laws you think don’t apply to you as co-alpha,” I added with a wink.

      She groaned. “Those laws are ancient. It takes me an hour to translate one page of that old English crap. I have better things to do for my people.”

      “That’s why you have a book-nerd beta. My good looks weren’t the only reason I was chosen to be second-in-command,” I teased.

      Taya gagged. “No offense, Augie, but your looks do nothing for me.”

      I feigned hurt and gasped dramatically. “Oh, how your words wound me.”

      She shoved me away, a smile growing on her previously frowning face. “Shut your dirty mouth. I can’t wait until Caleb and Jamie are back. She’ll understand my pains.”

      Ah, Jamie. The other bestie. At first, when the Anders brothers came into our lives, I thought I’d need to be more concerned with Liam stealing my best friend, but it was his brother’s mate I should have been looking out for.

      Jamie and Taya had created their own girl gang, adding in Aiden’s mate Harper when she was welcomed into the family not too long ago. The three of them together were lethal, and I stayed as far away as possible when it happened.

      Though I adored them all, I was glad when it was just me and Taya again. She eased the ache in my wolf ever so slightly. Taya had loved us from the moment we met. Taya was family. Taya was as close to home as I’d been able to find in my twenty-one years.

      At one point, I thought I’d found it with another wolf, but while we found her scent enticing, the connection wasn’t there. So, I’d stayed away. I had no desire to date random women. Maybe it was all the books I’d read, but I was waiting for the one my wolf would finally call mate.

      She was out there somewhere, and I would find her.

      One day.

      “Yo, Augie. Where’d you go just now?” Taya asked with another shove. So much violence wrapped up in a tiny package.

      “Huh? Sorry. Just a long morning already,” I replied.

      Her blue eyes softened. “Your wolf still acting out?”

      I shrugged. I’d told Taya just enough for her to keep an eye on things if I started to go rogue. I refused to be a threat to our pack. Not ever.

      “He tried to race outside of the boundary lines again. I just can’t figure out what he’s running from. Everything here has been fine. The West Coast packs have stayed in line. We haven’t had any added stress besides your pregnancy.”

      She cut me off, challenging my words. “Why is my pregnancy stressful, August?”

      I waved her off, deciding not to baby her now that she’d calmed down some. “Don’t pretend you have no idea how emotional you’ve been. I’ve known you a long time, and you’ve never cried over desserts before.”

      She grunted, rubbing her growing belly. “I’m ready for him to be here already, for more reasons than one. Most of them selfish.”

      We arrived at the pack house, and the inside was buzzing with people, but nobody stopped to chat with us. Taya had begun scaring them all away as soon as the morning sickness started—at only three weeks along. The remaining thirty-seven weeks of her pregnancy would be the longest of our lives.

      I guided Taya to my room, her old room. We’d switched places back when she and Liam wanted to have their own space. I didn’t blame them with her dad sleeping under the same roof. That would make for awkward nights.

      Plus, it made sense for me as beta to be more accessible to the pack than the alphas. Given I was the one without a mate and growing family, I didn’t mind volunteering.

      My wolf stirred inside me, dejected at the thought of no family. Even my parents had left us years ago. I didn’t think it was because they didn’t love me, but they’d never really wanted kids and Taya’s dad had been more than eager to fill that role when they’d left for Florida.

      Gerald Rush was one of the greatest men I’d ever known. When he almost died a few years ago, I’d been strong for Taya, but I’d known then it would have broken me as well. Especially after already losing my other best friend, Taya’s twin brother Cord. That had been a hell of a year, one I was glad to put behind us.

      As soon as Taya entered my room, she dove for the small freezer-fridge combo I had put in my closet and came out with the carton of blackberry cheesecake ice cream and a spoon, but no bowls.

      “Savage,” I joked.

      “It’s not my fault the baby is craving sweets this week,” she mumbled as ice cream dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

      I shook my head. The week before that, it was French fries, then uncooked carrots, and before that pickles, but not just any pickles. No, they had to be kosher dill ones—whole, not sliced.

      Fourteen weeks remaining and counting.

      If we were really lucky, the little guy would come a week early.

      “When are you and Liam going to pick a name for the pup?” I asked, stealing the spoon after her fourth bite.

      “When I don’t want to punch him in the face for every suggestion he makes,” she replied.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Taya, you know I love you more than anything in the world, but that man does not deserve your wrath or murder plots.”

      She burst into tears, shoved the tub of ice cream at me, and began pacing my room. “I know, but he loves me so much that I just get so angry.” She cradled her stomach. “Liam has given me everything I didn’t think I wanted.”

      “Then, why do you always run to me when he supposedly does something wrong?” I challenged, holding in my laugh at her nonsense thoughts.

      She glared at me, hands moving to her hips. “August James, you’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “I am, you idiot. Making you happy is being on your side, and figuring out why Liam has been irritating you more than usual lately is part of that. Because he is your happy and you know it, or you wouldn’t be crying like a normal girl.”

      She trudged back to the bed and threw herself back, unspeaking. I had a theory, but I’d kept it to myself in fear of her wrath. Given her current state, I was pretty sure it was time to call my best friend out on her bullshit.

      I lay down next to her, grabbing her hand and turning my head to stare at her face. “There’s nothing wrong with being afraid, Taya. You have reason to be, and nobody would see it as a weakness.”

      Taya’s mother had died giving birth to her and Cord. It was common among shifters back then for the mothers not to survive if they were carrying multiples, but advancements had been made over the last twenty-plus years, and the risk had dropped significantly. Though, for Taya, I knew there wasn’t a day as of late that she didn’t think of her mother.

      Her head turned to face me, tears trailing down the side of her face and disappearing into her hair. “What if I die, Augie? What if I never get to meet my son?”

      “We won’t let that happen. We have a plan, and you’re going to be just fine,” I said earnestly.

      She hiccupped. “My dad had a plan, too. For my mom.”

      “But your dad didn’t have Zarai, then. We not only have a plan, but we have a witch. You know Zarai won’t miss your delivery,” I said.

      Taya nodded, but I knew she didn’t believe me. At least, not the part about everything turning out okay.

      I sat up, pulled my phone from my pocket, and began typing out a text to Liam, but Taya had other plans.

      Still staring up at the ceiling, she reached for my hand. “I don’t think your wolf is running from anything.”

      Dread filled me.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Bestie intuition. I think he’s running to something.”

      I gulped, paying attention to my phone again, but unseeing the words I’d already typed.

      Taya had voiced my fears, just like I’d done to her. Yet, that was also my greatest hope.

      My wolf wanted something, but that something wasn’t in Raven Point, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      My pack needed me, especially now with Taya pregnant. Liam did a great job filling in where he could, but I was beta. This pack was my home. These wolves were my responsibility.

      I couldn’t be selfish and figure out what might happen if I let my wolf run beyond the boundary line. I knew that if I did, it would change everything, and that scared the hell out of me.
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Addie

        

      

    

    
      It took nearly an hour, but I finally got Sera to leave my room. I would never tell anyone who it was that my wolf called mate. The result would be pointless and likely only hurt me further, because the man my wolf wanted wouldn’t stand for my predicament.

      August James.

      After Elijah died, I’d spent so much time being afraid. Then, Augie arrived at our pack to help with the dreadful situation Harper had been in, and I instantly knew. My heart cried for him, my wolf bellowed in pain, and my anger at Kane for forcing a bond onto me was renewed.

      I’d never been a violent person—not even in my wolf form. I preferred living vicariously through the heroines in my favorite books, but ever since I had met Augie, I’d dreamed of killing Kane to break the blood bond he didn’t deserve. The only blessing was that our wolves never bonded, which meant there was no emotional connection between me and Kane.

      There had been a sliver of hope that he’d worked with Declan back then and might have gotten himself killed, but when Augie’s wolf didn’t claim us, I knew my optimism was misplaced.

      Kane was a horrid mate, but I couldn’t deny that he’d been a great alpha during my time in the pack. It was why I’d never tried to file an abuse claim against him with our council.

      I was an orphaned child that he’d taken in. Kane had threatened all the time that he had proof in place that I seduced him. If I did anything to jeopardize his status and claim over me, I’d be banished from all packs.

      My fear of him was stronger as of late. I was nearing thirty and getting lonely. My wolf missed the companionship of having another to take care of us, but time had made her forget how bad it had been. Kane never took care of us. Not in the ways we’d truly needed.

      Another knock sounded at my door, and I sighed. If Sera was back for another round, I wasn’t getting out of my bed. It was my day off, and I just wanted to finish my newest book from Jaymin Eve. She wrote about our kind and kept me enthralled with her various takes on shifters, but it was the heroines she wrote that gave me strength day after day.

      “Come on, Addie. I know you’re in there,” Jamie called from the hallway.

      Jamie was a great addition to our pack. She and Sera’s son Caleb had mated a couple years ago, and I enjoyed having her around, but I’d never allowed myself to get close to her.

      Real friendships couldn’t be built on lies, and I was full of them.

      I opened the door, and she waltzed past me with a smile. “Caleb and I are heading to Raven Point. I wanted to come say goodbye.”

      I sighed, and my heart ached even more at knowing I could never leave the Catskills like they did.

      Jamie and Harper had been taking turns inviting me to things like movie nights and lunches ever since Harper got settled. I was a complete asshole for continuing to politely decline. Her saying goodbye was another nicety I hadn’t expected or deserved.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, grabbing my hand and dragging me to the small couch in my oversized bedroom. Once I began working for the pack, I’d been given permanent quarters that were much more than I ever expected from Elijah.

      The room housed its own bathroom, a closet big enough to fit three times my current wardrobe, and a king-size bed I enjoyed sprawling across. The couch was where I read most of my books with my feet hanging over the edge as I lost all sense of time in another world.

      “Of course, I’m okay.” I pasted on a fake smile while answering her and sitting down. “It’s just been a long morning, or afternoon. I don’t even know what time it is.”

      Jamie laughed softly and nodded to the book on my end table. “That’s what happens when you lose yourself in a good story.”

      “You read?” I gaped.

      She shrugged. “Augie’s been trying to get more book nerds in Raven Point so Taya can’t give him so much shit. I figured it couldn’t hurt to venture into Neverland on occasion.”

      At the mention of Augie’s name, my chest constricted, and I sucked in a breath. Books had been what we’d bonded over the first time.

      I’d been on my lunch break, heavily into my story and walking to the kitchen while reading. I knew my way around the pack house and wasn’t worried about running into anything, but I hadn’t counted on crashing into someone.

      My mind remembered the moment like it was yesterday.

      My book closed on impact, and my first emotion was irritation at having to find my page again, but when I looked up, I wanted to howl with joy.

      Mate, my wolf had demanded as my hand rested on the man’s chest.

      I had no idea who he was or why I was touching him like that, but I couldn’t help it. I lost myself in his light-blue eyes and ochre-brown hair that fell over his forehead in soft waves.

      “My apologies. I hope I didn’t ruin your book. That would be a shame,” the man said, his hands reaching for the very item I’d completely forgotten about.

      “Oh, I’m sure it’s fine. I never should have been reading and walking. Completely my fault,” I managed to say as I struggled to breathe.

      His finger tapped on the author’s name: Jessica Wayne. “I’d say it’s her fault.” Then, he grinned, and I thought I’d die on the spot. “I’m Augie James from Raven Point.”

      His hand reached out, and I stared at it, dumbfounded, for several seconds before recovering. “I’m Addie Chandler.”

      He’d spent my entire lunch break with me talking about books. I’d fallen in love within an hour. Fallen for the man I would never be able to have.

      Jamie shook my shoulder. “You still in there, or did I lose you to your book world?”

      My face blushed. “I’m sorry, Jamie. It’s been a day.”

      “Interesting. That’s what Sera said when I said goodbye to her. Maybe the two of you should spend the rest of it together,” she suggested.

      Before I could reply, there was a tapping on my door that I’d left ajar, followed by the entrance of Caleb Anders.

      Jamie let out a soft sigh I’m sure she wasn’t even aware of as she grinned at her mate.

      “Hey, Addie,” Caleb said to me first, then turned to Jamie. “Are you almost done, love? Flight leaves in an hour. We might not have to deal with security on the private airstrip, but we should be a little early, don’t you think?”

      “I know. I just wanted to say goodbye to everyone,” Jamie replied.

      Caleb laughed. “We do this every month. I don’t even think they miss us while we’re gone.”

      Caleb and Jamie spent half the year in the Catskills and the other half in Raven Point. Caleb had never wanted to choose between his brothers, and Jamie had a close friendship with Taya, so it all worked out while keeping our packs united.

      “Yeah, yeah. They probably don’t miss you,” she grumbled, then turned to me. “Call me if losing yourself in a book just isn’t cutting it. Even when I’m in Oregon, I’m still available to talk if you want.”

      Damn, I didn’t deserve her kindness.

      “Thank you, Jamie. I really appreciate you.”

      We both stood, and she hugged me tight, making me feel even more guilty.

      “Oh, come on, girls. One month. That’s it. I promise you’ll survive,” Caleb groaned.

      Jamie pulled back and winked at me before bending toward the couch and grabbing a pillow to throw at Caleb’s face.

      “What was that, dear? Something about surviving?” Jamie teased as it smacked him in the face.

      Caleb didn’t bother to retaliate as the pillow thudded to the ground. “I’ll be waiting in the car,” he muttered, stomping his way out the door.

      “It’s been years, and he still hasn’t learned that it will always be besties before testes.” Jamie sighed.

      I choked on air. “What did you say?”

      She waved a hand. “Just something us girls say. You know like bros before hoes, but better. Anyway, I know we’re not besties. Yet. But I’m not giving up on you. Harper isn’t, either. We’ll get you out of your shell one day.”

      With those final words, she walked out of the door, leaving me speechless. I didn’t know what they saw in me.

      More importantly, I couldn’t decide if I liked the attention, or if I wanted to put more locks on my door.
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      The next day, I skipped my run with my wolf. I’d slept like crap and wasn’t sure if I’d have the strength to rein him in if he tried to take off again. My morning routine was broken, and I was grumpy as hell.

      I probably just needed to get out more. In my human form. I was twenty-two and a workaholic. I lived and breathed this pack. While that made me happy, I knew it was healthy to get some separation. But how did I find separation when pretty much everything I loved was right in Raven Point?

      I had my best friend, my closest friends who’d become family, and all the room to run.

      Whenever I allowed myself to admit that even all of those things weren’t enough, it gutted me.

      My wolf growled inside my head as I made my way to the kitchen. The discord between the two of us was going to drive me insane. I had to get my shit together, and soon.

      “I’ve been trying, but that woman is locked down. It’s like she’s never had a friend. Even Harper has tried to get Addie to open up, but nothing since her little admission after… you know. Harper’s on duty while I’m gone to at least get Addie out of the house for something other than work.” Jamie’s voice carried from the kitchen to the hallway where I stood frozen.

      Adaline Chandler.

      The moment I’d laid eyes on her, I thought she was my mate. While my wolf had interest in Addie, there was always something that held him back from claiming her. I’d admit, even a year later, I was sorely disappointed about it.

      Addie was everything I wanted in a mate. Sure, she was a few years older than me, but she was perfect. Her heart was pure, her laugh angelic, and her green eyes… I lost myself in them for hours when we talked about books and life the first time I met her.

      If only my wolf had claimed her.

      Some days, I wondered if I shouldn’t wait for my mate. Shifters were sexual beasts, and I’d yet to give in to my urges. I wasn’t stupid enough to deny some of my issues as of late might have been because I just needed to let off steam in more natural ways.

      “Maybe we can get Addie to come out here?” Taya suggested to Jamie, bringing my attention back to the conversation. She added in a whisper, “Pretty sure she had the hots for Augie. Maybe they can loosen each other up.”

      I didn’t need to see Taya’s face to picture her waggling her brows and eyes bright with mischief.

      The thought of Addie coming to Raven Point brightened my wolf’s attention. Maybe I really was onto something with the sexual frustration.

      Jamie laughed. “That might be the best idea you’ve had since deciding to give me a nephew.”

      “What idea is that?” I said, going straight to the fridge like I hadn’t heard anything before that.

      Taya straightened. “Oh, nothing. Just girl stuff for our girl gang.”

      I glanced over at them. Both wore grins that said I wasn’t going to like them meddling, but I couldn’t help smiling back. My excitement refused to be hidden as my skin heated, and the run I skipped now sounded like a good idea.

      “What’s on the agenda today, co-alpha?” I asked, wondering if she’d need me for anything.

      Sausage and eggs were still on the counter from the breakfast Courtney, the main chef for the pack, had cooked. I grabbed myself a plate, waiting for Taya to answer.

      “Jamie and I are going to have calls with some of the other female alphas and see about implementing more crossover between the packs like Caleb and Jamie do. We think it would create more unity now that things have calmed down since Declan,” Taya answered.

      My plate settled onto the counter, and I loaded up my fork, trying to decide if I wanted to poke the bear this early in the morning.

      “Spit it out, Augie,” Taya sneered, rubbing her belly that kept her several inches from the counter.

      “Are you trying to create more unity, or a bigger girl gang?” I asked with a wink.

      Surprisingly, she didn’t throw anything at me. “Maybe I’m trying to do both.”

      Jamie stood, going around the counter to loop her arm through Taya’s. “Augie, it was good to see you. We’ll be in Taya’s office plotting to take over the world as you seem to think. Don’t disturb.”

      The two of them turned to leave, and I knew I’d have no issue heeding Jamie’s warning.

      I had enough of my own problems. Plus, it really did sound like a great idea for the packs. We’d all been separated for far too long.

      Caleb and Liam snuck in right after they left and went straight to the food like I had. “I thought they’d never leave,” Caleb complained, making me laugh.

      “They’re not that bad,” I said, shoveling down another bite.

      Liam grunted. “Says the guy not mated to them. You know how she’s been, man. I’m pretty sure I’m not letting Caleb and Jamie leave until after the baby is born.”

      Caleb was sitting next to me, his mouth already full of food and shaking his head. “No way. I don’t need Jamie getting any ideas. We’re not ready for a pup yet,” he mumbled.

      I grinned and slapped a hand on his shoulder. “If you think the ideas aren’t already there, you’re dumber than you look.”

      Liam tossed his plate down, pointing at his own face. “Hey, I take offense to that statement.”

      “I don’t have time to build up your egos. I’m going out for a run,” I said, finishing my breakfast.

      Liam’s jaw tensed, and he put his fork down. “So, I know it’s none of my business, but you’ve been running without us a lot lately. Taya has been worried about you, too. Is there anything we need to be concerned with?”

      I knew Liam was coming from a place of love. We were all family. Still, it didn’t stop my wolf from bristling on the inside.

      “Yeah, man. Everything is good,” I responded with a smile.

      In no way would I tell them I thought I just needed to get laid. Liam might handle it well, but Caleb would have a field day with that kind of information. Plus, I didn’t need anyone playing matchmaker for me. I wouldn’t be attempting to date anyone within our pack.

      No, the plan was already forming.

      If Addie wasn’t my mate, and Jamie managed to get her to Raven Point, I didn’t need to be here when she arrived. I’d visit one of the other packs and find what I needed there. I couldn’t use a soul as pure as Addie for sex, and I wouldn’t date her knowing our wolves didn’t claim each other.

      I was already halfway in love with the she-wolf from our few meetings. I didn’t need to make things worse.

      Getting out was what my wolf wanted, and it was what I was going to give him. Even if it pained me to even think about.
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      Fucking hell. Being pregnant was the best and worst thing I’d ever experienced. My emotions were erratic, but my senses were heightened. My feet were swollen, but my pup was healthy. My head was dizzy if I moved too fast, but my heart was fuller than I thought possible.

      With every negative came a positive that I couldn’t deny was more than I’d ever expected. Except for my worries about Augie.

      His grief was slowly killing me. Seeing my best friend so torn up was not something I could stand. I’d been thinking about his situation for some time, and I was pretty sure my heightened senses helped me figure out the answer. An answer I wasn’t sure my selfish heart was okay with.

      Augie’s wolf had found his mate, but she wasn’t from here.

      My best friend was going to have to leave me.

      The thoughts nearly gutted me, but I wanted him to be happy. Augie had been there for me through all the rough times in my life. He’d been my only friend for years. The only one to put up with my stubborn ways. It was time to repay him, even if he didn’t think he could handle the truth.

      Tiny thumps pinged against my ribs. “Easy, baby boy. Mommy needs to make a phone call.” There was only one person who I knew could help me.

      Leaning forward in my chair, I used my desk phone since I’d forgotten my cell at home and was too lazy to waddle my ass the hundred yards back. I wasn’t huge yet at only six months pregnant, but I was whiny, and I owned it.

      Dialing the number that I’d used so many times before, I reined in my nerves. There was a chance I was wrong, but I hoped like hell I wasn’t.

      Between what I’d seen in Augie and what Jamie had said about Addie, I was counting on my new mommy senses to be accurate.

      “Taya, dear. How are you?” Sera answered on the third ring.

      My lips lifted into a smile and all nerves were forgotten. “Hey, Mom. I’m doing good. The pup is kicking like crazy nowadays.”

      Sera had never asked me to call her Mom, but she’d stepped up in big ways for me over the last couple years and more than deserved the title. Our relationship might have started off horrid, but it was something we tried to laugh about now. She could never replace my mother, but she was a close second.

      She sighed. “I wish we weren’t so far apart. I would love to be there for you and Liam.”

      “I know, and that means so much to us. We’ll see each other soon, I promise,” I said, unsure of how to spit out what I wanted to say.

      “Is everything okay, Taya? You’re unusually polite,” she said, the sound of her chair creaking as she waited for my reply.

      “Well, I was talking to Augie and then to Jamie. I think I might be on to something and need your help.”

      “Is this about Addie and Augie?” she asked.

      My eyes narrowed. “Hey, how did you know?”

      She laughed. “You’re not the only one with good intuition. I was talking with Addie the other morning, and she said she knows who her mate is but that it could never work. Some of the details I can’t disclose as it’s not my place, but I’m pretty sure Augie is that mate. Even more so now that you’re calling.”

      “So, what are we going to do? Clearly, they can’t fix this on their own, being thousands of miles away from each other.”

      I wouldn’t let them stay apart, but I also knew Addie had only ever left the Catskills once because Sera had needed her, and Augie was hesitant to leave the West Coast. I was going to have to force him, and I hated that, but it was for his own good.

      “What’s this Aiden mentioned about your plans to unite the packs? Swapping shifters?” she asked.

      “Yeah, Jamie’s been helping me sort out the details in a more professional way over the last couple days. I may be co-alpha, but I still hate the fine print. But that’s not important right now,” I said, hoping to keep our conversation only on Augie and Addie.

      “Isn’t it, though? I don’t think Aiden really understands the thought process behind this new idea. He’s more of a visual alpha. I think he needs a presentation. In person.” Sera’s grin could be heard through the phone.

      “You’re a genius. Augie actually volunteered to meet some of our local packs about the project to keep things small while we work out any kinks. I’ll make him leave early and go to you first,” I replied, already knowing exactly how it would go down. Augie would be pissed at first, but he’d thank me later.

      “Why would you have to ‘make’ him?” she asked.

      I sighed, leaning back in the chair, staring at a picture of me, Augie, and Cord from when we were kids. Damn, I missed my brother and the fun the three of us used to have together. We were the dynamic trio until… No, I couldn’t go there. Not right then.

      “You know men. They’re stubborn to a fault. Augie loves Raven Point. He bleeds this pack life. He’s afraid of the changes that are coming. He senses them, and we’re going to have to push,” I replied.

      Sera grunted. “Yeah, Addie just might be even more stubborn, but they can’t win against us. We’ll sort this out. For them. They deserve it.”

      That they did. I didn’t know Addie very well, but if she brought my best friend happiness, that was all that mattered. She was now family, and I would do whatever it took to figure out why they hadn’t claimed each other yet.

      Sera and I moved on to other topics before saying our goodbyes. It was after dinner, and I was ready to head home. My silk pajamas and bed were calling me. I’d never been much for fancy clothes before, but Jamie had sent me some for Christmas last year and I never looked back.

      As I was getting up from my chair, Dad popped his head in. “I didn’t see you at dinner. Is everything okay?” he asked.

      Dad met me in the middle of my office, wrapping his arms around me. The scent of chili and cornbread wafted off him. “I’m not sure how I missed chili night. I should be asking you if everything is okay.” He’d always been a stress-cooker.

      “Just stuff. Nothing to concern you with. How’s my grandson today?” Dad placed his hand over my belly and received his reply in a kick, making the old man laugh, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      I knew then what his worries were, because I had the same ones. I hated that we were so much alike. Bringing a child into the world was normally the happiest part of people’s lives, but for my dad, it had also been one of the saddest.

      I didn’t want a repeat.

      “It’s going to be okay, Dad,” I whispered, being strong for him like Augie was for me.

      “I know, Baby Girl. It has to be. Have you decided on a name yet?” he asked.

      My head shook. “You’ll be the first to know when we do. I’m going to grab some chili and head home. Want to come watch a movie?” Movie night with my dad was something we’d always done when I lived in the pack house. I hadn’t let them stop, even when I moved out.

      “Liam already brought your food home. Don’t worry, I sent him with two bowls for the two stomachs, and while I’d love to say yes to the movie, I have some calls to make.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You do know the point of making me co-alpha was so I could get more hands-on learning instead of the book stuff I hated, right? You can’t keep doing everything on your own.”

      He grinned. “I know, and I appreciate all of the help you’ve given me already. The pack is even looking for you instead of me now, but really, it’s nothing. Just a few return calls to the other packs. Go on and get off your feet. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Dad kissed my forehead and turned for the door, but glanced back with a shine in his eyes. “I love you, Taya.”

      “I love you, too, Dad.”

      Damn him for hyping up my emotions again. It really was time to go home. We went our separate ways in the hall, and I managed to avoid seeing anyone.

      The sun was already set, and the path was dark as the moon hid behind thick clouds, but I knew the short walk home like the back of my hand. I waddled carefully along the familiar path, finding the porch light on.

      Liam was everything I could have asked for in a mate. I’d fought him for longer than necessary, but I thought that was what made us stronger. The tone of my stubbornness was set in the beginning and wasn’t ever a cause of dissent between us. Well, except for when it came to our son, but that was mostly in fun.

      The door opened as I reached for it, and Liam’s face came into view. His seafoam-green eyes darkened as he took my hand. “What has my mate been up to?”

      I sniffed the air. “Not much. Just searching for her dinner.”

      Liam led me to the table where three bowls and a plate of cornbread were waiting. “Did you not eat?” I asked.

      “I was waiting for you.” He shrugged and we sat down together. It wasn’t often we ate dinner as just the two of us. The pack kept us busy, but our nights were always reserved for each other. Our passion hadn’t dimmed in the last couple of years, and I loved him more now than I ever had.

      “Thank you,” I said before shoving a spoonful of chili in, followed by many more.

      After the first bowl-and-a-half were devoured, I rested my elbows on the table and sighed. My mind wanted more food, but my belly said enough.

      “What’s wrong?” Liam asked, and I knew he wasn’t talking about my food dilemma.

      “Just worried about Augie,” I answered.

      “Well, don’t get in the middle of it. Augie’s a smart guy. He’ll figure it out on his own. We just need to watch his wolf,” Liam said, and I grimaced. “What did you do?” he added.

      I didn’t keep secrets from my mate, and he was going to find out anyway, so I told him why I’d missed dinner.

      “You called my mother?” he deadpanned.

      “Yep.” I had no qualms about that.

      “Women. Pains in the asses,” he grumbled as I stood from the table.

      “But I’m your pain in the ass, and you love me just as I am,” I teased as I wrapped my arms around him from behind, placing a kiss on his cheek.

      A low grumble built in his chest as I began to pull away. I knew that sound, and any plans of being lazy for the remainder of the evening were immediately forgotten while I ran for the bedroom. His wolf loved the chase.

      “You are mine, Taya,” Liam called after me, using his deep alpha voice. He might have passed on the role, but he was still every bit the alpha he could have been.

      My skin tingled, and my heart raced while warmth pooled at my center. “Come and show me. I think I’ve forgotten.”

      My mate was never one to back down from a challenge. He stalked toward me, and with every step he took, my concerns lessened. At least for the evening. I’d worry about anything else the next day.
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      Several days passed, and my wolf was calmer. I wasn’t sure if it was because I had a plan in place or something else, but I’d spent the last two mornings running with my pack like a beta should. My energy was up, and I was eager to take action.

      After speaking with Gerald and Taya about the new pack unity plans, I’d volunteered to start within our own territory. I would be gone for two weeks, spending about three days at each of the other five main packs along the west coast.

      Even though I would be working, I would also be looking for fun, something my wolf hadn’t seemed to complain about as the idea was finalized.

      I was scheduled to leave in a week and would be back before Caleb and Jamie had to go, something Taya and Liam insisted.

      She and Jamie had been holed up in the office, taking Taya’s plans for unison between packs pretty seriously. Taya was a strong wolf. She cared for her people and was already a great leader, but I hadn’t seen her this passionate about something since we were hunting Declan, the man responsible for killing her twin brother.

      That had been a nasty war and one I hoped to never repeat, which was why Taya and Jamie had my full support.

      When I came back inside from a meeting with the wolves who patrolled our boundary lines, Taya was waiting for me in my office, feet kicked up on my desk and hands behind her head.

      “Did you get lost?” I asked, sitting in one of the other chairs.

      “Nope, but you’re not going to be needing the desk for a few weeks, so I figured I’d check it out. Maybe I want a new view,” she replied confidently.

      “First off, I gave you my house. You can’t take my office. Secondly, it’s only two weeks,” I said.

      She grinned, pulling her feet down and leaning forward. “Okay, you can keep your office, but you are leaving for longer. I already talked to Dad about it.”

      My stomach sank. “What have you done?”

      Taya laughed. “Jesus, Augie. Calm down. I just added a stop to your trip. Aiden wants to know more about the pack member swaps so he can work on implementing it in the East Coast packs. Jamie and Caleb are staying a bit longer, and I volunteered you to go. I figured since you were already going to be out visiting packs, what was one more stop?”

      “One more stop all the way across the United States? That will add days to my trip. Why can’t you just tell him over a video chat?” I asked, because her request wasn’t sitting right with me. Taya was up to something.

      “What’s wrong, Aug? Is your wolf afraid of flying?” she teased, but I didn’t laugh or smile.

      My wolf was pacing within me again. He didn’t speak like a human, but his unrest was back to where it had been, and I didn’t like the setback.

      “Taya, I can’t go,” I said.

      Gone was my best friend and in her place was a stone-faced shifter. “August James, you’re going. I’m not asking you, I’m telling you as your alpha. I want you in the Catskills by end of day tomorrow.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      There wasn’t a way out of this. I didn’t know what to do.

      “Aiden would like to see the plans in person, so I will have a presentation file waiting for you later tonight,” Taya said, then softened a little. “I’m doing this not only for the good of all the packs, but for you. You need to get out of here. Don’t hate me for forcing you to see what the rest of us already do. We’re just worried.”

      Taya moved to get out of the chair, and I couldn’t stay mad at her. Not when even I didn’t understand what was going on with me. She could be right, for all I knew.

      I met her at the side of my desk, arms open. She fell into them, and I hugged her tight. “I’ll do this for you, but no more surprise trips after this. If getting out doesn’t fix whatever is happening with my wolf, I’ll figure it out some other way. Right here in Raven Point, where I belong.”

      Taya pulled back, hands cupping my elbows. “You know it’s okay to leave, right? My love for you will never change, even if you don’t live in Raven Point. You will always be my best friend, and I will support you if your wolf is restless here. I would rather you be happy away from me than miserable by my side.”

      Her words couldn’t have pained me more, even if she’d stabbed me in the stomach at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      The flight went by agonizingly slow as my wolf paced inside my mind the entire time. I hadn’t slept the night before, and I was a wreck.

      Splashing water over my face, I tried to get control over myself. There was literally no reason to be overreacting about going to the Catskills pack and seeing Addie. I mean, Aiden. I was there to deliver a presentation and nothing more.

      I couldn’t even be sure I’d speak to Addie. She had a job working for Sera and Harper. I just needed to focus on what I was asked to do and nothing else.

      Addie was not mine to worry about.

      My wolf whimpered at my thoughts, but he was the only one with control. He hadn’t claimed her. I wouldn’t live my life devoted to someone my wolf didn’t want above all others. I couldn’t hurt Addie or my wolf if he decided someone else was for us.

      Aiden was waiting outside of the plane for me when I stepped off. He grinned, something he didn’t do very often before he’d found Harper.

      All of my closest friends were mated, and it didn’t use to bother me, but seeing Aiden’s smile struck a nerve within me that he didn’t deserve.

      “How was the flight?” Aiden asked as we got right into the waiting car.

      “Same as every other time. Nothing exciting about being in a tin can while tens of thousands of miles above ground,” I answered with a shudder.

      No shifter truly enjoyed flying.

      “Everything in Raven Point going good? I was surprised you wanted to come all the way out here to show me something you could have emailed,” Aiden said.

      My jaw locked tight. I was going to kill my best friend as soon as I figured out what she was up to.

      “Taya seemed to think you’d prefer a more personalized presentation,” I grumbled.

      He laughed. “Interesting. Well, either way, we’re glad to have you. Sera and Harper have been excited for a visitor, too. They have a dinner planned for just a few of us tonight to honor you, I guess. I tried not to pay too much attention.”

      Shit. A dinner? Would it be too obvious if I asked who was part of that few? Yes, it would make me sound like a hopeful pup wanting to see his favorite toy.

      “I appreciate the gesture,” was all I said in return as we made our way to Aiden’s pack.

      He’d had big shoes to fill, but also had a lot of help. The Catskills was equal to Raven Point in my eyes. There was a family vibe here not all packs knew how to create. I was glad to see it had carried on, even after Elijah’s passing.

      We parked directly in front of the house. Nerves slammed into my chest, making me fumble with the door handle before I stepped out and reached into the back for my bag.

      I slung it over my shoulder as the front door opened.

      “Augie, it’s so good to see you,” Sera called, but I couldn’t see her.

      No, my eyes only focused on the woman behind her who was scared to death. Addie’s normally warm green eyes were wide with fear as she stared back at me. My grip tightened on my bag as I accepted Sera’s hug on autopilot while keeping my gaze on Addie.

      Taya was going to pay dearly for doing this to me, because my wolf still didn’t recognize Addie as ours. Instead, all that floated inside me was confusion and rage.

      Taking one look at Addie showed me a fear I hadn’t seen within her before. Someone had hurt her, and I wasn’t normally a violent guy, but suddenly, I thirsted for blood.
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      I was going to kill Sera. She’d told me Aiden was expecting a guest, that we had to prepare a room, make a food list, and all the things that went above our norm for visitors.

      My mind had been so rattled since my breakdown several days ago that I hadn’t questioned her. I’d taken the distraction and ran with it, all while trying to avoid Harper’s and Sera’s intimidating gazes. Clearly, Jamie had told Harper to keep a closer eye on me, but I wasn’t in the mood for a pity friend. I had things to sort through on my own before I caved and accepted one of their invites.

      Nearly thirty years old and I still had panic attacks about a man who I hadn’t seen in over a decade. It was pathetic. After my initial freak-out had ended, I mentally smacked some sense into myself and pushed my thoughts from the scared young woman I used to be into the strong wolf I wanted to be.

      It had been working well enough until Augie’s face was the one that I saw standing next to Aiden’s car. Not just some guest, but one Sera was fully aware I knew and conveniently left his name out. I should have never told her about the mate mess. She must have figured it out and was trying to force something on us that could never happen.

      All she was doing was hurting my heart, and as much as I appreciated her trying, I needed to corner her as soon as possible and ask her to stop. Being with Augie would never happen, not until Kane was dead, and I didn’t see that happening anytime soon. Not if he was keeping pack relations on the up and up.

      Sera called out to Augie, but her words were lost to me as Augie and I made eye contact and his clear blue eyes darkened. He was furious, but I had no idea why.

      My wolf whimpered inside as my chest constricted, but I didn’t break eye contact with Augie. I didn’t dart back into the house like I should have. I didn’t run to him like I wanted. So many things I didn’t do.

      Aiden nudged me, his hand waving in front of my face. “Earth to Addie?”

      “I’m sorry, Alpha. What were you saying?” I asked, face flushed.

      He narrowed his dark gaze at me as Harper stepped in behind me. “Oh, you’re back.” She peered around us. “Hi, Augie! Addie has your room all settled. She’ll take you there now. I need to borrow Aiden for a bit. Make yourself at home.”

      My lips opened to object, but no words came out. Augie was suddenly at my side, his palm grasping my elbow as he urged me inside.

      It didn’t matter that I was wearing a long-sleeve shirt; Augie’s skin burned through the fabric and into mine, making me want to cry. A grumble sounded from my chest, something I’d never done before and coming from my wolf. She wasn’t handling this like I’d hoped, and that didn’t bode well for us.

      I needed my wolf to help hold my shit together. We couldn’t both be losing it.

      “Addie, it’s a pleasure to see you again. It’s been a long time,” Augie said, his voice husky.

      Did he feel what I did? Did he know that I was his mate? Did he want me without even knowing we were mates?

      So many questions and no way to get answers without revealing the ugly truth of my past. Something I absolutely did not want to do.

      I cleared my throat, getting a handle on my emotions. “Good to see you as well. Let me show you to your room.”

      As much as it pained me, I pulled my arm away from his gentle grip and made my way toward the staircase that led to the rooms. Sera, Aiden, and Harper had made themselves scarce, which didn’t surprise me. I was slowly putting the pieces together about the last few days. I wanted to be angry, but as I stepped onto the stairs, I couldn’t be.

      Having Sera know about my past had seemed like the worst possible thing, but she was my family now. She was the mother I never got to know. She might be pushy, but she wasn’t trying to hurt me. I just needed to set better boundaries and trust that she’d listen to me.

      I’d been around Augie before. I could do it again. Everything would be fine.

      I stopped at Augie’s door, which was right across from mine, at Harper’s suggestion. Something I should have questioned earlier.

      Augie’s hard chest crashed into my back, and I tried to brace myself with my palms by pressing against the door, but it was already partially open and didn’t hold our weight.

      We came crashing down onto the floor, somehow landing with me on top.

      “Oh my God, Addie. Are you okay?” Augie’s hands were roaming the upper half of my body, and I couldn’t speak. “I’m so sorry. I was looking… down and didn’t see you stop.”

      A squeak sounded behind us, and I jerked my head in time to see strands of grey hair darting away. I had no idea what Sera thought she’d just seen, but it wasn’t what it looked like.

      I scrambled to get off of Augie, but only ended up making things worse. My legs were tangled in his. As he tried to help me, I lost strength in my arms from the shock of his continued touch, falling onto him once more.

      Augie grinned at me, his kind eyes holding my gaze. “Addie, let me help.”

      I nodded, still unable to speak. I didn’t trust my words, because I knew what I wanted to say. I knew what I wanted, but I couldn’t have it.

      The feel of Augie’s body beneath mine, the way his muscles rippled and warmed against my skin… It was something the woman in me needed with a fierce determination. Except it wasn’t going to happen. No, I couldn’t hurt Augie like that. If I couldn’t give him all of me, then I wouldn’t give him any of me.

      “I’m sorry, Augie. I’ve had a day and I’m not myself. I’ll let you get settled,” I said, hoping to make a quick escape.

      He reached for me again, giving me time to pull away, but I didn’t. “What’s wrong, Addie?”

      I want you like I’ve never wanted anything before, but I can’t have you, I thought as I tried not to cower under Augie’s intense stare. He didn’t frighten me in the ways Kane did before, but I was afraid, nonetheless.

      “I… nothing. Like I said, it’s just been a day. Is there anything I can get you while you wait for Aiden?” I asked, trying to sound as professional as possible.

      The corner of Augie’s lips raised. “What about a good book? What have you been reading lately?”

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to work. I’d been reading a lot of romance to make up for the lack of it in my life. Augie didn’t need to know about those books. I couldn’t even remember the last time I read something that didn’t involve a hero swooping in to convince the heroine to fall for him.

      “I’ve been busy lately. Haven’t had much time to read, but I can show you the library if you’d like,” I said.

      He frowned. “No, that’s okay. Thank you, Addie.”

      Augie turned away from me, disappointment clear in his voice. Damn it. Was he feeling what I felt? Had I just hurt his feelings?

      It didn’t matter. It was better this way. Augie could never be mine. Not in the ways he deserved.

      When he didn’t say anything else, I saw myself out and quietly closed the door behind me, leaving a piece of my heart with the wolf I wanted—no, needed—more than anything I’d ever known.
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        * * *

      

      I’d skipped dinner. I couldn’t handle Sera and Harper trying to play matchmaker. Not so soon after the disaster in Augie’s room. I’d talk with Sera in the morning when I had a clearer head, something I didn’t have after leaning against my door, listening for Augie long after I’d left his room.

      A knock had sounded, and I heard Aiden’s voice, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Multiple sets of boots sounded in the hallway, and I’d finally gone to my bed.

      The whole situation was pitiful. Augie wasn’t the type of shifter to push me. No, he was respectful and kind and goodhearted. He was everything I’d ever wanted in a mate, and it was going to be our downfall.

      I knew if Augie had pushed harder that I’d never have been able to resist telling him everything. He already owned my heart; he just didn’t know it.

      Night fell and I lay in bed, restless and hungry. Glancing at the clock, it was nearly eleven and my book long ago stopped holding my attention, at no fault of the author’s.

      I was in my pajamas and didn’t bother getting dressed as I snuck downstairs for food. My wolf stirred and whimpered. Maybe after I ate, we’d go for a midnight run. She settled after that thought.

      I made myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich to keep things simple and quiet. Staring out the window, I allowed myself to daydream about going up to Augie’s room instead, but that wasn’t going to help me get to sleep anytime soon.

      After finishing my sandwich, I made sure my mess was cleaned up before heading outside. I wasn’t the main kitchen help for the pack anymore, but I still remembered being irritated coming in to find a dirty kitchen after I’d left it clean.

      Since a majority of the pack was likely already asleep, I undressed on the porch, folded my clothes, and shifted just beyond the steps.

      As soon as I was in wolf form, an ache settled into my chest. My wolf leaned back and howled loudly into the moon. Her mournful cries would have brought tears to my eyes if I’d been in human form.

      I’m sorry, wolf. You deserve better than this, I said, knowing she wouldn’t respond with words, but hoping my own helped her pain—our pain.

      The howl had probably been too loud, and we needed to go before someone came out to join us. I wasn’t in the mood to run with other wolves and neither was my wolf. She took off toward the woods that surrounded the pack house and avoided the area where most of the other homes were.

      We had thousands of acres to run, and I had a feeling we’d be seeing most of them before my wolf tired.

      Just a few minutes in, another howl cut through the quiet night. One just as pained as we felt. One that was unfamiliar but made my heart race with anticipation.

      Augie.

      He was coming for us.
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Augie

        

      

    

    
      The last six hours had been the most awkward of my life. I knew seeing Addie again would be weird, but I didn’t expect it to be so…painful. My wolf was intrigued by her, and I was ready to say screw it and see what happened, but she’d run from me.

      Adaline Chandler had run from me, and my wolf loved it.

      Aiden had finally rescued me from myself and invited me to dinner. I’d eagerly accepted, hoping to see Addie again, but she never showed, and I never asked about her.

      “We’ll go for a run in the morning with some of the pack, and then we can go over what the girls have been working on?” Aiden suggested to me after dinner.

      Harper elbowed him. “Women. What the women have been working on.”

      “My apologies, mate,” Aiden grumbled, but there was a gleam of happiness in his eyes as he did so. A gleam that filled me with pangs of jealousy.

      I grinned, trying to hide my emotion. “That sounds good to me. Do you need help with anything tonight?” I asked, hoping there would be something to keep me distracted. There was no way I would be able to stay here for a week like Taya had suggested.

      Aiden opened his mouth, but Harper cut him off. “No. Sorry, Augie. We have plans, but make yourself at home. Check out the library, roam the halls, use the kitchen. Whatever you want.”

      Harper wasn’t doing a very good job at hiding the fact she was in on whatever matchmaking the others were trying to do. I wanted to be irritated with them all, but I’d grown up with a female best friend. I knew they meant well. I just needed to keep my cool or things would get worse.

      “I think I can do that. I’ll see the two of you tomorrow, then,” I replied, heading for my room instead of all the other places Harper mentioned.

      I knew Addie’s was across from mine. My wolf scented her all over that hallway. Her light was on under the door. I paused like a creeper at her door, listening for any sounds, but I couldn’t hear a thing, not even the rustle of sheets or turn of a page.

      Maybe she was asleep. She mentioned she’d had a day. Maybe exhaustion was the only thing that kept her from dinner. I’d worried it had been me, and guilt filled my chest.

      After several minutes, I went back to my room. The library didn’t call to me, I was still full from dinner, and roaming the house didn’t sound as appealing when I knew Addie was locked in her bedroom.

      I lay on the bed, remembering the feel of her body pressed against mine after I’d crashed into her. I’d been daydreaming about taking Addie into my arms and hadn’t seen her stop. Conveniently, that’s exactly what happened as we fell, and I’d made sure not to crush her.

      The flush in her cheeks as our legs tangled together would be something I’d always remember. I’d purposely made it harder for her to get up just to keep her close, but I’d only ended up scaring her.

      For the briefest of moments, I thought maybe Addie had felt what I did, but when she wouldn’t even talk books with me, I knew it was futile.

      Whatever Taya had been planning with the others was not going to work. Addie wasn’t my mate. She didn’t want me. They’d forced me here for no reason other than to torture me.

      I’d deliver the presentation to Aiden as intended and schedule a redeye flight home. No matter how much I hoped for things to be different, I had no business staying in the Catskills.
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        * * *

      

      I was nearly asleep when a howl cut through the quiet night. My wolf was alert and almost forced a shift on me while I was still in bed.

      “Easy boy. We’ll go check it out,” I said as I moved out of the room in only sleep pants.

      My feet moved down the stairs and my heart pounded in my chest as we got closer to the door. I picked up a fresh scent from Addie and followed it to the kitchen.

      The area was empty, so I headed out the back door. My eyes scanned the yard, but there was no wolf to be found. On the steps were folded clothes, heavy with Addie’s scent on them.

      My wolf vibrated inside me. He wanted to find her. The howl had been more of a cry, and the need to make sure she was okay was more than I could handle.

      As much as I knew it was likely a horrible idea, I conceded.

      “Okay, have it your way, but when we go home tomorrow, I don’t want to hear you complain. She’s not ours.”

      My wolf didn’t reply with emotions. He pushed the shift on me as soon as my pants were around my ankles.

      I lunged off the steps, landing on all fours as my wolf scented for his prey. He caught her scent once again and howled a single warning.

      We were coming for Addie, and there was nowhere she could hide from my wolf.

      My control over my beast was lost as his paws pounded on the grass, nose to the ground and eyes focused on our surroundings. Grass faded away to the forest floor as we darted between trees, gaining on Addie with every bound. She was running from us, but she wasn’t faster.

      I saw a flicker of her tail, and my wolf growled in success.

      Addie leapt over fallen logs, feet getting tangled beneath her as she hit a stray branch. Her wolf recovered, darting left unexpectedly. Though, that was only worse for her. The river ran on our left, and there was no way she was jumping it.

      I cut over and barreled ahead, just in case Addie’s other half wasn’t as smart as her. She was breathing heavily, her wolf standing at the edge of the water, glancing between me and the other side.

      Her wolf was a light caramel color, her eyes the same hazel as her human form. The light tan of her coat had a dark brown underlayer that also reminded me of her normal hair color.

      The wolf was small like I suspected, but she wasn’t afraid of me like Addie sometimes seemed. The wolf met my stare, lowering her head in a challenging way.

      My wolf stalked forward.

      Be gentle with her, I warned him, remembering how sorrowful her howl had sounded.

      Mate, he replied, and if I’d been in my human form, my legs would have buckled.

      No, that couldn’t be right. We’d been around Addie several times. My wolf should have known sooner. Mates didn’t have to be in wolf form to recognize each other. Our wolf and human halves were one and… no. She couldn’t be, could she?

      My wolf moved slowly toward Addie’s, and she stayed put. Our wolves didn’t talk much to us, but I always wondered if they could talk to each other.

      Especially now as mine became increasingly agitated and I had no idea why.

      Addie whimpered, and we nuzzled her neck. My wolf moved around hers, inhaling her scent and growling every couple of steps.

      He seemed so sure in his choice that she was ours, but I was still confused.

      I wanted Addie, and if this had happened when we first met, I’d have taken her in my arms and never let her go, but something was wrong.

      We need to shift back so I can talk to Addie, I said to my wolf as they continued to nose each other, never separating more than an inch.

      He wasn’t going to give back control and I hated taking it, but I needed answers my wolf couldn’t give me. Bringing my strength forward, I pictured my human form and forced the change. For the first time in years, the transformation was painful as he fought me, but if my wolf was right, he’d be thanking me later.

      Back in my human form, I kneeled on the ground in front of Addie, naked. Nudity normally didn’t bother me, but it was different around Addie. Hopefully, she didn’t mind.

      “I need to speak with Addie,” I said, reaching out to her wolf.

      My fingers caressed her coarse fur, and the wolf pushed her head into my hand. My body shuddered with hope that Addie really was mine, but I tried not to get too excited until she could answer some questions.

      Her wolf backed up as her form began to shimmer. The shift was smooth, her wolf clearly not fighting like mine had, but Addie’s eyes were wide with fear when she appeared.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Addie,” I said, staying on the ground instead of going to her like I wanted.

      Her arms wrapped around her chest as she kneeled, staying away from me. I probably should have gotten our wolves to run back to the house first, so we could be dressed for this conversation, but it was too late.

      Addie’s chestnut hair was longer than it had been when I’d first met her and she pulled it over her shoulders to help cover herself, but I wasn’t looking anyway. I wouldn’t disrespect her like that.

      “Do you know what happened with our wolves?” I asked once she stopped fidgeting.

      She nodded but didn’t reply.

      I grinned. “Are you going to tell me?”

      She shook her head.

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “If you don’t already know, then you don’t need to know,” she replied calmly, but the tension set in her shoulder and the wide set of her eyes gave her anxiety away.

      “I do know, but I wanted to hear it from you. Why did it take us both being in wolf form for mine to recognize you as our mate?” She didn’t flinch at the use of mate. Addie had known, and it cracked my heart to wonder just how long she’d been aware of that fact.

      Maybe Addie didn’t want me like I’d thought before.

      My gut twisted and chest ached with a void that might never be filled. If I thought my wolf was going crazy before, I had another thing coming if Addie pushed us away.

      “Because… I… I’m… already mated,” she whispered the last part, ashamed and terrified.

      My wolf howled in my head, accepting her words as truth. Someone had taken what was ours, and that was not okay.

      I tried to soften my words, but the rage within me was so significant that they came out as a growl anyway. “Who, Addie? Who are you mated to?”

      Surely, someone would have told me. Taya wouldn’t have sent me here if she knew. Why had Addie kept it a secret and for how long?

      Her hazel eyes dropped to the ground. “I can’t, Augie. We can’t. I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt you.”

      She was crying now, and the space I wanted to give her was no longer possible. I couldn’t sit here and not comfort her. She was mine, and I would fix whatever was causing her pain. Even if it meant walking away from her, but I’d do anything to make sure that wasn’t an option.

      I was walking toward her before she ever looked back up. Bending to the ground, I gathered Addie in my arms, holding her tight as cries began to rock through her whole body. Hot fury burned through me as she continued to weep, burying herself deeper into my hold, telling me she wanted me close.

      “Addie, whatever is wrong, I can fix it. You just need to tell me what happened,” I whispered into her hair as I swept it back, needing to see her eyes.

      “I belong to another wolf. One we didn’t choose. One I ran from a long time ago. You can’t fix this, Augie. No matter how much I want you to,” she said, defeated.

      I grabbed her chin gently, making sure she heard my next words. “If you didn’t choose the bond you ran from, if you no longer want it, I will make it go away. Not only because I want you to myself, but because I can see the fear in your eyes, Addie. I will set you free.”

      Even if Addie didn’t want me, I couldn’t walk away from her now. Not until she was free from whatever she’d run from. I would give my mate whatever she needed to be happy, no matter the cost to me.
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      As soon as I saw Augie’s wolf, I knew everything would be different. The ache in my heart changed from keeping secrets into having to tell Augie that we could never be together.

      My wolf yipped with joy when he found us. To her, she had a mate again, but none of this could be that easy. Augie and I might recognize each other as mates, but I was still bound to another. I could never give him my whole heart with a blood exchange.

      Most of all, if Augie ever got hurt by Kane, I’d never forgive myself.

      I’d done my fair share of research over the years. If there was a way to break a bond, I was certain I would have found it, but nothing in either of the pack libraries I’d scoured had proven helpful. It only ever talked about bonds being broken in death.

      As much as I hated Kane, I wouldn’t have him killed. Before he’d taken me in, he’d been a good alpha, one my father never had a bad word to say about.

      Augie told me everything I ever wanted to hear. He wanted to fix things. He wanted to set me free, but I couldn’t allow him to do so. Kane was a vicious wolf in a fight. It was why the pack trusted him so much. He took care of his wolves, and nobody dared to mess with him.

      Hot tears trailed down my face as Augie tried to make me feel better, but he only made things worse by being so kind. It made me see that being unable to give him my whole heart would crush me more than I thought possible.

      “Addie, baby. You’re killing me. You have to talk to me. Tell me what to do,” Augie begged, his arms shaking as they held me tightly.

      I wiped at my tears, then remembered I was naked and wrapped in Augie’s arms—something I’d only ever fantasized about. I moved to scramble away, but he held me closer.

      “I don’t think I can let you go right now and remain in my human form. Please, stay,” he whispered into my ear, and my tears started anew.

      Damn Kane for taking this moment from me. Damn him for his years of abuse.

      I nodded and settled my head back onto Augie’s chest. He grumbled low and sniffed my hair before calming a little more.

      “I’m sorry, Augie. I’m so sorry,” I finally said.

      “What are you sorry for, little wolf?” he asked, brushing my hair back that had been stuck to my wet face.

      My mind screamed to keep my mouth shut. I’d kept these secrets for ten years, and it wasn’t time to let them out now. My heart, on the other hand, was begging to let it all go. To take a chance that Augie was worthy of knowing the whole story. That we could trust him.

      Most importantly, I knew Augie deserved the truth of my past. If I was going to deny my mate, he needed to know it wasn’t because I didn’t want him.

      “My name isn’t Addie Chandler. It’s Rebecca Malone. I’ve only left the boundaries of this pack once in ten years and it was only due to heavy guilt. I’d been hard-pressed to let Sera travel alone so soon after losing her mate. Elijah was the only wolf here to know my true identity until Sera read one of his journals last year.”

      Augie peered down at me, his kind eyes keeping me calm. “Rebecca?” He smiled. “It fits you.”

      I shook my head. “Not anymore. I haven’t been her in a long time, and I don’t ever want to be again.”

      He nodded while his thumb brushed over my cheek. “What happened to make you hide away here?”

      “My mother died when I was born, and I was raised by my father. He loved me more than the moon and stars. I was a lucky girl for the first seventeen years of my life.” I stuck with facts that were straight to the point, hoping not to start crying all over again.

      Augie waited patiently for me to continue, but it was harder than I thought it would be. My mind had never forgotten the past, but thinking the words and saying them out loud were completely different things. Saying them made me feel ashamed for not doing something to protect myself. I didn’t fight hard enough against what I knew was wrong.

      “My father was killed in a mining accident. We lived in a pack in northern Minnesota that owns an iron mine. He’d worked there his whole life and never even came out with a scrape until that day. I still wonder if it was really a freak accident, or something else.”

      “God, Addie. I’m so sorry. I’m not close with my parents. Taya’s dad has always been there for me, but I couldn’t imagine being alone at that age. Did you have any family left?” he asked.

      “No. It was just me, so the pack alpha took me in. I’d thought he was being kind. My friends all thought I was the luckiest girl in the world, but they were wrong. Behind closed doors, Kane wasn’t the kind alpha he portrayed to the pack. Kane was, and probably still is, a dominant alpha who always found a way to get what he wanted.”

      Augie was back to growling, and his hold was almost painful, but I knew he wasn’t trying to hurt me, so I didn’t say anything.

      “What did he do to you?” Augie asked through clenched teeth.

      “Kane was a young alpha, only twenty-two. He wanted to show the other packs he was capable in all ways. He wanted a mate to control. I was an easy target, given I had no family, no one to stand up for me. He told me I had to repay him for taking me in, or he’d banish me from the pack. I was young and naïve. I didn’t know any better. Though, I should have as things got worse.”

      “I’m going to kill him, Addie. He can’t get away with this. He doesn’t deserve to own part of your heart.” Augie’s words were full of determination.

      “No. You don’t know him, Augie. Kane doesn’t fight fair, and he’s a good alpha. The people will tell you I made the whole story up. That I abandoned him, and he’s been heartbroken for years. It will be me against them, and I won’t win. I don’t want to go through that.”

      “But you’re supposed to be mine, Addie. How can you ask me to ignore this? My wolf feels you, but I can’t. I already thought I was going crazy before coming here. I don’t think I can leave this alone. There has to be something we can do.”

      His words gutted me. I hated hurting him, but I didn’t know what else to do. Augie couldn’t kill Kane, a wolf that was twice his size and a more experienced fighter, and the council would never condemn Kane without evidence I didn’t have. Not even when I knew two of them personally—Gerald and Aiden.

      It wasn’t enough to risk Augie’s life or risk me ending up forced back to Minnesota. I would rather die than let that happen.

      “I’m sorry, Augie. I tried to stay away. I didn’t want you to ever know, because I knew it was pointless. You will only drive yourself crazy trying to be with me,” I said, knowing an incomplete connection between mates made most wolves go rogue. I wouldn’t let that be Augie’s life.

      He began to stand, gently setting me on my feet, holding my shoulders. “No, Addie. This isn’t how this ends. I know you’re scared, but I’m not. Unless you send me away right now, I’m not walking away from this. I won’t leave you here to suffer. You’ve done so long enough.”

      He breathed heavily, likely fighting for control over his wolf. I itched to hold him, but I held back for fear of making things worse as I waited for him to calm.

      Augie’s intense gaze met mine as he started speaking again. “If you really want to carry on as you have, tell me you don’t want me. Tell me you would rather never see me again. If you can say the words, I’ll convince my wolf to let you go, but only if it’s what you really want.”

      Augie wasn’t playing fair. My legs shook under my weight as I tried to find the words I needed to say, but they weren’t what I wanted. I should send him away. I didn’t deserve what he was offering. He didn’t know what he was getting himself into. I hadn’t even told him the whole story, but clearly that didn’t matter.

      He cupped my face, my skin heating with his touch. “Addie, please.” His forehead lowered to mine, our lips just an inch away from each other.

      I could taste his breath and feel his heat. My muscles clenched with a need so strong, I wasn’t sure I could ignore it.

      I’d never been selfish, but damn if I didn’t want to be now.

      “Augie…” I pleaded, but I wasn’t sure exactly what for.

      “Do you want me to go?”

      He moved closer. All I had to do was tilt my head a degree and I’d finally know if the reality matched the fantasy. Except I knew, with that one movement, my whole life would change. With emotions so high, I knew I shouldn’t be making a decision like this. I should go back to my room and write out my thoughts, make sure I could do this.

      I was damned near thirty years old, and I’d never been respectfully kissed. I’d never felt desire so pure. I’d been denied so much from one man’s choice.

      It was time for me to make my own.

      “No. Don’t leave me,” I whispered, and barely got the words out before Augie closed the remaining gap between us.

      His lips covered mine in a searing kiss that made my toes curl in the dirt. I wrapped my arms around him, not having forgotten that we were both without clothes.

      My lips parted, inviting Augie in as he tilted my head, deepening the kiss that had my hormones soaring like never before. I was like a teenager with her first boyfriend, and it was sad, but also joyous.

      My wolf sighed as I dug my nails into Augie’s shoulders, itching to be closer, needing to feel all of him. My libido was on fire, and only Augie could settle the flames.

      Augie pulled back, both of us panting. “Nearly every part of me wants to take you on this forest floor and claim you in every way currently possible, but you deserve better than that. This shouldn’t be rushed.”

      I wanted to argue, but Augie had a point. This was a lot and time apart might do us both some good.

      “Thank you, Augie. Thank you for everything,” I said, words breathier than I’d intended.

      “I’ve waited my whole life for you. I want the first time to be perfect,” he replied.

      My eyes widened. No, he couldn’t have… “Augie, what do you mean you waited?”

      His grip on my shoulders tightened. “There has never been another woman for me, Adaline. I knew my mate was out there, and I wanted to be worthy of her when I found her. I’ve never touched another before you. Not like this.”

      Tears filled my eyes again. Augie was more than worthy, almost too much so. I didn’t deserve him, and he didn’t deserve what he was signing up for with me, but now that I’d had a taste, I was too selfish to give him up.
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      Addie was going to ruin me in the best possible ways. Holding her close to me, kissing her, hearing her story. All of it gutted me and fundamentally changed me.

      It didn’t matter that we weren’t officially bonded, that a blood exchange between us couldn’t be possible until her bond with Kane was broken. None of it made a difference to me or my wolf.

      I’d found what I’d wished for in Addie, and I was never going to let her go again. She was mine to protect for as long as I walked this earth.

      Telling her I’d waited for her wasn’t easy. Shifters were heavy on the sexual side, and it wasn’t an expectation to wait for your mate, but I had. My heart and wolf couldn’t stand the thought of touching another that wasn’t meant for us. While it had been frustrating at times, especially as those around me found their mates, I knew after kissing Addie for the first time, it had been worth the wait.

      “Augie, I don’t deserve you,” she whispered after my admission.

      I smiled down at her. “Yes, you do, and so much more, but it’s getting late. Why don’t we shift and run back to the pack house?”

      “Probably a good idea,” she said, but didn’t pull away from me.

      Her inaction made me grin, and I quickly kissed her once more before backing away to shift first. Our eyes stayed locked as I called my wolf forward. It was the first time in weeks that shifting came naturally and without force or rush.

      My bones changed, followed by fur covering my skin until my back hunched and I landed on all fours. My wolf shook out his coat before trotting to Addie, rubbing his muzzle against her exposed hip as her fingers sank into my fur.

      “You’re both perfect in every way,” she whispered, holding me close.

      My wolf yipped in reply, and she stepped back to shift next. I watched closely, trying not to stare at her curves, but failing. Addie’s creamy skin stood out under the moonlight, and her chestnut hair draped over her shoulders before the shift began.

      We watched intently as she transformed from human to wolf. I lost any sort of control over my own beast as they ran together, heading away from the pack house instead of toward it like we’d talked about.

      I considered forcing my wolf back, but the two wolves were having fun running together through the trees, and mine had waited just as long as I had. Plus, Addie’s howled excitedly right alongside us. Another hour or so wouldn’t hurt for them to get to know each other.

      While the wolves ran through the mountains of the Catskills, I considered what to do next. I knew Addie was my mate. We’d accepted one another, but for the bond to really be sealed, we had to complete a blood exchange.

      If Addie’s essence was already tied to another, she wouldn’t be able to complete her half of the process, and my wolf would go insane. At least, that’s what I assumed from the books I’d read and stories that had been passed down. Our situation wasn’t common, and most of it I’d have to guess at while trying to fix.

      Killing Kane seemed like the most logical option to my wolf, but he didn’t think about the repercussions. Addie was right. It would be our word against his. If there were no witnesses to the previous abuse and she’d never spoken out about it to anyone other than Elijah—who could no longer vouch for her—it wasn’t a fight we’d win against the council.

      My thoughts reeled as we finally headed back toward the house, our wolves tired, but my mind as awake as ever. There had to be something.

      First thing in the morning, I planned to call Gerald and see what he might know. He was on the council, and I knew he’d believe us, but there were others who would need evidence to convince. Without absolute certainty, I wouldn’t put Addie through that trauma. Not when it so clearly still affected her.

      She raced ahead of us, shifting back and getting dressed into the pajamas she’d left on the steps. I did the same, grabbing my discarded pants once I was back on two legs.

      “No shirt?” Addie appraised my bare chest, not hiding the attraction within her bright eyes.

      “I didn’t really think about clothes after I heard your wolf howl.” I shrugged, grabbing her hand as we quietly went inside.

      “Damn wolf had probably done that on purpose,” Addie murmured.

      I grinned. “Then, I like her even more.”

      We moved silently through the house until we came to our rooms. Addie hesitated, and as much as I didn’t want to force anything on her, I wasn’t ready to be apart from her.

      “I’ll sleep on top of the blankets if you’ll stay with me,” I said, tugging her toward my door.

      She eyed her room, then my naked upper half. “Put a shirt on as well and you have a deal.”

      I laughed as I pushed through the opening and kicked the door closed behind us, then pulled her into my arms.

      “As you wish. Mate.”

      I stared into her eyes, wanting to see just how affected she was by all of this, and got the response I was hoping for.

      Her pupils dilated as her chest expanded, and her hold around me tightened. “Augie, we don’t know—”

      I cut her off. “Not yet. Let’s not worry about anything else for now. Tonight, it’s just you and me.”

      She nodded, biting her lower lip as if she had something more to say.

      “What’s wrong? I didn’t mean that as if you couldn’t speak at all,” I said, hoping she didn’t think I was being controlling.

      From the sounds of it, the alpha she’d lived with had abused her in more ways than one. I’d love to kill him myself, but I wasn’t stupid. I knew this had to be handled the right way, and my priority was making sure nobody could ever take Addie from me.

      “Nothing. It’s just all a lot. There’s a pulse between us. I fought it for so long, but you broke me down so easily. It’s frightening,” she admitted.

      “I’m sorry, Addie. I didn’t mean to push you, but I’ve wanted you since the day you ran into me. I only resisted because I didn’t think you were mine to have. Now that I know, I don’t think I can stay away from you. Not ever.”

      Her hands splayed over my chest as her eyes heated. “How about that shirt?”

      I laughed, understanding she was overwhelmed. “You got it.” I pulled away and went to my bag, digging through my clothes.

      Once my chest was covered, she breathed a sigh of relief. “It should be a sin to have muscles like you do.” Then, her cheeks flushed as if she hadn’t meant to say the words out loud.

      I walked back to her, grabbing her hands. “Just more ammunition to convince you to stay with me.”

      She snorted as I led her to the bed. “It’s more like magic.”

      I shook my head as I pulled the covers back, urging her to lay down. She slid in, and I went to cover her so I could sleep on top of the blankets as promised, but she stopped me. “I trust you, Augie.”

      Addie moved over, and I didn’t hesitate. I turned the lights off and lay beside her, wrapping my arms around my mate. She might have thought my muscles were magic, but holding her like this, having her sweet scent wrapped around me… That was the true magic.

      She rolled over to face me, and I inched closer until our noses were almost touching. We didn’t say anything for a long while as our breathing evened and her eyes fluttered closed, then opened again slowly.

      “Go to sleep, Addie. I’ll be here when you wake,” I promised in a whisper.

      She murmured something undecipherable and closed her hazel eyes once more. I leaned in and kissed her forehead, causing her to snuggle closer into my chest.

      I had no idea how I was going to make this work, but I would figure it out. I didn’t care what I had to do; nothing could stop me from bonding with Addie now that I’d found her.

      There was a magic within her that soothed my soul like nothing before. I’d die before I gave it up.

      As I stared at the ceiling, unable to shut my mind off, a word kept replaying over and over in my head.

      Magic.

      Wolves couldn’t practice magic, but our shifts and bonds were made possible because of it. Maybe it wasn’t a wolf solution I was looking for.

      Maybe we needed a witch.
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      The following morning, I was up before Addie. She slept peacefully next to me as I watched the rise and fall of her chest and counted the hours until it was appropriate to call Gerald. I had the plan all laid out in my head. I just needed everyone else involved on board.

      We had an in with the witches. We were only supposed to contact them in cases of emergency, but to me, this was one. If I couldn’t bond with Addie, then there was a chance my wolf would go rogue. That wasn’t anything anyone needed. Especially when my wolf might hold the witches partially responsible for our inability to bond with our mate.

      It was nearly eight in the morning, which meant it was only five in Raven Point, but that wasn’t too early for Gerald Rush. That man rose before the sun and didn’t rest until long after it fell. He was the best alpha I’d ever known and an even better father.

      Gently, I pulled my arm out from under Addie. We’d been up late, and she’d only been sleeping for about five hours. Hopefully, she’d continue to do so while I made my call. I preferred to have good news for her to wake to.

      Creeping out of the room, I left the door cracked so I would hear Addie if she got up. I pulled my phone out and clicked on Gerald’s name. With shaking hands, I held the phone to my ear, waiting for him to pick up.

      Three rings in and my nerves were getting the better of me as I peeked back in on Addie, who had rolled over, but still slept.

      Just as I was about to hang up, he answered. “Augie, is everything okay?”

      “Yes, Alpha. I’m sorry to call so early. I thought you’d be up,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Are you calling me as my beta, or as my second son? There’s no need for titles. You should know this by now.”

      “And you should know, I’ll always show you the respect you deserve.” I paused briefly before continuing. “I’m calling for both things, actually. There have been some…developments.”

      “Would a woman have something to do with it?” he asked.

      “How did you know?”

      He sighed. “Taya isn’t very quiet when she thinks she’s being smarter than us men. Her and Jamie have been going on about you falling in love and who would win a bet on how many days it took.”

      I rubbed my temple. Taya was lucky I loved her. “Well, it’s not just about falling in love. I’ve found my mate.”

      Silence greeted me on the other end.

      “Gerald? Are you there?” I asked.

      He coughed. “Yeah, sorry. You just took me by surprise. Who?”

      “Addie Chandler, Sera’s assistant,” I said proudly while checking in on her again.

      “How? You’ve seen her several times over,” Gerald asked.

      “I know. I’ve always felt something toward her, and my wolf was even intrigued, but it wasn’t until we were both in wolf form that we knew for sure. Well, that I knew. Addie has known since the day we met.”

      I went on to explain the details, the important ones anyway. Gerald listened intently, waiting until I was done before speaking.

      “That’s one hell of a story, Augie. It’s a miracle the girl is still sane. How can I help? Do you need a transfer to the Catskills? What are you going to do about this other alpha? Kane, you said?”

      His hesitation before made sense. Gerald had snuck in the question about my leaving Raven Point, and I hadn’t missed it. While I knew everything else was important, I wanted to ease his worries first.

      “Gerald, I don’t plan on staying here. After Addie is free from her past, I intend to ask her to come to my home—our home. I want to be there for the birth of my nephew and watch him grow. I’d like to remain your beta and Taya’s when it’s time. Addie has been stuck in the Catskills for a decade. I don’t think she’ll mind getting to know a new territory.” At least, I hoped not.

      Gerald let out a heavy breath. “I wasn’t looking forward to that conversation with Taya. She might have thought she was okay with you finding a mate, but having you leave while she’s pregnant would have been a nightmare.”

      He didn’t need to tell me. I already knew it, no matter what Taya had told me before I left. Our friendship meant too much to both of us to be apart from each other for long periods of time.

      “So, about this bond. You think the witches might be able to help?” Gerald asked.

      “I do, unless you have any other ideas. I was hoping you could reach out to Zarai and see what she thought. If she’s willing to help, we’ll travel back to Raven Point tomorrow to meet her. I know she doesn’t like venturing to the other packs.”

      “She’s promised to be there for Taya. I could always ask Zarai to come check on her,” Gerald suggested.

      “No, I don’t want to trick her. Zarai is temperamental. Let’s be upfront. She’ll either help, or she won’t. Tell her anything that I’ve told you. I’m fine with guilting the witch, just not misleading her,” I said. Getting on Zarai’s bad side didn’t sound like a fun day for any of us. I especially didn’t want to mess up anything to do with making sure we had her present for Taya’s delivery. I’d never forgive myself if anything went wrong and Zarai wasn’t there.

      “Smart choice. I just wanted to see how desperate you were. Good to know you’re still thinking straight. Taking on a mate can be a complicated thing, even under normal circumstances. I can’t imagine how your wolf is coping right now.”

      I checked on Addie again. She was reaching over for me and I wasn’t there. “My wolf is fine. I promise I’d tell you otherwise. I need to get going. Will you call me as soon as you speak with Zarai?”

      “Of course, Augie. We’ll chat soon.”

      I hung up the phone and slid back into the room, clicking the door closed behind me. Addie was sitting up in bed, hair messed, but with a smile on her face. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning, gorgeous,” I replied with a grin. “Did you sleep well?”

      She nodded. “Better than I have in ages. Is everything okay?”

      I settled back onto the bed, pulling her into my arms. “It will be. I have a plan. One I probably should have talked to you about first, but I couldn’t wait.”

      Nerves slammed into me that I’d made the wrong choice. What if she didn’t want to leave the Catskills? Sera and the others were like her family as well. What if I pushed her away by being too eager? Damn, Gerald hadn’t been kidding that the mate stuff was complicated.

      “Well, what is it?” she asked when I didn’t continue.

      I rubbed a hand over my face, trying to find my calm. “I called Gerald and asked him to contact the witches. We’re close with one in particular, and I think she might be able to help us.”

      “That doesn’t sound like such a bad thing,” she said.

      “We would have to go to Raven Point. Zarai doesn’t go to other packs. Her trust in wolves doesn’t extend very far,” I added, watching her face.

      She paled, and her shoulders stiffened. Shit, I had been wrong to assume.

      “It’s okay. I’ll call Gerald back and tell him never mind. We’ll find someone else to help.” If there was anyone else. I didn’t know where I’d start without Zarai’s help.

      Addie shook her head. “It’s okay, Augie. That’s a good plan. One that doesn’t involve killing Kane or making me go to the council. It’s just leaving the safety of the Catskills. That’s not something I’ve done in a long time, and I can’t say I’m excited about it.”

      I moved, so I could stare into her hazel eyes. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Addie. Nobody will ever hurt you again.”

      She smiled softly. “I believe you.”

      Knocking sounded from the door, but it was faint. “Addie, you have to come out at some point,” Harper yelled, and I realized she was at Addie’s door and not mine.

      “Would you like me to make her go away?” I asked Addie.

      She sighed. “I’m a grown woman. I can handle her.” Then, she grimaced. “I hope.”

      I didn’t know Harper very well, but I knew she was in the girl gang with Taya and Jamie. I hoped like hell I didn’t have to yell at her. If she made Addie feel uncomfortable at all, I wouldn’t hesitate.

      Addie got up from the bed and ran her fingers through her mussed brown hair. She paused at the door and took a deep breath before opening it.

      Harper was banging on her door again but stopped when Addie called her name.

      “Ha, I won!” she called out and I chuckled. Gerald had mentioned something about betting, and I had no doubts Harper had been in on it as well.

      “Won what?” Addie asked.

      “Oh, nothing.” Harper pushed her way past Addie, peeking into the room. “Good morning, Augie. Aiden is waiting for you.”

      Shit. I’d forgotten all about meeting with him this morning. The bogus reason for my being here didn’t at all hold priority, but Addie probably wouldn’t mind some time alone. As long as we were under the same roof, I didn’t mind giving it to her.

      My wolf bristled, but he’d have to deal. I wouldn’t be an overbearing mate. Addie would still have her freedoms. Just not as many of them until she was officially mine. I couldn’t risk her being taken from me. It didn’t matter that she’d been safe in the Catskills for years. Anything could happen at any time.

      “Well, I guess I better go meet with him,” I said, standing up from the bed. Harper didn’t budge, and I raised a brow at her. “Are you going to stay in my room all day?”

      “No, I’m going to wait until you go shower and then drag Addie back to hers so we can talk about you. Would the two of you like a moment to say goodbye or are you not at the needy stage yet?” she asked without any cares.

      “Harper, go,” Addie demanded, and it wasn’t just me that was impressed.

      Harper raised her eyebrows and nodded. “I’ll just wait quietly right out here.”

      Once Harper was gone, Addie turned to me and sighed. “They’re going to be relentless, aren’t they?”

      “It’s the girl gang. They’ve been after you for months if you hadn’t noticed. Taya and Jamie talk about it whenever they’re together. I’ve learned it’s better to give in. They mean well, and there’s nothing wrong with having friends like them. Until they convince you that I’m nothing but an overbearing male who needs to be put in his place. On second thought, ignore her forever and stay in here.”

      She laughed freely, and the sound soothed any worries I had.

      “I have noticed their attempts, but with all of my secrets, it never felt right to get close to them,” she said, her voice softening.

      Instinctively, I pulled her close. “Don’t ever be ashamed of doing what it takes to keep yourself safe. They would have understood, and I’m sure they still will. You can tell her now, or not at all. The choice is yours, and they will love you.”

      She nodded against my chest. “Thank you, Augie. You give me strength I didn’t know I was capable of.”

      “I didn’t give it to you. You’ve always had it in you. I’m just glad I could help you find it.”

      I squeezed her once more and then pulled back. “If Harper’s anything like Taya and Jamie, she’ll be out there all day if she has to be. Tell her as little or as much as you’d like. I’ll shower and go meet with Aiden, then we can plan for the trip to Raven Point if you’re okay with it and Gerald confirms we’re good to go.”

      I watched her eyes, needing to know if I’d gone too far with planning. She’d said it was okay before Harper interrupted, but I didn’t want Addie doing this just because I wanted it. She needed to want it just as much.

      “How would we get there?” she asked.

      “Private plane. No big airports. Straight on the plane and then directly to the pack. Taya or Liam would pick us up.”

      She chewed on her lip, glancing everywhere but at me. “Would we come back here when it was over?”

      I’d hoped to save that conversation for later, but I wouldn’t lie to her about my hopes. “Raven Point is my home, but you are my heart now, Addie. I’d love if you’d consider living there, but if staying here is where you’d feel safest, then we’ll work it out. We can come back just as soon as you want.”

      Addie didn’t reply at first, and I tried to hide my disappointment. She had been through hell, and if moving was the sacrifice I had to make for her, I’d do it without a second thought, but I wouldn’t deny the idea of leaving my best friend and nephew made a new ache in my chest.

      “Can we figure that out later? This is a lot more than just finding a mate. I don’t want to make any major choices until we solve our biggest problem,” she said.

      “We can do whatever you want. Just because I have an idea doesn’t mean we have to do it,” I replied, truly meaning it. I couldn’t expect her to be as eager as I was after all she’d been through.

      “What you want matters, too. Don’t make this all about me. Don’t make me the victim that needs coddling. I’ve been one long enough. If we’re doing this, I’d like to really move on from my past. Not be reminded of it and treated like I’m fragile.”

      Shit. I wasn’t very good at this mate thing.

      “I’m sorry, Addie. That wasn’t what I was trying to do,” I muttered.

      She cupped my cheeks. “I know, Augie. You just needed a reminder that you’re important as well. Being mated means making compromises and figuring out what works best for both halves, not just one.”

      I was pretty sure I already loved her. I’d wanted her for so long already, and those words pushed me over the edge.

      Addie really was everything I’d ever hoped for, and if Gerald couldn’t convince Zarai to help us, I’d scour the world to find someone who could.

      I was more convinced than ever that Addie would be mine in every way, no matter how long it took or what I had to do.
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      Holy shit. I didn’t often cuss—something ingrained into me from Kane saying it made me sound trashy—but holy shit.

      I’d woken up to Augie having made all of these plans, and while I appreciated what he was doing, it was a lot. I’d been on my own for so long, only relied on myself for what needed doing. It didn’t matter that I belonged to one of the best packs in the nation; counting on just myself was easier.

      Augie swooped in like the knight in shining armor I’d always read about. He wanted to take care of everything. He said all of the right things. He made my heart burst from my chest. But still, it was a lot.

      I wasn’t a young child and blind with emotions. I knew I loved Augie. I’d loved him from afar for longer than was appropriate, but I’d known he was mine. My feelings and time to process had been going on for much too long.

      His were mostly new, and I hadn’t anticipated how all-in he would want to go. There was no waiting for Augie. He’d found me, and he wanted to solve all my problems.

      My biggest fear was believing that he could and then being crushed if he couldn’t.

      I wanted to be wrapped up in his euphoria. It was just harder than I expected to let my walls down. After years of living with secrets, how was I supposed to put my life in someone else’s hands?

      As a wolf, it was in our nature to trust our mate, but Augie wasn’t all mine yet. Our wolves connected, but our human halves wouldn’t until we could complete the blood bond. A ceremony that would tie us together until death.

      I’d been through it once before, and while I consciously knew Augie was nothing like Kane, I was subconsciously having a panic attack at the thought of tying myself to another again.

      My fingers went to my right shoulder as I went out the door to meet Harper. I still had scars from where he’d torn into my flesh without care. I’d cried for hours after he’d forced the blood exchange. It had been the second-worst day of my life—second only to my father’s death. If my dad had still been around, Kane would have never gotten his hands on me.

      The irrational thoughts made me want to kill Kane myself, but I stuffed them down. I didn’t want to face him. I didn’t want to draw attention. I just wanted the bond to him gone and then to see where things went with Augie.

      One step at a time or I was going to really lose my cool.

      Harper was still in the hallway. She was leaning against my door, so at least she hadn’t been trying to listen in on my and Augie’s conversation.

      She slowly smirked. “Good morning, Addie.”

      “Morning, Harper. What can I do for you?” I asked, nudging her out of the way as I opened the door. A shower sounded like a good idea. A shower with Augie sounded even better, and my face blushed at the thought.

      “Based on the pink staining your cheeks, you can tell me all about how your night was.” Harper waggled her brows at me.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” I laughed.

      She tossed herself onto my bed. “Come on, Addie. You’ve been fighting this long enough. Why won’t you be our friend?”

      Harper’s golden eyes pierced straight to my heart. “I hadn’t known you guys cared that much.”

      She gaped. “Seriously? We’ve been trying to get you in our girl gang for months. We don’t just invite anyone, but there was something special about you. We all saw it, and we were right. You can’t be shacking up with Augie and not be friends with us. We need to show you the ropes before he goes all alpha male on you. It sucks you guys aren’t mates, but I don’t imagine that will make much of a difference for a guy like Augie. He’s nerdy, but fierce. It works for him.”

      Another secret to keep if I didn’t correct her. Another reason I thought it wasn’t a good idea to make friends. I was so tired of keeping secrets. It was like once the first one spilled, I had trouble keeping them all in.

      “We are mates, Harper,” I said, deciding to at least tell her that. I didn’t think we could keep that bit a secret from those closest to us anyway, or at least closest to Augie.

      She sputtered and sat up. “What? How?”

      “It’s a long story and one I’d rather not repeat at the moment. I’m sorry,” I said, hoping I didn’t offend her.

      She waved her hand. “Don’t ever be sorry for something like that. Stealing the last of the cheesecake? Yes, be sorry and hide, but when it comes to your personal business, that’s all up to you. Any true friend would be okay with that.”

      My chest hammered with guilt. I’d held them all at arm’s length for so long. If I’d only been honest, I might have had some real friends for the first time in my life a lot sooner.

      “Is that why you ignored us? You thought you’d have to tell us things you’d rather not talk about?” Harper asked.

      I shrugged. “Secrets don’t make great friends. Maybe one day I won’t have so many, but there are things I won’t ever share. Not because I don’t trust, but because it’s easier for me.”

      Harper got up from the bed and strode toward me. “I haven’t forgotten what you told me when Augie was hurt. I might not know what happened to you, but I respect the hell out of you for finding a way out. Regardless, you’ve had some shitty people in your life if you think we would have judged you for wanting to keep the past where it belongs. Now, go shower. We’re going to have a girl’s day, and Sera is joining us.”

      “I think I have plans with Augie,” I said, not sure denying another invite from Harper was the smartest choice, but I also knew Augie and I had a lot to sort through.

      “No, Augie has plans with you. He’ll work around your schedule. Don’t worry. We won’t be busy all day. I remember being newly mated, so it will be more like a girl’s morning.” She grinned like she knew something I didn’t, but that wasn’t the case at all.

      Having sex with Augie wasn’t on the table. I wouldn’t go that far with him until I knew what we could do about my bond to Kane. But Harper could think what she wanted about what happened behind closed doors. Anything outside of the truth was probably better anyway. At least, for now.

      “Okay, fine. Give me thirty minutes?” I asked.

      “You’re saying yes?” I nodded. “Ha! Two bets in one day. I can’t wait until those bitches wake up on the west coast.” Then, she grimaced. “Sorry. That was rude. We shouldn’t be betting on you, but it’s really your fault we had to resort to such measures. We don’t like being told no.”

      I laughed, not at all offended. “I can see that. Maybe when you get to my age, it won’t be so hard on you.”

      She grunted. “You’re not that much older than us. It’s not like you’re a grandmother like Sera. Oh, shit. Don’t tell her I said that. She’s young at heart, and we all love her. It’s just not the same since we’re doing her sons, you know?”

      I wasn’t sure I was ready to have friends and conversations like this, but something told me I never really had a choice in the matter. As I pushed Harper out the door with a shake of my head, I decided I didn’t much mind not having a choice.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure what having girl time would entail, but it was exactly what I needed. It ended up being more like an extended brunch in Sera’s room where we ate all the food, drank too many bottles of wine, and talked about anything other than my life.

      Well, at least the parts I didn’t want to.

      They asked about my favorite things, my passions, things I hadn’t done but wanted to, and when I gave an answer, so did they. I thought I’d known Sera pretty well, but even some of her answers surprised me. Clearly, I’d spent too much time worried about my past and not enough of it on the people around me.

      “Thank you both for this. I really enjoyed every minute of it,” I said, sipping on water after having drank six glasses of wine over the last few hours.

      “It’s not over yet.” Harper picked up her phone and pressed a few buttons.

      “You dirty bitch!” Taya’s voice sounded over the speaker and Harper just smirked.

      “Don’t be a sore loser. Plus, she’s right here. Say hi.” Harper propped the phone up against a couple of bottles while I tried to focus on the small screen. Taya and Jamie were there, both still in their pajamas.

      Jamie shook her head at me. “Really? I’ve been wearing you down for months and you said yes to her?”

      I shrugged. “My bad.”

      Taya grinned. “She’s going to fit in just fine. I’m just glad it’s you, Addie, and not some bimbo my Augie chose. I hadn’t been looking forward to the day Augie finally fell for a she-wolf. Dad said you’re coming to visit?”

      Damn, I’d almost gone the whole time without having to talk about the heavy stuff. How much did Augie tell Gerald, and how much did Taya know?

      “Um, yeah. I think we’re leaving tomorrow,” I said.

      Harper huffed. “Not fair.”

      “Why don’t you go with them?” Sera suggested, and Harper laughed.

      “Yeah, because Aiden would be okay with that. You really want to deal with him if I leave?”

      Sera grimaced. “Yeah, no. You’re staying with me. You and Aiden can talk to Patrick about filling in soon so the two of you can get some time away.”

      Patrick was the new beta after Aiden had been poisoned and forced to kill his previous one in a challenge fight. Something that none of the pack enjoyed watching, considering we’d never suspected Evan’s betrayal.

      Patrick had really stepped up for the pack, though, and it all worked out. He was even the one who suggested I step back from some of my pack house duties. I hadn’t appreciated it then, but I did now.

      “I’m sure we’ll all come back there at some point. Unless Addie falls in love with Raven Point and never wants to leave. That wouldn’t bother me one bit,” Taya said pointedly.

      Guilt slammed into me. I didn’t want to take Augie from his family, but damn, the thought of leaving the only place that had ever made me feel safe didn’t scare me to death.

      Sera grabbed the phone. “Let me see my grandson.” She smiled at me over the screen, and I mouthed “thank you.”

      I owed Sera so much, and I wasn’t ready to leave her either.

      I listened to them gush about the “baby bump” and talk about the countdown to his arrival as everyone except Taya tossed out names for the little one. Apparently, she and Liam either hadn’t decided or were going to surprise everyone. She wasn’t revealing which it was, and that brought a smile back to my face.

      After the call ended, so did our girl time. I thanked Sera and Harper, hugging them both. My heart stretched even more as I accepted more people into my life.

      It was a frightening thing to do after hiding who I was for so many years, but as I left the room in search of Augie, I let myself hope that hiding wasn’t something I’d have to do for much longer.
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      Aiden found me in the hallway on the way to his office. He wore a grin, and I knew he already heard about me and Addie. Part of me hated that, because even I didn’t really know what it all meant, but the other part was glad I didn’t have to explain everything again.

      “Good morning, Augie. I expected you in my office a while ago,” he said gruffly.

      “Don’t pretend Harper didn’t run to you first thing,” I replied as he turned around.

      He shrugged. “Maybe I want to hear it from you. Considering you’re planning on taking one of my pack members, I think it’s the least I deserve.”

      Shit, I hadn’t thought of the situation like that. Losing a pack member wasn’t super common and always caused a disturbance within the pack.

      “We don’t know what we’re doing yet, but when we decide, you’ll be among the first to know. It will be up to Addie,” I replied.

      We entered his office, and he took his chair behind the desk while I sat in front of him.

      “You know I’m just giving you hell. I consider the Raven Point pack an extended part of ours. The other members will understand as well. It’s not like she’s running off because she isn’t happy,” Aiden said as we got settled. “Plus, if I understand Taya’s proposal, it’s not like we can’t swap you two out on occasion with other shifters.”

      I laughed. “If you already know about the proposal, what am I doing here?”

      Aiden rolled his eyes at me, an action I hadn’t expected from the normally reserved alpha. “You’ll learn soon enough that when your mate wants something, she usually gets it. Harper, Jamie, and Taya all wanted you here. Now, I don’t think they expected you two to actually be mates, but sometimes being happy is better than waiting around. At least, according to them. I just nod when I’m supposed to.”

      I rubbed my hands over my face, leaning forward to rest my elbows on my knees. “It might have been easier if we weren’t mates.”

      “Don’t worry, Augie. We’ll figure this out. Have you talked to Gerald?”

      I nodded. “I called him first thing this morning while Addie was still sleeping. He’s going to contact Zarai and see what they might be willing to do. Addie is very insistent that we don’t kill Kane and don’t get the council involved.”

      “Who’s Kane?” Aiden asked.

      Damn, Addie hadn’t told Harper everything. Likely just enough to satisfy the eager she-wolf.

      I gave Aiden a very brief description of the alpha I wanted to kill with my own hands and Addie’s fears about facing him head on.

      “She does realize that Gerald and I are on the council and by us knowing, we can’t just turn a blind eye. How bad was the abuse?” Aiden asked.

      “I don’t know. She hasn’t really said, and I don’t think you’ll get her cooperation on this, Aiden. Addie might be a gentle wolf, but there’s a stubborn streak in her that you’d be up against if you tried.”

      Aiden grunted. “Yeah, one that will only get worse the more she hangs out with the other three. So, you’re just going to stand by and do nothing about the guy?”

      That was a question I’d thought about a million times over during my sleepless night and throughout the morning. I knew it was what Addie wanted, but what if this piece-of-shit alpha had taken in another female and was controlling her the same way he had Addie? It wasn’t something we should walk away from, but I would if it was really what Addie wanted.

      “Honestly, I just want to focus on one problem at a time. If you and Gerald feel you have to do something, just promise me that you’ll try to do it in a way that doesn’t drag Addie into it. For now, let’s see what the witches say,” I said.

      My phone rang before he could respond. I pulled it out and saw Gerald’s name on the screen. Answering it, I put it on speaker and placed it on the desk. Aiden was going to know anyway, so it saved someone from repeating themselves.

      “Gerald. I’m in Aiden’s office and have you on speaker,” I said.

      “How’s things, Aiden?” Gerald asked.

      Aiden leaned in closer. “Busy as always, but we’ve finally got things running smoothly out here. Patrick has caught on quicker than any of us expected.”

      “You took a gamble on him, and I’m glad to hear it paid off. Just like Davis did with Augie,” Gerald replied.

      I hadn’t wanted to be beta. I’d known I wasn’t ready. I was too young and inexperienced, but Davis had believed in me, and when he’d died to bring Gerald back, I half-expected Gerald to disagree with Davis’s choice. When he didn’t, I threw everything I had into the job, working as hard as I could to deserve the role. It was nice to hear there were others like me out there proving their worth.

      “So, did you hear from Zarai?” I asked once pleasantries were over.

      “I did. She said this isn’t something they do,” Gerald said.

      My heart sank as my wolf awakened inside. He was furious, trying to force a shift on me.

      Aiden slammed his hand on the desk. “Easy, Augie. Don’t make me take you outside.”

      My wolf backed down as Aiden’s alpha power washed over me. He wasn’t our alpha, and I could have fought against his threat, but I didn’t want to. I knew he was right.

      “Sorry, Augie. I should have spoken quicker. This isn’t something they normally do, but Zarai is going to make an exception for you,” Gerald corrected.

      “You could have led with that,” I snarled, trying to get my emotions in check.

      “Well, I was getting there. You just need to learn more patience,” Gerald replied, and I knew he was getting more enjoyment out of this than he should. Crazy old man.

      “When is she going to be there?” I asked, hoping tomorrow wasn’t too soon since it was what I had been counting on. The quicker the bond to Kane was broken, the better for all of us.

      “She’d like to see you tonight. It’s part of why she’s making the exception. Something weird with the moon. Witch stuff I don’t understand. She said if you’re not back here by midnight, then it could be months before she can try again.”

      Damn it. Addie wasn’t going to like rushing more than we already were. She was too skittish about leaving the pack lands. “I need to go talk to Addie.” I stood up, intending to leave my phone behind so Aiden and Gerald could keep talking about logistics, but Aiden stopped me.

      “Uh, about that. You can’t,” Aiden said as I reached for the door.

      My wolf was at attention. “Why is that?”

      “Because Harper said if you interrupt their girl time that I’d pay the price, and I really don’t want to have to kick your ass if I get punished.”

      Gerald coughed and laughed over the speaker phone.

      “So, how am I supposed to make plans to get us back to Raven Point tonight without her?” I replied, trying not to get angry. I normally didn’t snap at people, but being mated changed more than just a few things.

      “You make plans without her,” Aiden suggested.

      I let out a dark chuckle. “Is that something you’d do for Harper?”

      “Well, no, but Addie isn’t Harper. She doesn’t seem like the violent type.”

      Gerald spoke up. “Can I say something? You both realize that there is no perfect answer here, right? Augie, you need to let Addie have this time. She’s been alone within the pack for a long time from the sounds of it—albeit by choice. If she’s finally said yes to spending time with the others, that’s because her bond to you has given her that strength. Trust your instincts and make the plans. You know what needs to be done.”

      Gerald was a smart alpha, and I knew he was right. I was just afraid of pushing Addie away. Given what she’d already told me, everything we did moving forward was going to be walking a fine line of too much and not enough.

      “Okay, but if this bites me in the ass, you guys will see a side of me I’m sure you thought didn’t exist,” I replied.

      “I’ve always known what you are capable of, Augie. It’s about time you learned it as well,” Gerald replied, but I had nothing to say in response.
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        * * *

      

      Addie found me just as soon as their girl time was over. Her smile lit up the room as she walked in. I jumped off the bed and went to her, wrapping my arms around her small frame, inhaling her scent—citrus with a hint of something floral.

      “I missed you,” I whispered as she hugged me back. “Did you have fun?”

      She nodded against my chest. “It was something I should have done long ago.”

      “Well, I’m glad you finally caved.” I pulled away, wanting to see her face before I continued. “So, I was working on what we talked about earlier while you were busy. I wanted to wait for you, but Gerald said we didn’t really have time for that.”

      Tension set into her shoulders, and I hated to ruin what had been turning into a great day for her.

      “What else did Gerald say?” she asked hesitantly.

      “That Zarai said she would help us,” I answered, leaving out the other half of it.

      She grimaced. “Why do I feel like that should be followed by a ‘but’?”

      “Because it should. I know I mentioned we would likely have to leave tomorrow, but witch magic sometimes needs certain things to align in order to be done, and we actually leave in an hour,” I said, the last of my words tumbling out quickly.

      Addie backed up a pace. “What is the rush? Not that I’m ungrateful there might be a solution to the problem I thought I’d never get rid of, but this doesn’t really seem well thought-out and solid.”

      “Something about the moon. Zarai knows her stuff, and she wouldn’t have said yes if she didn’t have complete faith it would work. We could potentially wait, but it would be months before she could try again,” I replied.

      My stomach twisted. She wasn’t as excited as I’d hoped she would be, but she wasn’t as resistant as I expected. Though, her lack of response was almost worse than either of the two scenarios I’d imagined.

      “I see,” she murmured.

      Her lips pressed together, and I wanted to kiss the worry right out of them, but I had to remember she’d been through a lot in her past. I wouldn’t be another man in her life that forced her to do things she didn’t want. Even if it drove my wolf mad.

      “If you do this, and the bond with Kane is broken, it doesn’t mean I expect you to dive right into one with me, Addie. I hope you know I’m not trying to rush anything between us. I just want you to be free of your past,” I added when she stayed quiet.

      Her hazel eyes met mine. “And that’s what makes you such an honorable man, Augie. I’ve always known that about you.”

      My heart was ready to burst from my chest. I had no idea what she was thinking. She hid her emotions well, and it was driving me crazy.

      “Would you like some alone time to think about it?” I asked even though I knew we really didn’t have time.

      She shook her head. “I don’t want my past to control my life anymore.”

      I tried to fight the grin on my face, but I was so proud of her. Maybe sometime soon she’d tell me more about what happened, but for now, I was just content knowing that she was finding the will to fight the wrongs forced on her.

      “Then, we won’t let it. Whatever you want, we’ll figure out a way to make it happen. I promise.” I reached my hand for her, hoping she’d come to me again. I needed her touch like I needed my next breath, and when she settled her hand into mine, I nearly howled.

      I tugged her toward me once more, using my other hand to cradle her face. We’d only properly kissed once the night before, and I couldn’t wait any longer to do it again.

      My thumb brushed over her lips as she shuddered beneath my touch. I waited a moment for her to pull away, to make sure I wasn’t moving too fast, but she didn’t. Addie leaned into my touch, and I replaced my thumb with my mouth.

      She parted her lips, and I eagerly tasted her as my fingers slid behind her head, holding her close. One of her hands wrapped around my hip and the other fisted in my shirt. My chest rumbled in pleasure as she kissed me back with abandon.

      The wildness between the two of us wasn’t something either of us were used to, but I was glad it was Addie I was losing myself to. I’d wanted her for too long when I didn’t think I had a right to.

      Now, I was never going to let her go.
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      Augie’s touch had a way of igniting a fire within me I didn’t know existed. I hated thinking about Kane when I was with Augie, but everything Augie did made me realize how much worse being with Kane had really been.

      I’d put up with so much for so long because he played the role of a good alpha without fault, but protecting the majority while abusing the few didn’t make the abuse any less wrong. That was something I wished I’d understood long before. Maybe I’d have been free of the monsters from my past if I’d trusted Elijah to go against Kane when I first got away.

      Unfortunately, nobody could change the past. I tried not to dwell on it as Augie opened the car door for me and reached for my hand.

      We arrived at the airport within the hour as needed. Augie had all of his belongings, but I’d only grabbed my already-packed go-bag. I wasn’t sure what I wanted my future to hold. For now, it was one step at a time.

      “The flight attendant already grabbed our stuff. They’ll serve us dinner, and we should be there just before midnight as needed,” Augie said as I stepped out of the car.

      Aiden rolled down the passenger window, and Augie thanked him for driving us to the private airstrip. “Of course. You guys are family. We’ll do whatever it takes to make sure this all works out the way you two want it to.”

      I leaned down. “Tell your mom I’ll call first thing in the morning. It will be the middle of the night for you guys when we’re done.”

      Aiden grunted. “She’ll be up. You’re one of her kids, whether she birthed you or not. Just send her a text and confirm the witch didn’t accidentally kill either of you. That will help her finally sleep.”

      My eyes widened as Augie glared at Aiden. “Thanks for that,” Augie grumbled as he gently pulled me away from the car.

      We walked onto the small eight-passenger plane without speaking. My mind was reeling from what Aiden had said. Could we really die? I didn’t think Augie really had anything to worry about, but breaking a bond wasn’t supposed to be possible unless someone died. I hadn’t asked any questions about how the witch was going to take care of my problem. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so trusting.

      “Zarai won’t kill you,” Augie assured me as we sat down. “She might not like most shifters, but she’s not stupid. She’d have two packs hunting her if something happened to you. Aiden shouldn’t have said what he did. Harper has rubbed off on him a little too much.”

      I could hear the anger in his voice, and I tensed up. Augie had only ever been lighthearted and caring around me. Well, except for the time I took care of him when he’d almost died. He’d been in the Catskills helping with problems from Harper’s past when men had snuck onto pack grounds. He’d nearly been gutted, and I’d been tasked with making sure he rested while the others finished the fight.

      Remembering that day, I knew that Harper’s and Jamie’s interest had begun right after that. I’d practically told Harper all my secrets, and I should have known better, but I’d been scared. I knew then that Augie was my mate, and if he’d died then, there would have been no hope for my future.

      “Are you okay, Addie?” Augie asked, and I realized I’d zoned out on him.

      I offered a small smile. “Everything is fine.”

      He laughed. “Now I know you’re lying.”

      Augie was right, but I was so used to pretending that I couldn’t stop the words.

      “I’ll never force you to tell me anything you don’t want, but I hope you know you can talk to me. You’ve been alone with your past for a long time. If it’s something you need to talk about, I’d love if it was me you chose to tell,” he said. I didn’t think he meant to, but I instantly closed off as the pressure to tell him things I didn’t want to pressed in on me.

      Mates weren’t supposed to keep secrets from each other, and while I’d told him I was abused by Kane, it was a pretty broad explanation. I knew Augie deserved more from me, but I wasn’t sure I was capable of it.

      “Thank you, Augie. I’m actually just really tired. I think I’m going to rest for a while,” I said, lying through my teeth.

      I wasn’t tired at all. I’d only been on a plane once before, and my nerves over flying and the meeting with Zarai would keep me awake the entire flight.

      Instead of calling me out on my lies, Augie reached above us and grabbed a blanket to cover me up, smiling softly as he did. I didn’t deserve him.

      I closed my eyes, but instead of getting any rest, I saw my past self cowering in the corner of my room as Kane stood above me, belt in hand.

      “You might be the female alpha of this pack, but you are mine, Rebecca. You don’t leave this house or speak to the other wolves without my permission. Do I make myself clear?”

      I nodded with my head tucked between my knees, hiding my face.

      He whipped the leather belt over my exposed back. “Say ‘yes, sir’ when you answer me,” he bellowed, striking again.

      “Yes… sir,” I whimpered, fighting back tears because my weakness only infuriated him more.

      He leaned down, dropping the belt. “I love you, Rebecca. I’m only trying to make you into the best version of yourself.” His voice was soft, as if he hadn’t just bruised my entire back with two swings.

      “I’m sorry I’ve let you down. I’ll do better.”

      By then, I’d been under his roof for just mere months, but I’d learned quickly how to cower and convince Kane he was the alpha, and I was his to own. There had only been one time I’d argued back. After that night, I hadn’t walked for a week. That was the night after our bonding and what should have been our honeymoon.

      Nobody had questioned my disappearance. When I’d finally resurfaced, what friends I still had gushed about how lucky I was to have been locked away having sex with the hot-as-sin alpha. None of them paid close enough attention to see the fear in my eyes as I nodded, wondering if even that would serve me my next whipping.

      As the months passed, I’d fallen into a routine Kane shouldn’t have been able to argue with, but he always found a way to make me think I’d done something wrong, that I was never good enough and deserved every punishment he served.

      I shuddered in my seat with eyes still closed, and Augie tucked the blanket around me tighter, likely assuming I was cold. My shivers had nothing to do with my body temperature.

      Sometime later, the flight attendant came along with dinner, and I faked a yawn as I “woke up” to her and Augie whispering above me.

      “Oh, sorry. We didn’t mean to wake you,” Augie said, causing shame to slam into me.

      “You didn’t.” I tried to smile back but didn’t think I was successful.

      Once the food was handed out, I stared at it, wondering if I could put anything down just so Augie wouldn’t question my lack of appetite.

      I glanced over to see he hadn’t touched his food either and was staring at me.

      “Is everything okay? I asked.

      He frowned. “I’m sorry, Addie. I know this is a lot. We can turn the plane around and go back. Or they can drop me off and you can go back without me. I feel like I’ve forced this all on you, and I hate the thought of making you unhappy.”

      Crap. I didn’t know how to tell him how I felt, because even I didn’t really understand. Yes, it was a lot, but was he forcing me? Absolutely not. I’d loved Augie since our first conversation. I’d known his heart was pure, that his loyalty ran deep, and that he was perfect for me in every way.

      But my past had never been worked through. I’d never let go of who I was and what I ran away from. It was always there, lingering and playing a factor into every decision I made. The way I dressed, talked, did my hair, ate. All of it was affected by one man’s decisions.

      “Is the food okay? Anything else I can get you?” the young flight attendant asked with a warm smile.

      I wanted to say two bottles of wine, but again, I couldn’t get drunk. What if someone in Raven Point knew who I was? What if I had to make a run for safety? I had to always be aware and prepared. My life hadn’t been my own since I was seventeen years old.

      Augie asked for a cup of coffee and I waved my hand, content to stick with my water.

      Once she left, Augie stared out the window. Instinct took over, and I reached for his hand. “I’m sorry, Augie.”

      “What do you have to be sorry for?” he asked, only half turning my way.

      “For being broken. I’m sure this isn’t what you dreamed of all those years you waited for your mate,” I said.

      He moved so he could look me straight in the eyes. “Addie, you are the furthest thing from broken. I don’t know what happened to you and don’t expect you to talk about it if the past is too painful for you. At this point, I’ve only guessed and tried to remain positive, so my wolf doesn’t go hunting on his own. What you’ve had to be and do to survive is nothing to be sorry for. It’s what I’m most thankful for.”

      He squeezed my hand tighter, and the longer he stared, the more I was certain he could see into my soul. It had been maybe twenty-four hours since Augie learned the truth, and I already knew I’d never deserve him.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to tell you all of it, but even if the bond to Kane can be broken, I will always live my life with one foot ready to run. I don’t want kids. I don’t want a house. I don’t want pets. I don’t want anything I can’t stand the thought of leaving behind. For a long time, I didn’t even want you. At least the idea of you.

      “Then, you showed up with your goofy grin, nearly a decade younger than me, but with an old soul and a heart so big it should explode. That first night, I wanted to tell you everything, but I’d been so scared. Then, when you almost died from the rogue attacks? I’d damn near lost my head. I’d cried for hours wondering if I’d lost my chance. When you were sleeping, I allowed myself to call you mate. To pretend you were mine for just a little while.”

      By then, I was crying freely and probably cutting the circulation off from his fingers with how hard I held on. As the words spilled out, I had a hard time stopping them.

      “Kane was, or maybe is, a good alpha to the pack. Or maybe he had us all fooled. I’ll hopefully never know, but his heart is black. He’d hurt me in every way possible. He took everything away from me, and I don’t know that I can ever move past who I’ve had to become because of that. I come with more baggage than you deserve, and I’m giving you an out. You don’t have to do this. I can walk away and let you find someone else. I would do that for you.”

      At some point during my rant, I’d stopped looking him in the eye, ashamed for how weak I was. When he didn’t respond, I snuck a peek at him and froze.

      Augie’s normally soft blue eyes were dark and slit. His parted lips showed canines meant for killing, and his chest heaved with strangled breaths.

      Augie had lost control of his wolf, and we were tens of thousands of miles in the air.
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      Augie was half-shifted and while I wasn’t afraid of him, I was worried he’d tear a hole in the side of the plane without meaning to, considering how badly he was shaking across from me.

      I wasn’t sure if it had been my offer to let him walk away or something about Kane that had set him off, but either way, I had to figure out how to calm him before things went from bad to worse.

      I need your help, Wolf, I said to her, hoping she’d instinctually know what to do, given Augie’s wolf was trying to come out and play.

      A rumble sounded in my chest, and Augie’s eyes darted toward the noise. My hands trembled as my nails extended into claws. I expected fur to grow along my skin next, but instead, I was reaching for Augie.

      We were in some sort of half-shift where I could easily take control of my body, but my wolf was able to move my human limbs as well. The symbiotic nature of my current state wasn’t something I’d ever achieved before, nor seen, but it was working, and I wasn’t going to question it.

      Without realizing what I was doing, I’d unbuckled my seat belt and crawled into Augie’s lap. My hands splayed across his chest, nails digging into his clothes and catching his attention.

      His wolf rumbled deep from within as his hands wrapped around my hips, claws tearing through my jeans as he tightened his hold. One hand slid up my back, pulling me closer. I eagerly went to him, holding his hardened stare and seeing the true beast within him.

      Augie was always so calm and collected. Lighthearted and caring. Seeing him lose his temper was a turn-on I didn’t expect considering my past, but I knew he wasn’t angry at me, he was furious for me, which was something I’d never known.

      His palms burned along my hip and back, but none of that distracted me from the passion warming my core. I didn’t know if it was coming from me or my wolf, but I also didn’t care. I wanted Augie.

      He leaned forward to kiss me, canines still extended, and I wondered if mine were as well but didn’t have time to check before I kissed him. My claws had ripped holes in his shirt, and I moved them to his back, likely doing the same there as I pressed myself closer to him.

      Both of his hands were on my hips again, digging in and holding me right where he wanted as his tongue explored my mouth. I rocked back and forth, having no control over my movements, but also not caring. Being in the partial shift had turned me into someone else, and I didn’t mind. With Augie touching me as he was, I’d never felt more like a woman and a beast at the same time.

      I licked his lips and cut my tongue on his canine, pulling back to kiss his cheek and then down his neck. My wolf’s mind became clearer as my lips pressed against Augie’s neck.

      Mate.

      She wanted to complete the blood bond. I could feel her desire, hearing the rushing of Augie’s blood within his veins, but it wouldn’t work. Kane owned that part of me.

      Thinking of him snapped me from my stupor, and I took control, calling my wolf back in as I grabbed Augie’s face with both hands that no longer featured claws from my inner beast.

      His eyes were back to normal, or close to. They were still stormy, but I was pretty sure that was from our closeness and not the earlier rage.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered.

      “Not even close.” His fingers squeezed my hips, and I winced as pain radiated from the left one.

      We both glanced down and saw blood pooling within my jeans.

      Augie’s face paled. He gently moved me back to my seat and was gone before I could say anything. I actually laughed, because it didn’t hurt. My wolf healing would close the wound soon enough, but it made me wonder what things would be like when we really lost control.

      Augie was nothing like I expected him to be as a mate, but it was all for the better.

      He came back, towels in hand. One of them was warm and wet, and he pressed it against my hip. “I’m sorry, Addie. I would never hurt you intentionally. I don’t know what happened with my wolf.”

      I placed my hand over his mouth. “Shut up, Augie. In case you missed it, we’re both bleeding, but we’re fine. All you’re doing is cleaning up the mess. I’m sure the wound is already healed.”

      He glanced down to where I nodded at his chest, noticing the tears in his shirt. “You did that?”

      I nodded. “Probably more on your back as well. I needed to get your wolf calm and figured my wolf was the only one who could do that. She took over, and I didn’t stop her.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t.” Augie moved closer to me, kissing my lips with feather-soft touches. “Let me get us some clothes from the bags.”

      He stood, but the flight attendant was back. “Please buckle up. We’re preparing for landing.” She eyed us both, trying not to look lower than our faces out of respect, but I knew she was also wondering what the hell we’d been up to while she’d been in the cockpit with the captain.

      She might have been a shifter, but I’m sure a situation like mine and Augie’s wasn’t something most people understood, and I wasn’t going to explain it to her. She could think whatever she wanted.

      “I just need our bags.” Augie moved to find them, but she placed a hand on his chest.

      My wolf snarled—loudly—and she removed her touch from my mate. “I’m sorry, but if you don’t sit now, then we’ll have to circle past the airport, and you’ll be late. We were under strict orders to get you to the landing strip by 11:30pm.”

      Augie glanced back at me. “We’ll change as soon as we touch down.”

      When he took his seat, the flight attendant left, likely to go tell the captain we were ready for landing.

      Augie’s hand wrapped around mine, and when I looked up at him, he was grinning like a fool. “What?” I asked.

      “You growled at her.”

      I shrugged. “She shouldn’t have touched you.”

      “We’re going to be okay, Adaline Chandler. I promise you. I’ll do whatever it takes to make you mine in every way.”

      My skin heated as my breathing became labored. It was everything I wanted, but still, part of me was afraid to let hope in. Now that I’d had a taste of Augie, I wasn’t sure I could live a life without him. If Zarai couldn’t remove my connection to Kane… I couldn’t even think the words.

      Our descent happened rapidly, the whirring of the wheels dropping down, followed by the cabin pressure as the plane slowed. I’d only flown once before, and the only part that bothered me was the thud and bounce of the tires connecting with the asphalt.

      I squeezed Augie’s hand and tensed for the impact. Augie’s thumb rubbed inside my palm, distracting me as I met his gaze. His eyes glowed under the dim lights, full of passion and love.

      A bell sounded and Augie unbuckled, saying something about getting our bags. He’d managed to distract me through my least favorite part of flying, and I grinned while leaning my head back on the seat.

      “Man, you guys don’t waste any time, do you?” Taya’s voice called out, and I met her smirking face.

      “We… Augie… this isn’t what it looks like,” I mumbled.

      “That’s a pity. Either way, we need to go. It’s a twenty-minute drive back to the pack with me driving, thirty if Liam tries. We’re going to be late,” Taya said, sounding just as worried as I suddenly felt.

      Augie was standing behind the seats with our things, having heard the conversation. He moved both bags into one hand as I stood, and he grabbed my hand. We followed Taya out of the plane and to the waiting car. Liam was in the driver’s seat with the windows rolled down.

      The air was frigid, but my nerves were frayed at the thought of missing Zarai’s deadline, so I paid it no attention.

      “I promise to go as fast as is safe for our baby,” Liam argued, and Taya growled at him.

      “If you make them late, you’re going to finally see that gravesite my dad had picked out for you when we first got together,” Taya said.

      We were all in the car, and Liam zipped the car around, causing me to crash into Augie since I wasn’t buckled yet.

      “Sorry you didn’t get to change,” Augie whispered into my ear once I was situated.

      I nodded, not wanting to talk about it in front of Taya and Liam.

      “Why is it that she needed to change in the first place, August James?” Taya asked, turning toward us from the front seat. She tapped the side of her head. “Pregnancy ears. Not much gets past them.”

      “Taya.” Augie warned her with the singular word.

      “Geez, no reason to get your panties in a knot. I’m happy for the both of you.”

      Liam’s arm shot across the car as he slammed on the brakes and kept Taya in place while nearly choking her. “Sorry. Damn squirrels.”

      “Run them over next time instead of clotheslining my neck, dear,” Taya grumbled, pushing his arm back.

      Liam grimaced, but kept his eyes on the road. Augie swapped his shirt out, but there was no way I was changing my pants while Liam was driving. I’d end up with my butt in the front seat somehow, and that was something I wouldn’t be okay with. It was enough that Taya was assuming things about what happened on the plane.

      She glanced at her phone. “My dad said step on it, Liam. Zarai isn’t a patient person.”

      The clock on the stereo said 11:49pm. I wasn’t sure what time it was when we landed, but we only had eleven minutes to be standing in front of Zarai, and all I could see were trees. I had no idea if we would make it.

      Augie held my hand as my knees bounced from the nerves. My eyes wouldn’t stray from the clock and the more times the numbers changed, the tighter Augie’s hold became.

      Nobody said anything as Liam drove faster than I expected given Taya’s earlier griping, but with her staring daggers at him, I’m sure that helped.

      11:56pm flashed on the screen, and Augie cracked. “Let us out. We’ll shift and run from here.”

      Liam jerked the car down a side road. “Almost there, Aug. I promise, we’ll make it.”

      The car was going too fast to stop without jolting all of us, so I braced my hands on the headrest as Liam slammed on the brakes one last time. It was 11:58pm.

      We scrambled out of the car, Augie practically carrying me to where a fire was blazing. The area was open and directly under the moon. Gerald, Jamie, Caleb, and Zarai were present.

      She had dark skin and the most beautiful curly hair I’d ever seen. She was dressed in a flowy silver robe and her glaring eyes met mine. “I don’t like being rushed. Come.”

      I gulped as Augie nearly shoved me toward her. Liam and Taya stood at his side while his fists clenched.

      “Where did he bite you?” Zarai asked as she shoved me against a wooden post that was surrounded by misting fog.

      Given my mind was on Augie, I was confused. “What?”

      “Your mate. Where did the blood bond take place?” she snapped.

      “On both shoulders,” I said immediately.

      Zarai ripped my shirt from my chest. “I’d have done that a little nicer if you weren’t late.” She didn’t sound at all sorry.

      I stood there under the moonlight in blood-soaked pants and my bra. I didn’t look anywhere but at Zarai.

      She grinned for the first time, showing two rows of perfect teeth. “This is going to hurt a little.”
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      As soon as I heard Zarai’s words “hurt a little”, I lost it. Or more accurately, my wolf did. It was as if Liam and Taya knew this would happen, because before I could lunge for the witch, they’d gripped my arms and held me in place.

      “Breathe, Augie. Zarai wouldn’t hurt her maliciously. You had to have known breaking a bond wouldn’t be easy,” Taya said as Gerald, Jamie, and Caleb joined us.

      I hadn’t really thought about the process. Everything happened so fast once I’d told Gerald what I needed. I didn’t consider the pain this would put Addie through, and I was furious with myself for not being more patient.

      “We need to stop it. Addie doesn’t deserve more hurt,” I said, still struggling against their hold.

      Gerald stepped in front of me as Addie’s groans began to sound. His calloused hands gripped my head, forcing me to see only him. “As your alpha, you will listen to me. This is happening. I won’t have either of your wolves going rogue because you didn’t want to see Addie go through a little pain. She is going to scream, and she is going to cry, but it will only last for a few minutes. You will stay right here, and your wolf will not interfere. Do I make myself clear?”

      His alpha power flooded over me, stronger than ever. My wolf spirit bounced around inside, fighting against the words, but there was no chance. We were not an alpha in our own right. We wouldn’t be able to break through Gerald’s commands.

      “Yes, Alpha,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Addie screamed, but Gerald didn’t move from my line of sight. I needed to see her, needed to let her know I was still there, but my body wasn’t fighting anymore. Not against the alpha power.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on my hearing. Addie’s labored breathing was heavy, and she hiccupped through the tears that I could picture trailing down her soft cheeks.

      “It’s okay. She’s doing perfect, Augie. I promise, we’d let you know if anything was going wrong,” Taya said beside me.

      “Zarai had to cut through the scarring left behind from the blood bond, which is why Addie screamed. The spell Zarai has to use for breaking the bond needs to travel from where it began and through the bloodstream, taking away anything left behind from Kane,” Liam said, and I sagged in relief.

      If I couldn’t see with my eyes what was happening, then this was the next best option. I knew Gerald was making the right call by blocking my view, and I appreciated Liam doing what he could to help.

      “The spell is a green goop and turns to liquid when it touches the blood,” Gerald added. “I made sure to question Zarai about the whole process. Addie is going to be okay.”

      His last words seemed to be added just as a reassurance to me and not because he believed it fully. Magic was a tricky thing, and we all knew that something could go wrong at any point.

      “Zarai has the spell on both hands. She’s placing them on Addie’s shoulders,” Liam was saying, but his words were cut off by Addie’s cries.

      “Augie,” she whimpered, and I broke through Taya and Liam’s hold.

      My wolf was at the surface now. We were once again in a partial shift. I stood face-to-face with Gerald. “Move,” I growled.

      “Stand down, Augie. I mean it.” His words weighed heavily on me, but my wolf fought them. Alpha or not, our mate was hurting, and we needed to get to her.

      “You can’t stop me,” I snapped in reply, pushing at his chest.

      He didn’t budge, likely having expected the move. Liam and Caleb were on me next, holding my arms, and I wondered for a moment where Taya was. Realization struck me then that I could have hurt her and the baby when I’d broken free, but before I could turn to look for my best friend, pain struck my chest.

      “Augie?” Taya’s voice sounded.

      “Stay back,” Liam demanded.

      My body was shaking, and I thought at first my wolf just trying to shift, but it wasn’t that. No, he was hurting, too.

      “Stupid wolves,” Zarai said, but I couldn’t hear the rest as ringing sounded in my ears and I fell to my knees.

      “Augie, did you try to bond with Addie?” Gerald asked.

      “Of course not,” I muttered.

      “Are you sure?” he pressed.

      My head snapped up at him, and I glared. “I’m pretty sure I would remember that.”

      “What happened on the plane?” Taya asked, still keeping a distance.

      Addie and I had kissed, and I’d drawn blood at her hip, but we didn’t share blood. I was sure of it. Wasn’t I? It was hard to remember all of it. My wolf had pushed my human thoughts away for most of it, needing Addie to himself when he’d feared that she would leave us. We couldn’t live without her now that we’d found her. The thought of never seeing her again drove him to the edge.

      Both of us had ended up partially shifted. I knew by the claw marks on my chest and the cut on my tongue when… oh, no. What if we’d both bled from the kiss? How much blood did it take? How could it even be possible given she blood-bonded to someone else?

      “We might have, but on accident, and it would have been very little exchanged,” I said, my eyes growing tired as agony burned through my body, both from the thought of ruining the chance to bond properly with Addie and the magic of whatever Zarai was doing.

      “Keep him down,” Gerald said, and I watched as he walked away.

      No longer could I hear Addie above the ringing in my ears. My chest hurt the most. I visualized rips forming through my heart as whatever connection I might have had to her was torn away.

      “Mate,” I murmured.

      Taya’s hand rubbed over my forehead. “It’s going to be okay, Augie. Zarai knows what she’s doing.”

      “I didn’t mean…”

      She shushed me. “We know, and so does Addie. Just try to breathe through the process. Addie is doing beautifully. I can see her right now. Her eyes are closed, but her chest is moving just the way it should. Zarai is closing the incisions as I speak. It’s almost over.”

      Her words should have brought me some satisfaction, but there was no light within my soul. There was only a fire burning within me that was taking away the connection I didn’t even know I had with Addie.

      Liam removed his hold from me. “It’s done.”

      Those two words should have brought me joy, but everything within me ached. I lifted my head and Taya tried to help me up, but I pushed her away.

      I got to my hands and knees, afraid at what I would see if I searched for Addie. What would happen to us now? Would she hate me for what I’d asked her to do? Her life had been fine before I showed up. She’d been safe and content in the Catskills. I’d taken all of that away from her.

      Crawling forward, I heard her voice.

      “Augie.” The one word was filled with sorrow and nearly killed me on the spot.

      I staggered to my feet, tripping over myself several times before I landed back on the ground. Whatever Zarai had done weakened me unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

      Addie found me on the dirt. Her hands wrapped around my face, cooling my heated skin. “What happened?” she asked.

      “We bonded… on the plane.” The words were harder to get out than I thought they’d be.

      Her hazel eyes widened, and new tears formed. “I’m so sorry, Augie.”

      She kissed my face, and my wolf woke back up as she did.

      “It’s okay as long as you are,” I said, trying to get up again.

      She smiled through the tears. “I really am.”
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      When Zarai had pushed me against the post, I had a fleeting thought that things wouldn’t be so bad. Even after she’d torn my shirt from my torso.

      Then, she smiled, and everything went to crap.

      Zarai pulled a dagger from thin air and sliced into my shoulders. That wasn’t so bad until she rubbed some green ooze into the wound. I remembered screaming out, and I couldn’t move from the wooden post. Zarai had spelled me against it, and murderous thoughts filled my mind.

      At some point, the agony eased, but my body ached something fierce. My wolf whimpered, and I called for Augie, but he hadn’t come for us. There was a crowd of people around him, and I worried something was wrong.

      A mist swirled around me as Zarai chanted. Energy hammered within my chest, and my blood began to burn. It had only been a couple of minutes, but it didn’t seem as if the process would ever end.

      Part of me thought I’d felt Augie, but then the aching started anew, and I did everything I could not to scream again.

      “Almost done, Adaline. Hang in there,” Zarai said, surprising me with niceness.

      Her hands glowed silver, and she placed them above my shoulders, then over my chest. “Something didn’t go exactly as planned, but it worked.”

      “Will he know it’s done?” I asked, hoping she knew I meant Kane.

      She nodded. “But if it’s been ten years since you left and he hasn’t had search parties out looking for you, I think you’ll be okay.”

      Augie staggered toward me, and I was finally able to step away from the post. Zarai’s answer that Kane would know what I’d done was all but forgotten as Augie crumpled onto the dirt.

      “Augie.” Distress filled me that I’d somehow hurt him during the process.

      He tripped over his own feet several times before ending up on the ground again. I rushed over to him, wrapping my hands around his face, which was burning up. “What happened?” I asked.

      “We bonded… on the plane,” he said painfully.

      Tears stung my eyes as I realized what he meant. “I’m so sorry, Augie.”

      I kissed his cheek several times, not sure what else to do, or what the ramifications of us forming a partial bond and then removing it would be.

      “It’s okay as long as you are,” he said, trying to get up again.

      “I really am.” Well, as long as we hadn’t just ruined any chance of being bonded mates.

      Zarai and Gerald joined us. “You two are more trouble than you let on,” Zarai said.

      Gerald clasped his hand on her shoulder. “Oh, don’t act as if that was hard for you.”

      She grinned up at him. “Well, don’t make a habit of asking for my help either way.”

      “Thank you, Zarai,” Augie said as he sat up with my help. “What about me and Addie? Does our accidental blood bond affect any future bonding?” he added once we were both standing.

      The witch placed a hand on each of our chests, humming as she did so. My skin tingled, and Augie’s hold around my arm intensified. A red glow filled my vision, and my breath caught.

      “The two of you will be just fine,” Zarai said, patting our chests when she was done.

      Zarai walked away as we called out our thanks, but she waved us off and disappeared into a cloud of mist through the trees.

      “So, it’s really done?” I asked, because other than the pain being gone, I didn’t really feel any different than I did before we arrived. Though, I never did sense Kane the way mates normally did. I’d read once that unless our wolves had chosen each other, the effects of the bond wouldn’t mature like usual.

      This was the only small blessing with my connection to Kane. I’d never had to let him in on an emotional level.

      “Yep. All done. You two need a room?” Caleb teased while wiggling his eyebrows.

      Sigh. His joking had always seemed entertaining, but having it directed at me, I didn’t appreciate it any longer.

      “Shut your mouth, Caleb. I don’t want to hear another lewd comment about either me or Addie come from your mouth,” Augie snarled, vibrating with tension.

      “Easy, Aug.” Caleb held his hands up and took a step back.

      Taya whistled. “He might be the worst of them all. Interesting.”

      “I wasn’t sure anyone could top Aiden, but I think I agree,” Jamie added.

      I glanced between all of them, having no clue what to do. I never interacted with others like this. Everyone seemed so close and to know each other too well. Suddenly, I felt oddly out of place.

      I took a step back, needing a bit of space. Augie followed me, which wasn’t much of a shock. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      My hands rubbed over my arms. “Yeah, I think so. Are you feeling better?”

      “I am. My wolf is back to normal, and you’re by my side. It can’t get much better than that.” He smiled from ear to ear, reaching for my hands. “You’re free, Addie. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

      I’d not thought much about Kane, but as soon as Augie said the words, a weight lifted from my chest. Though, there was still fear in the back of my mind. All of this seemed to work just the way everyone thought it would, but was that really it? Just a handful of minutes in agonizing pain, then I got my happily-ever-after?

      My hands started to shake, then my lips trembled as I tried to speak, but no words came out. Zarai said Kane would know. He’d be aware that I broke the bond. Kane might have moved on, or maybe he played the role of an abandoned mate to his advantage. Either way, if there was ever a time for him to hunt me, this was it.

      “I have to go,” I finally muttered.

      “What? Where?” Augie asked.

      “Away. He knows, Augie. He’s going to find me. I have to go somewhere that he can’t hurt anyone else.” My imagination conjured up images of Sera’s lifeless body, followed by a broken and pregnant Taya, then Jamie and Harper. All of them dead because of me. I didn’t deserve their friendship.

      “Adaline. Look at me. I’m right here, and you’re not going anywhere. Kane can’t hurt any of us. He isn’t stupid enough to attack Raven Point, even if he knew where you were, but the only way to know that is for him to have a witch in the pack. If he didn’t have one of them before, I don’t believe he does now.”

      Augie seemed so sure, but fear made people do stupid things. I knew I wasn’t thinking clearly, but it didn’t stop my movements taking me further away from the others. Their laughter echoed through the quiet night air, a sound that should have warmed my soul. Instead, it was as if a knife was stabbing straight through it.

      Augie grabbed both of my arms, gentle, but firm. “Do you trust me?” he asked, and I nodded. “Do you believe in me, and not as a potential mate, but as wolf and man?”

      “Augie, you know I do, but—”

      He cut me off. “No. You either do or you don’t, Addie. Kane controlled you for long enough. Trust me to keep you safe, and don’t allow him the power to dictate your life any longer, or we’ll run together. Either way, you’re not getting rid of me.”

      My heart raced as he moved closer. Unwanted tears filled my eyes, and my throat burned with the effort of keeping them at bay.

      “So, what is it going to be? Are we going to run together? Or can I show you the way back to the pack house, take you to my room, and warm your cold fingers and toes beneath the blankets?” Augie asked, his eyes pleading with me to choose the latter option.

      Glancing between him and those who he loved most in the world, I thought about what he’d said. It was likely the only thing that could have gotten through to me.

      I’d let Kane control me for so long, and I’d vowed to never let that happen again. By running, I was breaking that promise to myself. I wasn’t giving this newfound freedom a chance at success. I wasn’t giving my mate the opportunity to do the one thing instilled in him from birth.

      “As long as you keep a shirt on,” I finally said.

      He released a deep breath. “Jesus. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do if you wanted to run. I mean, I would have gone with you, but it wouldn’t have been easy on either of us.” Augie kissed my forehead and gathered me into his arms. “I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe. I swear it.”

      “I know you will. I trust you, Augie.”

      We pulled apart and rejoined the others. Taya was practically falling asleep against Liam. I didn’t imagine growing a pup left her with much energy. Jamie and Caleb went with Liam and Taya. I watched as Jamie made room in the back seat for Taya to lay in her lap, grinning while saying something to Liam who grumbled in return.

      Once they were gone, Augie led me to Gerald’s truck. I slid between the two of them in the front seat. “What an evening. Things haven’t been that exciting around here in a while,” Gerald said as he turned the truck around.

      Augie sighed. “Let’s hope it’s another long while before we have any more excitement.”

      I stared at the front window, hearing their conversation, but not partaking in it. My gut twisted, and I sat on my hands to prevent them from giving away my nerves.

      Even though I didn’t want my life to be dictated any longer, I still wasn’t sure we were making the right choice. Well, not sure that I was making the right one. Kane was never one to take losing well. Though it rarely happened, when he lost out on trade deals or anything of the kind, his fits had lasted for days, and I’d suffered injuries far beyond his normal abuse.

      If he hadn’t thought he lost me before, he’d know it now, but maybe he had moved on. Maybe he’d found the one his wolf wanted, and I’d just done him a favor. Maybe we could all move on and live our lives, keeping the past where it belonged.

      So many maybes, but only time would really tell.
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      Before we’d even made it back to the pack house, Addie was passed out. Whatever Zarai had done to her had sucked all of the energy from my mate, making it so that once she was asleep, there was no waking her until she was ready.

      I’d carried her to my room and lay with her all night, like we’d done the evening before. My hope was that there would never be another night where I’d have to go without Addie. I knew she had a lot on her mind. I’d seen the freak-out she’d been about to have while we were standing around after Zarai had left, but I wouldn’t let it stop me from assuring her everything would be okay.

      Whatever it took, I’d convince her she didn’t have to run anymore. Though, I was hopeful our short talk before had helped.

      Morning had come and gone, but Addie still wasn’t awake. I’d been watching the rise and fall of her chest for nearly twelve hours when Taya knocked on the door. The smell of food was the only reason I’d let her in.

      “I figured you’d be starving by now,” Taya whispered, carrying a serving tray filled with three sandwiches, a bag of chips, and several bottles of water.

      “Famished, but I couldn’t leave her.” Even then, I stood across the room, unable to take my eyes off my mate for more than a couple seconds. “She should be awake by now, right? I mean, I’m fine, and part of that bond was with me, too.”

      Taya patted my shoulder. “She had a full bond ripped out of her blood. None of us know what to expect, but she’s breathing and looks peaceful, so try to relax for a minute and eat.”

      She shoved the tray at me and strode over to the bed. I watched my best friend cradle her growing stomach while gently settling herself onto the bed next to my mate. Taya brushed Addie’s hair back, much like I’d been doing.

      “Girl, we have so much to discuss when you wake up. I bet that’s why you’re still asleep. You know none of us are going to let you out of our sights, but you’ll learn soon enough that it’s not a bad thing. Plus, we need to officially make you a member of our girl gang.” Taya grinned at me, and I waved a hand.

      She could talk all she wanted to Addie. I’d been doing it all morning as well, begging her to wake up.

      While Taya had things under control, I set the food on top of my side table and dug in, demolishing two of the sandwiches, half the bag of chips, and three of the waters in under ten minutes.

      I groaned and stretched, then eyed the bathroom.

      “Go. I can smell you from here,” Taya muttered between the stories she was telling from our childhood.

      My trust in Taya went beyond anything in this world, so I darted to my closet first for fresh clothes, then to the bathroom before taking the world’s quickest shower. I was out and dressed again before the mirror had the chance to fog up from the hot water.

      When I entered the bedroom again, my heart nearly stopped. Taya and Addie were gone. “What the hell?” So much for trusting my best friend.

      “Taya!” I yelled, and a squeak sounded from my closet.

      I ran toward the noise and found Addie. She had clothes in her hand and a brush stuck in her long dark hair. “I’m sorry,” she muttered.

      I smiled softly, reaching for the stuck brush. “Nothing to be sorry for. I thought Taya kidnapped you while I was only gone for four minutes. I’m glad you’re here and awake. How are you feeling?” I asked while gently pulling at the knots in her hair that had captured the brush.

      “Fine. I think. I smelled my clothes as soon as I heard the door to the bathroom slam shut, and I kicked Taya out. She’s even more stubborn than you,” Addie said with a grin.

      I kissed her forehead as soon as I got the brush free. “And you tried to fix your hair.”

      She blushed. “Taya said I was out for a long time. I didn’t want to be a hot mess after you’d just gotten cleaned up.”

      My thumbs stroked her cheeks. “I don’t think you could ever be a hot mess. Not even if you tried.”

      She laughed, the sound warming parts of my heart I didn’t know existed. “Ha! You haven’t seen me after binge reading a seven-book series where each one ends on a nasty cliffhanger. And the last book… I almost hunted down the author like a psycho. She’s lucky she gave them a happily-ever-after, or I might have lost it. I didn’t shower or really eat for three days while I devoured those books.”

      “Sounds like something I should read,” I said, glad she was talking about books with me again after shutting me down before. Though, I was pretty sure that was only because she’d been trying to keep her distance from me.

      “What about you? Read anything worthy of my time lately? Oh, and Jamie said you’ve convinced her to dabble in books. Bravo on that one.” Addie’s face was pure joy. The image of her bright eyes and wide smile was something I’d never forget.

      “Why don’t you finish getting ready and I’ll check in with Gerald. I’m sure he won’t need me for anything today. Then, we can go on an adventure and talk about all the books that have been keeping us up late at night.” I wanted to show her all of the parts of Raven Point I loved most in hopes she’d choose to stay here, but if it was too much for her, there was nowhere I wouldn’t follow her.

      Addie nodded, shoving her clothes and brush back in the bag before grabbing it. She kissed me on the cheek as she passed, and I stood in the closet dumbfounded.

      This was really the first moment since finding out that she was my mate that we’d been able to relax. None of it had really sunk in for me yet.

      I had a mate. Not just someone I knew was out there, but someone who was right here with me. It didn’t matter that we’d have to take things slow. Her past didn’t bother me. I just needed to see the smile on her perfect face, and I knew everything was going to be okay.

      The shower turned on, and I heard her humming a tune that I didn’t recognize. The melody had me closing my eyes and wanting to join her in the bathroom, but something told me that wouldn’t be the right move just yet.

      Instead of going where I wanted, I left my room and locked the door behind me after making sure I had my keys. Gerald was in his office when I arrived, and his grin was nearly as big as mine.

      “Good afternoon, Augie,” he said.

      “That it is. I just wanted to check in and let you know Addie is awake. I’d like to take the day off to show her around Raven Point. I don’t believe she did much adventuring when Sera forced her here before.”

      “I feel like you’re asking me permission, and that’s not necessary. In fact, I’m putting you on leave until this is all sorted. Taya and I can handle things around here. I want you to focus on Addie for now and figure out where it is the two of you will be happiest.”

      My chest constricted as if someone was physically squeezing my heart with their hand. “Alpha, you don’t need to put me on leave.”

      Gerald stood, coming around his desk. “Augie, you’ve always been like a son to me. I would do the same for Taya and would have for Cord as well. Don’t worry about the pack. You’ve given a lot during your time as beta and even before that. A mate bond is something special and deserves all of your attention. Your spot is always here for you. We’re not pushing you out. That’s the last thing I, or anyone else, want.”

      I nodded, unable to find the words to thank him. The pack had been my life for what felt like forever. I wanted Addie more than anything, but not being where I was needed had been a worry.

      “Now, get out of here and go woo that woman. I’m not convinced she even likes you,” Gerald teased, pushing me toward the door.

      “Ha. Ha. You’re so funny, old man,” I deadpanned, then turned back to him. “Thank you for this. I know my parents love me in their own way, but you were the first person I thought of when I knew about Addie. Thank you for treating me as your own and never making me feel like a burden. We don’t say it often enough, but I love and appreciate you for being there my whole life.”

      Gerald pulled me in for a bear hug and grunted. “Damn it, boy. I love you, too.”

      He was getting up there in years, and I’d already been through the fear of losing him once before. I hoped I didn’t have to do it again, but we shouldn’t need life-ending experiences to remind people how much we care about them.

      With another squeeze from Gerald, we parted ways, and I ran back to my room. Literally ran. I couldn’t get back to Addie soon enough, but Taya was waiting for me in front of my door.

      “Trying to keep her in or keep other people out?” she asked with a smirk as she jiggled the locked doorknob.

      “Keep people out. Addie isn’t used to others barging in whenever they like. She hasn’t agreed to be in your girl gang, either. Be easy on her,” I said with a warning in my tone. I loved Taya and her persistent ways, but I wouldn’t let her scare my mate away.

      She glared at me. “Seriously? I know what we’re up against here, Aug. You don’t need to worry about me. Take today with her, but she’s mine tomorrow. At least for half the day. She needs to know there is more in Raven Point than your di—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

      Taya moved out of my way. “I mean it, Augie. If you don’t let me have her tomorrow, I will forcefully take her from you and tell her every disgusting detail about your childhood until she finds you repulsive.”

      “First, you’re scary when you talk like that. Second, it’s up to Addie. If she wants to go with you, then I would never object,” I said, trying not to let the thought of Taya corrupting Addie freak me out.

      “Right. All of you men are the same. I don’t care if you’re my best friend. You’re still going to get all growly and protective of her. See you tonight for dinner?”

      I nodded, then kissed her on the cheek. “We wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Good.” Taya turned on a heel and walked away, doing her best to go slowly and not waddle. If I wanted to get back at her for the threats, I could call her out, but I knew her words were coming from a place of love and fear.

      Instead, I focused on my mate and entered my room. Addie was already dressed and combing her hair, this time without the brush getting stuck. The green in her hazel eyes stood out as she turned to me.

      Gods, I never thought one look could stop me in my tracks, but Addie’s gaze went straight through my chest. She blushed. I must not have been hiding my thoughts very well.

      No longer did I want to show her Raven Point. I wanted to lock the door again and keep her to myself all damned day and night. I’d waited so long for her that it was hard to fight the attraction, but I had to do this for Addie. I would do it.

      “Augie,” she said softly, setting the brush down and walking toward me.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just…seeing you here in my room, it does things to me I didn’t expect,” I said, wrapping her in my arms when she got close enough.

      “I know. I feel it too, but I need time.” Her voice sounded so sad.

      I pushed her back so she could see my face. “You don’t need to explain yourself or feel guilty for your choices. I will keep my wolf in check for however long you need.”

      She was fighting a smile.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Does it make me a horrible person that it’s nice for me to see you struggle?

      I laughed, holding her close again. “Not at all. It makes you a normal woman. You’ll learn from Taya that if your mate isn’t suffering, then you’re doing something wrong. Speaking of, she wants you to hang out with her tomorrow, but if you’re ready to go back to the Catskills, or not up for a Taya ambush, I’ll keep her away.”

      I wished I could have seen her face when I’d mention going back, but her pause was enough to tell me that Addie was still undecided and understandably so.

      “But you don’t have to choose now. If you’re feeling rested, I wanted to take you to a couple of places around the pack lands before dinner,” I said before she could feel forced to respond.

      She stepped back. “That would be great.”

      Her smile was still wide, but the sparkle wasn’t quite there in her eyes anymore. My goal for the day was to bring it back.
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      My emotions were on a rollercoaster, and not a fun ride, either. One moment, I could pretend I hadn’t just had a bond I never wanted ripped from my blood with magic I didn’t know existed. Then, in another moment, I couldn’t stop thinking that I’d made a horrible mistake.

      I was finally free, but I felt anything other than that.

      I’d loved Augie for a long time now. I wanted to bring him the kind of happiness he deserved, but I didn’t know if I was going to be capable of it. He thought he understood how broken I was, but that wasn’t possible. Not when I didn’t even get it.

      As soon as Augie had mentioned the Catskills, I was brought back into my dark thoughts.

      My bond to Kane was gone, but the magic couldn’t take away my fears and memories. Those would be with me for the rest of my life.

      I’d woken up while Taya and Augie were talking but stayed quiet until he went to take a shower. I knew it would break his heart to leave her. They had a special friendship, and with Taya pregnant, that made things even more complicated.

      How could I take that from my mate?

      The Catskills pack was the only place I’d ever felt safe. I didn’t want to start over. I had my runaway routes memorized. I knew exactly what to do if trouble ever showed up for me. In Raven Point, I’d have to figure out new plans, but I’d have to do it with Augie at my side. My biggest fear was that he would see how screwed up I really was.

      Realistically, I knew he would love me regardless of my fears, but they were mine. Not his. I didn’t want to burden him with something he didn’t see as a problem.

      He didn’t know Kane. Maybe I didn’t really know him, either, but I knew he didn’t like to lose. One day, he would come for me. One day, he would snuff out the last of my light.

      Augie didn’t let me dwell on those thoughts for long, though. He’d seen the change in my demeanor, no matter how hard I’d tried to hide it. As soon as I was finished getting ready, I’d followed him outside to a storage area filled with quads.

      “You want me to drive one of those?” I asked shockingly.

      He grinned. “I mean, if you want to, sure, but I’m happy to have you sitting behind me with your arms wrapped around my waist while I drive.”

      Of course, he was. Augie might have been an old soul, but there was still a childlike personality within him that was endearing. It reminded me that it didn’t matter how old I was. Age was merely a perception.

      “You could also drive with me sitting behind you, if you’d like to try it yourself,” Augie added. That was something I might take him up on later.

      “Since I have no idea where we’re going, how about we ride on the same one and you drive first?” I suggested and enjoyed the grin on his face when I did.

      Augie’s crooked smile had a way of making me set my worries aside. He hopped onto the quad first and patted the seat behind him. “Ready when you are.”

      The words were almost challenging. I knew I was overthinking them, but they held so much truth. Augie would wait forever for me. I knew that, and it made letting go of my fears—even if for just the remainder of the afternoon—easier.

      I slid in behind him and felt the rumble of the small engine as Augie revved the gas. My hands held on to his chest as my head rested against his back. Augie accelerated, speed increasing gradually. I knew I should have been taking in Raven Point, but I was soaking up the moment with Augie instead.

      Holding him close and knowing the truth about my past was out in the open wasn’t something I ever anticipated being a possibility. Life was feeling a bit like a dream as the wind whipped my hair around my face more as we gained speed.

      Using one hand, I gathered as much of my wild strands together as I could and held them against my chest. Raven Point was mostly forest land. I knew they had crops somewhere, but they were nowhere we headed.

      The path we followed was well-used, and I hoped we didn’t run into a bunch of people. I didn’t mind checking out the lands, but I wasn’t up for conversation. I didn’t even socialize in the Catskills. I wasn’t going to start now.

      A few minutes later, a small lake came into view, and I turned my attention to the calm waters. Augie slowed the quad down, and we stopped at a dock that was void of any other shifters.

      “I used to spend so much time down here with Cord and Taya as kids. It hasn’t really been the same since he died, but it’s still one of my favorite places,” Augie said reverently.

      My eyes closed, and I listened to the sounds of birds in the trees, the slight breeze that rustled the leaves, and the water splashing against the dock. I took a deep breath of forest air and sighed.

      “I can see why. It’s very calming,” I replied, opening my gaze again.

      Augie got off the quad first and held out a hand for me. Without hesitation, I took his and wasn’t at all surprised when he didn’t let go after I had both feet on the ground.

      He led us down to the water, recalling the last time he, Taya, and Cord had been there together. “It was like we were kids again. All responsibilities had been forgotten. We’d gotten into a water fight and promised to do it more often. Except he left soon after and we didn’t get another chance.”

      “I’m sorry you lost someone so important to you,” I said, knowing how badly it hurt to lose a loved one.

      “We lost several people that year, as did your pack. I try not to let the sadness get the better of me. Cord, and even Davis, wouldn’t want that, but it’s hard sometimes. We can’t go back, but moving forward isn’t always easy either.”

      I nodded, unable to reply because I knew exactly what he meant, and I was afraid of the emotions I’d show if I used actual words.

      “It’s too cold today to swim, or I’d offer that, but I at least wanted to show you the area. The next spot I want to take you, the quad can’t go. Are you up for a run?” Augie asked.

      My stomach fluttered as my wolf rose to the surface. She was more than ready, but I wasn’t sure. My face must have given way to my wolf’s excitement, because Augie’s eyes heated with passion as his hold on my hand tightened.

      We stood there, drinking each other in as our wolves begged to be released. Gods, as much as I wanted to take things slow—more like should—every time Augie stared at me as if I was the only person left in the world, I nearly forgot all the reasons why I was hesitant.

      He cleared his throat, breaking the eye contact. “I’ll bring our clothes with us. Just wrap yours up in mine and there should be minimal wolf slobber on them,” he said teasingly. Our wolves didn’t normally drool, but carrying clothes in our mouths wasn’t their favorite thing.

      Augie got undressed first, standing in front of me so I could only see his backside. And what a sight it was. He wasn’t overly muscled, which was perfect in my opinion, but the lines of hard work and dedication were still present. From the tops of his shoulders all the way to the curves of his butt, I drank him in, enjoying that he couldn’t see me do so.

      His muscles bunched and vibrated as he stretched forward, and his body shifted from man to wolf. Augie’s wolf turned toward me and trotted to my side. My hands dug into his coat as I lowered myself to his level.

      A rumble sounded from the wolf as I held him close. “Alright. Give me a minute,” I said, pushing the beast away so I could get my clothes off.

      The wolf sat on his haunches. “Uh, no. Turn around. You can’t just watch me like that,” I added.

      Stormy blue eyes narrowed at me as he lowered his head, not moving from his current spot.

      “Fine, then you get my backside like I got yours.”

      The wolf yipped, and I grinned as I turned around. It was only fair that I didn’t put up much of a fight, considering I’d stared at him while he shifted.

      Once I was undressed, I remembered I was supposed to put my clothes with his, which meant I’d have to turn around anyway. My head peeked back, and if wolves could smirk, Augie’s totally was.

      Whatever. Shifters weren’t supposed to be nervous about their bodies. Members of the pack walked around naked when needed, and it was completely normal. Then again, the other pack members weren’t my mate.

      “You’re becoming a pain, August James,” I muttered, using his full name and quickly walking to his pile of clothes to combine them with mine.

      As soon as that was done, I let my wolf push to the surface without looking back at Augie. The shift was seamless, and I gladly let my wolf take control as soon as we were on all fours.

      My and Augie’s wolves circled each other, sniffing everywhere and talking to each other in their own ways.

      Mate, mine said over and over again, each time bringing more joy than the last.

      Augie led the way to the next spot, carrying our clothes as promised. We trotted leisurely for half an hour before he finally stopped at the base of a massive tree that looked nothing like the rest of the pines around us.

      I didn’t know much about trees, so I had no idea what type the one before us was, but it was unlike any other I’d seen in person. The pines all around us were tall with only high-up branches, but this light-colored tree was shorter and had thick branches at much lower levels that seemed perfect for climbing. Something I used to enjoy doing as a pup while my dad was at work.

      Augie’s wolf dropped our clothes, and he shifted back, sorting them out as I did the same. Being naked around him was dangerous. I wasn’t sure how much more shifting we could do together before I lost my resolve. I’d always been attracted to Augie and worried he was distracting me a little too much.

      It was easy to get lost in the moment with him. The way Augie looked at me made the rest of the world fall away.

      We both got dressed again, minus the shoes we’d left behind. Our human feet weren’t all that sensitive, so it didn’t much matter.

      “This is where I come to think,” Augie said as we approached the tree.

      I walked around him, running my hands over the smooth bark. “It’s beautiful.”

      “You haven’t even seen the best part,” Augie murmured from behind me.

      Warm hands circled my waist. Then, I was tossed onto the second branch up without much effort on Augie’s part. Impressive.

      He jumped, landing next to me, then reached up behind me. “Best hiding spot in the whole forest.” Augie held a book in hand. “Pride and Prejudice. One of my favorites.”

      I raised a brow at him. “I didn’t take you for a Jane Austen fan. Maybe more of a Steinbeck or Tolkien reader.”

      “Oh, you’ll find both of those in my hiding spot as well, but I thought you’d appreciate this one most.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I was a huge Austen admirer. Her writings were some of my all-time favorites. I’d been so into indie books lately, though, that I hadn’t re-read any of her works recently.

      “Thank you for sharing this with me,” I said as he handed me the well-used book.

      When I tried to take the offered book, he held on to my wrist. “Anything that is mine is yours, Addie. Anything.”

      I knew there was a double meaning there, but I didn’t allow my mind to think too hard on it. I had to remember that Augie was a romantic, and he couldn’t help himself. It was a part of him I had to learn to accept if this was going to work.

      Even when it freaked me the hell out.
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      Augie and I had spent another hour at the tree while he showed me the rest of his favorite books and even read a few passages out loud. Never did I think it could be such a turn-on listening to a man read, but oh boy, was I wrong. It made me rethink my aversion to audiobooks.

      After that, we’d shifted again and let our wolves run for a while. They needed the time to get acquainted with each other, and I’d never felt my girl any happier than she was when we were running alongside Augie.

      I ended up driving the quad back, and having Augie wrapped around the back of me was a completely different experience than when I’d been holding on to him. The heat from his body had seeped into me, and I almost passed on the dinner that had been planned.

      Sexual frustration was never more prevalent than after spending an afternoon with my mate who I’d yet to really touch.

      The next morning, Augie brought breakfast to his room as I got out of the shower. “Are you trying to woo me, Augie?” I teased, picking up a crispy piece of bacon and dipping it into the gravy bowl next to the still-steaming biscuits. “Because it’s working.”

      He grinned, then walked toward me and wrapped his hands around my ribs. “Good.”

      “When am I supposed to meet up with Taya?” I asked after a couple of delicious bites.

      His face scrunched. Clearly, he didn’t like to share, and it was adorable. “I saw her in the kitchen. I asked for another hour, but we’ll be lucky if it’s thirty more minutes.”

      “I’m sure I won’t be gone long, and it will be good to finally spend time with her. I’ve heard enough about her from Sera that I feel like I know Taya, but not well enough,” I said.

      He nodded. “I might complain about her, but she’s one of the best shifters I know. She’s bossy, but caring. Strong, but sensitive. She’s going to make an excellent alpha when Gerald is ready to retire. My guess is that won’t be until after the baby is through his first year, though.”

      I couldn’t imagine being in charge of a pack the size of Raven Point. Taya was a woman to be admired, and the closer it got to my time with her, the more eager I was. Of course, Sera always set a good example for me, but she was more of a motherly figure. It just seemed different.

      I finished two biscuits smothered in gravy, too many pieces of bacon, and an egg before knocking sounded. Augie grumbled as he stood to unlock the door. I loved that he always kept it locked. It helped to ease the worries I’d been doing my damnedest to keep at bay.

      Unfortunately, Kane was never far from my mind, and I hated that more than anything else.

      “Good morning,” Taya said cheerily. She was getting so much joy out of Augie’s misery. Another thing I loved. Taya, Jamie, and Harper had no cares to give to anyone. They were exactly who they were and owned it every chance they had. Life goals… once my own wasn’t so undecided.

      Taya came over to our nearly finished breakfast plates and devoured the rest of the bacon. “You ready?” she asked, mouth full.

      “I don’t feel like there is a right answer to that question,” I replied with a laugh.

      Her hand clasped my shoulder. “Oh, we’re going to have so much fun.”

      “Taya,” Augie warned.

      “Oh, shut it. There won’t be a single hair on her body harmed, and I’ll have her back before dark, Dad.”

      Dark? Well, that was more than half a day, but I didn’t mind. Augie would survive. Or so I hoped.

      “And you’re going to stay within the pack?” Augie asked.

      Taya sighed. “Yes. I know the rules. We won’t even be in the forest. We’ll be close by. Probably at my house. Speaking of, entertain Liam for me after he’s done doing your work. Dad asked him to fill in while you were off.”

      Guilt filtered in that I was keeping Augie from his pack, but his face didn’t show any signs of concern over Taya’s comment. I shoved the emotions down and grabbed my coat, just in case we were outside for a while.

      Taya headed for the door, and Augie pulled me to him. “If she does anything that you’re not comfortable with, don’t be afraid to put Taya in her place. She isn’t as scary as she acts.”

      “Hey, I heard that!” she yelled from the door.

      Augie grinned, grabbing both sides of my face. “Look away, Taya,” he said just before his lips pressed to mine.

      I gasped in surprise, not expecting him to kiss me this way in front of his friend, but Augie had no cares, either. My parted lips gave him the opportunity to kiss me deeper, and I was here for it.

      My arms went around his neck, tugging him closer as I angled my head and ran my fingers through his longer strands that fell just at the base of his neck. One of his hands went to my hip, and his thumb rubbed the exposed skin above my jeans, causing a moan to slip from my lips.

      “Alright, that’s enough.” Taya gagged, making me laugh.

      I pulled back just enough to see Augie’s eyes wrinkle at the sides from his laughter. “Take this. Call Liam if you need anything.”

      He pushed a phone into my hand, and I gladly accepted, because I hadn’t thought to bring mine when we left the Catskills. It was likely dead in my nightstand drawer. Given I rarely left the pack house alone, my cell wasn’t something I cared to keep on me and often forgot about.

      Augie hugged and kissed me once more, then nudged me toward the door. “Hurry up before I change my mind.”

      Again, I was a horrible person, because his suffering made me grin as I walked toward a waiting Taya. She smirked at me, likely knowing exactly how I felt. I had no doubt she made Liam miserable on a daily basis, but only because she loved him so much.

      She took my hand and led me back downstairs. “Come on. If we’re not quick, the surprise will be ruined.”

      “Surprise?” I asked, doing my best to remember that these people had no reason to harm me. Still, the phone was clutched tightly in my grip.

      “Well, you didn’t think me and you were just going to sit around together, did you?” she replied, breathing heavy as the quickened pace seemed to be catching up with her pregnant self.

      I hadn’t really thought about what might happen during my time with Taya. I just assumed she’d ask me a million questions, all while trying to convince me it was best to stay in Raven Point.

      “Welcome to my home,” Taya said as her house came into view.

      The curtains rustled in the front window, causing the smile to fade from my face. Someone was waiting inside, and my anxiety spiked. I jerked my hand out of Taya’s and stopped to survey the area. Calling my wolf forward, I counted on her to tell me if there was anything amiss.

      Taya had turned around at some point and watched me as my eyes scoured the surrounding trees. I couldn’t smell anything out of place, but I wasn’t familiar enough with this pack to know for sure. Another reason why moving here scared me. I’d have this to worry about on a daily basis for who knew how long until I was settled, something that took me four years in the Catskills.

      “Addie, what’s wrong?” Taya asked finally.

      “Someone’s in your house, I think. I saw the curtains move,” I said without meeting her eyes.

      She nodded. “I promise, there isn’t anything wrong. You have nothing to be scared of inside that house.”

      Taya’s words were calm and reassuring, allowing me to relax for a moment. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, it’s part of the surprise.” Her eyes stayed on my face, unjudging and full of confidence.

      She waited for me to gather myself, never once making me feel rushed or like an idiot. I finally took a step toward her and accepted her outreached hand. “Thank you,” I said.

      Taya didn’t reply as she led me the rest of the way to her house. She walked right in, the door not even locked. When we entered, I scanned the kitchen and hallway first, finally moving my gaze to the living room, only to find Jamie and Harper lounging on the couches.

      They both waved at me, and tears sprung to my eyes. I had no idea why, but it was like emotional overload seeing all three of them here just to hang out with me.

      “We were going to yell surprise but didn’t think you’d appreciate that as much as us,” Jamie said, getting up from the couch.

      “This is perfect,” I mumbled, wiping the stray tears from my checks. “Harper, I didn’t think you’d be able to come.”

      “Well, I was miserable enough around Aiden that he kicked my ass out.” She grinned, seeming very proud of her accomplishment, then followed Jamie.

      “So, we didn’t mean to ambush you, but none of us wanted to be left out. Harper already got a girl day with you, but having one with us is different than having one with Sera,” Jamie said.

      “Because you’re all sleeping with her sons?” I asked, remembering Harper’s previous comment and grinning.

      Taya threw her arm around my shoulders and leaned her head on me. “I love her already. She totally gets us.”

      Harper winked at me, not taking credit for the comment, and they quickly moved on in conversation. “So, we didn’t have much planned for however long we get with you,” Jamie started.

      “You can have as much time as you want,” I said, hoping they didn’t feel rushed on my account.

      Harper laughed alongside Taya, and Jamie just smiled at me. “Oh, Addie. We have so much to teach you,” Jamie said.

      They led me to the kitchen where four wine glasses sat, plus an array of food. Taya poured a red and Harper handled the white. They each held a glass to me, and I took the white.

      “Another win for me,” Harper boasted.

      “Win? How many bets do you guys have on me?” I asked, feeling like I should be offended, but I was too entertained to really be bothered.

      “Well, let’s see. There was the first hang out, then getting you with Augie, but that wasn’t really a bet, more like a mission for all of us,” Harper said.

      “Then, we also have little ones about getting to know you better. Like Taya was sure you’d be a red drinker, but Harper was convinced white. Neither is wrong, but it’s just a fun way we get to know each other. We did the same to Harper,” Jamie added.

      My initial reaction had been right. There was no reason to be offended by their actions. These women just wanted to be my friends. Something I’d been fighting for much too long.

      “Thank you for not giving up on me, ladies.” I raised my glass, and they each clinked theirs against mine.

      “It’s five o’clock somewhere,” Taya muttered as she stared wistfully at her glass.

      Jamie patted her belly. “Just a couple more months, and then we’ll celebrate. I’ll be your sober person when it’s time.”

      “You’ll always be my person, no matter the occasion,” Taya cooed.

      I sipped on my glass while Harper added more to hers before it was even empty. “Helps me not give a shit about how many I’ve had if I can’t actually keep track.” She shrugged and I laughed.

      “Makes total sense,” I replied.

      “So, instead of betting more, how about we play some games and get to know each other better?” Jamie suggested.

      Something told me she was more of the “mom” to the group, and I loved it. She knew how to have fun, but she was also responsible.

      “I’ll go first,” Taya said. “Hottest celebrity? Mine is Ian Somerhalder.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. Tom Hiddleston,” Jamie added next.

      “I’d have to say it’s a tie between all of the Chrises. Hemsworth, Pine, Evans, and I guess I’ll include Pratt, even though the world almost ended because of him,” Harper said, and I had no clue what she was talking about. Then, they all glanced at me, waiting for my answer.

      “Umm… Leonardo DiCaprio? Is he still relevant?” It had been ages since I watched TV or movies. My time was mostly spent with my nose in books.

      Each of them went straight-faced, then broke out into laughter. “Of course, he’s still relevant. That man ages like fine wine!” Taya said, making me feel better.

      “Favorite book boyfriend?” Jamie asked and tossed a grin my way.

      “You want me to pick just one?” I gaped and had them all laughing again.

      Our party moved from the kitchen to the living room, including all of the wine and snacks. The questions continued, staying on lighter topics, and we never once left the confines of Taya’s house.

      I tapped on Augie’s phone hours later, surprised to find there were several messages.

      “Guess this thing has been on silent,” I grimaced.

      “Oh, it’s not like they don’t know where we are,” Taya said, drinking the cranberry juice she’d swapped the wine for.

      “Yeah, they always know,” Harper sighed, but it wasn’t in annoyance. She may have meant for the words to mean so, but the glow in her cheeks said otherwise.

      These women gave their men hell, but they loved them fiercely.

      “It’s past two. Taya, you lost. Harper, looks like you’re about to lose as well.” Jamie smirked. “Which means my losing streak is about to be over, bitches. Just another five minutes.”

      “What are you guys betting for?” I asked, leaning against the couch as I scanned the messages from Augie to make sure there was nothing wrong. Thankfully, there wasn’t. He just missed me, and I couldn’t deny I missed him, too.

      “Uh, nothing actually. Bragging rights?” Taya answered. “Man, we should really up the ante. Especially if there are going to be four of us now.”

      Jamie kicked Taya, and I took that to mean there had probably been an agreement made before I arrived that there was to be no talk about my staying in Raven Point or joining their girl gang. I’d been on edge for the first couple hours of the morning, waiting for the pushing of answers I didn’t have.

      So far, these women had shown me a glimpse of what life could be like with them, and it wasn’t a life I needed to be here to have. Harper and Jamie were in the Catskills, too. It hadn’t made my choice to stay in Raven Point or not any easier, but I had already decided I didn’t want to continue living an existence without these women in it.

      They were my people—my tribe—and I wanted to have them at my side.

      “If you’ll still have me, I’d be honored to be your fourth member,” I said as Taya and Jamie hissed at each other.

      “Seriously?” Harper gawked and I laughed.

      “Yep. I mean, don’t expect me to be an open book all the time or want to hang every night, but days like this? I’m in.”

      For the last several hours, I’d been able to forget about all of my problems and fears. Me fighting against getting close to people was taking more energy than I should be giving.

      Before I knew it, Harper and Jamie dog-piled on top of me. Taya just moved closer, not able to do much with her belly.

      Hugs went all around, and new tears formed in my eyes as I hoped this was the start of a new beginning for me. One that included new memories, new friendships, and a whole lot more happiness than my past.
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      Liam and Caleb kept me busy all day. They understood how I felt. Their women did this to them all the time. Usually, I laughed at their suffering, but no more.

      “How much longer should we give them?” I asked as I threw another axe at the log targets we’d set up.

      Earlier, they’d told me we would get to break up the girl party, but nobody had said when, and I was slowly dying on the inside. Especially since Addie wasn’t answering my messages.

      “Well, they like to make bets on who bursts through the door first and how soon. It’s rather enjoyable when they all lose. The wait isn’t fun, but the irritated looks on their faces are,” Caleb answered.

      It was nearly three in the afternoon. Taya had taken Addie just after nine this morning. I didn’t think Addie would bet against me, but I had a feeling Taya would have.

      Liam was up next to throw. This setup had been his idea. While Taya enjoyed shooting, Liam preferred the use of his hands and strength. I eventually agreed with him and came down here at least once a week to let loose.

      “If we give it until at least three, we should win against all of their bets. We’ve never made it to six hours before. They’ll never suspect it,” Liam said, then heaved the axe, hitting the target dead center.

      That was only another twenty minutes away. I could survive that. More so for Addie than my lack of patience, though. If she wasn’t reaching out to me, that meant she was having fun. Hopefully, the kind that kept her anxieties at bay.

      “So, what are you going to do if Addie wants to stay on the East Coast?” Caleb asked.

      “I’m going to stay there then,” I responded without hesitation. Even though I would be devastated to leave Raven Point, my mate would always hold priority.

      “Just like that?” Caleb pressed.

      I glanced at Liam. “You understand it, right?”

      He’d left behind not only his pack, but the role of alpha for Taya. I’d only known him to question that choice once, just after his father had been killed. It had been a curveball none of us had seen coming.

      “I do, and I know no matter where you end up, you’ll do great. It’s not like we’d never see you again if you went to the Catskills. Hell, maybe you could even travel back and forth like Caleb and Jamie. The plane is already going to and from anyway,” Liam suggested, but I shook my head.

      “From what I know of Addie so far, that isn’t something that would make her happy. She wants a home where she can feel safe. Constantly moving around isn’t something that would bring the sense of security she’ll need to move forward,” I answered.

      “Her past is that bad, huh?” Caleb asked.

      “I think. She hasn’t told me much, but it’s enough that I’m going to follow her lead. I’m going to be who, or wherever, she needs.” And that was as much truth as I could give them.

      “Aiden is looking into her old pack. He’s going to find a reason to bring them up to the council,” Liam said, watching me closely.

      I had a feeling that was coming. I didn’t think Addie could get away with finally coming clean without some sort of repercussion on Kane. I was just glad to hear that Aiden was trying to go about it in a way that didn’t drag Addie into the middle.

      Something told me if that happened, she might run away once more, and I’d have to spend the rest of my life searching for her.

      We each threw another round of axes, then picked up our stuff before taking the quads back to the pack house. When we had everything put away, it was ten after three.

      “Okay, so we can’t just barge in. Let your woman come to you. Show her you were totally fine without her for the day,” Caleb said, and I just shook my head.

      “There’s no way I’m doing that.”

      “You have to. It’s bro rules. They have their girl-gang rules, and we have ours. We didn’t keep you busy all day just for you to break them,” Liam added seriously.

      This was definitely not the way I thought they worked, but whatever. I’d play along for the first minute or so just to appease their alpha hearts. There was no shame inside me about how much I wanted Addie.

      We walked to Taya and Liam’s house. No longer did it feel weird going inside and missing my own space, but that would be something I changed if we stayed in Raven Point. I wasn’t spending my first years with my mate in the pack house that had constant interruptions, usually for things that didn’t need immediate attention.

      As soon as we were at the door, laughter could be heard inside, and I picked out the soft sounds of Addie. My wolf was excited to have her in our sights once again, but even he seemed to understand this was important for our mate.

      Liam and Caleb stood there, and I was done waiting. I pushed through them and opened the door. The girls were all in the living room with empty food trays and bottles of wine between them.

      Addie’s cheeks flushed as soon as she saw me, but the moment was broken as Caleb shoved me out of the way.

      He went straight to Jamie, picking her up and swinging her around. She squealed. “I won!”

      “Shit, really?” Caleb said, putting her down.

      Liam was already at Taya’s feet, rubbing his hands over their growing pup.

      My focus went back to Addie and a smirking Harper. “Well played, Augie. Even I’m impressed,” Harper said, but I didn’t care.

      Not wanting to waste time going around the couch, I leaned over the back of it and picked Addie up from behind.

      She yelped, but the sound was mixed with laughter as I cradled her against my chest. “I missed you,” I whispered in her ear before kissing her cheek.

      “I missed you, too. Thank you for waiting so long to come get me,” she replied, her eyes bright with a happiness I knew she didn’t often show.

      “Anything for you.”

      “Ugh, you assholes are making me miss Aiden,” Harper whined from her spot on the couch.

      “Well, good thing I’m right here,” Aiden’s voice sounded from behind me.

      Without making a sound, Harper leaped from the couch and launched herself at Aiden. The two of them ended up outside before anyone could say hello to the alpha none of us had known arrived in Raven Point.

      “You men really can’t survive without us,” Taya said, and Liam glowered.

      “Aiden just set us back months of progress.”

      I didn’t join that particular conversation. I had Addie back in my arms, and that was all that mattered.

      “Did you ladies just eat and drink all day?” I asked, taking another look at the coffee table.

      “Mostly, but we also talked about life and you guys. It was better than I thought it would be,” Addie answered.

      “Of course, it was. We’re awesome,” Taya butted in.

      “I can’t deny that.” Addie grinned at her, and I could see a lot of headway was made in a short time.

      Rick, the lead of our patrol crew, barged into the house with Harper and Aiden right behind. No longer was Harper wrapped around Aiden’s body. Instead, all three of them wore matching grimaces, and my squeeze on Addie tightened.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, setting Addie down, but not letting her leave my side and hating that she was already trembling.

      “Gerald sent me. He seems upset about a new guest. Right after Aiden arrived, so did someone else,” Rick said.

      “Who?” Taya asked.

      “Another alpha. He said his name is Kane,” Rick answered, and everything inside me hardened with a ferocity I’d never known possible.

      My wolf shimmered at the surface as I spoke. “Did Kane say what he wanted? And what exactly did Gerald say to you when he sent you?”

      Rick didn’t seem to understand the severity of the situation, but at least he was aware something wasn’t quite right.

      “All I caught was a name from the alpha. He’s here with one other. Gerald just told me to get his beta. He didn’t even use your name.”

      I turned my attention on Addie. “You’re going to stay here. Jamie and Harper are some of our best fighters. I’m going to go see what Kane wants. I won’t let him anywhere near you, I promise.”

      She didn’t move. Not even a nod that she understood what I was saying. Harper grabbed Addie’s arms. “Go. She’ll be safe with us.”

      There wasn’t a chance in hell that I could question her, or I’d lose my damn mind. I knew Taya would have protected Addie as well, but she had her son to think about. There would be no fighting for my best friend if it came to that.

      Harper forced Addie from my side, and I looked away, unable to handle her fears while focusing on the fact that Kane was in Raven Point. Liam joined me, as did Caleb and Aiden.

      We followed Rick out of the house, and I watched as Liam locked the door behind us. The deadbolt wouldn’t keep a shifter out, but it would give our mates some notice at least.

      All I knew was that Addie was safest away from Kane. We had to figure out a way to get him out of our pack. Whether that meant a fight was coming or he’d leave peacefully, I didn’t care. I was ready for either. Whatever kept Addie safest.
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      I thought I’d known terror before, but nothing compared to the bone-deep ache that settled within me as soon as Rick had walked through the door. I’d never even spoken to the shifter before, but the moment his face appeared, I knew the glimmer of happiness I’d been feeling was too good to be true.

      Harper winced as she pulled me down a hallway. I glanced down to find my nails digging into her hand. “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “You’re handling this a lot better than I expected, so don’t even worry about it,” Harper replied with a tight smile. “I’m just glad we’re here.”

      Taya and Jamie were right behind us. We entered what I could only assume was Taya and Liam’s bedroom since I’d only made it as far as the bathroom earlier.

      “Go to my closet,” Taya said from behind us.

      Inside, it seemed like a normal closet, but Jamie stepped in front of us, pressing a few spots on the dresser, revealing hidden compartments.

      “I had Liam build this when I found out I was pregnant. I’ve had one psycho in my house before. I wasn’t going to risk being unprepared if another showed up,” Taya said as I eyed the dozens of weapons that were organized within the dresser.

      “Addie, I’m guessing you’ve never shot a gun, so take this.” Harper handed me a massive knife that glinted along its sharp edges under the light above.

      “Wouldn’t it be better to shift?” I asked.

      “Sometimes it is, but not always. We need to be prepared for both scenarios. After this, I’ll teach you how to fight just like I taught Jamie,” Taya answered, not sounding at all scared of the situation we were in.

      As I clutched the hilt of the blade in my hand, my throat burned with horror. Kane was here. Kane had found me. Kane was going to kill me for leaving him. Or worse, Kane was going to force me back home.

      Augie wouldn’t let me go without a fight, and I couldn’t bear to stand the thought that he could get himself killed because of me. I never should have left the Catskills. For ten years, everything had been fine. Now, in just a couple of days, everything was ruined. Whatever life I had thought I’d built was gone.

      “Get your shit together, Addie. Don’t let that twatwaffle see you scared. It’s exactly what assholes like him thrive off of. You need to save any breakdowns for after he’s gone, or better yet, dead. When this is over, we can all scream and cry together, but until then, I need you strong. Find the strength you had the day you ran out of the pack,” Harper said, holding on to my shaking shoulders.

      Her words weren’t sugarcoated. They bordered on harsh, but I knew what she meant. The situation might seem dire, but there was a chance Gerald would convince Kane to go and I’d never see him. Nobody was just going to hand me over, and if Kane only came with one other shifter, then he wasn’t here to fight.

      I took several trembling breaths, focusing on only Harper’s honey eyes until she nodded.

      “That’s our girl,” Harper said, smiling.

      I tried to return the gesture, but it wasn’t happening. Shoving my fears down was something I was familiar with, but trying to be happy wasn’t something they’d get out of me.

      Jamie looped an arm through mine. “You and Taya are going to stay back here in her room. Harper and I will be in the front of the house, watching from the windows. There are no other entrances besides the front door. Everything is going to be fine.”

      I nodded even though I wouldn’t let myself believe it until Kane was long gone. Even then, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to go back to the Catskills or stay in Raven Point. After this, nowhere frequented by shifters would be safe for me.

      Sitting on the bed, my hands stopped shaking, but the tightness in my chest and the coldness running through my blood was ever present.

      Mate, my wolf murmured, and I knew she was worried about Augie as well.

      As soon as we know nobody here is in danger because of us, we’re going to have to leave him, I said back to her, receiving only a whimper in reply.

      Taya bolted her bedroom door, and I realized then how odd it was for someone to have a lock like that on an interior door.

      “You probably think that’s weird, right?” she asked, nodding to the door.

      “Not weird, just not typical, but there isn’t much typical about us, is there?”

      “When one of my own packmates turned against us and kidnapped me, it shook me to my core. I’m not afraid of living within the pack because of the event, but you can bet your ass I’m prepared if another asshole thinks they can get one past me again,” Taya answered, and I admired her strength.

      She continued, “I’d never told anyone how badly it had scared me. I was the alpha-in-training. Showing any sort of weakness wasn’t something I thought was acceptable at the time, but as I’ve continued working alongside my father, I’ve learned that fear isn’t weakness. We can choose to let it define us or use it to push us to our greatest potential.”

      Taya was trying to give me a pep talk, and I appreciated her efforts, but it wasn’t something I could change after one conversation. I’d spent ten years handling my situation by myself and in my own ways. Breaking some habits wouldn’t be easy, potentially not even possible.

      “Thank you for accepting me so easily,” I said when I couldn’t think of anything else to respond with.

      “You love Augie. That alone was good enough reason, but it’s more than that—”

      Taya’s words were cut off as a hole blasted through her bedroom wall. We were separated and thrown from the bed as debris rained down on us.

      “Taya!” I screamed as concern for her and the pup became my only focus. If anything happened to either of them, I’d never be able to survive the guilt.

      I crawled through a cloud of dust and drywall, finally spotting her prone form. She was cradling her stomach, eyes closed and blood dripping from a cut on her forehead.

      “Taya, I need you to wake up. Come on. We have to go,” I said to her, having no idea how loud my voice was, because the ringing in my ears only intensified with every movement I made. I must have hit my head as well, but I ignored the pain and let adrenaline guide me.

      I would be the strong wolf the others asked me to be. I would keep Taya safe, even if it was the last thing I did.

      Glass broke behind us, and I heard shouts coming from the hallway. My hands wrapped around Taya’s arms, intent on carrying her from the room, hoping that whatever was happening in the front half of the house was better than this.

      Except as I lifted her against my chest, a red dot appeared on her stomach. “Move another inch and she dies, Rebecca.”

      My body froze at hearing that name. Over the years, I’d grown to hate the name, but it was more that I despised the person I was then. Really, I wasn’t much different now and it was saddening.

      The click of a gun being cocked sounded in the room as my hearing began to return. “Move the gun off of her and I’ll go with you,” I said, turning in case the psycho pressed too hard on the trigger his finger was hovering over.

      The dust was settling, and the man came into view. He was wearing all black, carrying a rifle in his hands. His head was shaved and eyes were as dark as I assumed his soul was if he was working with Kane. I didn’t recognize him, but I did the two coming in behind.

      “Alpha and team one have the house distracted. Let’s grab her and go,” Perry said. He’d been working for Kane before I moved into the pack house. He’d brought me medical supplies when the nights were at their worst. I couldn’t believe he was still around. I’d hoped he’d left, but instead, it appeared he’d only gotten in deeper with Kane.

      “I’ll go willingly as long as nobody in this house is hurt,” I said, holding my head high as I settled Taya behind me on the ground. She was groaning now, which was a great sign, but still not coherent.

      Riley, the other shifter I recognized but didn’t know anything about, spoke into a walkie-talkie. “Leave the house and the women.”

      “One of these bitches shot me,” someone replied as more gun shots rang through the air.

      Relief ran through me that Harper and Jamie weren’t overrun by however many more men showed up. If I ever saw them again, I’d have to thank them.

      Riley met my eyes and sneered. “Get over it. We’re leaving with the package now.”

      Knowing that was as good of a confirmation as I would get that Jamie and Harper would be left alone, I brushed Taya’s hair back from her chest, double checking that she was still breathing. “I’m so sorry, Taya. Please, tell everyone how sorry I am.”

      It wasn’t likely she would hear me or remember my words, but I said them anyway. Before I could stand back up, rough hands wrapped around my arms and dragged me through the mess that, moments before, was a perfectly organized bedroom.

      Pounding sounded on the door, and I could hear the screams of Jamie and Harper as the doorframe began to crack, but before I could see them crash through, I was taken out of the room through the newly formed hole in the wall.

      Once we were outside, four more men joined us, and I was able to stand on my own. Perry and Riley held on to me, likely leaving bruises on my arms.

      Howls and more gunshots were going off at the pack house, and I hoped like hell nobody died because of me.

      “Two miles until we reach the truck. Alpha will stay behind to make sure nobody follows us,” Riley said to the others, and everyone started to move.

      Perry glanced down at me. “If you want this to be less painful, run.”

      My wolf growled at him, fighting for control over my body, but I wouldn’t give it. I wouldn’t give these men any more reason to hurt the shifters in this pack.

      When I nodded, he patted my head. “Good girl.” Then, he shoved me toward the tree line behind Taya’s house.

      I ran after the others with Perry and another behind me. Exercise wasn’t really my thing, so after a few minutes, I was panting and losing steam. In wolf form, I could run for hours, but my human body wasn’t used to this kind of physical push.

      Someone shoved me from behind, and I tripped over my own feet, landing on my hands and knees as a yelp escaped my lips.

      “Move it, bitch,” another shifter I didn’t know demanded.

      “I could do so a bit easier if you didn’t touch me,” I snapped back, noticing for the first time he had blood running down his arm. He must have been the one to get shot.

      He leaned in closer. “You’d be doing more than screaming if I touched you. Just be thankful the alpha still has a claim over you.”

      Rage filled me instead of terror as his words registered with me. Kane used to surround himself with good wolves. It helped keep his image of being a great alpha intact. Clearly, that had changed, and I wasn’t okay with knowing there were likely more women stuck in that pack like I’d been.

      “Screw you, asshole,” I snarled, letting my claws extend from my hands and raked them across his face.

      He roared back, raising his arm to strike me, but Perry stopped him. “Alpha said no one but him touches her.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s not around, is he?” the other spat.

      Perry lifted his gun. “Stand down, Jared.”

      Jared laughed, grabbing a fistful of my hair. “I don’t think I will, and there’s not a damn thing you’ll do about it.” He turned back to me, licking his lips. “And you won’t say a word, either. Will you, princess?”

      Before I could respond, another gun went off and Jared shifted nearly on the spot. I scrambled out of the way but didn’t make it far enough to avoid one of his paws coming down on my thigh.

      Jared’s claws punctured my skin with ease, tearing muscles and possibly hitting my femoral artery, if the amount of blood was any indication.

      I hissed as the others joined in on the fight between the two men who should have been better trained, considering Kane brought them all this way, but I wasn’t going to complain. Their inability to stay focused was something I had every intention of taking advantage of.

      My wolf was beating against my skin. It was her turn to take care of us. I wouldn’t be able to walk with my injury, but I could shift, and she was more than capable of running on three legs until the wound sealed.

      It wasn’t an easy transition because I was actively bleeding, but the magic that it took to make the change possible helped to begin the healing in my leg.

      Once I was in wolf form, two of Kane’s men realized I’d shifted and began to do so as well. Without waiting to figure out their intent, I sped back toward the pack house. I could have run and hid in the forest, but the people still stuck in that pack house deserved better from me.

      Even if I couldn’t fight, I’d at least let Kane see me, and maybe then he’d leave them all alone.

    

  







            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    






Augie

        

      

    

    
      As soon as we’d headed toward the pack house, I wanted to turn back, but Liam and Aiden were insistent we had to stick together while keeping the girls away from Kane. Caleb seemed on edge like me but didn’t say anything as we entered through the back door into the kitchen.

      Voices could be heard, and we followed the noise. There was no shouting, which was good, but that didn’t mean anything was okay. To be sure we’d have help if needed, we had sent Rick to gather the patrol crew and check on the pack.

      “I’ve been searching for my Rebecca for years now. When I felt her call out for me, I knew I had to come for her. I can’t believe she’d leave a pack such as yours without notice,” a man’s voice spoke, making me disgusted.

      “Yes, well, she wasn’t here long. She only asked to speak with a witch who happened to be passing through,” Gerald answered as we all paused in the hallway. He was likely trying to make up a story that would best go along with what Kane would know. Addie had worked with a witch to break the bond she had to him.

      “For your daughter, right? I heard young Taya was with child. Congratulations,” Kane said, or I assumed so. I didn’t figure from what I knew of him that he would have let anyone else lead the conversation.

      My fingers tightened into fists as Liam placed a hand on my shoulder. “Stay calm,” he whispered.

      As Kane continued to speak, I realized he knew more about our pack than I was comfortable with. He had either been keeping tabs on us, or he’d done a lot of research in the day since the bond was broken.

      “Well, I’m sorry we couldn’t do more for you. If Rebecca passes through again, then I will be sure to call you, but it’s possible you’ve just missed each other. Maybe she already headed home,” Gerald said.

      Liam and I entered the room while Caleb and Aiden hung back. A man I presumed to be Kane stood from the table, as did Gerald.

      Kane was wearing khakis and a blue polo with slicked-back blonde hair. His smile was wide and almost sincere. Though, it was his dark green eyes that let me know he wasn’t as kind as he wanted us to believe.

      Even if I’d never met Addie, I wouldn’t have liked this guy.

      “Oh, hi there. I’m Kane, Alpha to Iron Pack in Minnesota.” He reached a hand to me since I was closest.

      “Augie, Pack Beta,” I replied with a clipped tone.

      “We’ve traveled a long way. Do you think we could trouble you for some water?” Kane asked, eyeing who I assumed was his beta. The other man winked twice, and I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I didn’t like it.

      “What brought you all this way?” Liam asked after shaking hands with Kane and the beta. Nobody moved to get the requested water.

      “I’m looking for my beloved. She suffered an injury ten years ago and disappeared after experiencing some memory loss and hallucinations. I just want her back home at my side where she is safest,” Kane said, sounding wistful, but I knew he was nothing of the sort. Also, I didn’t miss how he’d come up with a story to excuse any potential claims of abuse from Addie.

      “Oh, is that the shifter we just had pass through? We invited her to stay, but she seemed intent to keep moving on,” Liam answered, having picked up how to proceed based on the conversation we’d overheard.

      “Yes, such a pity.” As Kane said the words, a loud bang shook the house.

      “What was that?” Gerald sneered.

      Before any of us could move, the beta was holding Gerald with a knife to his neck. “Move and your precious alpha dies. We know the bitch is still here. Hand her over and we’ll be gone just as quickly as we arrived.”

      Six more men entered the house and surrounded us as gunshots went off outside. We had plenty of shifters that would be there soon to help, but I couldn’t count on them to be quick enough. I needed to get to my mate.

      “Language, Nik. We’re not here to cause any more trouble than necessary. I just want what is mine,” Kane said, still maintaining a professional tone.

      “She isn’t yours. She never was,” I snarled, barely keeping control over my wolf as the barrel of a gun pressed into my spine. Hopefully, Caleb and Aiden didn’t get ambushed in the hallway. I expected them to appear at any moment, or maybe they would go back for the girls. The latter was preferable after hearing the bang outside.

      Kane turned his attention on me. “Have you taken a liking to my mate? Well, she isn’t available, pup.”

      Kane was a couple decades older than me, but he underestimated me. It didn’t matter if he was bigger or older than I was. I would tear him limb from limb to keep Addie safe.

      My hands turned into claws, and Kane tsked. “Ah, ah, ah. Make one move and I’ll let Nik carve designs in your alpha. He’s an expert in knife skills.”

      Gerald was already looking at me when I turned his way. He wasn’t afraid, and as more shots rang out followed by yelling, I knew we had to act.

      The front door burst open, giving us the opportunity to engage the others. Shifters from our pack stormed in, some in wolf form, others still in human and carrying weapons. Without worrying about the others, I made sure Gerald was okay before launching myself at Kane.

      He was expecting the move and backhanded me in the jaw, the hit knocking me back a couple of feet, but I stayed upright.

      “She’s a runner. You’re fighting for nothing. She’d never stay with you,” Kane taunted as he stalked toward me.

      “You don’t know her. You never gave her the care she deserved,” I sneered, swiping out at him, testing where on his body he protected most.

      Kane’s right forearm covered his stomach while the left arm stopped mine from connecting. I struck again, and still his right stayed over his center right up until my left fist nearly connected with his jaw.

      My movements weren’t intended to hurt him, and they’d done exactly what I wanted. Kane had a soft spot in his gut, and I was going to rip it wide open.

      My canines extended. “You won’t ever lay hands on her again.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kane said, still trying to act the part of a perfect alpha.

      “I might not know the details, but I know enough to be sure you need to die.” I feigned right, which he would have already deducted was my dominant side, then went left and sliced my claws through his right arm.

      “You can’t beat me, boy. Walk away now and I won’t kill you,” Kane offered, but I ignored him, pushing forward again.

      I wanted to be relentless in my attack. I couldn’t stop until I knew Addie was safe from this man. There would never be any true peace for my mate until that happened.

      Kane exposed his stomach but struck me before I could take advantage. This time, I landed on my side against a chair that cracked under the impact of my body.

      Kane was on me before I could stand back up. His claws sank into my ribs, and I howled out in pain.

      “I’m going to enjoy killing you,” he hissed in my ear before wrapping his hand around my throat.

      Uncertainty filled me as I tried to figure out my next move. I knew I didn’t have many of them left and needed to make each of them count. Especially when I had no idea where Addie was or if she was safe.

      The pressure on my neck increased. I was just about to lift my legs and kick Kane in the gut when a howl cut through the air.

      “There’s my girl,” Kane cooed, and I lost all sense of control over my wolf.

      “She’s not yours,” I roared as I changed from man to beast, breaking free from his grip.

      The power of my shift forced Kane back, and I landed on all fours with a heavy thud right in the middle of the pack sitting area. Chaos was erupting all around us. I caught sight of Aiden’s dark wolf and Caleb’s head as they tried to make their way either outside or toward us, I wasn’t sure. All I could tell was that Kane had somehow managed to sneak a couple dozen wolves onto our land and was kicking our asses.

      Kane didn’t shift as I expected. Instead, he held on to two blades and braced himself for a fight. He was an even bigger idiot than I thought, considering he didn’t shift, but I’d take the advantage.

      I could feel his alpha power pulsing through the air, but he wasn’t my alpha, and I had no issue moving past the commands to stand down.

      There was no way I could get close enough to Kane without getting cut, so I had to make sure I only needed to get near him once. My wolf snarled and snapped his jowls. His thirst for blood was tangible, and I was going to let him have it.

      He’s going to hurt us, but we’ll be okay as long as Addie is, I said to my wolf, but received no emotional response as my wolf’s mind took stock of the situation. His black-and-white view was exactly what we needed to win.

      After confirming Gerald was still standing and fighting, my wolf charged forward. Just as we leapt toward Kane, bracing for the hit we’d have to allow him, Addie’s howl cut through the house, this time much closer—too close, in fact.

      “Finally,” Kane hissed, sidestepping my wolf as if he could dismiss us, but we weren’t done with him yet.

      My wolf latched on to the back of Kane’s thigh with razor-sharp teeth, and Kane roared, swinging a blade back and sinking it just above my front right leg. The pain didn’t register with us as Addie’s wolf got closer.

      She was foaming at the mouth, raging with a fury I didn’t know she held inside. My heart ached for her having to face Kane again, but I also couldn’t help being proud of her for doing so.

      That was until Kane’s voice bellowed. “Stand down, you weak bitch, before you get yourself killed, and this will have been for nothing.” Kane threw one of his knives at Addie, but I didn’t watch long enough to see if it struck her. I couldn’t. At least, not yet.

      My wolf bayed and went for Kane again.

      Finish him.

      Kane only had one weapon left, and his wolves were going down quick. He’d made a mistake coming here, and I was about to show him what happened when people threatened us.

      Merging with my wolf’s mind, we worked together. I wanted this kill as much as he did and was glad when he didn’t fight me. We charged forward, lunging at Kane, and took another hit from the alpha, but this one didn’t stop our movements.

      The blade only scraped along my ribs as we clawed at Kane’s stomach. Our paw came back up covered in blood and skin, but we weren’t done yet. Slamming into Kane again, he fell onto the ground, and we pounced on top of him, once again slicing into his stomach, ignoring the blood splatter that came toward our face.

      Kane had lost the remaining knife when he fell and resorted to hitting me with his fists instead, but his human arms were no match for my wolf.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Kane said, trying to sound furious, but blood pooled around him, making him weaker by the second.

      My wolf snarled, crimson covering our underside, and we went in for the killing blow. Addie’s wolf was at our side then, and I briefly wondered if she would fear me after this, but when she growled deep from within her chest, I knew otherwise.

      Kane struggled to get up, and I was done waiting. With Addie standing by, my wolf sank his teeth into Kane’s neck, biting until we heard the crunch of bone. Only then did my wolf release his hold and go to our mate. Even if Kane wasn’t dead right then, he wouldn’t be moving from the floor until we tossed his lifeless body out of the house.

      Addie’s wolf was limping, and blood splattered on her fur, but she was alive, and she was safe. That was most important. I shifted back to human form, holding Addie’s wolf against me as I took in the bloodbath the pack house had been turned into.

      Caleb came staggering from the hallway, claw marks trailing down his right arm. “Jamie?”

      “I haven’t seen her. I haven’t seen any of them,” I said, a new terror building within me as Addie backed out of my hold. At first, I thought she was going to shift back to human, but instead, her wolf ran out of the door.

      Caleb and I shared a look, then glanced back as we heard coughing.

      “What are you two still doing standing there? Follow her,” Gerald grumbled as he staggered toward the door. He was hurt pretty badly, but nothing appeared fatal, and we all knew if anything had happened to Taya, Jamie, or Harper, our problems were far from over.

      Without waiting for Gerald, we took off. Caleb managed to keep up with me despite his injuries, and when we got to Taya and Liam’s house, I saw Aiden’s wolf run inside and wanted to follow him, but was frozen at the sight of hundreds of bullet holes littering the front of the house.

      Caleb broke out of the stupor first, grabbing my arm, and we started running again.

      The house was eerily quiet as we stepped inside. The entire place was ruined, and my chest tightened with mixed emotions. I couldn’t hear shouts, and that was the only thing stopping me from losing my shit.

      More light than there should have been poured out of the master bedroom. When we got to the doorway, we found half of the back wall was missing. I could see Jamie’s blonde hair just outside and tried not to look at the blood on the carpet as we passed through.

      Caleb gathered Jamie into his arms as I moved around them, ignoring their reunion. Addie’s wolf was lying next to Taya who was awake but laying in the grass, also surrounded by Liam and Harper.

      “What happened?” I asked, moving to kneel next to Addie and Taya.

      “Those assholes destroyed my house. That’s what happened. Aiden went to go make sure they were all dead but promised me if they weren’t that he’d bring one back for me to handle,” Taya grumbled, but there was a slight grin on her bruised face.

      Jamie came out with some pants and a shirt that looked like they came from Liam’s closet. I took the pants and tossed the shirt on the ground, not needing it.

      “The shirt isn’t for you, Augie. Take Addie and check her injuries. We’re fine over here,” Jamie said, reminding me that Kane had thrown a blade at Addie and I’d never seen if it hurt her.

      “Thank you.” I smiled at her and glanced down at Addie, not seeing any injuries, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any.

      Her wolf nudged Taya’s hand, not seeming to want to leave.

      Taya rubbed the wolf’s head. “I’m fine. It was just a little scrape, and our boy is kicking my ribs like normal. Go and take a minute.”

      Addie’s wolf whimpered but got up, and I followed her with the shirt in hand. She trotted to the front of the house before shifting and reaching for the shirt to cover herself.

      “Not yet,” I said, wanting to do as Jamie said. Even though I couldn’t see any wounds, there was more blood on Addie than I was comfortable with.

      Using my hands, I started with her shoulders and worked my way down, checking every inch of her while being as respectful as I could. There was a dark pink gash on her thigh that was barely being held together by new skin.

      “Jesus, Addie. How are you standing?” I muttered.

      “Not without effort,” she winced.

      I put the shirt over her head, and she got her arms through. Once she was mostly covered, I picked her up. “You can’t walk on that leg until the pack doctor looks at it. Your wolf healing might not have been enough for that one.”

      Addie nodded, but she wasn’t looking at me. She was staring toward the pack house.

      “It’s over. He can’t ever hurt you again,” I said softly.

      “It won’t ever be over, Augie. What I went through won’t ever go away just because he’s dead.” Her voice was hollow and breaking my heart.

      “But he can’t hurt you anymore, and that’s a start. The rest we can deal with. One day at a time. We’ll go wherever you want, do and be whatever you need,” I added, hoping to ease even the smallest of her fears.

      “You still want me after this? After the destruction I brought to your pack? After I nearly got your best friend and nephew killed?” she asked, lips trembling.

      I turned her head so that she had to look at me. “Addie, there is nothing that would ever make me not want you. I need you in my life. I’ve loved you from a distance for far too long, and I’m ready to love you forever now.”

      Tears fell down her cheeks as she pressed her forehead to mine. “I love you, too, Augie.”

      I knew it wasn’t going to be easy helping Addie through her fears, and I had no idea where we would end up, but none of that mattered. All that I needed to know was that she loved me as much as I loved her.

      The rest of life would find a way to work itself out.

    

  







            Taya Rush-Anders

          

          

      

    

    






Two months later

        

      

    

    
      Pushing a baby out of my vagina wasn’t the most pleasant experience I’d ever had, but I couldn’t deny it was worth every cuss word and tear and broken bone. Well, Liam’s broken bones. I might have squeezed a little too hard on his hand at some point, but if I had to be in agony, then so did he.

      When Zarai handed me my son, all of the pain was forgotten. His bright blue eyes squinted at me as I brushed his matted and dark tuft of hair down. “He’s perfect,” I cooed.

      Liam leaned over me, placing his pointer finger in our son’s palm. Liam’s chest rumbled when tiny fingers wrapped around his own. “More than perfect.”

      “So, what did you name him?” Zarai asked, cleaning up the mess I didn’t care to look at. The ache between my legs might not be burning like a ring of fucking fire now, but it was still throbbing enough that I needed no extra reminders of what I’d been through the last four hours.

      I glanced up at Liam, wondering if Zarai should be the first to know. She did magically keep me from losing shit when I began hyperventilating, and I was still alive. I was pretty sure she deserved the honor, but I wanted to make sure Liam was on the same page.

      He nodded at me, and I couldn’t get the words out quick enough. “Elijah Cord Anders. One day, our son will be an alpha if he chooses, and honoring those alphas we lost before him…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Tears pricked at my eyes as I stared down at my son who was already asleep against my chest.

      We’d lost plenty of important people to us, and as much as we wanted to honor them all like Davis and Shamus, the Catskills beta, we ultimately wanted him to have an alpha’s name. Even though Cord was never officially one, he was damned close and would have been a worthy leader if he’d had the chance.

      If our son grew up to be anything like his fallen grandfather and uncle, then that would be more than okay with us.

      “That’s a nice strong name for a strong boy,” Zarai said, coming around to my other side now that she was done magically making the birthing mess disappear.

      She held her hand over his head, and a shimmer covered his body. “That’s better.”

      The witch backed away and Eli, as we intended to call him, was clean from head-to-toe.

      Liam leaned down and kissed Eli’s head. “I’ll go get the others.”

      Zarai waved her hand. “I need to get going anyway. I’ll send them in on my way out. Give me a call if you need anything, but I swear if you’re one of those crazy parents who calls about his cries sounding different, I will change my number. Don’t be a psycho.” She turned for the door. “Also, congratulations. You’re going to be a great mother.”

      I was grinning like a fool for more than one reason as Zarai walked out the door. Nothing could be better than this moment. “I want another one. Like right away,” I said, clearly having lost my mind and forgotten about what transpired just moments ago.

      Liam’s face paled. “Right away, right away?”

      “He’ll be lonely. It’s not like any of the others are getting knocked-up anytime soon. You’ll thank me later when Eli has someone to play with and isn’t constantly demanding us to sit on the ground to build things.”

      “Whatever you want, love, it’s yours. We can have a dozen children if it would make you happy,” Liam replied, this time frightening me.

      “I’m not trying to kill myself. Two is plenty. This baby-making shop will be closed after that. I never want to be outnumbered. Kids can be vicious. Especially ones with my DNA. We’re going to need to be on our A-game.”

      He laughed. “You’re making me regret agreeing.”

      Eli began to cry, and all future baby talk was forgotten as I attempted to get him to latch on to my boob. Liam was overly curious about this process. He’d read more than he needed to on the subject and was ready to help make me a breastfeeding-mom pro.

      “Make sure his mouth opens big. No, that’s not quite right. Maybe hold him like a football?” Liam’s hands were all up in my business, and I nearly bit him.

      “Dear, I mean this in the nicest way possible. Back the hell off,” I snapped, and he did just as I asked.

      “Well, don’t come crying to me when you have cracked nipples,” Liam huffed.

      “Cracked nips? My favorite thing to talk about,” Caleb jeered from the doorway, and I sighed.

      My brother-in-law was never going to let me live this down. I couldn’t wait until the day Jamie was ready for kids.

      Behind them, Harper and Aiden entered, as did my dad, Augie, and Addie. Thankfully, we’d set up the birthing room in our newly designed master bedroom, which was now twice the size it was before the back wall had been blown out.

      Hell, most of my house was brand new given how many bullet holes had been shot into it, but none of that had mattered to me. When I’d woken up on the ground and felt my baby kick, then sensed Liam coming for me, that was all I cared about. The house was a material item, whereas people couldn’t be replaced.

      There were plenty of injuries after Kane and his men attacked, but thankfully no deaths on our side. Kane’s men hadn’t been properly trained. While they were ruthless, they had no skill, which made it easy to overtake them with no big losses.

      My dad had received the worst of the injuries with a cut to his neck, a broken arm and femur, along with plenty of blood loss. Thankfully, he’d healed up nicely and was only down for a week.

      “So, Zarai was a little too smug when she came out. Who is going to tell us his name?” Harper said, squeezing in beside Augie and Addie.

      Liam stood straight, acting every bit the proud dad I expected him to be. “His name is Elijah Cord Anders. Eli for short.”

      I watched Caleb’s and Aiden’s faces, hoping they wouldn’t be mad. It was something we worried over when we’d chosen the name, but there were no signs of malicious thought within either of their eyes.

      Aiden’s hand gripped Liam’s shoulder. “It’s perfect, brother.”

      Dad was at my feet, and he squeezed my toes. “I’m sure Cord is feeling pretty honored as well.”

      Fresh tears built back up, but I didn’t try to hide them. This was an emotional day, and everyone around me was family. I had my mate, my son, my brothers, my father, and my girl gang.

      Everything was perfect.

      Liam grabbed my hand as he lowered himself to my eye level, gently running a finger over Eli’s arm as he suckled away, only causing minor amounts of pain.

      “I never thought I could love so much,” Liam whispered as the others chatted around us about who had guessed correctly for the baby name.

      “Just wait until there are two. We’ll be drowning in love,” I said with a soft smile.

      “No, we’ll be swimming in it.”

      Our eyes locked, and I was reminded then how damn lucky I was. Liam was the best mate I could have ever been given, and I knew he’d be an even better father.

      The rest of my life had never looked so good.

    

  







            Jamie Anders

          

          

      

    

    






One Month Later

        

      

    

    
      It was time for us to head back to the Catskills and for the first time, I didn’t want to leave Raven Point. It didn’t matter that we would be back in a month. Baby Eli would change so much between now and then, and my heart was slowly breaking at the thought of missing anything.

      My hand rubbed over my stomach. I hadn’t been ready for my own child. I’d told Caleb I was enjoying our free lifestyle of being able to bounce around and do whatever we wanted. I continued to repeat those thoughts to myself every day we were with Taya, Liam, and Eli.

      And every day since Eli was born, I’d lied to myself.

      When I held him for the first time, I was a blubbering mess. That boy owned my heart as soon as his blue eyes blinked up at me.

      Caleb had seen my reaction and every difference in me since then. His normal everyday jokes had been minimal, and I wondered if maybe I was freaking him out. He was a free spirit, and I loved that about him most, but at some point, I hoped for a family. I just didn’t realize I would be hoping for it so soon, and I didn’t want to disappoint him.

      “I’m not sure what I’ll do without you for the next month,” Taya said as we sat on her couch.

      I laughed. “You said the same thing when Sera left and look, everyone survived.” Sera had shown up just a couple hours after Eli was born and stayed for three weeks with promises to come back every few months, but also left several hints about expecting them to visit the east coast as well.

      “Yeah, but it won’t be the same,” she pouted.

      As I rocked Eli in my arms, I knew exactly what she meant.

      Caleb and Liam came in, telling me it was time to go. Liam would drive us to the airstrip, and that would be that.

      Damn it, I didn’t want to cry, but I was real close to losing my shit.

      Taya stood, helping me up since I still held Eli. She smiled down at her son in my arms before hugging me. “We’ll video chat every day as many times as we need,” Taya said, but I knew she meant as many times as I needed.

      I’d almost confessed my torn feelings about wanting a baby to her, but I didn’t want her asking me about it later and feeling the disappointment when it didn’t happen. If I was going to tell anyone about my feelings, it needed to be Caleb first. I’d have to talk to him soon and stop being a baby—pun intended.

      “Ready, gorgeous?” Caleb asked, wrapping an arm around me and peering down at Eli.

      “No,” I replied honestly.

      “Just the same as always. We’ll be back before you know it.” His fingers tickled over Eli’s chest as I sighed.

      It wasn’t anywhere near the same as usual.

      I handed Eli to Liam, so Taya and I could properly hug one last time. We held on tighter and longer than normal. I had a feeling that parting ways from here on out was going to be a nasty bitch.

      “I love you, bestie,” she said.

      “I love you, too. I’ll call you as soon as we land,” I replied before stepping to Caleb’s side.

      He pointed between Taya and Liam who were grinning like fools at their baby, never having appeared happier. “Don’t go making another one while we’re gone,” Caleb teased.

      “Do you guys mind if Rick drives you this time? I don’t want to leave Taya and Eli all alone,” Liam said.

      Caleb laughed. “Alone. In a pack. Right. No worries, brother. We’ll see you guys in a few weeks.”

      Caleb grabbed on to my hand, pulling me toward the door as I waved goodbye to my best friend. Rick was waiting for us just outside the main pack house. He and Caleb chatted, but I didn’t hear much of it.

      I was lost in my own little world as we drove to the airport, letting them talk without me butting in. My body moved on autopilot as we boarded the private plane Raven Point and the Catskills pretty much shared nowadays.

      Penny, the flight attendant, took my bag and tried chatting with me. I’d gotten to know her a bit during our frequent trips back and forth, but today wouldn’t be one of those flights where I was able to tell her all about our adventures.

      Once we were seated and the plane was taking off, Caleb took my hand. “Talk to me.”

      “About what?” I asked.

      “Don’t play coy with me, woman. You haven’t been okay all week. Even worse today. Did I do something to upset you? If so, please punish me with anything other than the silent treatment. I miss my mate.”

      Caleb was rarely serious. I loved that about him, and it broke my heart to see I’d made him uneasy.

      When I didn’t answer right away, he continued, “Is it your heat? I can smell it coming. Are you worried about getting pregnant after being around the baby?”

      I had never lied to Caleb. Not once since he learned who I really was. Gods, that felt like decades ago, but telling him what had me ready to lose my mind scared the hell out of me.

      “I’m not scared about getting pregnant,” I replied quietly.

      “Then what is it?” he pleaded.

      “I’d actually like to,” I said, being vague on purpose because I was a damn sissy.

      “Like to what?” Caleb asked.

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I started smiling like a fool, unable to stop it now that the words were beginning to come out.

      “You’re scaring me, Jamie. What do you want… Oh, wait. You want to get pregnant?”

      I watched his face like a hawk, waiting for the sweats to begin, the harsh breathing, and full-on freak-out. Except it never came.

      Instead, he grinned like a fool right back at me. “I’d like that as well.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

      “Well, I mean, I don’t want to be pregnant, but I wouldn’t mind shooting some mini-Calebs into you and seeing what happened.”

      Laughter took over my whole body as all of my unnecessary tension disappeared. “Only you would talk about making a baby that way. I love you so damn much. I’m sorry I freaked you out. I should have known you’d understand.”

      He cupped my cheeks with both hands, smirking at me with all the love in the world. “I’ve been preparing for this since the moment I met you.”

      “You’re more than I could have ever dreamed of,” I whispered as he leaned in, kissing me softly.

      “I know you won’t officially be in heat for another couple of days, but what do you say we get practice going?” Caleb waggled his brows at me, nodding toward the back of the plane.

      “You’re insane,” I said, but didn’t fight him as he pulled me from the seat. We were already up in the air and had never attempted to have sex on the plane, but there was a first time for everything.

      Caleb pinned me against the bathroom door. “Don’t ever be afraid to tell me what you want. There is nothing in this world that I need more than you being happy. I will always want what you want, and I will always love you more than anything in all the worlds.”

      He didn’t let me reply with words before his lips were on mine, but I made sure to show him with actions just how much I agreed with everything he’d said and more.

      Caleb was my forever, and I was his.

    

  







            Harper Anders

          

          

      

    

    






A few days later

        

      

    

    
      Son of a bitch. I was going to murder my best friends. These bitches were off having and making babies while I was avoiding them at all costs. It was bad enough when Taya got pregnant, but now that I knew Jamie was next, I felt all eyes on me.

      Including Aiden’s.

      When Caleb and Jamie walked through the front doors, Caleb didn’t waste any time sharing the news. He’d screamed, “We’re having a baby,” from the top of his lungs, nearly giving Sera a heart attack.

      I’d been in the kitchen with her when they waltzed in, going on and on about how excited they were to begin trying. I smiled and hugged when appropriate, but deep down, all I felt was dread.

      Sure, I was happy for them, but I wasn’t happy for me. Bringing a child into this screwed up world wasn’t something I’d ever planned on doing. Not after all the hell I’d been through and then after seeing what Addie had dealt with.

      I wasn’t a complete pessimist. I knew there were good things that overpowered the bad, but still, it wasn’t worth the risk.

      Aiden walked in, grumbling about all the noise. He was perfect for me. He understood me. While he’d lightened up since we mated, he still saw what I did. Bad shit happened to good people all the time.

      At least, that was what I’d thought.

      Caleb and Jamie left to their room to do whatever “prep work” entailed. Honestly, I didn’t want to know. Then, Sera was off to go visit her friend as previously planned.

      When it was just me and Aiden in the kitchen, he stalked toward me like a predator, except I wasn’t prey. I’d fought like hell to be anything but weak and he knew it.

      “Talk to me,” he demanded.

      “About what?” I asked, running a towel over the already clean counter.

      “You’re upset. I want to know why.”

      I grunted. “Well, we don’t always get what we want, do we?”

      His eyes sparked with passion. Aiden loved a challenge. I’d made him wait months before completing the blood bond with him, and in the end, he’d turned me into a writhing mess of hormones and emotions.

      We both knew my statement was wrong. Aiden always got what he wanted.

      “Is that right? Why don’t you tell me anyway?” He pressed against my side, stroking my neck right above his bite mark.

      My body shuddered in response. “You’re not playing fair.”

      “And neither are you. You’re my mate. We shouldn’t have secrets,” Aiden said.

      “It’s not a secret. You’re already very much aware of what I think.”

      He hummed against my skin before placing a kiss above the mark. “I can assume, and normally, I’m very good at getting things right, but something more has been bothering you lately. Are you going to make me pry the details from your mind with whatever means necessary, or will you just tell me what has you so afraid?”

      My head snapped back. “Afraid? I’m not afraid of anything.”

      He smiled lovingly. “Harper, I love you, and I mean this in the sincerest way. Yes, you are.”

      My eyes narrowed as my wolf rose to the surface. “I don’t like you right now.”

      “You don’t like me most of the time, but as long as you love me, I can handle it,” he replied, moving to my other side, never breaking contact.

      Commotion began outside, but instead of going to check things out like Aiden should do as the alpha, he shocked the hell out of me and tossed the upper half of my body over his shoulder.

      “What the shit, Aiden?” I screeched and kicked at him, but he ignored me. “Put me down right now!”

      We passed other shifters, but nobody attempted to help me. Of course, I didn’t expect them to, but it still would have been nice if someone at least tried.

      Aiden kicked our bedroom door open, then did the same to close it. He stomped toward the bed and flipped me over so that I was on my back, staring at him upside down.

      “That was rude,” I snapped.

      “Yeah, well, so is lying to your mate and yourself.”

      Turning around, I kneeled on the bed as he still stood beside it. “I don’t want a baby.”

      “Why?” he asked instead of agreeing with me.

      “Because.”

      He raised a brow. “Are you five? That’s not an answer.”

      I shoved him back. “You’re being an asshole.”

      “Is that anything new?” He grinned, making my stomach clench. Damn him for being so hot.

      “Why don’t you want a baby?” he asked.

      Instead of answering him, I asked a question of my own. “Do you want one?”

      “I do. One day, when it’s right.”

      His honesty nearly knocked me on my ass.

      “Seriously? After all the shit you’ve seen, you would bring a child into this world?” I asked.

      Aiden moved back to me, rubbing his hands gently over my arms. “Of course I would. I’ve never let fear rule my choices. I was afraid of you and what being mated would bring, but I never once tried to deny that you were meant for me. I was also afraid of taking the alpha position for Liam, but I knew it was the right thing.”

      I shook my head. “Those things are different.”

      “How do you figure?” he challenged.

      I threw my hands in the air. “Because they are!”

      “Harper, it’s okay to be scared, but you have to remember you’re not alone in this anymore. If you don’t want a baby because you don’t want to be a mom, then that’s one thing and I’ll respect it. But if you don’t want a baby because you’re afraid of anything happening to your potential child, then that’s something we need to talk about.”

      “You really want a pup?” I asked, still deflecting because I could.

      “I want everything with you. A child included, but only if it’s what you want as well. More importantly, it doesn’t have to be decided today. We’re in no rush,” Aiden said, his words making my every emotion feel exposed.

      I didn’t like lying to Aiden, so I let out all of my fears as the tears started to flow freely down my cheeks. He probably didn’t even understand half of my words, but regardless, he’d held me tight against his chest, letting me speak without interruption as I blubbered on, making no sense.

      “Those are all valid fears, but they could be for any situation. Are you going to live the rest of your life never doing anything new because the risk is too great for the reward?” he asked.

      “Of course not,” I replied.

      “So, then we can have a baby if we want one. Risks aside, we’d raise our pup to be strong enough to withstand even the worst of times. We would never have to worry about him or her, because they’d be our child. One capable of going against whatever was thrown at them.”

      I wiped the last of the tears from my face. “You really believe that?”

      “As long as you’re the mother, I wholeheartedly believe it,” Aiden replied.

      “Damn you,” I muttered.

      Using his pointer finger, he lifted my chin. “Talk to me, Harper.”

      “I want a baby.”

      Aiden grinned. “Then, that’s what you’ll get. When you’re ready and the time is right. Like I said, we’re not in a rush.”

      “I’ve never disliked you and loved you so much at the same time as I do now,” I said, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “Then, I’ve done my job as your mate right.” He kissed me senseless, and all my fears were forgotten.

      Aiden was right. I knew I couldn’t change who I was after one conversation, but it was a start, and when it was our time, we’d have our own family.

      For now, Aiden’s love was more than enough to get me through the days and nights.

    

  







            Addie Chandler

          

          

      

    

    






One month earlier

        

      

    

    
      It had been three months since Kane invaded Raven Point in search of me. I’d known I’d have to face him at some point, but I hadn’t been ready for it to be that soon. Having so many people I cared about put into danger because of me had set me back years in the progress I thought I’d been making.

      Augie wasn’t having any of it, though. He’d been patient when I needed and persistent when I also needed it. He’d asked for me to give Raven Point and him a chance until Taya’s baby was born, which ended up being nine weeks later instead of the expected twelve. While the pup was a few weeks early, he’d come out absolutely perfect.

      Now, it was time for me to decide what I wanted. If I was being honest with myself, I’d known since the moment Augie killed Kane right before my eyes. Probably even before that, but I still hadn’t been able to voice my wants for fear that if I took what I wanted—what was being offered to me—then somehow it would all be stripped away like when I’d lost my father.

      As I watched Augie doing dishes in the small kitchen of our temporary house, I gathered my courage to say the words he deserved to hear.

      “Do you want anything to drink?” Augie asked as he dried off his hands.

      I shook my head, unable to speak just yet.

      He grabbed himself a water and joined me on the loveseat, the only big piece of furniture we could fit in the small space.

      “Did you see the smile Eli gave me today? I knew I’d be his favorite,” Augie said with a huge grin. He loved that boy likely more than even me.

      I smiled back. “Sorry to burst your bubble, but it was just gas. Babies don’t smile this young.”

      Eli was only a week old, but I already knew any member of the pack would put their life on the line for the young pup. The kind of devotion I saw within Raven Point was special on a completely different level than what I’d ever known in the Catskills.

      While the Catskills was a strong and loyal pack, Raven Point was more like a huge family. The warmth I’d felt while trying to settle in was something I hadn’t known since I was a child.

      Augie nudged me. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Of course. Why?”

      He took my hand in his and smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes like a few moments ago. “Because I told you the sky was pink, and you only nodded at me just a second ago.”

      “Sorry. I have a lot on my mind,” I replied sheepishly.

      “Listen, Addie. I know we talked about the delivery of Eli being the cutoff for when we decided how things would go moving forward, but if you’re not ready yet, that’s okay. I never planned on asking you until you brought it up, and I don’t want you to feel pressured.”

      One, two, three. Deep breath. One, two, three. Deep breath.

      I could do this.

      “Augie, I don’t feel pressured. Not even one bit. In fact, you’ve been too kind.”

      His eyes pushed together in confusion, and I couldn’t believe he didn’t realize it. We hadn’t even had sex. Augie had the patience of a saint, and I didn’t understand how he was capable of it all the time.

      “Did I do something wrong?” Augie asked.

      I laughed. “No. Well, maybe, but not in a bad way.”

      “Addie, you’re freaking me out. What are you trying to say?” His grip on me was going to cut off circulation in my wrists if I didn’t get the words out soon.

      “I love you, Augie. I’ve loved you since you made me drop my book in the hallway. I didn’t need weeks to figure out what I wanted, and I’m sorry it took me so long to say the words. You’ve just been so patient and kind that I decided to let things play out however they did.”

      “I love you, too, but what are you saying?” Augie asked, his grip loosening.

      “I’m saying I want to be with you, forever. I want to complete the blood bond. I want to have your babies. I want everything life has to offer. With you. In Raven Point.” No sooner were the words out of my mouth than Augie was on me, pushing me against the couch so he could settle on top of me.

      “I want it all with you, too. Right now.” Augie’s pupils turned into slits, and I knew his wolf was fighting for control. Even mine had seemed more than put off by my and Augie’s lack of intimacy, but we’d managed. With lots of effort and cold showers.

      Augie’s right hand settled above my chest where my heart beat rapidly, and his left hand cradled my head. His lips pressed gently along my jaw until I captured them with my own.

      We’d gotten really good at kissing and touching, and this time was no exception. My hands went around his back, planting firmly on his ass. “Bedroom?” I asked between kisses.

      “Are you—”

      “I swear if you finish that sentence, you’ll be taking cold showers for the rest of your life,” I snapped in the most loving of ways.

      He smirked at me before getting up from the couch and lifting me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist and resumed kissing him as he walked us to the only bedroom in the cabin.

      When we got to the room, Augie pressed me against the wall, kissing his way down my neck and scraping his teeth along my shoulders that no longer held scars since Zarai removed the old ones.

      Augie growled against my heated skin as my body shuddered and my own canines extended. I’d never been more turned on in my life, and it didn’t matter that I’d technically done this before. Everything was new, because Augie wasn’t Kane. Augie loved me and would protect me, no matter the cost. He would lift me up and walk by my side. He’d never strike me or abuse me in any form.

      Augie was the man and wolf we could count on until our last breath.

      He walked us back to the bed, both of us panting as our wolves simmered just beneath the surface. Not so slowly, clothes were ripped from our bodies, and I lay back on our bed.

      He sniffed the air and frowned. “Addie, I think you’re in heat. I don’t have any protection.”

      I’d known it already, and I’d waited until this day on purpose. Not to trick Augie, but to give him all I knew he’d been wanting.

      “I said I wanted everything, Augie. I wasn’t lying. If it’s meant to be, we’ll be doing more than creating a blood bond tonight if you’re okay with it.”

      His eyes filled with tears that didn’t fall. “I didn’t think I could love you more.”

      Augie’s next movements were slow and gentle as he took extra care not to hurt me in any way. It only took a couple of minutes before we fit together perfectly. There was definitely an ache between my legs, but the pleasure outweighed it by far.

      As we moved together, Augie’s eyes stayed on mine, loving me in every way possible. He brushed my hair back and kissed me softly. “Are you ready?”

      “More than ready.”

      My canines extended even further as Augie kissed his way back to my shoulder. All we had to do was bite each other while we were joined, and we’d be bound together forever.

      His teeth punctured my skin first, and I let out a hiss. Then, I let my wolf take over and have her moment.

      We bit Augie’s shoulder, breaking through his skin as the warmth of blood filled my mouth. The action only lasted a couple of seconds before I darted my tongue out, cleaning up my mess and watching as his wolf healing closed the marks I’d made. Marks that would be there forever.

      Ours, my wolf said as she let me take control back.

      My body moved in rhythm with Augie’s until I cried out and he finished right behind me, our bond complete in more ways than one.

      “I love you so much,” he whispered in my ear, still laying on top.

      “I love you more than the moon and the stars,” I replied, never feeling happier, stronger, or more capable than I did in that moment.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three Months Later

      

      

      For many reasons, all of which weren’t super valid, all of us girls hadn’t been together in person in months. For me, it was because I hadn’t been ready to tell anyone about the pregnancy. It had been hard enough not to tell Taya, considering I saw her every day, but she eventually became a little distant. Mostly when Jamie canceled her trip back last month.

      We’d all video chatted at least twice a week, but it was time for me and Augie to find a bigger house and I was beginning to show, so we had to tell them before they guessed anyway.

      Harper and Aiden were due in Raven Point tonight, but only for the weekend. After that, they were off for a vacation in Hawaii. Something about celebrating, but I never caught what for exactly.

      Jamie and Caleb might have even already been here. They’d decided to drive all the way to Raven Point and shocked all of us. Both of them insisted that it was an adventure they’d been dying to take for some time now.

      “Are you sure about this?” Augie asked me as I ran a brush through my waist-length hair. It had grown twice as fast since I was pregnant and taking more vitamins.

      I laughed. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t know. It’s been kind of nice having it be our little secret.” His hands rubbed over my belly, and I sighed.

      “I know, but you have to share.”

      “I don’t wanna.” He pouted adorably, making me laugh harder.

      My phone dinged with a text. “It’s Taya. Harper and Jamie are here early.”

      He groaned, holding me tighter. “I’m not ready to lose you to your girl gang.”

      I frowned. “You might not. Even though we’ve been talking weekly, it’s just not the same. It’s like the addition of me was too much and everyone started drifting apart.”

      I hated to think I was to blame, but it was a pretty big coincidence.

      “I highly doubt that. They wouldn’t have fought so hard to recruit you if they weren’t sure about you,” Augie said sternly. “Go see them, and you’ll know I’m right.”

      I put my brush down and wrapped my arms around his waist. “I’ll miss you.”

      “And I’ll miss the both of you. Go to Taya’s, and I’ll track down Liam so I can tell the guys at the same time, too. They won’t be happy with me if they learn about our pup from their women.”

      I nodded. We had a plan, and I just hoped it didn’t go to shit.

      Augie and I had a long goodbye before I finally walked out the door and we took quads in separate directions.

      Our cabin was about two miles from the pack house and had been inconvenient at times, but mostly, I enjoyed the seclusion—something I’d never had before.

      When I arrived at Taya’s, the door was cracked, and I could hear them chatting inside. Walking in, I expected there to be wine bottles already open and half-empty glasses, but what I found were chocolates, waters, and only one unopened bottle of wine that nobody was paying attention to.

      “Addie! It’s so good to see you,” Jamie was up first, looking bright-eyed and joyful.

      “You, too. We’ve missed you around here,” I replied.

      “We’ve missed you in the Catskills, but I hope you’ve found happiness here, too,” Jamie replied, and I nodded, smiling from ear to ear.

      Harper and Taya came over next, and hugs went around before we all sat down on the oversized sectional Taya and Liam had bought after they’d had to replace all of their belongings.

      Taya grabbed the wine. “Would you like some?”

      I wasn’t good with waiting. I’d been keeping this in for so long, I couldn’t do it for another second. “I can’t for another six-or-so months,” I said, then placed my hand over my tiny baby bump, smiling at each of them.

      Taya’s eyes widened, Jamie squealed, and Harper choked.

      “Me, too!” Jamie added, sounding happy, but looking a little pale.

      Harper and Taya glared at her, Harper speaking first. “You said you were going to start trying. You never said you succeeded!”

      “I know. We just found out a couple weeks ago and wanted to be sure nothing went wrong. I’m sorry, guys,” Jamie said.

      “Well, I can’t be mad, because I’ve been keeping the same secret,” Harper added, and it was my turn to choke. I hadn’t thought Harper would ever be ready for kids, but clearly, I was wrong.

      “No fucking way.” Taya seemed to be in the most shock, and I wasn’t sure if it was the good kind or not.

      “What’s wrong? All of our babies can grow up together and Eli can be the big brother,” Jamie said.

      Taya smirked, finally snapping out of it. “I already knew Eli was going to be a big brother.”

      I leaned back as it all hit me. “Are you saying we’re all pregnant right now?”

      “We are the most kickass girl gang of all the girl gangs,” Harper said.

      Jamie’s hands went to her mouth as she rushed down the hallway without saying another word.

      “That must be why they drove. Morning sickness would have given her away,” Taya said. “Anyone else?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I got lucky.”

      Harper shrugged. “For the first few weeks, but nothing major.”

      “Same,” Taya replied, then glanced at each of us. “Holy shit, you guys. Is this for real, though? Are we really all going to have babies? I think Zarai might kill us.”

      Jamie laughed from the hallway. “No, I think our mates might kill us. We all remember Taya in her second trimester. Just wait until it’s like that times four.”

      We all huddled together when Jamie got back, creating one giant group hug.

      “I love you all so damn much,” Taya muttered, fighting tears and making us all laugh as she lost control of her emotions.

      Never in my life did I expect to find true love, and I certainly never thought I’d have a family or a girl gang, but as I sat snuggled with these four strong women, I knew that sometimes it was the things we never expected in life that were the most worthwhile.
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