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        - Harper -

      

      

      My mother’s muffled screams woke me in the middle of the night, for the third time that week. My father was at it again, and I didn’t know how much longer I could take hearing her suffer without reacting. I was only fourteen, but life had done a fine job of making sure I wasn’t a sheltered child.

      I had been training with my dad’s brother John for over a year, secretly learning how to defend myself and, eventually, my mother. My father had no idea who I was anymore. He had no clue I wasn’t afraid to protect myself. The only reason I hadn’t yet was because my mother begged me to leave it alone. She promised she had it under control, but as the months passed, the abuse continued to get worse.

      “I saw you and Zeke,” he roared in the living room. “Why do you make me look like a fool? Why do you insist on making me out to be the bad guy? I wouldn’t hurt you like this if you didn’t hurt me first.”

      “I’m sorry, Cal. I swear it didn’t mean anything. He just helped me with a heavy box that needed to be moved. I’ll never speak with him again. I promise,” my mom wept, begging for mercy.

      His heavy steps sounded in the hallway, toward my room. “Maybe I need to punish you in other ways for you to learn. What do you think about that?”

      “Leave her alone!” Mom’s cries were so uncontrollable, I barely heard the words she screamed.

      My dad, who was also our pack alpha, had yet to lay hands on me, and I realized I had never known true fear until that moment. I had been so certain I was prepared to fight back, but as my breath hitched and my body shook, I knew I had only been fooling myself. Time slowed as his footsteps came closer and closer. Shutting my eyes, I concentrated on my training.

      I wouldn’t be a victim.

      I wouldn’t let him hurt me.

      Scrambling off my bed, I ran to my dresser and grabbed the knife my uncle had given me. He never told me why he gave it, just slid it into my bag one day after training about a month ago. I never questioned or thought much about it, but I was grateful for the gift and realized I hadn’t been deceiving him with our secret sessions as much as I thought. He must have known they were for more than finding my place in the pack.

      Hiding in the shadows behind my door, I waited for my father to come in. As I calmed my racing heart, confidence from my training seeped into me. I was ready to fight back. That would be the last night he hurt my mother, one way or another.

      “Harper,” he called. “Get out here.”

      Keeping quiet, I braced myself. I would only get one chance. If I didn’t stop him the first time, I’d not only get myself killed, but likely my mother as well. I wouldn’t let that happen.

      The door slammed open, the handle cracking the drywall next to me. He flicked on the light, taking several steps toward my bed. “What the hell? Where is she?”

      “Right here.” Charging forward, I slammed the knife into his back, where I hoped his heart was.

      He howled in agony, but I didn’t stop my attack. I left it lodged in his shoulder blade and began using my fists to hit him with everything I had.

      It didn’t take long for him to recover from the initial shock and pain. When he did, I realized I’d made a grave mistake.

      I should have taken the beating.

      “You little bitch,” he growled, pulling the knife from his back before throwing the crimson-covered blade to the ground. “You’re going to pay for that, and I’m going to enjoy it.”

      Preparing to defend myself, I lifted my hands in front of my face, unwilling to give up, but he was quicker, stronger, and faster than I was. One hit to the head and the world faded away, along with my mother’s cries.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later that night, my mom’s hands shook me, begging for me to wake. I tried to fight the darkness keeping me under, but I couldn’t do it. My body was badly beaten, and my mind wasn’t ready for me to wake up and face reality yet.

      A small part of me had hoped I wouldn’t wake on earth, and I tried not to be so disappointed when I did.

      “Is she conscious, Silvia?” Uncle John’s voice sounded from somewhere close.

      “No, can you carry her?” Mom sounded distraught and frantic. “He won’t be gone forever, and we need as much of a head start as we can get.”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, my body lifted into the air and I was cradled close to a warm chest. “It’s going to be okay, Harper. I’m going to get you two away from here, like I should have done long ago.”

      I remembered the feeling of being settled into the backseat of his car with my mom, but not much after that until the following day. My mom had told me I’d been unconscious for more than twelve hours when I woke.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. I didn’t really care where we ended up, as long as it was far away from South Dakota.

      “I don’t know yet,” Uncle John answered. “We’re headed west. I know a guy out there who owes me a favor. He’ll get us what we need to disappear.”

      Uncle John seemed sure that if we could just move around for a few months, then my dad would give up the search eventually, and we’d get established with another pack, but that never happened.

      Once we were settled in our first temporary home in California, my uncle tried to reach out to Declan, the territory alpha of our old pack. He was supposed to keep all of the packs in line and help with pack disputes for our area, but we quickly realized my father Cal had been working for Declan already. The call had only resulted in a frantic move, and us living out of the car for two weeks.

      We had nowhere else to turn for fear the other alphas wouldn’t be supportive either. Cal had been so overprotective that, even in a small pack, I had been homeschooled. Rumblings of wolf history and how things should have been were heard around town, but it wasn’t until I was on my own that I truly learned how much I had been missing.

      When we thought we had nowhere else to hide, we continued running. Constantly looking over our shoulder, and never staying in one place for more than a few months. It was a crappy life to live, but we were safe, and in an unconventional way, we were happy.

      As the first year passed, Uncle John and my mom became more than just in-laws, and I was more than okay with that. I had always wished he’d been my father anyway. If he had, we never would have ended up in our current situation.

      I was nineteen and a different person than the girl I was the first night we fled. My experiences had hardened me, made me tough, so I didn’t take crap from anyone. My mother said that was the quarter Portuguese in me, but I believed it was the result of working hard not to be a victim again.

      In the early days after we left, I promised myself that I would never allow anyone to hurt me like my father had.

      I would be a stronger version of myself.

      I would never feel helpless.

      For five years, I had done just that, but the night a pack of rogue wolves showed up, every one of my nightmares came to life. I watched my parents and baby brother, who wasn’t even a year old, be slaughtered just before I ran off into the night, having no clue how I would stay alive long enough to see the sun rise.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      My fists pounded against the taut leather of the punching bag while I took my aggressions out by myself in the gym located on the east side of the pack territory. It had been almost three months since Cord left me with a pack in Virginia, one he assured would keep me safe. He had promised to come back, but Eric, the alpha of my new pack, had come to me not too long after Cord left and broken the devastating news.

      Cord had died shortly after arriving back to his pack in Oregon. It hadn’t been a good time for me to demand my own retribution, since there was already a wolf hunt for my old territory alpha Declan. I hadn’t been surprised to learn he’d been up to no good, and I wondered if Cal was still alive and assisted in Declan’s treachery. Though, he had disappeared a couple of years ago, and Uncle John hadn’t been able to locate him the numerous times we had tried.

      Not knowing where Cal was while we were on the run scared us more than anything else.

      Many weeks later, the news spread that Declan had been killed—thanks to the help of Cord’s sister Taya and her friends, whom I began researching in hopes of garnering their assistance with the rogues.

      When I felt prepared, I begged Eric to let me head that way and speak with them. I had not only wanted to give my condolences for their loss of Cord, but also thank them for removing the scum that was Declan from our earth.

      Unfortunately, Eric shut me down. I almost ran away to do it anyway, but he had protected me when he didn’t have any obligation. He kept me hidden from the rogue wolves I knew were still hunting me. If my research was right, then I had located the names of the rogues that killed my family, and based off their history, they would not stop until their mission was complete.

      I tried respecting all of the pack rules as best I could, so I stayed put when asked. Though, as more time passed, it became harder to do just that. I was waiting on a response from our new territory alpha, who happened to be part of the group that took Declan down, and he was going to realize very soon that I wasn’t a shifter he wanted to leave waiting.

      “Easy, Harper,” Kit yelled from across the gym. “What’d that bag ever do to you?”

      I groaned. “Nothing, but that douche, Aiden, still hasn’t responded to my calls, or even the damn letter I mailed two weeks ago like Eric suggested. How long am I supposed to live in suspense, not knowing if the rogues will show up here looking for me? I can’t keep this whole pack at risk.”

      My knuckles cracked as my fist made contact with the leather bag once more, sending it flying back and shuddering with the force.

      Kit was two years younger than me and had forced her way into my life. She had bright, sleek red hair, pale-as-snow skin, and wide green eyes. The innocence her appearance exuded was as real as the sun was dark. At first, I had brushed her off, thinking she was nothing more than an annoying child, but she persisted. I finally told her we would hang out, but only if she could kick my ass in the gym, and she happily obliged.

      Kit hadn’t won the fight, but she gave me a run for my money, convincing me she wasn’t so bad after all.

      “Are you going up there soon?” Kit asked, striding toward me.

      After removing the punching gloves, I grabbed my water bottle and took a long pull. “I don’t know. Eric doesn’t want me to bother them, since Aiden just took over the pack and territory.”

      “But…” She grinned, knowing me well enough.

      “But as much as I appreciate all of Eric’s hospitality, I might disobey him this time.”

      She grunted. “I wish I could come with you. One more year and my parents won’t be able to tell me what to do anymore.”

      Poor Kit hated being seventeen, so close to freedom, yet so far away. I kindly reminded her she needed to be grateful for her “annoying” parents. She had no idea how lucky she was.

      I took several more gulps of my ice-cold water, then ran a towel over my face. “I’m going to go shower and find Eric. Catch up with you tonight?”

      Her lips lifted into a grin. “It’s Thursday. You ready for your weekly dose of vampires and werewolves?”

      I groaned. “Seriously? No. I refuse. I can’t take any more of your torturous fake shows. You are the real deal. How do you stand them?”

      Kit had a serious obsession with all things paranormal romance, real and fictional. I didn’t get it. She watched everything on television and read all of the books she could find about the creatures most people believe to be fictitious. I’d told her on more than one occasion that she needed to have her head checked. The only upside to her obsession was she had taught me a lot of wolf history, which I should have already known at my age.

      “Come on. Just one episode?” Her lower lip jutted out.

      “Fine, but don’t be surprised if I fall asleep.”

      She let out a high-pitched squeal. “You’re the best!”

      Shaking my head as I watched her walk out the door, I questioned my sanity and why I was friends with her—not for the first time, either. Kit had her quirks that drove me to madness some days, but she was also good for my head and heart. She had a way of keeping me distracted from my dark thoughts. Even when I complained about her overwhelming happiness, deep down, I was grateful for it.

      Grabbing my stuff, I headed for the showers. It was time to get cleaned up and find Eric. I knew he was doing his best to help me, and I didn’t begrudge him for not getting involved. The wellbeing of the pack came first, and I respected that. They didn’t have the resources in Virginia to bring a battle to their front door, and I would never ask them to.

      Though, I had no problems asking Aiden and his family. If they could defeat Declan, then I didn’t see why they couldn’t help me end the people who had taken my family, and possibly Cal, if we could find him. There was no way my loved ones had been the only people the rogues had hurt. It would do all the packs a favor if they were taken care of, not just me.

      I had spent weeks on Kit’s laptop, researching what I could about them. There were private chatrooms for shifters needing things done more inconspicuously, and I managed to gain access to the forums, but I didn’t have enough tech knowledge to decipher most of what I found.

      Instead, I saved the records—since they seemed to disappear after thirty days—and hoped that whoever I could finally convince to help me, would be able to do something with the information. Everything was in code and made little sense to me. I tried for a couple weeks to interpret some of the words, by looking for a pattern, and made enough progress to garner names and some locations, but most of it was a lost cause.

      Once I was done cleaning up from my gym time, I headed to the pack house. For the first time in years, terror was not the primary emotion filtering through me. Even though there might have still been a knife under my pillow at night, I didn’t constantly fear for my life or walk on eggshells anytime I did something. It took some getting used to, and I still found myself on edge half of the time, but when I wasn’t, it was the best feeling in the world.

      It could have only been better if my parents and little brother had made it here with me. If only we had tried other territories, things might have worked out differently—or maybe we would have gotten more people killed. I would never know, and I tried not to dwell on the “what ifs”, but some days were harder than others.

      “Good afternoon, Harper,” Cecile greeted from the sink in the open and inviting kitchen. She was the house assistant and kept everyone in line around the pack house. Cecile was like a second mother to most of the shifters in the pack, and that woman somehow knew everything.

      “Hello. Do you need help with anything for dinner?”

      I offered even though I had never been assigned an actual job within the pack. I was more of a drifter. I had learned a little about everything, so I helped out wherever they needed me. Cecile worked her ass off to keep the house organized and the pack fed, so I most often offered my time to her.

      “Not tonight. I decided to make it easy and we’re having spaghetti. Not much to prep for that.” She turned the water off, putting the last dish from lunch away before drying her hands. “How are you doing today?”

      Pulling a stool from the counter, I inhaled the scent of simmering tomato sauce that permeated through the air. Once I was seated, I grabbed an apple and sank my teeth into the crisp fruit. “Good, just finished in the gym. On my way to find Eric now.”

      Wrinkles creased her tanned face as she smiled. “Not letting it go, are you?”

      “It’s not about me letting it go. It’s about knowing that the rogues won’t come for me, and whether or not my father, the pack alpha, called for the attack on us. Cal was involved with Declan, last I heard, and I’d bet all the money in the world that he’s still out there somewhere. More importantly, he likely knows I am, too, and I can’t live the rest of my life looking over my shoulder like I have for the last five years. Plus, I’m putting other people at risk just by being near them. That’s not the kind of life I want to live.”

      I’d said those words so many times over the last couple of months that they were ingrained in my brain. None of the shifters I had met in the pack had ever been on the run. No one here had witnessed their family be slaughtered by savage wolves who only cared about a payday. They didn’t understand my fear or how tangible it was for me.

      Cecile reached across the counter to place her hand on mine. “You’re a strong young woman. I have no doubt you will find what you are looking for.”

      I smiled at her but didn’t comment. Instead, I found a fleck of dirt on my apple to focus on as I gathered my thoughts.

      Cecile went about the kitchen, giving me space while I finished my snack. When I was done, I slipped out of the room and headed for Eric’s office. Depending on how my conversation went with him today, I was either going to need a paying job outside of the pack, or Eric was finally going to help me. The more I thought about what I wanted, the more I realized I was done living in fear.

      I needed to stop the rogues who killed my family, so I could live.

      My knock was steady, but my hands shook as I waited for Eric to invite me into his office. While I stood in front of the carved wooden door, I put on my best poker face, hoping he wouldn’t know how much control he had over me. If he didn’t help me, it would set me months behind. I shouldn’t have been banking on the territory alpha to help, but he’d recognize his mistake in making me wait sooner or later. From what I had learned so far, I needed his permission to move through the territory, and I’d be damned if I let him ignore me.

      “Come in,” Eric’s deep voice called.

      Twisting the handle, I took one last deep breath before I opened the door.

      Eric stood as I entered. “Good afternoon, Harper. What can I do for you today?”

      “I was hoping you had some time to talk.”

      He did his best to hide the smirk, but I saw it anyway. “About what?” He knew what I wanted but enjoyed pushing me out of my comfort zone, making me actually ask for the help. Jerk.

      “The same thing as usual. I want to make sure the rogue wolves who took my parents can never hurt anyone else again.”

      “Take a seat.” He gestured toward the small couch on my right and moved toward the chair in front of it. “I want you to know that I have enjoyed having you in our pack. You have adjusted well and done better than I originally thought when Cord asked me to give you a home here. I’ve seen your growth and determination, and while I wish I could stop you and force you to stay, I know I can’t.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      Here comes the ‘but’, I thought. This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation about me leaving in search of the rogues.

      “But I can’t help you as much as I would like.”

      There it was. At least I had been mentally prepared for it, so I tried not to let the statement get me down. I had a plan A, B, and C, followed by a whole lot of chaos if none of those worked.

      “You need to understand that once you leave here, I can’t protect you anymore, but I’ve done my best to gather resources for you, in order to give you the best chance of survival.”

      My head snapped up. “What?”

      “Did you really think I would let you leave here on your own without a better plan than hoping to force Aiden to help you?”

      His laugh was haughty, and I tried not to feel insulted. I knew he meant well, and I needed to keep my mouth shut before I ruined whatever he was offering.

      “You’ve always told me to be patient, to wait for Aiden to give me permission and assistance to hunt the rogues. What changed?”

      “You did.” He leaned forward, his attention completely locked on me. “When you first arrived, you were a mess. You might have thought you hid it well from me and the rest of the pack, but I saw the precarious line you were walking. For the first few weeks, I assumed you were going rogue yourself, but then, slowly, I saw the changes and knew you’d find your way back. I just needed to make sure you had the time.”

      Staring at him, I couldn’t find the proper words to respond. I knew I had been hurting from the loss of my parents, but thought I had handled it well enough. Apparently, not.

      “You’ve shown you can let people in and that you can control your anger. Most importantly, you have shown me a great deal of respect by not running off. If you hadn’t come to me today, I would have called you in tomorrow when the last of everything arrived.”

      Feeling guilty, I internally chastised myself for my earlier thoughts of leaving without the alpha’s permission.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” I answered, unsure of what else to say. Very few people in my life had ever done anything nice for me, and it wasn’t easy accepting help, but I had done my best to change since being on my own these past few months.

      Little did I realize, I wasn’t actually on my own.

      “Harper, there are good people in this world. You’ll need to remember that on your journey, but most importantly, don’t forget it’s okay to walk away. I know you feel like you need to do this, and I don’t blame you, but it’s not worth your life.”

      “But is life worth living if you’re constantly afraid?”

      For that question, he had no answer.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      After spending hours roaming my lands, racing through the lush forest terrain and into the mountains, I decided to head back to the pack house I called home. I had hoped my earlier frustrations would have been taken care of with a long run, but as I phased back into my human form and got dressed, I knew that wasn’t the case.

      Every irritation I had tried to outrun came rushing back, and I realized I would have been better off beating the shit out of a punching bag than going for a run. Though, I had to admit, it was good to connect with my wolf without dealing with pack business for just a little while.

      Life had been one shitstorm after another for the last few months. I had thought I was prepared to be alpha when my brother Liam asked me to take his place, but I soon learned why our father had always been on edge. Being an alpha was not for the weak. Add being interim territory alpha with no experience to that, and I was one request from going rogue.

      Dad never once complained about the amount of people who counted on him, and I wished he had. It might have prepared me for the constant pressure I felt to be there for every single pack member. I tried not to be insensitive, but I was losing steam by believing I could do it all on my own. Doing things as I was had made me cynical, and I hated that I thought of my people as something to be dealt with. Something needed to change.

      My beta Evan, who had also been a close friend growing up, helped me, but we’d both been thrown into our positions when my father Elijah and his beta Shamus were killed by rogues during an attack on our pack. My brothers and I had been on the other side of the country when it happened, and ever since arriving back, things had been non-stop chaos.

      As I walked into the house, my mother was just heading out the door with Addie, her house assistant, right behind her.

      “Oh, Aiden. I’m glad we saw you. I’m taking Addie to run some errands and we won’t be back for a few hours, but I’m expecting a guest. Will you be a doll and make sure she’s entertained until we get back?”

      My teeth ground together. My mother had been through hell losing my father in such a horrid way, and I often found myself unable to tell her no. I was beginning to believe she had figured that out and was taking advantage of it. Yet, I didn’t do anything about it.

      “Of course. I’ll keep an eye out for her.” I stepped into the foyer as they continued out the door, seeming to be in a hurry.

      “Thank you, Son. Love you!”

      I turned after her, but she shut the door in my face, leaving me with my mouth hanging open. I’d meant to ask for more information, like when the guest would be arriving, or even what her name was, but apparently, she didn’t have time for that.

      A growl slipped out, but it went unheard as I made my way to my private office. A knock resounded on the wooden door the moment I laid my head back against my plush leather chair, followed by a beep from the security lock and the entry of my beta.

      “What can I do for you, Evan?”

      “I take it your morning off didn’t help?” he chortled. “I figured it might not, so I came to see what I can do for you. Your piles are looking a little big over there, and your voicemail is full. Again.”

      Shit, I had meant to at least check my messages last week, or maybe it was the week before that.

      “Give me the afternoon to get my desk organized, and I’ll send some things your way. My mom is expecting a guest, but she left for a few hours. I don’t have a name or time of arrival, though I do know it’s a woman. Will you come get me if she arrives before I’m done?”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Evan turned for the door, leaving me to the massive amount of mail and paperwork I had put off while dealing with day-to-day business. Our pack had suffered major losses in the battle to stop Declan, a territory alpha who had let his greed take over and gotten a lot of people killed, including my father. It had been months, and I was still trying to clean up the mess his men had left behind, all while trying to handle my own grief.

      In the meantime, I hadn’t been as good at keeping up on the other packs within our territory as I wanted. Gerald was helping me the best he could, but he was an alpha himself, and needed to spend his time in the West Coast territory. My brother Liam had married his daughter and was helping over there, while Gerald was doing his best to assist everywhere that had been affected by Declan and the rogues. All the while, I felt like I could barely keep up with one pack.

      Nevertheless, I would never admit defeat aloud. It wasn’t in my nature to let people help me. I was usually the one going out of my way to help others, and it frustrated me beyond words that little things around the pack kept going to shit, making me feel incapable. My father never prepared me for this kind of mayhem, and I wished more than ever that he was still around.

      When did I turn into such a pansy? I thought. I needed to stop complaining and start doing. That was the only way shit was going to get accomplished.

      Finding a blank sheet of paper, I set my phone on the desk and started with my voicemail. I hissed when I realized there were forty of them. Hopefully, most of them had already been taken care of, one way or another.

      An hour later, I finished sorting through the voicemails and prioritizing which ones still needed to be addressed. There were only five from other packs, three of which were from the same pack. Two from a girl I had never heard of, and the third from her alpha—warning me of the other two calls.

      She had been polite on the first voicemail and demanding on the second. The alpha sounded apologetic, and I wished one of them had said what they needed. I didn’t have the patience to deal with a taxing female, but I’d provide the alpha with whatever assistance he needed, as was expected of me.

      Next, I spent another hour sorting the mail. My garbage can was full, but my desk looked a hell of a lot more organized. To keep it that way, all I had to do was get better at delegating. I had Evan and my mother, who were always asking to help, but I was too stubborn to accept most of the time. Though, after the last couple of hours, I realized that I was being a twatwaffle—in my brother Caleb’s words.

      One of the voicemails was his, and I remembered ignoring his call that day. One of the crops was flooded by a busted pipe, and I had spent the entire day in the mud, trying to fix the leak before more of our food supply was ruined. We had the funds to buy food the conventional way, but the crops gave a sense of security to the pack, and I saw the worry on some of their faces that day. More and more things had been going wrong under my watch.

      Before I dwelled too much on recent disturbances, Evan entered my office again, this time without knocking. His brow was furrowed, and he seemed confused.

      “You said your mom was expecting a guest, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, is she here?”

      “Well, a woman is here, but she’s very insistent that she speak with you, and not your mother—who isn’t back by the way.”

      “Where is the woman now?” If he said outside the door, I was going to kill him.

      “She’s in the front living room. Pacing.” He smirked. “She’s a bit of a spitfire.”

      Letting out a heavy sigh, I stood from my desk and grabbed some papers. “Here. The top page has calls that need to be returned, preferably today, and the bottom is mail that needs attention, also sooner rather than later. Earlier, I felt bad when I thought about giving you the calls, because the girl who left two of the messages sounds like a pain in the ass, but since I have one waiting downstairs, it’s only fair you have to deal with one, too.”

      Evan’s laugh was deep and husky. “I won’t argue about that. I’d say I’m getting the better deal, but you haven’t laid eyes on the one downstairs yet. It might be worth dealing with her.” His brows waggled and I groaned.

      He and my brother Caleb were too much alike. Thankfully, Caleb had finally found his mate and calmed down some, but he was still an asshole—one I surprisingly missed being around, but I wouldn’t tell him that. He and his new mate Jamie were busy renovating a house they bought in Oregon, so they could travel between our pack in the Catskills and Liam’s new pack in Raven Point.

      Evan took the papers from my hands, and I followed him out the door, shutting it behind me. The door locked automatically, requiring a code to get back inside. It might have seemed excessive to some, but after discovering the traitors in our pack who had been previously working for Declan, we couldn’t be too careful.

      “Good luck,” Evan joked from the hallway as I headed in the opposite direction.

      Ignoring him, I called on my wolf and went into alpha mode. I had no idea what the woman wanted, or if she was even the one my mother was expecting, so until I knew more, I’d treat her just as I would any other unannounced guest.

      What I didn’t expect when I entered the living room, was the smell that slammed into me. She was definitely a shifter, and one who had spent a lot of time in different places. Her scent was unique, reminding me of wildflowers, and it made me pause, but when my eyes met her golden honey ones and saw the anger, the enticing scent was quickly forgotten.

      “Why have you shown up at my pack unexpected?” My voice was hard and unyielding. From the twist in her mouth, she was upset about something, but until I knew what and whether or not I could trust her reasons, there would be no sympathy from me.

      “If you’d answer your damn phone or respond to mail, then I wouldn’t be unexpected.” Her slim fingers brushed ebony curls away from her face.

      Taking three wide steps, I was swiftly within inches of her, looking down on her and making sure my alpha power flowed through my next words. “You will not speak to me that way. If you’ve come here, then that means you live in my territory, and I won’t be disrespected in my home. Do I make myself clear?”

      Her answering snarl threw me off instantly. When I used my alpha power, there was little anyone could do to fight against it, but she held my gaze, seemingly unaffected.

      “When I receive the same respect, then I’ll give it.”

      Without breaking eye contact, her arms crossed, pushing up her chest and threatening to distract me. I couldn’t tell if that was her intention or not, but it didn’t work. Mostly.

      “This is my house and my pack. You have to earn respect around here. Coming into my home and demanding attention is not the way things are done. Now, let’s start with your name.”

      Before she could answer, the front door opened and my mother entered. Her eyes immediately landed on the two of us, and she glowered. “Son, leave that poor girl alone. She’s traveled a long way to visit our pack.”

      “This is your guest?” I asked, needing confirmation before I lost my mind.

      “Yes, this is Harper, and she needs our help.”

      Son of a bitch. She was the girl from the voicemails.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      That pompous shitdick. I couldn’t care less if he was the pope. He had no right to try to use his alpha mojo on me. Also, he apparently wasn’t even very good at it, because it didn’t even phase me. If his mom hadn’t shown up when she did, he would have received a knee to his tiny balls.

      His mom came to my side and placed her hand on my shoulder. I flinched under her touch, but she didn’t seem to notice. “I’m sorry about my son. My name is Sera. Eric told me you were coming, and I tried my best to be here, but we had other guests arriving that I had to pick up.”

      The door flung open, and a guy walked in that I would have sworn was Aiden if he wasn’t still standing right next to me. The only differences were their hair length and eye color. Aiden’s hair was trimmed short, and his eyes were a piercing silver tone that might have captivated me if he hadn’t been such an ass. The new guy’s hair was a little shaggier, and his eyes were a calming blue that seemed much friendlier.

      “Your savior is home,” he shouted as he dropped his bags. A petite blonde came in right after him, shutting the door and rolling her eyes. “Did you miss me, Brother?”

      Aiden moved from my side to greet the new arrivals. “Depends on why you’re here and why you didn’t tell me you were coming.” He hugged the woman first. “Nice to see you, Jamie. I’m surprised Caleb hasn’t ran you off yet.”

      “I can dish it out almost as well as he can,” the woman he’d called Jamie answered. “I just have other means of torture. He’s getting better at behaving, though, just not often enough.”

      Caleb separated the two. “Hey, I’m still standing here. Let’s not talk about me like I’m a dog.”

      Their banter continued, and Sera led me from the room. As we walked away, my heart twisted in jealousy. I had only witnessed mere minutes of them together, but I could already tell this was the kind of family that would do anything for each other. As much as Aiden had pissed me off just then, if I could get him to listen to me, I knew their pack could help me. While I already hated his chauvinistic attitude, I was smart enough to remember I needed their help, which meant I needed to mind my temper as best I could.

      “Eric called me yesterday and told me you were driving up,” Sera explained as we entered an office.

      I took a seat in the chair she gestured to while she strode behind the desk. “I’ve been trying to get the alpha to answer my calls, but I ran out of patience.”

      “Well, the alpha is my son, and I tried stepping in to help, but it didn’t quite work out.” She smiled at me, her kind eyes wrinkling at the sides when she did.

      Crap. I hoped she wouldn’t be upset for the way I spoke to him.

      “As I’m sure you’ve heard, Aiden is new to his role, and things haven’t been smooth for our pack since the transition. He’s doing his best, but I know for someone on the outside, that may not seem like enough.” Reaching into a drawer, she pulled out a paper. “When Eric called me, I went to Aiden’s office and found the letter you sent. I’m sorry for what you’ve been through, Harper, and I understand your concerns.”

      Lifting my head higher, I kept my stare to show my strength. I didn’t want sympathy from anyone. I wanted justice for my family. That was it. Nothing less and nothing more.

      “I don’t need anyone’s pity. I only need help tracking down the rogues who killed my family and are likely still hunting me. I’ve found a chatroom where they share information by code, and I don’t believe they have quit looking. From what I understand, they don’t stop until their assignment is complete, and I don’t want to look over my shoulder for the rest of my life.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted a family or to even settle in one place permanently, but the option would be nice, and I’d never have it if my attackers were still out there.

      Sera leaned forward in her chair, making sure she had my full attention. “I don’t pity anyone. Life will only give you what you can handle. You might not like how it plays out, but I believe everything happens for a reason. And there’s a purpose for you being here—beyond the obvious.”

      My chest eased a little as her words registered with me. I tried not to get my hopes up, because I knew it was ultimately Aiden’s decision if they helped me, but with how close their family seemed, I hoped I didn’t have to worry.

      “Thank you. I appreciate you welcoming me. I wish you had been the one I called before.”

      She laughed. “Aiden doesn’t do well with people, but he cares deeply, sometimes too much, and he doesn’t know how to show it. Yet, he’s the best at getting things done and getting results. Our pack was also attacked by rogue wolves, and I believe we might be able to help each other, but let’s get you settled before we discuss anything more. You’ve had a long journey. I’m sure you’d like to shower and eat first.”

      I wanted more than anything to tell her I was fine, but she was offering to help me, and something told me that staying in her good graces was going to be the only way to get through to her shitdick son.

      “That would be great. Thank you, Sera.”

      Nodding, she stood from the desk, and I followed her from the office to a bedroom on the first floor of their pack house. The room was twice the size of any space I’d had of my own in the past. It had a private bath, along with a glass sliding door that led to an open field.

      “This room is yours for as long as you’d like. No matter how Aiden acts, this is still my home, and you’re my guest.” There was an air of seniority to her voice, and she winked at me before turning back toward the door.

      I had a good feeling that Sera was going to be someone I could get along with very well. I wouldn’t fault her for her obnoxious offspring. She also had a mothering vibe about her that made me miss Cecile from the Virginia pack, even though it had only been two days since I had seen her.

      Quickly, I set my bag on the bed and followed Sera down the hall in the opposite direction we had come, making sure to memorize the routes through the house, just in case I needed to make a fast escape at some point.

      She pointed to the door on our left. “Laundry is there, and you can find extra linens when you need them. Most of these rooms are reserved for offices or guest quarters, but you’re the only one staying here currently. The hallway wraps around to the other end of the house and ends in the kitchen.”

      She kept up idle chatter about the pack, eating times, and the surrounding area. They owned over two-thousand acres of forest, and I was free to roam where I wanted, whenever I wanted, but the suggestion was strong to keep my runs during the day and never alone. I had no problem following that advice, especially if the rogues had attacked this pack before. There was a decent chance we had the same enemy.

      I might be stubborn, but I wasn’t stupid, and I didn’t have a death wish. That was the only reason I hadn’t hunted the rogues on my own. I was strong, but only an idiot would think they could take on a group of trained killers by themselves.

      To get justice, I needed the best at my side, and if this family had taken down Declan, then they were as close as I was going to get to the best. It was just my luck that Aiden’s brother had decided to come home on the same day I arrived. I hoped that having more of them around would be a good thing.

      When we entered the kitchen, the woman who had come home with Sera earlier was unpacking bags. Sera moved in to help, and I promptly followed. Thanks to Cecile, I was no longer a stranger to the kitchen.

      “Addie, this is Harper Gibbons. She’s going to be staying with us for a bit.”

      Addie’s hazel eyes met mine. “Nice to meet you, Harper. If you need anything, you just let me know, and I’ll do my best to help you out.”

      “Can you make Aiden not be such an asshole?” The words flew out of my mouth before my brain fully registered what I had said, or in front of whom I’d said it. Slapping my hand over my mouth, I mumbled my apologies, certain I was going to be kicked out of there on my first day. Instead, Sera’s laughter danced around us, catching me by surprise.

      “If I had a dollar for every time someone called one of my sons an asshole, I’d be a millionaire. I know Aiden seems difficult, but he means well… most of the time.”

      Addie’s dirty-blonde hair bounced as she nodded. “I’ve been around him for the last three years—since I arrived at this pack—and trust me, he seems brash now, but give it time. He’s a good guy. It’s worth having him on your side when you need it.”

      Deciding to not argue with them, I smiled and asked how I could help. “I don’t expect to stay here without earning my keep. Whatever you need, please let me know. I helped a lot in the kitchen back in Virginia, but I also worked outside in the fields when needed.”

      I was already asking for a lot from them and had no desire to be indebted to these people, at least not more than necessary. I could work for my room and board.

      Sera grasped my hand. “You don’t have to earn your keep here, but if it makes you feel better to stay busy while we sort out your problem, then we will gladly accept your offer.”

      I was beginning to feel like I was an open book around this woman. Yes, I preferred to stay busy. It kept my mind from growing dark, and me from doing something stupid like tracking the rogues without backup. Most importantly, though, I wanted to make my own contributions.

      “Thank you.” I reached for a case of water. “Where do you want this?”

      “Let me show you around the kitchen, and then you can help me get started with dinner while Sera and her sons catch up.” Addie offered after pointing to the large walk-in pantry. Once she showed me where everything was, we fell into comfortable silence. The fact that she wasn’t asking a hundred questions made me like her even more, though I’m sure she wanted to ask.

      The menu for dinner included ribs, mashed potatoes, and corn-on-the-cob. I spent most of the late afternoon shucking fifty pieces of corn, followed by mashing over a hundred red potatoes, and I wondered if I would still be able to feel my arms when I was done.

      The more time that passed without word from Sera, the more nervous I became that she wouldn’t be able to sway her son into helping me. I just had to hope they understood that killing or capturing the rogues—regardless of what they did with them after—wasn’t just for my piece of mind.

      Not all rogues were bad, but the ones who turned into trained killers, like the group who had taken my family, would never stop. As long as someone was offering them money, they would continue to kill. Innocent people would continue to die, and I wasn’t okay with that.

      “I think we’re all set here.” Addie’s words were grazed by laughter as she reached for the pot of potatoes. “They don’t need to be pureed, just mashed.”

      Glancing down, I noticed I had taken a bit of my frustration out on the dinner, and the potatoes were looking a bit pulverized.

      “Sorry about that.” Trying not to be embarrassed, I shrugged and slid the pot closer to her.

      “Help me carry the corn and ribs to the barbeque? Evan will take it from there, and we’ll be done.”

      “Of course.” I followed her outside and, when she opened the door, a man turned to help us. I stifled a groan when I noticed he was the same one who had greeted me when I first arrived. Something about his dark eyes gave me the creeps.

      “Hello, ladies.” He winked at both of us, tossing his head back as mousy brown hair fell over his eyes.

      “Hey, Evan. Thanks for volunteering to grill tonight.” Addie handed him her tray first, then mine.

      “Not a problem. Anytime you want to barbeque, consider me your man to help.”

      His knuckles grazed her cheek before he returned to the grill, but not before I caught a smirk on his face when Addie could no longer see it. I shuddered at his handsy approach and hoped he didn’t try that on me. He’d end up with a broken nose if he did. Men who gave me creepy vibes like that were instantly on my shit list.

      When we entered the kitchen, I helped clean up the mess we’d made during the prep work, then excused myself to go settle in before the food was ready.

      “Dinner is served at six every day, so you have an hour to yourself. Let me know if you need help with anything. You can almost always find me in the kitchen or in Sera’s office throughout the day.”

      “I appreciate that.” I moved to leave the kitchen, but Addie called for me, making me turn back to her.

      “No matter what happens, just remember you came to the right place for help. They may not handle it the way you want, but try to trust them. I wasn’t raised here, but I found a home in this pack when I needed it most. If that’s what you want, then I know you can, too.”

      Trust. Home. Pack.

      Those were heavy words for someone who had been on the run for years. As much as I wanted those things, I wanted something else more.

      Vengeance.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      Blood pounded in my ears as I fought for control over my wolf. He was confused, and so was I, for multiple reasons, the most important being why the hell my alpha power hadn’t affected Harper. I was also trying to convince my wolf she was nothing more than the newest problem I had to deal with, instead of someone worth checking out.

      “How could you not tell me she was coming, Mother? Don’t you think we have enough problems around here without taking on someone else’s?” I hated to sound like an inconsiderate asshole, but I felt my temper spiraling and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      “Because I knew you would react just as you are, and that girl deserves our help. If you calm down for five seconds, I will explain.” My mom casually reclined in the chair in my office, and I couldn’t stop the smirk from taking over my face. She would never stop bossing her children around, no matter how old we got.

      “Fine, then.” I sat down behind the desk, clasped my hands together, and placated her. “Tell me more.”

      “First, don’t be a smartass. Second, you need to know Cord vowed to help her first. He saved her when he was on his way here. It is why he was late coming to visit us before the Decennial gathering.”

      Shit. Cord was my sister-in-law’s brother who had been killed earlier this year, bringing to light the vindictive activities Declan was up to prior to his death. Immediately, I understood why my mom had interfered.

      “What does she need?” I asked, my earlier anger disappearing almost instantly. “Her voicemails weren’t very forthcoming; they only implied that she needed my help. I actually asked Evan to give her a call today.”

      She pulled an envelope out of her purse. “She sent you a letter when you didn’t return her messages. I snuck into your office and took it after Eric called me, because your voicemail was full. Again.”

      She gave me her best mom stare-down, but I didn’t let it get to me. I was doing my best, and I was also beginning to not give a shit if it wasn’t good enough.

      “Anyway, I told Eric we would treat her well. That poor girl has been through hell, and she deserves peace of mind. I’m sure someone else could help her, but because she knows you helped stopped Declan and Cord left her in your territory, it falls to you. Ultimately, you could decide to pass her off to the Southwest territory, since that’s where the attack happened, but before you decide, read the letter.”

      She slid the envelope across the desk and leaned back in her chair once more. Her eyes seemed to penetrate my soul, and I did my best to not let it affect me, but I failed, feeling like the little boy she treated me like sometimes.

      “I don’t know that I can handle all of this, Mom. I don’t remember Dad having near as many issues with the pack as we’ve had lately. I’m afraid if I take on one more thing, then the pack will continue to suffer, and I’ll be to blame. I want to live up to Dad’s legacy, but it’s a hell of a lot harder than he made it look.”

      Moving the chair forward, her face pinched with concern. “I’ve been thinking about that lately, as well. I didn’t want to add to your stress, but I’m not getting anywhere on my own, which is why your brother is here.”

      “Getting anywhere with what?” I didn’t like my mom meddling. It either caused more problems or put her at risk. Neither scenario was okay with me, and she was going to find out what I thought about that very quickly.

      “I think someone is sabotaging the pack.”

      The words were easy to understand, but my reaction was almost unbearable to control. My teeth ground together, and my fingers made imprints into the desk as I did my best to process the information without losing my shit in front of my mom.

      “Why?” was all I could ask.

      “I don’t know. It’s the little stuff that made me suspicious. I might not have been alpha, but I was right by your dad’s side every step of the way, and something isn’t right. I don’t know if it could still be connected to Declan or not, but something is going on and it’s not good. I was going to tell you and your brother as soon as he got here, but Harper’s arrival happened to coincide with his, so you get both at once.”

      She reached across my desk and pulled at my wrist until I loosened my grip.

      “I know it sounds like a lot right now, but I promise you have a team of people behind you who are willing to help. What I need you to do right now is go beat the shit out of something and come back with a clear head. When you’re ready, we will tackle one problem at a time, together as a family, like we always have.”

      Mom stood from the chair, sliding the letter underneath my still hands. Without another word, she left the room, leaving me alone with my raging thoughts.

      The pack was being sabotaged.

      A girl I’d never met before needed my help, and, according to my mom, she needed it more than our own pack did.

      Shoving the letter in my top drawer, I left my office. I wasn’t in the right headspace to give it the attention it deserved, and it would likely just piss me off further. Right now, I needed my brother and the gym. He just might hate me when I was done with him, but I’d feel better, so I didn’t really give a damn in that moment.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, a black eye for Caleb, and bruised ribs for myself, I felt a hell of a lot better. Caleb, on the other hand, was whining like a toddler.

      “You need to get laid, bro. You’re cranky as shit, and I won’t spar with you again until you find another way to release whatever pent-up aggression you’ve been stockpiling in that psychotic brain of yours.”

      Smirking, I punched him in the kidney. “Don’t be a little bitch.”

      “I like you so much better when we’re around other people. Your broody, silent personality is far more appealing than your angry one. Next time, I’m making Jamie come with me, so you won’t be such an asshole. Polite Psycho is your new nickname.”

      Stopping at the stairs of the house, I glanced over at him. “In all seriousness, thanks for coming back. I know you have a lot to do in Raven Point, now that you’ve decided to officially live in both places.”

      “This pack will always be home. Don’t ever hesitate to ask for help. Liam will be out here soon, too. Gerald was out on a run, and they can’t take off until he’s back, but there is no way we’re letting you clean up Declan’s mess on your own. Had you not been so stubborn, we would have been here a lot sooner.”

      “I kind of want to kick Dad’s ass for making this look so easy.”

      “Yeah, well, for most of Dad’s reign he didn’t have someone trying to tear down everything he had built. You have it a little bit harder than he did. Doesn’t give you an excuse to be a twatwaffle about it, but it explains some things.”

      “Right.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to go make sure the garage is locked up. I’ll meet you inside.”

      The garage was locked, but a light had been left on, so I took care of it and went back inside. When I opened the front door, I paused at the sound of yelling.

      “— doesn’t give you the right! I’ve been waiting here all evening, and I don’t appreciate being ignored. Do I make myself clear?”

      I couldn’t help the dark chuckle that vibrated through my chest. Caleb was enduring my lecture, and I had no desire to stop it.

      “Sweetheart, listen,” Caleb began, but didn’t get to finish when a thud and crack echoed through the entryway.

      “I am not your sweetheart.”

      “And I am not Aiden, but you pack a nasty punch. Please tell me you’ll repeat all of this as soon as he comes in.”

      “Damn it! Coming here was a waste of my time.” Her footsteps pounded against the tile floor, and I waited a few extra seconds before fully entering the house.

      “Did I miss anything in the few minutes I was gone?” I asked casually.

      “That girl is the female version of you.” Caleb rubbed his cheek. “Jamie’s going to think I did something wrong when I go to our room with all these bruises. This time I’m innocent, but I’m going to get in trouble anyway.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, ‘this time’ being the key words. I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not, so goodnight.”

      “Dick,” he muttered as I walked away.

      Deciding to finally read Harper’s letter, I headed to my office. I wanted to know more about her story before I went to speak with her. I had intended to wait until tomorrow, but after hearing the hurt in her voice when she said coming here was a waste of time, I knew it couldn’t wait.

      I didn’t know Cord, but Taya was mated to my brother Liam, making her my sister-in-law, which meant Cord was family even if he wasn’t with us anymore. His promises needed to be kept, and I was going to do this for him and Taya. My sister-in-law had been through just as much as we had during the last four months, and I wouldn’t pawn this off on her.

      Taking a seat in my chair, I pulled the envelope from the drawer I shoved it in earlier, took a deep breath, and began to read.

      

      Aiden,

      My name is Harper Gibbons, and I currently reside in the Virginia pack, but it’s not right for me to be here. The longer I am, the more risk the pack is in. I have reached out to you several times by phone, with no response, and I need to speak with you as soon as possible.

      My mother, stepfather, and brother were murdered by a group of rogue wolves that I believe my biological father sent to kill us. I wasn’t home when three rogues attacked, but I arrived at the end and managed to escape. As life would have it, Cord happened to hit me with his car and took me to Eric’s pack. I have been preparing my revenge in Virginia ever since, waiting for my chance to hunt down these rogues and get justice for my family.

      Cord Rush made me a promise, and since he is no longer with us, my alpha tells me you’re the only one who can follow through on that promise. I don’t like to depend on other people, so don’t think I’m looking for a handout, but I also don’t have a death wish. I’m not an idiot, and I know better than to go after the rogues alone.

      I don’t know where my ‘sperm donor’ is, but I believe he was working with Declan and we may have a common enemy, if he is indeed still alive. Don’t be a dick and please call me back, or you will find me on your doorstep sooner rather than later.

      I have spent my entire life running from psychos, and I refuse to do it any longer. One way or another, I will kill these rogues.

      Harper

      

      I’d known enough grief to read between the lines. Harper was barely hanging on to her sanity, from the sounds of it, and I wouldn’t be responsible for tipping her over the edge. My mom was right. We had to help her, but I needed to know more about these rogues before we jumped in blindly.

      I had done my own research on the rogues that attacked our pack, and I knew at least three of them got away. Was it a coincidence that three attacked her family, as well? My mom told me about the chatrooms Harper had found, and I was pretty pissed I had missed them myself. Maybe there was a possibility we would be helping each other at the same time.

      As much as Harper might deserve justice for her family, though, I wouldn’t let it come at a cost to mine.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      Idiot. That was the only word I could think of to describe myself in that moment. I was so pissed off from waiting around, I hadn’t paid close enough attention to who entered the house. Instead, I acted with my emotions and ended up yelling at the wrong brother. Stupid triplets.

      No, not only yelling. I punched him, too, because I was on a roll with convincing these people to help me.

      They were going to tell me to leave, and I’d have no help in finding the rogues. I knew I couldn’t do it on my own, which meant I’d have to go on the run first and gather resources while trying to stay under the radar.

      Eric had only given me enough money to last one week, maybe two if I ate only once a day. I’d have to find jobs that paid cash and didn’t require paperwork. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be work I could be proud of, but it would hopefully help me make ends meet until I could hunt down the rogues on my own. Preferably one by one.

      It was a suicide mission, but I had run out of options by screwing things up here, and I didn’t really care anymore.

      My wolf whimpered on the inside; she didn’t like my attitude and I didn’t blame her. Yet, it was our reality, and we had to deal with it.

      Alpha will help, she whispered, but I ignored her. She had taken an interest in Aiden the moment he walked into the room earlier that day, and it was driving me crazy.

      Venturing to the bathroom, I gasped at the wild look on my face. My copper eyes swirled with fear, and my tanned skin was flushed from anxiety. Running my fingers through my unruly ebony locks, I pulled them back into a bun and splashed water over my heated skin.

      When I lifted my face from the sink, a shadow moved behind me. I turned on instinct, swinging my fists before the intruder could hurt me. Hands wrapped tightly around my wrists, stopping me as I brought my head up to identify my attacker.

      Piercing silver eyes met mine, and I froze, cowering before him in fear that he would hit me for striking at him.

      “Harper, I’m not going to hurt you.” Aiden’s voice was low and soothing. “I knocked at the door, but you didn’t answer. I thought maybe you had left, so I let myself in to check. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      His grip loosened when he realized I wasn’t going to try to hit him again. Slowly, he backed away, holding his hands partially up as if he knew I needed the space and reassurance to see he had no ill intentions.

      His hands had branded my wrists with their heat, and I rubbed each of them, unsure if the feeling was good or bad. The uncertainty raised my ire even more.

      “I’ll come back later,” he murmured as he continued to back away toward the open door.

      Shaking my head, I let out a sigh. “We’re going to have to talk at some point. It might as well be now, as long as you’re not going to try to go all alpha on me again. I’m not someone who likes to be controlled.”

      He smothered a grin. “I’ve gathered that. I’ll stay if you’re sure.”

      I wasn’t, not one bit. As much as I needed his help, now that I had the opportunity to ask for it, my heart was pounding while old nightmares flashed through my mind. I pictured the way Cal used to grab my mom’s wrists and drag her around the house when she didn’t do something right. I knew Aiden hadn’t meant anything when he grabbed me like that, but it didn’t stop the flashbacks.

      After much-needed space had been provided between the two of us, I moved out of the bathroom and sat on the edge of my bed. Aiden took a seat at the table near the door that remained open. I wondered if he left it that way so he could make a quick getaway in the event I lost it on him again.

      “I’m sorry I hit your brother,” I offered, wanting to get that out there—assuming he already knew.

      Aiden laughed. “I gave him a black eye not even an hour before that, so I don’t need your apologies.”

      Tilting my head to the side, I wanted to ask why he would have done that, but then quickly remembered it was none of my damn business. I wasn’t there to make friends with these people. I needed their help, and once the rogues were dealt with, I’d never see any of them again.

      “I read your letter and spoke with my mom. She told me about the research you’ve done. We want to help you, but it needs to be on our terms. I can clearly see how eager you are, but if you truly think we have a common enemy, then we need to be smart about our next move.”

      A million things wanted to fly out of my mouth, but I kept my lips tightly sealed, merely nodding as he continued. Earlier, I had been sure they’d tell me to hit the road. I wouldn’t chance pushing my luck again.

      “Our pack was attacked twice by rogue wolves. Once, when my brothers and I weren’t here and my father died. Then, they came at us again when we came back to deal with the aftermath of the first attack. Most of the invaders were directly associated with Declan, but we later learned a few of them weren’t, so I understand how you feel, and I’m inclined to believe we could be dealing with the same rogues.”

      Rage bubbled beneath the surface of my skin, and it took everything in me to keep my voice even. “With all due respect, you have no idea how I feel. I have been on the run for almost six years from a father who would sooner see me dead than treat me with any level of decency. The only three people who ever gave a shit about me were murdered, and I was left all alone with no family. If it wasn’t for Cord’s compassion that day, I’d be dead or worse right now.”

      He visibly flinched at my harsh words, but I didn’t feel bad. They were the truth. That was my life.

      “I apologize. You’re right. I might have lost my dad in a similar way, but it’s not the same. I know we got off on the wrong foot, but I would like to help if you still want us to.”

      Gone was the arrogant asshole I had met earlier, and I didn’t know how to respond. Now that my emotions were beginning to level out, my heart and wolf started to think together, and I wasn’t sure it was a good thing.

      “Yes, I would appreciate your help.”

      There was so much more I wanted to say, but none of it was his business. Aiden was not my friend. He was being nice now, but the way he treated me when I first arrived told me all I needed to know about him. He was a means to an end. An end to my fear and never knowing if I’d see another tomorrow.

      “Before we agree on how our help will work, I need to know you won’t make things harder than they need to be,” Aiden began, and I sighed.

      There was the shitdick I met earlier.

      “If I’m going to risk the lives of my family to hunt down these rogues, mainly on your behalf, I need to know that you’ll be truthful with everything you know and cooperate when needed. I won’t have you going off the rails and doing whatever you want. There are certain ways things need to be done, and you need to respect that. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      With a curt nod, he stood from the table and left the room, closing the door behind him with a resounding thud. He riled me up more than any wolf before him, and I wanted nothing more than to throat-punch him for his high and mighty attitude.

      As I pictured doing just that, I made a promise to follow through on the thought as soon as our business was done.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, I was awoken by a soft knock on my door. I tensed, wondering if it was Aiden, but then remembered he wasn’t polite enough to knock like that. He would have pounded or just let himself inside my room.

      Crawling out of bed, I straightened my pajamas and opened the door to find a girl I felt like I should know, but I couldn’t place her in my groggy state.

      “Good morning, Harper. I’m Jamie, Caleb’s mate. I saw you yesterday but didn’t get a chance to introduce myself, so here I am.”

      Ah. Now, I remembered her. I had been so distracted with Aiden’s alpha attitude that I hadn’t paid much attention to the features of everyone else before Sera had pulled me away.

      “Nice to officially meet you. Come on in.”

      I normally didn’t invite random people into my room, but after Aiden had left the night before, I did a lot of thinking. I was going to have to make sacrifices to get what I wanted, and being nicer to people was one of them. It wasn’t that I didn’t like people. It was mostly that I was never around long enough to make friends, so I didn’t see the point. However, now I needed these people, and nice Harper was going to have to make an appearance.

      She accepted my invitation, and instead of sitting at the table like I expected, she made herself comfortable on my bed as if we’d been friends forever.

      “Did you get settled in okay last night?” she asked with a smile.

      “Yeah, right after I mistook your mate for that asshole Aiden. Sorry about that.” Diverting my eyes, I looked everywhere but at her.

      Jamie’s laugh surprised me, and I brought my attention back to her. “It wasn’t the first time he’s been hit by another woman, nor will it be the last. He doesn’t have much of a filter, so feel free to retaliate whenever necessary, and let me know if you need help.”

      Nodding my understanding of her offer, I stood awkwardly next to my bed, waiting for her to say what she really wanted. I knew she hadn’t just come to my room to introduce herself.

      “So, Sera told me a little bit about why you’re here. I want you to know that no matter how things seem, you came to the best people to help you. I came from Declan’s pack, and they saved my life. I know Aiden will do the right thing for you, too. If not, Taya will show up and kick his ass.”

      The grin she shot me made my lips form their own smile, and the tension I was holding on to eased some. “Are she and Liam coming, too?” I asked, hopeful. The more help we had, the better chance we had of ending the rogues.

      “Not right now. Gerald is helping out the new territory alpha in the Rocky Mountains. Once he’s back home, then they will likely be out here. You’ll love Taya. From what I’ve heard, you two are a lot alike.”

      “I hope that’s a good thing,” I replied sheepishly. I might have had a tough exterior, but I still couldn’t help caring what people thought about me. Especially the ones I was going to be relying on for help.

      “Depends on who you ask.” She laughed freely. “I adore Taya. She is my best friend. But, Caleb and Aiden might tell you a different story, depending on the day. Hell, even Liam might not agree on occasion. Taya likes to keep everyone on their toes, and she doesn’t often hold back what she thinks.”

      “So, what you’re saying is, while they all love Taya, the idea of two of us together is probably not appealing?” I grinned, hoping that would happen one day.

      “Correct, but considering the situation, I imagine you’ll be meeting her rather soon. Her best friend Augie is on his way out here. He should be arriving today. You’ll like him. He’s sweet, and single, by the way.” Her eyebrows waggled at me.

      Before I could stop it, and without conscious thought, a small snarl erupted in my chest. Jamie’s eyes widened, as did mine. I had no idea where it had come from until my wolf rose to the surface.

      We have a mate.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      Sleep was a lost cause after I left Harper’s room. My wolf fought me every step I took away from her. He sensed her pain and fear as if they were our own. He wanted me to comfort and protect her. I reminded him that she wasn’t ours to do that with, but he ignored me.

      The beast within me was just as stubborn as I was. We had never disagreed, so I always thought it was a good thing, but now I wasn’t sure what to do. He hadn’t called her mate, and if he had, I wasn’t sure I would have handled it well. My wolf was either keeping the information from me, for whatever reason, or he had suddenly decided to protect random females.

      As my mind processed that, I wasn’t sure which possibility I preferred, and that scared the shit out of me.

      Shaking off the thoughts, I finally left my room at four in the morning to go over notes that I had on the rogues. I had a decent file started on them from the prior attacks on our pack. The progress had been steady until mishaps began happening around the pack. My mother’s previous words came back to haunt me.

      She thought we still had a traitor in our midst.

      A loud growl ripped from deep within my chest, echoing around my office. I had thought the situation was taken care of when we discovered Shawn, a previous lead guard who had admitted to being blackmailed by Declan, was disclosing information in order to keep his family safe.

      Shawn had redeemed himself in the end, though, when he sacrificed his life for Taya’s. In return, I had moved his family into the pack house until they chose where they wanted to start over. My mom helped to relocate them just last month, with no paper trails in case anyone tried to follow through on Declan’s previous threats to kill Shawn’s family.

      Thinking about the members of our pack, I couldn’t think of a single person who had raised a complaint regarding how I ran the pack since my father’s passing. Everyone was working hard to rebuild, and we were all grieving. Unfortunately, my dad hadn’t been the only pack member lost that day, and we were all working together to heal from the losses.

      Though, with my mom’s theory, I began to see where things could be suspicious. I had thought it was nothing more than bad luck—the fates testing my strength. However, I pictured the cracked pipe from the fields and realized it wasn’t old enough to crack on its own or in direct sunlight to weaken it. The tube never should have broken when it did, not without force.

      A knock sounded at my door, and I glanced at the clock before standing from my desk. It was already after six, and I had accomplished nothing except stressing myself out even more. Opening the door, I let out a sigh of relief that the person before me was only going to make my life easier, not harder.

      “You look like ass.” Augie’s lopsided grin greeted me.

      “And you’ve been spending too much time with Caleb.”

      His hand reached for mine and we half-hugged.

      “It’s good to see you. Caleb texted me, wondering if I’d come out after your mom filled him in. We knew Liam couldn’t leave right away. Even though I’m technically beta, I let Taya handle most of the alpha stuff while Gerald is gone, so she can get more experience. Made it easier for me to leave. I had a few things to take care of first but got done earlier than expected, so I decided to take a red-eye flight over here.”

      I laughed. “I didn’t even know I needed help until yesterday, so it’s all good. Come on in.”

      Moving out of the way, I watched Augie make himself at home on the onyx leather couch against the wall while I closed the door.

      “So, whose ass am I kicking first, after I take a nap?” Augie joked.

      “Seriously, no more time with Caleb,” I grumbled.

      “You do remember Taya, right? Small, but mighty. No filter. My best friend for most of my life…”

      Shaking my head, I realized he was right. I missed the quiet, reserved version of Augie I had first met at the Decennial Gathering. There were too many smartasses in my life for my liking.

      “Anyway, to answer your question, I don’t know. Yesterday didn’t quite go as planned, and I’ve been sitting here for a couple of hours, trying to prioritize my to-do list, but I didn’t get very far.”

      “Well, catch me up and let’s see what we can do.” Augie sat up and pulled a tablet from the inside pocket of his jacket.

      I spent almost an hour catching him up on what I knew, which didn’t feel like much once I laid it all out there. Until I was able to compare notes with Harper and really put all the facts together, it was hard to be certain of anything. Augie took notes on his tablet, staying quiet outside of asking the occasional question before going back to typing.

      When I was done, I leaned back and waited for him to do what I couldn’t seem to accomplish this morning: figure out what to tackle first and create a plan.

      “There isn’t a lot of information about the rogues,” he agreed, “but if Harper has access to a chatroom they might be using to communicate, then I believe you should start with her. Caleb and I will take a tour of your territory in the meantime to check out where the previous incidents have happened. A fresh set of eyes can’t hurt, and Evan can show us where we should be looking while you stay here. That way, nothing is being left to the wayside. When both of us are done, then we can re-evaluate the risk of each situation, and decide from there.”

      Groaning, I narrowed my eyes at him. “How did you make that sound so easy?”

      “You’re too close to the situation, and from the sounds of it, this new wolf is not helping your focus. Is she your—”

      He was cut off midsentence as I threw the nearest item to me at him, which happened to be a stapler, but he snatched the metal object from the air, preventing it from hitting his face.

      “Should I take that as you not wanting to talk about it right now?”

      “It’s none of your damn business.” My chest rumbled, but it only fueled Augie’s amusement.

      “Got it. We’ll chat later. I’m going to go wake up Caleb. You, on the other hand, need a cold shower and some food before you grace anyone else with your cheery disposition.”

      Before I could respond, he was already at the door with his tablet tucked under his arm.

      When Augie turned back, his expression became serious. “I watched Taya go through the gamut of emotions during her bond with Liam, and I saw how afraid she was. You remind me of her in some ways, especially now, so here’s my unsolicited advice. Whatever your wolf is telling you, trust it. Don’t let fear ruin what could be the greatest decision of your life.”

      My mouth opened to respond, but the door had already clicked shut. I would have been happier if he’d kept his smartass comments to himself instead of trying to psychoanalyze me and make everything worse. Just when I thought he had made my stress better with his plan, he screwed with my head.

      Dick.

      Moving toward the door, I glanced down the hallway, but he was already gone. Locking up my office, I decided to take his advice and go shower before I tried speaking with Harper again. After the way our conversation ended the night before, I wasn’t sure what to expect, so clearing my head in the shower was as good of an idea as any.
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        * * *

      

      Torture. That was the only word I could think of to describe how I felt sitting across the table from Harper. Between her bland, smartass remarks, and my wolf whining like an infant for me to have patience with the she-wolf, I was teetering on the edge of saying fuck it and leaving without a word.

      “You know, this wouldn’t be so difficult if you hadn’t ignored me for months,” she reminded with little emotion.

      She had been standoffish toward me since the moment I invited her into my office, stepping in with her laptop and research, getting straight to business. No talk about our conversation the night before, no sass. Nothing. It was worse than her pushing my buttons.

      As I was deciding how to respond to her comment, Augie and Caleb walked through the ajar door. Harper seemed skittish, and I was making a habit of leaving an easy escape for her without even realizing it until then.

      “How did it go out there?” I asked, thankful for the distraction.

      “Surprisingly well. I was disappointed, actually.” Caleb frowned.

      Of course, he would have hoped for some sort of drama to present itself.

      “Where’s Evan?” I asked, as tension slowly eased from my shoulders at not having to be alone with Harper any longer.

      “He had to help with something along the eastern property line, said he’d be back shortly, to which I then replied that it wasn’t nice to make fun of his own height,” Caleb answered with a laugh.

      Evan was shorter than the rest of us, but he wasn’t abnormally so. Just not shifter normal. Caleb was just an ass who looked for every opportunity to crack a joke.

      “So, our consensus is to move forward with the rogues if you agree,” Augie explained, bringing the conversation back to where it should have been. “They pose the biggest threat right now, especially if they’re actively looking for Harper. If they haven’t already realized she’s not down South anymore, they will soon, and this is most likely to be the first direction they’ll head.”

      My eyes instantly moved to Harper and saw the fear seep into her body. Her jaw tightened as her fingers gripped the arms of the chair she occupied. My first instinct was to reach out for her, but that was my wolf reacting, and I quickly put him in his place.

      She’s not interested in us. Quit acting like we’ve never seen a female before, I chastised him.

      “We’ll be ready if they do,” I assured with all the confidence I could muster.

      “Damn right, we will be. Neither of us are going anywhere until this is taken care of, Brother. Don’t you worry about a thing.” Caleb clasped my shoulder.

      “Taya and Liam won’t be able to come for a few more days, until Gerald is home. So, I say we go out strictly for informational purposes, assuming you have some sort of idea where to start with the research the two of you have done this afternoon,” Augie suggested.

      “We’ve found records of two rogues consistently taking jobs between Florida and North Carolina, and as far west as Missouri. It will be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      Augie grinned at me. “How about we pull out the big guns you used to find Declan in Colorado?”

      I tried to avoid using NASA tech as much as possible, because it wasn’t the safest way to look for someone if the company found my backdoor entrance to their computer system, but Augie was right. It might be time to do just that.

      My gaze met Harper’s as I considered our plan and options. The erratic emotions she kept hidden earlier were now on full display. Just speaking about getting closer to the rogues showed me just how not ready she was for this mission, and I wondered how rapidly she’d stab me if I asked her to stay with the pack when we left.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      Terror held me in place. I’d frozen the moment Augie suggested that the rogues might come north when they couldn’t find me. I didn’t know how to process that prediction. I always knew I was putting people at risk wherever I went, but until that moment, it had never really registered with me what that meant.

      I needed to leave before I became responsible for the deaths of these wolves.

      “I’ll be back,” I muttered, then managed to loosen my grip from the arms of the chair and stood.

      My chest twisted at the lie, but I couldn’t tell them I was leaving. After only a day at Aiden’s pack, I knew the men in that room would not let me walk away now. They were protectors, through and through. I had certainly come to the right place for help, but I wasn’t worth the risk. My measly life wasn’t worth sacrificing any of theirs.

      Don’t leave him, my wolf whimpered.

      He’s not ours, and it’s the right thing to do, I argued.

      He is, and he will protect us.

      Using every bit of strength I had, I blocked the connection to my wolf as best I could. Her sorrow assaulted me, but I had to ignore it, just like her words. She was wrong. Aiden was not our mate. He couldn’t be. I had only just met him, and we’d done nothing but push each other’s limits.

      My heart yearned for me to stay, just like my wolf wanted, but the panic in me was tangible, and I couldn’t disregard it.

      I made it to my room without running into anyone, and I was grateful I hadn’t unpacked. After Jamie had mentioned that Augie was single in a way that said I could possibly be interested in him, I hadn’t been able to think straight. So, my bag had laid haphazardly on the ground next to the bed while I stared at the ceiling for most of the morning, until I had to meet with Aiden, which made it nice and awkward.

      My fingers snatched the straps, and I double-checked I didn’t leave anything in the bathroom when I changed that morning. Noting I had everything I arrived with, I headed for the door.

      Mate.

      The singular word slipped through the wall I had erected to keep my wolf’s voice out.

      Stop it! For the last time, he isn’t our mate and we have to leave. My fingertips rubbed the sides of my head, trying to ease the tension I caused when I cut off our communication.

      I’m sorry, but we’re leaving, I added with a tone of finality.

      My heart ached at the pain I was causing her, making me second-guess my decision to leave so abruptly. My hand hesitated on the door handle of the bedroom, but I found the courage to walk away. Even if Aiden was my mate, he didn’t deserve to have one with so much baggage. He might have acted hard and standoffish on the outside, but as he was being so considerate to my situation, it had taken every ounce of will I had within me to keep my emotions from him.

      I only made it around the first corner of the hallway when my steps halted.

      “Harper.”

      My named was called. No, not called. Growled.

      The voice was angry, yet enchanting, and had my wolf grasping at strings of hope that he had come for us.

      “Yes?” Stubbornly, I didn’t turn around, unsure I could face him and still walk out the door.

      “Where are you going?” Aiden demanded, his voice straining.

      “Out.”

      “With the only bag you brought? Seems to me you’re running after you finally just got what you wanted. Why?”

      My shoulders went rigid. Why had he come for me? Before, he hadn’t even acted like he wanted to help. I was giving him his out in taking responsibility for my problems. Why couldn’t he just let me walk away?

      Mate won’t let us go, my wolf chimed in then.

      “Shut your pie-hole,” I snapped back, but apparently not mentally.

      “Excuse me?”

      Shit-tastic.

      “Nothing. Just pretend I was never here. Keep working on making your pack all sunshine and roses again, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “I won’t ask a third time, Harper. Why?”

      Suddenly, his breath was hot on my neck. I still hadn’t turned around in hopes he would just go away. Instead, he entered my bubble, and I really needed him to step away.

      “Space. Give me space,” I choked out as panic began to ensue.

      My bag dropped to the ground as anxiety overtook me. My hands grasped my shirt as it seemed to strangle me. Spots danced in my vision, and I had to run. I was either going to pass out and leave myself vulnerable, or I was going to shift. I preferred the latter.

      The door was within eyesight. Taking two steps forward, I reached for my clothes, needing more than ever to relieve myself of their restrictions. Except, before I could get any closer to the door, strong hands gripped my shoulders and spun me around.

      Aiden’s silver eyes were wild. His wolf was in control and, since I had lost control, so was mine. Time froze as our other halves tried to command us, but I fought mine until she was locked down nice and tight. I realized instantly what was happening, but Aiden, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have any say over his actions, causing my anxiety to rise once more.

      “Aiden, let—”

      Before I could get the words out, his lips smashed down on mine. Fear skated down my spine momentarily, until I found myself enjoying the hard press of his lips. Fighting my wolf was taking more strength than I suddenly had to give, and my wolf took over my emotions.

      He won’t hurt us, she whispered, calming the worst of my worries.

      My arms and hands stayed unmoving at my sides, but my mouth finally responded to his tongue demanding entrance. His chest reverberated against mine as he slowed down, and then pulled away.

      “I’m sorry.” His voice was guttural, causing shivers to race across my skin. “You were panicking, and I didn’t know how else to make you stay.”

      “Why?” I croaked.

      His head cocked to the side, seeming uncertain of my question. His wolf was no longer in control. Did he realize how close he had come to losing it himself?

      “Why didn’t you just let me go?”

      “You’re pack.” His wolf was back again, deep grey eyes swirling with emotion before reverting to their normal silver as he regained command. “My wolf has claimed you as pack,” he admitted, his jaw ticking with pressure. “We can keep you safe, but I won’t force you to stay.”

      “At what cost? My life is not worth those of your actual pack. Nobody here should have to face the wrath of the rogues because of me.” My eyes darted away, looking everywhere but directly at Aiden.

      “Every life is worth fighting for in this pack. My mom told me you’re from the Rocky Mountain territory, and I can’t imagine that was easy, but we are nothing like them. You have nothing to fear here. Just like with Eric’s pack, you’re safe in mine.”

      This was Aiden speaking, not his wolf, and his words gutted me. I had only ever wanted for a home. For family. For safety. He spoke of everything my mom had worked her whole life to give me but was never able to fully do.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      “Okay, what?”

      “I’ll stay. For now, but the moment it becomes too dangerous for the people around me, I’m out of here, and I expect you to respect that or we’re going to have some serious problems.”

      My sass was back and just how I liked it. Oh, how I had missed it. Being vulnerable in front of him was the last thing I wanted. It gave him power over me, and I refused to give anyone that kind of control over me ever again.

      I refused to be weak.

      The smirk that graced his face told me he preferred my sass as well. “It’s a deal.” He offered a hand to me, but I eyed it cautiously and backed up a step.

      The last time he touched me was too intimate. While it had stopped my panic attack, I wouldn’t soon forget the way his lips felt against mine, or how his skin burned into mine as his body pressed close.

      “I’m sorry about before.” It was his turn to be vulnerable—or some version of it. “My wolf acted on instinct, and it was uncalled for.”

      Appearing nonchalant, I patted his shoulder and winked. “I wasn’t complaining.” Bending down, I grabbed my bag and left him speechless in the hallway while I headed back to my borrowed room.

      I had a part to play, and pretending his kiss hadn’t affected me was the key to making sure I walked away from this pack whole. Letting Aiden get under my skin was a surefire way to guarantee heartbreak, and I wouldn’t have it.

      No matter what my wolf said or wanted.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      My control was gone. Harper had shattered it, and my wolf had lied. Well, more like omitted, but same thing to me. I was furious and overwhelmed all at the same time, making me uncertain of how to deal with what I could no longer deny.

      Harper was my mate.

      I knew that now. I should have known it from the moment her defiant eyes stared into mine, but a part of me had hoped it wasn’t true, unsure if I was ready. Well, it didn’t matter if I was ready or not; my mate had arrived, and I wasn’t going to let her go.

      When I saw her with her bag in hand, racing toward the door, my wolf finally said the only word that could truly make me understand why we couldn’t let the very frustrating, yet intriguing, she-wolf leave.

      Mate.

      It hadn’t been my intention to kiss her like I had, but when my wolf saw the agony and fear within her eyes, he only knew of one way to make it go away. Passion. Sure enough, it had worked. Almost a little too well. Though she’d pushed me away, acting like it was no big deal, there was that moment when I extended my hand out to her and she hesitated. It had felt as if touching me would be too painful for her.

      Now that I knew she was mine, I would do everything in my power to make sure the thought of touching me never caused that look to cross her face again. She had demons within her, and I would fight them with everything I had… if she let me.

      Rebelling against the thought of a mate had been my first reaction yesterday, but the more time I spent with Harper, the more I couldn’t picture a future without her smart mouth in it. I knew I’d have to take it slow, but as long as I ended up with my mate, then the wait and fight to get there would be worth it.

      I always assumed Caleb and Liam had been weak for falling for Jamie and Taya so easily, but I understood it now. The moment in the hallway, seeing her hurt clearly displayed on her face, would be one I’d never forget. The pain and rage I experienced at witnessing her agony was the final piece I needed. It was a moment of acceptance for a future I had no idea I even wanted.

      “Is everything okay, Bro?” Caleb asked when he found me in the hallway still.

      “Yeah, it’s great. I was just coming back in.”

      “Did you find Harper? Is she okay? She looked pretty freaked out in there.”

      “I did. She’s resting in her room. Let’s get back to planning our first outing.” I hoped to switch the subject from Harper. I didn’t need Caleb making smartass remarks to her like he had to Taya when she and Liam first hooked up. Something told me Harper could take it and dish it just as good if not better than Taya, but I didn’t want to risk Caleb scaring her away if he caught her at the wrong time.

      Something told me she wasn’t going to accept something so permanent as easily as I had.

      “You got something to share?” Caleb grinned.

      “Yeah, you’re a dick. Now, let’s finish this so we can be on our way. I want to head out by sunset.”

      “Only because I know you’re under a shit-ton of pressure will I let this slide. For now. But I warn you, I won’t soon forget the twinkle in your eye when you turned around.”

      After flipping him off, I walked past him and slammed my shoulder into his on my way back to my office. It was time to start ridding Harper of her demons.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, we decided that the chatrooms were giving us a headache and we needed to go check on some of the closer locations we’d learned about. There was a spot up North mentioned a couple times, and we wanted to check it out to see if there was any activity there. If there was, we’d bring back more people and hopefully find Cal.

      Once that was decided, Caleb, Augie, Harper, and I settled into one of the pack SUVs. Harper was all the way in the back, keeping her distance from me. She was going to play hard to get, and in a way, I preferred that. I knew if my wolf had already claimed her as mate, then hers had claimed me, too.

      Patience was a virtue I didn’t lack, so I’d bide my time until she was ready. Something told me it would be more than worth it if I did.

      Two days ago, I had been angry and resentful for all the things that had happened in my life this year. Losing my dad, along with so many valued pack members, in the war against Declan and having to take over a pack that seemed to be falling apart more each minute, had made me bitter. Yet now, the mate bond seemed to push all of that into the background; making Harper safe was all that mattered.

      At the same time, we were going to hopefully take out some of the rogues who had attacked our pack. I couldn’t be certain they were one and the same, but after Harper and I dug into the records she had saved, I spent most of the afternoon going through chatrooms that were still online. There was still some talk of “Declan’s mission,” which made our fight against the rogues even more dangerous.

      Normally, they worked in small groups. Hence, why they were rogue. They didn’t like the pack lifestyle, but there seemed to be dozens of them communicating in the chatrooms. They wanted to dissolve the alpha council but had taken a big hit when Declan’s plan failed. The longer we waited to find those responsible for killing Harper’s family, the more time they had to formulate a new plan and possibly attack other packs. The three who attacked her family would be the starting point in ending the rogues.

      Once we had more information, a council meeting would need to be scheduled, and all the territory alphas would need to work together. Rogues hid throughout the entire United States, and it would take every effort to stop whatever lies Declan had spewed to them all those months ago. It pissed me off to no end that he was still causing torment amongst the packs, even after his death.

      “Do you want me to drive?” Caleb half-whispered.

      “Huh?” I always drove, so I was confused as to why he would seem nervous. Caleb was never afraid to say what he wanted.

      “You’re scaring those of us in the back,” Augie chimed in then.

      Peeking at the rearview mirror, Harper’s wide eyes were the first thing I saw, making me realize that I had been taking forty-mile-an-hour corners at well over seventy. Letting off the gas, I apologized.

      “I was thinking about Declan and the rogues, and how this is all connected. Nothing ended the day we killed him.” My hands tightened around the steering wheel until I heard the groan of metal and loosened my grip.

      “Gerald thinks the same thing. He wants to hold a council meeting when I get back,” Augie added.

      “Good. I was going to suggest it.”

      “What does any of that mean?” Harper asked from the back seat.

      She hadn’t been in the pack life for over five years, but I would have assumed she was familiar with most pack protocols. Pups learned most of that in grade school.

      “Which part?” Caleb asked.

      “The council. Who are they? I know there are territory alphas and individual pack alphas, but what does the council do?” She held her chin high, projecting confidence even though she was aware this was something she should know.

      Suddenly, pain sparked within my chest and I didn’t answer right away, distracted by the foreign feeling. My palm rubbed against my chest as I maintained focus on the road. Before I could try and pin point where it had come from and why, it lessened and my attention was back on the conversation.

      “The council manages the territory alphas,” Caleb began to explain when I didn’t. “They have final say when decisions can’t be handled within the packs and territories. Most importantly, when idiots like Declan pop up, we work together to take them down.”

      My eyes moved between the road and the mirror as Caleb spoke, so I could watch Harper. Anger transformed her face from curious to furious. Her alpha had kept her in the dark, and from what I could tell, she was not happy about it. I would have given anything for us not to be in a vehicle, so I could help her work through whatever was haunting her in that moment.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket then, and I saw my mom’s name flash across the touchscreen. I answered through the Bluetooth, not expecting anything she needed to say to be private.

      “Hey, Mom. You’re on speaker,” I decided to warn her just in case.

      “You need to come home.” Her voice was tight, and I immediately brought the phone to my ear.

      “What’s wrong?” I snapped into the phone.

      “Richie was found severely beaten on the east property line, but it was too later by the time we got him back to the house.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Slamming on the brakes, I yanked the wheel to the left, making a violent U-turn. I was thankful nobody was behind us, because I hadn’t given it a second thought. I’d never had one of our own die before while I was alpha and I wondered if the distance had caused the pain I’d felt earlier to only be minimal, making not as serve as when my dad had died.

      “Where’s Evan?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “I don’t know. I sent Jason to search for him but haven’t heard anything. Do you think he could be…?”

      Her question trailed off, but I knew what she was implying. There was always a chance, and I hated to think it could be true.

      “We’ll be there in less than thirty.”

      Hanging up, I threw the phone into the center console, and my eyes met Caleb’s. Seeing the suspicion within them, I knew he had used his wolf hearing to listen in on at least part of the conversation. Richie had grown up with us, too, and while we weren’t close friends anymore, the loss was going to hurt like hell as soon as the rage passed.

      “Why can’t she find Evan? He knows we’re gone and said he’d be around.” Caleb’s suspicions were behind mine.

      Ignoring him, my mind began going over the possibilities that Evan was the traitor, and when he might have had the opportunity to do so. If it was true, he would die for turning against his pack.

      “Earlier, when you two came back without Evan, you said he had to do something along the eastern property line?” I asked, needing to confirm before I jumped to conclusions.

      “Yeah, why?” Caleb answered first.

      “They found Richie’s body out there. She didn’t say how he died, but I’m sure it was no accident. If Evan’s not around right now, it’s hard to call it a coincidence. As I think back to the other ‘accidents’ at the pack, Evan was always conveniently around just after shit hit the fan or missing as he is now.”

      Glancing back at Harper, I cringed at the sullen look on her face. “I promise we will continue to go after the rogues, but my pack needs me. I can’t leave them vulnerable to Evan, or whoever else the killer could be working with.”

      “I understand.” She nodded and turned to face the window.

      I didn’t believe her, but it was alright. She wasn’t used to pack life. She had never been raised in a proper setting to understand the impact of what was happening in my home, so I let it go. There was no explaining how a pack depended on each other, most importantly their alpha. She would just need to see it for herself to make sense of it all.

      My mind raced with possibilities as to why Evan might do this. He had been my friend for years. Though we’d lost touch for a few years when alpha training for me and my brothers became intense, it wasn’t as if I ignored him intentionally. Life happened to all of us.

      Caleb and Augie focused on a plan for when we arrived back home, assuming that Evan was our enemy until we heard otherwise. Caleb would stay at the pack house with Mom while Augie and I looked for Evan. We purposely left Harper out of the conversation, and I hated doing that after knowing she was my mate, but until she admitted it—or more importantly, accepted it—she was too much of a liability.

      The demons within her made her a risk in volatile situations, and I wouldn’t chance something happening to my mate before I really had a chance to know her. She might not like that, but there was nothing she could do about it until she decided to accept what I knew her wolf was already telling her.

      Twenty-three minutes later, my tires spun out in the gravel driveway as we came around the corner and parked in front of the pack house. As soon as we got out of the SUV, Caleb went looking for Jamie. He had texted her to meet us out front and take Harper with her, but when she didn’t come out of the front door, I could see the tension weigh down on my brother.

      “She’s fine, Brother,” I whispered, grasping his shoulder. “Let’s get inside to find her and Mom before Augie and I search for Evan.”

      His nod was curt as he pushed ahead. Augie followed him while I waited for Harper, who closed the back door and made her way to me.

      “I know today isn’t going how you wanted, but I promise nothing has changed. We will find the rogues and we will keep you safe. You have to believe that,” I begged. I didn’t need her trying to run while I was busy keeping my pack safe.

      “Okay.”

      My brow quirked. “Really?”

      “Yeah, my—”

      Her sentence was cut off by my brother’s roar, and I didn’t hesitate to run inside the house. Harper was right behind me, even though I wished she had stayed back and away from whatever was happening. She had survived mostly on her own for a while now, so I had to hope she knew her own limits.

      When I opened the door, a snarl ripped from my chest almost as loud as Caleb’s. “What the hell are you doing, Evan?”

      He had my mom tied to a chair with a gag in her mouth, and he held Jamie by the hair with a knife to her throat. Caleb’s rage was barely contained as his wolf broke through. Dark grey fur sprouted on his arms, and his fingertips turned into claws. There was no denying Evan had turned against us.

      “What I should have done long ago. Taking this pack and ending the pathetic reign of your family, once and for all,” Evan sneered. “Now, do as I say, or the people you love most will pay the price.”
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        - Harper -

      

      

      Holy shit. Evan was nuts. He’d given me a creepy vibe when I first met him, but damn, this was certifiable. My wolf surged to the forefront, ready to defend Jamie and Sera. I didn’t know them well, but what I did know made me certain they were good people and worth defending. Whatever Caleb and Aiden needed to keep them safe, I would do it, no matter what.

      “Harper, go back outside,” Aiden growled.

      Except that. I wouldn’t do that.

      Thankfully, he didn’t bother trying to tell me twice and brought his full attention back to Evan. Augie moved closer to me, and I couldn’t tell if it was to get out of the way or to ease Aiden’s worries. Probably the latter, so I kept a safe enough distance from him that if I needed to act, he wouldn’t be able to stop me in time.

      “Evan, let them go,” Aiden demanded. “Whatever your problem is, they have nothing to do with it.”

      A sinister grin graced Evan’s smug face. “You’re right. They have so little to do with it, I could end them now and it would make no difference in my plans.” The knife he held to Jamie’s throat pressed a little closer, and that was all it took for Caleb to lose his control.

      Caleb surged forward, half in wolf form, but before he could make contact with Evan, Jamie was pushed toward the ground.

      “Canis Luparius!” Evan shouted, scrambling away.

      I had no idea what that meant, but Aiden and Augie seemed to. Caleb didn’t care as long as Jamie was safe in his arms. She appeared to have a small cut on her neck, but nothing that wouldn’t heal within the hour.

      “You really want to do this?” Aiden sneered.

      “I do.” Evan took two steps back as Augie moved toward Sera, who was still tied to the chair and gagged. Fury swirled in her green eyes and I knew Momma Wolf was going to be ready to murder someone when she got loose.

      “Fine. Tomorrow at sunset, since today’s sundown has already come. If I see you around this pack before then, I will kill you the first chance I get. Rules or not. You threatened my family and pack. I won’t let that go unpunished.”

      Evan laughed. “You think what you want, but I’ve been planning for this moment ever since Declan approached me two years ago. If it wasn’t for your little bitch over there, it would have gone seamlessly, but she had to dig into the rogues after I had done such a good job at keeping you too busy to do so yourself. Well, enough digging. We’re coming out of the shadows, and the time for being told what to do is over.”

      The way he spoke of the rogues as if he was one of them confused me. From what I understood, Evan had lived in the Catskills all his life.

      “We’ll be ready,” Aiden responded, keeping it short, and reached back to pull me closer while Evan cautiously strode out of the open front door behind me.

      A million questions sat on the tip of my tongue waiting to be asked, but making sure Jamie and Sera were okay came first, and I wanted to hear what Aiden would say before I bombarded them. With every day that I spent with true packs, I realized more of what I had been missing my whole life.

      Cal had taken so much from me growing up. Our pack didn’t learn and grow like the two I had been with these last few months. The pack members were treated more as slaves and guard than anything else, and it pissed me off to no end.

      The gag was removed from Sera’s mouth just as Evan slammed the door shut behind him, and the river of cuss words spewing from her mouth had me grinning, even if the situation didn’t call for it.

      “Aiden, you have to listen to me. He told me everything. He has no fear right now, and you need to be prepared for the literal fight of your life,” Sera pleaded with Aiden, and my wolf instantly understood.

      Aiden and Evan were likely going to fight to the death, and the winner would be the next pack alpha. Rumors had circled around our old pack of someone who once challenged Cal, but I had been too young at the time to really understand, or remember, what it had been called when they did. Now, I understood exactly what it meant, and I wasn’t okay with it.

      Aiden glanced between his mom and me, seeming unsure of where to go, but I nodded toward Sera. He needed to find out what she knew. Just when I thought he was going to listen to me, he surprised me by moving closer to my side.

      “You might have only arrived in my pack yesterday, but I will protect you with my life. I know you know what I mean, but now is not the time to discuss it, unfortunately. Stay close, and for the next twenty-four hours, please do as I ask.” His voice was barely a whisper, but it had my body shuddering with feelings I didn’t even know existed.

      Mate. Always mate, my wolf yearned.

      The only explanation for Aiden’s reaction was that he knew I was his mate and had accepted it, unlike me. He hadn’t acted like he knew yesterday, but today had been a different story. Everything he had done throughout the day since I tried to leave was softening me toward him. Still, I wasn’t ready, and I didn’t know if I would ever be.

      Even if we were fated to be mates, it didn’t mean it was what I wanted. I had lost so much in my life. I didn’t want a mate or a family. It left me vulnerable to more loss, and that was not something I would survive again.

      “Do you understand?” Aiden asked when I didn’t answer.

      All I could do was nod. For now, I would give Aiden the respect he deserved because of the simple fact that he was willing to fight the rogues with me. Being mates had nothing to do with it, and as soon as our business was concluded, I would be walking away, no matter how much it hurt to rip my heart from my chest.

      That pain would be nothing compared to the hurt of letting him in as my mate and then losing him. I couldn’t risk it. A life of solitude was better than one riddled with fear and agony.

      You’ll still be afraid, my wolf not-so-kindly reminded me.

      We’ll be fine. As soon as nobody is chasing us, we’ll be fine, I replied, but even as I thought the words, I wasn’t sure I believed them.

      Following Aiden to his mother’s side, we helped Augie get the last of the rope off her. When she stood, I saw the bruises on her arms from where Evan had grabbed hold of her. Closing my eyes, I had to remind myself she wasn’t my mother. Those weren’t bruises from Cal. I was safe… for the moment.

      Turning away, I brought my attention to Jamie and Caleb. He had her wrapped in his arms, and I could see he wouldn’t be letting her go anytime soon. His claws had retracted, but his pupils were still those of his wolf, and grey fur continued to stand along his skin.

      Jamie seemed to be comforting him, even though she was the one who just had a knife to her throat. I wanted to mention that fact out loud and make Caleb see reason, but something told me his wolf wouldn’t appreciate a smartass comment right then.

      “Want me to go check the pack? Anyone you trust right now, besides the people in this room?” Augie asked.

      “Call Liam. We need him here now, even if Gerald isn’t back,” Sera spoke up first, running her hands over her injured body. “Then, you can find Addie upstairs in my office. First, tell her I’m sorry for pushing her behind my desk when I heard Evan coming. Then, explain the pack is on lockdown. Evan is now considered a rogue and unwelcomed. She’ll know what to do.”

      “Once an alpha’s wife, always an alpha’s wife,” Aiden added with a slight grin.

      “An alpha doesn’t run a pack on his own, Son. The sooner you learn that, the easier things will get. You just need to find the right person to stand by your side.”

      I didn’t miss the flick of her eyes in my direction, but I sure as hell ignored it. Did she know something, or was she just hopeful? Either way, I hated to disappoint the woman who had vouched for me to begin with, but I wasn’t the girl for the job she seemed to be advertising.

      Augie took off without another word, as Aiden spoke softly to his brother. Caleb seemed to calm down, but only slightly. Jamie had more anger than fear in her eyes, and I focused on her strength. Whatever was going on within this pack, they certainly had enough good people around who would continue to fight for it.

      “Office. Now,” Aiden demanded.

      When I didn’t move, assuming whatever meeting they were about to have was family business, Aiden growled at me. “I meant what I said. You need to stay close to me, and that means you go where I go.”

      My wolf smugly smiled within me. She was enjoying this side of Aiden, but I was wishing I could put more distance between the two of us.

      He reached for me and then thought better of it. “Please, come with us.” His tone softened, and it further irritated me how he seemed to know I needed it to be my choice.

      He held out his arm, waiting for me to follow the others. I could see Caleb and Jamie turning down the hallway and Sera glancing back, seeming hopeful I would join them.

      With a huff, my feet followed, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t trust my voice. My head was fighting against my wolf, and I needed to keep to myself as much as possible until a winner could be decided.

      When we entered the office, I took a seat on the couch next to Caleb and Jamie, while Sera sat in front of the desk with Aiden. They turned the chairs around to face the wall where our couch was.

      “What happened, Mom?” Caleb asked first.

      “After I called you, I went with Addie up to my office and sent everyone home who was in the pack house.” She turned to Aiden. “I knew you’d want space when you arrived and figured I’d get a head start. When we were upstairs discussing what happened to Richie, I heard Evan whistling and calling my name. Before he could enter the office, I shoved Addie under my desk and walked toward the door, ready to fight.”

      She rubbed her arm where the biggest of her bruises showed.

      “He kicked in the door, and the knob caught my arm before I could back away. I fought him, but I was afraid he’d find Addie, so I let him take me from the room, knowing you guys were on your way home and Evan needed me as leverage. My life wasn’t in danger just yet.”

      Aiden and Caleb let out identical menacing growls.

      “Easy, boys. I’m fine, and I knew what I was doing. Anyway, he dragged me down the stairs, which is how I got so banged up, and he tied me to the chair. He didn’t immediately gag me, so I began asking questions that he was all too eager to answer, though I’m not sure how much truth they hold.”

      Sera went on to tell us about how the rogues were teaming together, and how Evan was going to do everything he could to take the East Coast territory and rid it of the tyranny the wolves had lived under for so many years.

      What Evan mistook for tyranny was simply protection. Without law, there would be chaos. Humans weren’t meant to know about the wolves, and the pack laws made sure our existence stayed secret. I might not have known as much as I should about packs, but the main laws were always enforced—even by piece-of-shit alphas like my sperm donor Cal.

      Evan had made sure to mention how he had begged for the job of sabotaging the pack after Aiden and his brothers became “too good” to be his friend. Aiden angrily noted how far from the truth that was, but it didn’t matter. Evan thought what he thought, and there was no changing his mind.

      “What about the Canis Luparius?” Jamie asked, for which I was grateful. I was trying to remain out of the situation, in hopes it would make it easier when I decided to leave.

      “I’m not worried about it, and none of you should be, either. My strength comes from the pack, and I know they’ll be by my side tomorrow. That’s the problem when a wolf goes rogue. They believe there is more power for them without the restraints of a pack, but a true wolf knows a pack is the only way to thrive the way we were born to.”

      His words hit home with me. Was I going rogue? I wanted nothing more than to kill the rogues, but I also wanted to be left alone. Never once had it crossed my mind to go back to Eric’s pack when this was all done. My intention, without realizing it, had been to run again—even when I didn’t have to anymore.

      “Can’t Gerald stop the fight as Chief Alpha of the council?” Jamie asked, making me hopeful there was a solution, even though Aiden was confident he’d come out on top.

      “No, Canis Luparius is the oldest of our traditions. It is how the packs were first made and the hierarchy began. Without an alpha, there was no order, and only the strongest could fill the role,” Sera explained. “As much as I’d love to find a loophole and keep my son safe, there is no way out when someone calls for this type of match. Aiden has to defend his title, or he’ll be banished from all packs, which, to most wolves, is worse than death.”

      My eyes met Aiden’s, and for a moment, I wanted nothing more than to reach out to him and offer my support with physical touch, but instead, I turned away and hid behind the wall I had built around my heart.

      Even if that same wall was beginning to cause more hurt than protection, it was safe, and that was all that mattered.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      My willpower was about tapped out after what happened. It was taking every ounce of strength I had not to shift into my wolf and hunt down Evan, but the two most important things my father had taught me were that patience paid off, and rules were meant to be followed. I didn’t always follow the second one, but I could the first.

      “So, what do you want to do now?” Caleb asked me, seeming to have finally taken full control of his body again.

      “We need to make sure there are guards sweeping the property lines night and day, until I settle this with Evan. He might have called for the challenge, but it doesn’t mean he actually wants it to happen. The fight could have been a ploy to distract us from something bigger, and we need to prepare for an attack at any moment.”

      My eyes searched for Harper’s, but she still wouldn’t look at me.

      We had one shared moment, and then she did everything she could to avoid me. I might have lied when I said I could do patience. She was most likely to push me to my breaking point, but so far, my wolf had stayed reserved, understanding she needed time.

      Wars were not won overnight, and I would lose as many battles as it took to get through to Harper.

      Augie and Addie came through the door then, and I breathed a little easier knowing they were back within the pack house. Mom’s idea of having them take care of the lockdown earlier wouldn’t have been my first suggestion, but I trusted her, so I let it go.

      “Everything go okay?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Addie answered first. “Lockdown protocols are in place, and the pack is now being notified about Evan by Sera’s preselected group of guards.”

      I raised a brow at my mom, and she just shrugged. “A new one had to be made after the last attack, and you’ve been a little busy. Don’t take offense. I selected the one before that one, too, for your father.”

      “I’d like to see the protocols if you wouldn’t mind,” I replied, and Addie pulled out a tablet very similar to Augie’s, making me realize for the first time how alike they were. Addie might not be a beta, but her duties to my mom were damn similar in a lot of ways.

      Taking the tablet from her, I scanned the pages on the screen quickly before forwarding it to my own email address. “Thank you. There’s nothing else we can do tonight, so let’s meet again in the morning and get ready for the fight. We will need a designated area that’s fenced in, so nobody can interfere.”

      Caleb narrowed his eyes at me. He didn’t like it, and I knew we’d have to talk, but it was not the time. My brothers and I didn’t often share emotions, but I could sense the turmoil he was experiencing. Not just for what Jamie had been through, but for my life being threatened. We were allowed to kick the shit out of each other, but when someone else messed with an Anders brother, they messed with all three of us.

      Though, in this case, Caleb and Liam couldn’t help me. If I had refused the fight or attacked Evan on the spot, I would have lost everything I loved about being a wolf, and I wouldn’t let that happen.

      When the others began to leave my office, I asked Harper to stay behind for a moment. She shook her head, but mumbled something that sounded a lot like “sure." She was even more conflicted than I realized, and I knew then I’d be fighting more than a few battles in the coming days and weeks.

      “Are you okay?” I asked when everyone was gone.

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” Her tough exterior was on full display as her honey eyes challenged me.

      “I don’t know. I was hoping you’d tell me. Or maybe I should make you tell me?” If she wanted to put distance between us, I’d rile her up the only way I knew how.

      Crowding her, my eyes narrowed as I let my alpha power slip out, knowing full well it wouldn’t work—just as it hadn’t before. Alphas could not control their mates, but I wanted to push her buttons regardless, without having to physically touch her.

      “Leave me alone.” Even as she said the words, she made no move to go anywhere.

      “Why? What are you afraid of?” The moment the words left my lips, I regretted them. I wanted to push her limits, not get stabbed.

      Gone was the sass I was hoping for, and back was the emotionless mask Harper had perfected and hid behind when she needed it.

      “I’m sorry, that’s none of my business,” I added softly, hoping to bring her back around.

      “You’re damn right, it’s not. I know what you’re trying to do, Aiden, and you need to stop. I came here for one reason and that was to get help stopping the rogues. I don’t need a new family. Losing the first one was hard enough, and I’ve done fine on my own so far. You just worry about winning that fight tomorrow, so we can get back to business.”

      Not sure how to respond, I blinked at her words. She had basically just told me to fuck off, but in a somewhat nice way. I knew she was going to fight the mate bond, but could she really reject it? Was she that stubborn?

      One more glance at her gave me all the answers I needed.

      Yes, she fully intended to run away as soon as she got what she wanted, and she was likely the most willful person I had ever met.

      As much as I wanted to argue with her, I didn’t. There would be a time for it if she didn’t come around on her own, but that was not the moment. I had a fight to win the next day. If I didn’t, then it wouldn’t matter if Harper rejected me.

      I wouldn’t be around to see it anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, I spent all day on guard. Evan hadn’t shown his face since he walked out of the pack house the night before, but I didn’t trust he wouldn’t bring the rogues to the pack and attack just to avoid the fight he brought upon himself. There was only an hour left until sunset.

      Unless Evan had been holding back in sparring matches since he became my beta, he had to know he had no chance in hell of winning the challenge. There had to be an ulterior motive, but we hadn’t been able to figure it out yet.

      He said a lot of things to my mother when he had her tied up, but none of it was anything we couldn’t have figured out on our own eventually. Between feeling like we were missing something and Jamie teaming up with Harper to help her stay as far away from me as possible without leaving the pack house, my frustration level was at an all-time high.

      When Taya arrived, the three of us men were going to be in deep shit.

      Caleb strode through the open door of my office, distracting me from the papers I had been staring at for the last fifteen minutes, though I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone what they said.

      “Your sexual tension is causing me sexual tension, so you need to work your drama out before I beat the shit of you,” Caleb huffed as he dropped into the chair at my desk.

      “Really? I have nothing to do with you and Jamie. I’m surprised it’s taken her this long to wise up and kick your ass out of the bedroom. We had bets going, and for your information, you cost me a hundred dollars. Dick.”

      “Hey, shit for brains. That’s not what I was talking about, and who the hell was in on this bet, so I can kick their asses when I’m done with yours?”

      I laughed for the first time all day. The banter I had with my brothers was almost always a guaranteed way for me to relieve some stress.

      “What did you need?” I asked, trying to bring the conversation back to something that actually mattered.

      “I came in here to punch you in the junk for messing with my love life.”

      “And how have I done that?” I asked, leaning back in my chair.

      “Jamie seems to think it’s her responsibility to take care of your mate. She has told me that until you two sort your shit out, she’s going to offer to stay with Harper. Girl power, or some shit like that. So, what the hell, man? What’s going on?”

      “You’re really going to ask me this an hour before I literally have to fight for my life and pack? It doesn’t matter right now.”

      Caleb moved forward. “It matters, because there is no outcome in which you do not walk away from this fight. Do you understand? So, let’s pretend your life isn’t on the line, because it isn’t, and tell me what the hell is going on with you two.”

      Denial.

      I didn’t blame my brother for not wanting to think about the possibility of me losing, but regardless of how strong I was, there was always a chance, and it had weighed heavily on me since the night before.

      “There’s nothing going on,” I grunted, finally answering his question. It was the truth, in a way.

      “So, the kiss I saw between you and Harper was nothing?”

      “How the hell do you always see shit like that happen?”

      He shrugged, seeming proud of himself. “I have a tendency to be in the right place at the right time, more often than not. Now, don’t answer my question with another question.”

      “Seriously. There is nothing going on. Harper doesn’t want anything to do me. She is here for one thing, and that’s vengeance for her family.”

      “Then, why didn’t you correct me when I called her your mate earlier?”

      Shit. He had me there.

      I sighed. “Because she is, but not everyone is so quick to accept the bond just because their wolf tells them to. Harper has free will, and if she wants to walk away when this is all over, then I won’t force her to stay.”

      Caleb let out a low whistle. “Shit, bro. I didn’t realize she was telling you to piss off.”

      “Can we quit with the ‘girl talk’?” I snapped. “We have more important things to worry about now.”

      My patience with my brother finally broke. I didn’t want to talk about Harper anymore. Saying the words out loud, that Harper was more likely to walk away when this was all done than want me, shattered the last of my control. Whatever was going on between the two of us was our business. I was done explaining anything outside of the challenge I should have been preparing for at that moment.

      “We need to go. I want to be there before Evan.” I stood from behind my desk, already dressed for the fight in black cargo pants and a dark grey t-shirt. No weapons would be allowed. It was supposed to be a battle of physical strength only, in our human forms. That also meant no shifting, but I could call on my pack’s power to help if I needed it, since I was alpha. It was the biggest advantage I had over Evan.

      Caleb stood and moved two steps to stand in my way. His face turned serious, and he pulled me into a hug. No words were spoken, but we silently said what we needed to. Caleb might have pretended he had every faith in me winning, but he wasn’t stupid. It only took one mistake on my part and I’d be done.

      When we pulled apart, we went separate ways as he left to go get Jamie and Harper. I didn’t want Harper at the fight, but I also didn’t want her left alone in the pack house. Ultimately, I knew it didn’t matter what I wanted. Harper seemed to do whatever the hell she wanted anyway.

      Caleb questioning me about my connection to her made my wolf’s ire stir for the first time. It had only been a day since I accepted the mate bond, and I wasn’t sure how we were supposed to survive having her so close without being able to touch her.

      The magic of our wolves, and bonds, was stronger than I had ever given it credit for. I never thought I’d have a mate. That the kind of “forced love” it provided was something I could fight, and I would choose my own destiny. Now that it had happened, though, it showed me how powerless I was against our mystical nature and made my confidence for the coming challenge waver.

      Those feelings slowly turned to anger for having been put in the situation to begin with. I didn’t understand why douchebags like Declan and Evan couldn’t wander off into the forest and die when they decided the pack life was no longer for them. Why did they think it was okay to go screw up everyone else’s life just because theirs hadn’t gone the way they thought it should have?

      Storming out of the house, I went straight to the fight area that had been set up out back. Addie and Augie were present, already telling people what to do. Considering his pack had stolen Liam from us, maybe there would be a chance Augie wouldn’t be ready to go home after all of this was over. The two of them worked a little too well together without even realizing it, and I had a beta to replace.

      “Have you heard from Liam or Taya?” I asked Augie when I walked up to him.

      “Yeah, the commercial flight they were supposed to take this morning was delayed due to mechanical problems, so they’re going to be late. But they’ll be here to celebrate with you when this is all over.” Augie grinned, but I could see it was forced as he tried to remain optimistic.

      “Thanks.”

      While we waited, my mom, Harper, Jamie, and Addie found their spots amongst the growing crowd of pack members, while Augie and Caleb stayed close to me. I had to avoid Harper until this was over, or I was worried I wouldn’t have a clear head, but I quickly realized it didn’t matter if I saw or spoke to her. She was in my head already, and I just needed to get a handle on my shit.

      The sun was just lowering behind the mountain, and it was time, but Evan hadn’t shown up yet. If he wasn’t present within five minutes of the official sunset, then his challenge would be forfeited, and he would officially be banned from the pack.

      Keeping watch on the time, I noticed Augie and Caleb continually staring at the tablet, wondering the same things as me. With less than a minute to spare, several howls rang through the outlying forest, and Evan finally made his appearance. My body tensed, wondering if he had brought the rogues with him, but none of them walked at his side if he had.

      Glancing at my brother, he gave me a nod of understanding. The perimeter needed to be checked again, and everyone needed to be ready for a fight, not just me. The howls hadn’t been a coincidence; both of us knew that.

      When Evan walked into the fenced-off area, his smug smile grated on my nerves, but there was no turning back now. I’d either be walking away a stronger alpha, or my mother would be burying one of her sons. Either way, the fight had now begun.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      My wolf was going to drive me insane. She paced inside my head, constantly nagging at me to go to Aiden, but I refused. I was stronger than whatever bond was being forced on me, and I wouldn’t budge from my decision.

      I didn’t need a mate.

      “Are you okay, Harper?” Jamie asked as we took our seats in front of a cage-like structure that had been temporarily put up at the back of the house.

      “Yeah, why?” I responded as nonchalantly as I could.

      She glanced behind me, trying to see if anyone was paying attention. “You were mumbling about a mate and started to growl, but I don’t think anyone else heard,” she answered in a low tone.

      Sera popped her head over my shoulder, scaring the shit out of me. “Except me. I heard and I approve, if it matters, but feel free to go back to whispering.”

      I didn’t respond to either of them. They needed to quit being so damn nice to me. I had a plan, and it was a great fucking plan that didn’t include feelings.

      Kill the rogues and go find a nice cottage to live in, without other people around to bother me.

      The only two people in my life who had ever given a crap about me were dead, along with my little brother Benjamin, who never even took his first steps. I had done my best to accept those things, but ever since Cord left me in Virginia, people had been trying to make me into something I wasn’t. I didn’t grow up in a loving setting like they had. Pack life was not for me any longer. Cal made that decision for me when he tried to kill his own daughter.

      I had let my guard down for a while, but no more. The mate bond had shown me I needed to reinforce my wall and be prepared to walk away, sooner rather than later. Maybe even before I found my vengeance. I was beginning to question whether it was worth it anymore. Maybe I should just go find my cottage now and live out my days however I wanted. Hiding on my own should be easier than with three others, or so I hoped.

      Before I could delve too deep into those thoughts, the fight began, and I chastised myself for not paying more attention. Even if I didn’t want Aiden as my mate, I still cared about the fight, and it deserved my full attention.

      Mate, my wolf whimpered, and I couldn’t help but sympathize with her, though my thoughts didn’t show it. Her hurt was beginning to wear on me, and I hated that I couldn’t give her what she wanted, but I needed to remain firm with my decision.

      He’s not ours, and if you can’t accept that, then we’re leaving. Tonight.

      That shut her up, but her fear for Aiden was so strong, I could almost taste it. No matter what I thought, my wolf already cared deeply for the alpha before us.

      The crowd around us quieted, and whatever game Evan was playing began as they both circled each other. Minimal punches were thrown as the buildup continued and they sized each other up.

      “The first thing I’m going to do after you die is burn your beloved pack house down, maybe even with everyone you love inside. As much as I wish I could keep you around to watch that, I need your alpha power, so your death will have to be good enough for me.” Evan bounced on the balls of his feet, continuously moving and staying just out of reach of Aiden while he taunted him.

      “This was once your family, too,” Aiden reminded him coolly.

      Evan spat on the ground. “Funny you think so.”

      Then, the time for words was over as Evan charged Aiden, and the first punch to make contact was thrown. Over the last couple months, I had heard the stories about the kind of fighters the Anders brothers were, but none of it really registered until the moment Aiden began to fight back.

      He didn’t seem to make a single move that lacked power or confidence. With every step Evan took, Aiden adjusted accordingly and stayed two steps ahead.

      Right hook followed by a jab to the ribs from Aiden, and Evan bowled over in pain before recovering to dance out of the way and sneaking back in for his own punches. Blood had been spilled by both of them, but Aiden clearly had the upper hand as Evan’s face began to swell from the multiple impacts Aiden had landed. However, Evan surprised us all when he changed his position.

      Within a blink of an eye, Evan seemed to decide the direction of the fight wasn’t working for him any longer and kicked Aiden’s feet out from under him. Jumping on top of Aiden, he seemed to garner renewed strength and threw powerful punches I wasn’t sure Aiden could come back from. That’s when I noticed he wasn’t fighting back anymore.

      Next to me, Sera sucked in a breath. “Aiden’s drawing on his pack connection. Something is wrong. He shouldn’t be worn out so soon.”

      My wolf howled inside me, begging me to help our mate, but even if I wanted to accept Aiden as our mate, there was nothing I could do. The rules had been clearly explained, and I wouldn’t disgrace Aiden like that.

      As I continued observing the fight, I tried my best to figure out how Evan had gotten the upper hand so quickly and finally noticed a flash of silver in the ground. “What is that?” I asked. Sera and Jamie both looked to where I pointed.

      “I don’t know,” Caleb joined the conversation. “It could have been there before the fight. It’s too small to tell.”

      “Can’t you do anything?” I asked him, more panicked than I liked. “What if Evan used whatever that is against Aiden, or something? Isn’t that interference?”

      “If Evan did, Aiden would know and it’s up to him to speak up. We can only stop them if one of them disputes the fight. Until then, we watch and hope Aiden knows what he’s doing.”

      The rules were stupid, and I wanted to dick-punch whoever thought of them.

      Soon, Aiden’s eyes were swollen shut and Evan began attacking his ribs, kicking them with such force that my own body began to ache just watching it happen. I wanted to scream at Aiden to fight back. He wasn’t even trying anymore. It was as if he wanted to die, which didn’t make any sense.

      Mate needs us. I feel him, and you have to help, my wolf urged.

      No, he’ll die regardless if I try to help.

      Accept the mate bond. Break the magic.

      What? What magic?

      Something is wrong. Aiden needs his mate.

      My heart clenched in my chest as anxiety seeped into me. How do you know?

      Trust me.

      My wolf was pushing me, and I didn’t like it. She basically just gave me the ultimatum from hell. Accept Aiden as your mate or let him die. What was I supposed to do with that information? She asked me to trust her, and I did with every fiber of my being, but I was also a stubborn bitch and didn’t want a mate.

      Could I accept the bond and save Aiden, then still walk away? I wasn’t sure, but apparently, I was about to find out. I wouldn’t be responsible for his death, no matter how firmly I believed we shouldn’t be mates.

      Fine, I accept the bond. What now? I asked my wolf.

      Accept it in your heart, and it will be done.

      What the hell did that mean? She gave no further information as her presence slipped from the forefront of my mind. Glancing around, I saw the tears and fear in the eyes of those around me. Aiden still hadn’t fought back, and his face was near unrecognizable now.

      Sera leaned forward, meeting Caleb’s stare. “We have to do something.”

      “I know.” His voice became thick with rage.

      According to my wolf, I was the only one who could do anything, but I thought I already had. I said I accepted the bond. Aiden was my mate. I was no longer denying it, but nothing was happening. How did I accept it in my heart? I had no damn clue, but I was running out of time to figure it out.

      “Do you see your alpha now?” Evan roared to the silent crowd around us. “He is weak, just as he always has been, and how his family has continued to make our pack. We deserve a strong leader who will give us the freedom our wolves should be allowed to enjoy. I will give you that, and there will be no more hiding who we were truly meant to be. As soon as I’m finished here, my friends and I will show you how to take what you want, without living in fear of the consequences any longer.”

      Fury reared its head inside me as Evan brought his attention back to Aiden.

      No, I wouldn’t let that happen. I began yelling at Aiden in my head. Yelling at the fates who decided he was my mate. Yelling at whoever the hell was out there in the universe, listening. Someone needed to hear that I accepted the damn mate bond and make Aiden get up. I refused to live in a world where rogues ran our way of life, and I needed Aiden to help me stop that possible future.

      Damn it, Aiden. Wake the hell up and look at your mate!

      Power surged through me as an invisible wall around my heart seemed to crumble. For a moment, I was able to feel his wrath, pain, and rage making their way into my heart. I fell forward, my knees touching the ground as I gripped my head, trying to stop the assault on my body.

      From what I knew about mate bonds, I wasn’t supposed to feel his emotions until we cemented the bond with a blood exchange, but whatever I was feeling then was very real and coming directly from Aiden.

      “Harper? What’s wrong?” Jamie asked.

      “Aiden. Mate. Hurts,” was all I could get out before I had to clamp my jaw shut in order to avoid the scream that wanted to rip from my chest.

      “She’s feeling his pain now, but I don’t know why. They aren’t blood-bonded,” Sera told the others while I tried to breathe through the agony. “It should have only made her a part of our pack, so she could share her power with him,” Sera added, hurrying to my side. “Focus, Harper. I know it hurts, but you have to find what’s causing it. Please, for Aiden. We’ll figure out the rest later.”

      My mind wanted to reject everything about the bond. It wasn’t full of love and happiness as people spoke about. It hurt, and I wanted to hide from it, but it was too late. Aiden’s presence was everywhere, and there was no kicking it out, though at the same time, it seemed restrained. Even as I felt the bond reaching for me, something was holding it back on Aiden’s side.

      Closing my eyes, I focused on the connection, picturing it in my mind’s eye. When I followed the chain leading toward Aiden, I ran into a wall. No, some sort of film covered him, shutting down his body.

      Aiden, I don’t know if you can hear me, but get up. You have to fight whatever Evan has done. He has a hold on you, and he’s going to win. He will kill us all if you don’t stop him.

      Fight for your family.

      Fight for your mate!

      At the word mate, a light began to ignite within him, so I continued speaking to him.

      That’s right, asshole. I said ‘mate’. Don’t make me regret my choice by dying anyway. Get the hell off the ground and kill this shitdick.

      Warmth replaced some of the rage as Aiden began to awaken from the fog that held him immobile. Hands shook my shoulders, trying to get me off the ground, but I didn’t move. I kept my concentration strictly on the bond, trying to give Aiden as much of me as I could.

      My eyes were still closed, but I didn’t need to see what was happening. I could feel it. Aiden was growing stronger again. My wolf was back and right there with me as we cheered on our mate with silent support.

      We’re going to save him, she whispered.

      As much as I hadn’t wanted to give Aiden the power to hurt me by accepting the mate bond, I couldn’t help the elation that filled me at her words. I had no idea if they were true, and I’d deal with the consequences later if they weren’t, but in that moment, I chose to be happy for the first time in a long while.

      I hadn’t been able to save my parents and little brother, but if I could save Aiden and his pack, maybe that would help heal a little part of me.

      Suddenly, the crowd around the fighting area erupted. Through the yells, I couldn’t discern if they were of joy or fear, so I risked opening my eyes to see what was happening. If I was going to lose my mate only mere minutes after accepting him, I needed to see it with my own two eyes for it to be real.

      Instead, what I saw was Aiden rising to his feet with shock written all over Evan’s face as his eyes widened and he stumbled away from Aiden.

      There was no mercy in Aiden’s movements as he prowled toward his opponent. His fists opened and closed as he removed the distance between them. When Evan was backed against the fence, Aiden wasted no time in ending the fight. I wasn’t sure where he had the renewed energy from, but Aiden’s beaten face was the only proof of what had happened in the last five or so minutes.

      Aiden’s fists landed a few well-placed punches before Evan fell to the ground. Once he did, Aiden sat on top of him and, without a second thought, used both of his hands to grasp Evan’s head and twist. The crack couldn’t be heard through the roaring crowd, but when Evan’s motionless body stared up into the sky, I knew it was over.

      Caleb was out of his seat at once but froze when Aiden stood. His gaze found mine just before he crumbled to the ground. My breath hitched, and I wondered if he was still alive until his eyes opened again one too many seconds later.

      “Harper.” The word came out garbled with the distortion of his voice.

      Aiden was laying on the ground, stomach down and head turned toward me. His eyes closed once more as he opened his mouth, but no words came out as his body began to shake.

      I choked on a cry, thinking I had been too late, that it had all been for nothing. Heavy tears fell from my eyes. Stupid damn mate bond.

      “Harper, it’s over. Evan’s dead,” Sera assured softly. “Go to Aiden. You saved him.”

      My eyes met hers as she nodded, cementing that she was telling the truth. My body began moving before the words fully registered with me and the fear slithered away. Without a word, Caleb led me to the gate and opened it for me. When I entered the fighting area, blood was covering the ground, most of it Aiden’s, making me second-guess Sera’s previous words.

      As I got closer, my movements slowed and I kneeled on the ground, afraid to jostle him. Without thought, I lay next to him and gently grazed his battered face with my fingers. “I’m sorry.”

      “Just don’t leave,” he begged before passing out once more.

      As much as I thought I could resist him before, I was only kidding myself. The bond was too powerful, and even if I hadn’t been forced to accept it, I knew deep down that I would have eventually. Aiden was a fighter, and I knew he wouldn’t have let me walk away so easily, just as I knew he’d be okay when he woke, even if he looked like death now. He had to be, there was no other option in my mind.

      All I had to worry about now was my heart and making sure Aiden didn’t throw it through a grinder, because that I wouldn’t survive.
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      Holy shit, what had I done? After the fight ended, that was the question I asked myself over and over again, especially once we were back at the house. Aiden was alive, just barely, and I was officially his mate. I had done the one thing I said I wouldn’t do, and the fear of being stuck in the Catskills for the rest of my life weighed heavily on me.

      Jamie grasped my shoulder, causing me to practically jump out of my skin. “Sorry, girl, but you look like you could use a friend. How are you holding up?”

      Never had I been one to talk about my feelings. Not even with my mother. I hadn’t wanted to ever concern her with my problems when I knew hers were so much worse than mine. Yet, when Jamie looked at me as she was, I couldn’t stop the word vomit that ensued.

      “I just accepted a mate bond to a man I hardly know, who could also be dead by morning. Rogues are chasing me. I swore I’d leave here as soon as my business was done, and now more people are here smashing things, and my anxiety is through the fucking roof. Excuse my language.”

      My shaking hands reached for a glass of water, but I couldn’t even pick it up without spilling it.

      “All I wanted was justice for my family. Now, I seem to have gotten myself a lot further into some deep shit, and I just want it to go back to the way it was.”

      Jamie quirked her brow at me. “The way what was? From what I know, and don’t be upset with Sera for sharing, you’ve had three lives. One living in constant fear, one continually being on the run, and the one you’re living now. If I was you, I’d say your current situation is the best one yet.”

      “You don’t understand. Nobody understands.” I threw my hands in the air like a damn child. I was frustrated that everything seemed so far out of my control, and I didn’t even know how to describe it properly.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. You remember how I told you I was from Declan’s pack, right? What I didn’t tell you was how I survived there.”

      “Survived what? What happened to you? Last I heard about his pack, everyone there was fine.” My heart regretted asking the question. I had a feeling I didn’t want to know, but at the same time, I needed to know.

      “My parents died when I was young. I was orphaned and nobody wanted me. Declan had also lost part of his family, so when he offered to take me in, I thought it was the pack alpha doing what was right. Little did I know that I would spend many years training to be a guard and be trapped in his home. It took doing some terrible things to earn what little freedoms I did have.”

      She closed her eyes as though remembering something, and I reached out for her, wanting to ease the pinched look on her face.

      “One night, I had enough. He was going to kill a young girl, and I couldn’t bear to see her be taken away and disposed of like trash. I snuck her out, and we ran into the previous beta of the Raven Point pack Taya and Augie are from. I lied to him in order to protect myself and get the girl away from Declan. I tried to keep a tough exterior, but I was scared shitless. Then, I met Caleb. I saw how nice all of these people were, and my walls finally came down.”

      Tears shimmered in my eyes, because while her story wasn’t exactly like mine, it was close enough. She did understand.

      “Caleb made the mate transition easy because of who he is, and I’m a bit more… no offense, docile than you, so it was easier for me to accept it. I’m not saying you have to jump right into bed with Aiden, but give him a chance. Take your time and see where it goes. One thing I can promise is that the hurt you’d feel walking away from him and the life you could have here is no worse than the risk of being hurt later on.”

      My eyes found a painting on the wall that all of a sudden seemed really interesting, while I processed what Jamie had said. She was right, and I hated her for it. I hated that these people, in a matter of days, had pushed themselves into my life. Even if I had asked for it, I didn’t realize what I was asking for at the time.

      Would I have still asked for the help if I had known? For that, I didn’t have an answer, so I’d take Jamie’s advice. When Aiden woke up, because he had to or I’d bring him back from the dead just to kill him again, I’d give him a fresh start. Hell, not even him, me. I’d give myself the chance at a fresh start.

      From here on out, I was a new Harper. Cal and the rogues had held too much power over me for too many years. I was going to be who I was meant to be and no longer let fear dictate who I was. Aiden would still need to be patient with me, but I would do my best to give the mate bond a real chance.

      “Thank you, Jamie. I really needed to hear all of that. I definitely think we could be good friends.”

      The kitchen door swung open in that moment, and in walked a woman who seemed extremely confident. “Jamie already has a bestie, so if you want in the club, you have to apply through me. We have a motto, ‘besties before testes.’ If you can get down with that, then we might let you in.”

      “Seriously, Taya.” Jamie laughed. “This is Harper. Harper, this is Taya Rush. Also known as Liam’s mate, biatch-extraordinaire, and my best friend.”

      Ah, the infamous Taya. I could see the resemblance to Cord now that I was paying closer attention. I wanted to offer my condolences, but I didn’t want to dampen the mood, so I let it go for the time being.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Taya. I’ve heard a lot about you, and by your entrance and introduction, I have no doubts you’ll live up to the hype.”

      She winked. “Caleb also told me that I might have some competition as Queen Biatch. Something about you punching him the first time you met him.”

      “Well, in my defense, I did think he was Aiden,” I added with a laugh.

      The deep laughter started in my belly and was the purest joy I had felt in a long time. I had only been with these two women for mere minutes and I already knew they were good people to have around, and if I let them, then they could be my people.

      Starting fresh was the best thing I ever did. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy, but for tonight, while we waited for Aiden to wake, I would let everything else go and live in the moment instead of the past.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke up the next morning, my new outlook on life was still present. The nightmares I typically had throughout the night were fewer than normal, and I was breathing a little easier. I just needed Aiden to wake up, so we could get back to business.

      Personal and professional business.

      I had slept in the recliner next to his bed, and maybe that was what kept the nightmares away, knowing my mate was close. It felt weird to think of him as my mate, but there was no denying it any longer and I was tired of always fighting. The only things I wanted to fight now were the rogues, as soon as Aiden woke, which the pack doctor hoped would be today.

      If not, there was a possibility that Liam and Caleb would take the group out without Aiden, and I knew if he woke up to that, he was not going to be happy about it.

      Whatever poison Evan had given him was lethal for humans, but thankfully, his wolf healing was battling it. The only shitty part was that we had no idea how long it would keep his body suppressed. The positive side was his body was able to properly heal without Aiden trying to convince everyone he was fine.

      Sera knocked on the door and entered without needing to be invited. “How’s our boy?” she asked, taking a seat on the edge of the bed.

      “No changes, unfortunately.”

      “How are you holding up?” She turned toward me as she grabbed Aiden’s hand. “Jamie and Taya told me you girls got to hang out for a while last night.”

      “Does anything get by you?” I joked.

      “Not usually. I’m known for my sleuthing abilities. Years of being the alpha’s wife have taught me well.”

      “Well, that’s certainly not a bad thing, considering the situation we’re in now,” I admitted.

      “One thing you have to remember, Harper. There are still going to be a lot of bad people in this world. You just have to surround yourself with the good ones and trust that everything will work out how it’s supposed to. Constantly keeping people at a distance will never protect you in the ways you’re hoping.”

      My eyes moved to Aiden as I processed her words. She was right. They were all right, but even though I knew I was slowly changing, I couldn’t do a complete one-eighty overnight from who I had always been. I still needed time to get used to the new me, and I needed to do that before I threw myself into a mateship with Aiden.

      Sera fussed with Aiden’s blankets for a bit, and then left the room. I stayed where I was for the rest of the day, until dinner, when his brothers came with their mates to get me out of the room for a while. Taya had officially introduced me to Liam, and he wasn’t near as scary as I thought he would be after the destruction I had seen in the kitchen earlier. Thankfully, Jamie had been with me when I saw it and explained Liam had only been letting off some steam from seeing Aiden that way. Everyone had been overly supportive, keeping me in the loop on what they were learning about the rogues even though I was practically a stranger.

      Eric’s pack had been attacked, and my thoughts instantly went to Kit. Fear coursed through my blood until Liam finished, saying there had been no casualties. As soon as the rogues were dealt with, and no matter what I decided about my future with Aiden, I promised myself I’d make a trip down there to check on them and thank Eric again. He and Cord had changed my life forever with only a few kind gestures, and I didn’t plan to let it go unappreciated.

      After dinner, the doctor visited, disappointed Aiden hadn’t woken. His vitals were stronger, though, and no concern was spoken of, so I tried not to worry. Jamie and Caleb came in with card games afterward, and Taya and Liam joined us soon after. It was weird hanging out with all of them while Aiden was unconscious next to us, but the guys had plenty of fun cracking jokes about him and keeping me entertained, so I didn’t attempt to stop them.

      When they all left, much later than I realized, I knew without a doubt that this pack was the perfect place for a new beginning. All I needed was for Aiden to wake up, so I could tell him how it was going to be. Hopefully, coming back from the brink of death didn’t make him forget that being bonded to me wasn’t going to be the easiest thing in the world.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      The sun streaming through my window woke me the next morning—or what I assumed to be the next morning. It could have been days after I passed out for all I knew. All that mattered was I felt a hell of a lot better than I had at the end of the fight.

      Evan had kicked the shit out of me when I’d been unable to move. After he knocked my feet out from under me during the match, he'd used something to prick my arm, and my body was rendered immobile within seconds. I couldn’t speak or fight back. All I'd been able to do was keep breathing, so Evan didn’t win. And just as I was sure I was going to die, the bond with Harper had snapped into place, giving me one last bit of hope that I could push through whatever Evan had used to drug me.

      Then, the sweetest words that had ever been spoken to me resounded in my head. "Damn it, Aiden. Wake the hell up and look at your mate!"

      I knew then I had to find a way to fight. Not for me or my pack, but for Harper. She had been through too much in her short life, and I wouldn’t be the cause of any more of her pain. As she had kept reaching for me through the bond, I felt her desperation through the emotions slamming into me. Though, it confused the shit out of me, because we hadn't performed the blood bond.

      Fight for her, my wolf had shouted in my head, too, and the final layer of whatever Evan had given me lifted. I would not let him take my family from me.

      So, that’s what I did.

      I fought for her. For my pack. For my family.

      I ended him.

      However, a large part of me wished I hadn’t killed him, so I could have drawn out his much-deserved torture.

      As I shook off the memories, my eyes focused on the room and Harper’s form came into view. Her ebony curls were splayed against the back of a chair next to my bed, and her liquid-gold skin shone in the morning light, making me want to run my fingers across it.

      I wanted nothing more than to call her name and see her swirling honey eyes glare at me, but I had no idea how long she had actually been asleep, so I let her be.

      Sneaking out of bed, I cautiously moved to my bathroom. When I stood in front of the mirror, a sliver of relief coursed through me. The damage wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. The bruises that I assumed covered my face just the day before were already turning green and yellow, and the swelling was gone. My bones hadn’t quite healed, but the pain was minimal enough. If I took it easy for another day, then I would be good as new.

      “What are you doing out of bed?” Harper’s voice snapped from the door, rough from lack of sleep.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know I was supposed to ask for permission.” I grinned, glad she wasn’t holding back. Her attitude had become my favorite thing about her.

      “Yeah, well, whatever. Next time, wake the person sitting at your bedside before you leave the room, especially if they’ve been there for two days, not knowing for sure if you’d wake again.”

      Shit, two days. No wonder I looked more healed than I thought I would.

      “Thank you for staying.” I took two steps toward her, but she took one step back.

      “Listen, we need to talk.”

      Those words were never good for the person receiving them.

      “About what? Us being mates, or the fact that I almost died and you saved me? Or about how you stayed when I asked, even though you could have run while I’d been none the wiser?”

      If she wanted to get straight to it, then so would I. I wasn’t going to let her leave without a fight, not after having experienced how strong our connection could be. If she had stayed out of some sort of pity, I’d make her see otherwise.

      “Yes, about all of that,” she admitted, “but you need to get back in bed first.”

      “Am I allowed to use the facilities first, Mate?” I was going to play dirty if that’s what it took to keep her here. The wide eyes that graced her face when I called her “mate” so freely, told me it had the impact I intended.

      Harper blinked, startled. “Of course. I’ll wait back in the bedroom.” She retreated, closing the door on her way.

      After using the bathroom and taking a quick shower, I walked back into the room. Harper had her head in her hands and was sitting in the chair she had been sleeping in. Her head lifted, and our eyes met when I sat on the bed.

      She was scared, and I could tell the demons were back in full force—likely telling her she didn’t deserve to stay—but I would make her see how wrong that part of her was, and how it needed to go the hell away.

      “So, what do you want to talk about first?” I asked, using my towel to finish drying myself. I’d purposely left my shirt off.

      “I need more time. I’m not used to this pack life, and it’s a lot to take in, even though I accepted the mate bond. While I don’t regret it, I need you to know that doesn’t mean I’m just going to hop into your bed and live happily ever after. That’s not who I am, and if this has any chance of working, you have to accept all of me, including the bad things. I can’t change who I am overnight.”

      Knowing I needed to use my words carefully, I took my time deciding what to say. Slowly, I leaned forward and took her hands in mine. They were warm but shook with unnecessary fear. I would never hurt her.

      “I will respect your need for time, I can promise you that, but I need something in return. You have to promise you won’t run. I won’t keep you here against your will, but I deserve to know before you leave, if that’s what you choose. Also, you need to understand that while I’m waiting, I’ll still be fighting for you, Harper. I won’t ever stop showing you how you should have been treated your whole life.”

      Pushing her little by little would be necessary. She needed to see that not everything about being in a pack was as horrid as it had been for her growing up.

      My hands pulled her closer, bringing her face within an inch of mine. I waited for her to pull away and, when she didn’t, I decided to take a risk. She had asked for time, but while she thought about her options, I needed to remind her of what she’d be losing if she left.

      The sigh that escaped her lips when the pad of my thumb skimmed down her cheek told me all I needed to know. Taking a chance that she wouldn’t punch me, I pressed my lips to hers. Not wanting to push my luck, I kept it brief, pulling away only a few seconds later, but when she moved forward, her lips seeking mine, I moved in again.

      My hands twisted through her curls as I took the kiss deeper, yet still held back. I had no desire to scare her, so I happily let her take charge. When she finally leaned back, I could see traces of her wolf in her eyes. I hoped Harper’s wolf hadn’t forced more than she was ready for.

      “You’re not going to fight fair, are you?” she breathed, heavily.

      “No, I’m not, but I will always respect you. Just remember that and promise me you won’t run.”

      “Fair enough. I promise. But I do have to go now,” she replied before pushing out of the chair. “I’m going to get your brothers. They asked me to let them know when you woke.”

      “Liam’s here, too?” I asked.

      “He and Taya showed up right as we got you back to the house. Liam and Caleb spent yesterday rebuilding the kitchen table after Liam smashed it to bits when he saw the state you were in. I wasn’t there when it happened, but Jamie made sure to tell me about it, so I wouldn’t think anything was wrong when I saw the mess.”

      I needed to buy Jamie a gift. A big one. She seemed to understand more than I realized what Harper needed, and I should have known she’d understand better than any of us. It was hard to remember Jamie had been raised by Declan. She was so much happier now, and it gave me hope Harper would be the same with time.

      When Harper left the room, I went to my closet and grabbed a shirt to finish getting dressed. Caleb and Liam entered my room just as I was done. Harper wasn’t with them, and neither were their mates, which told me they probably had bad news.

      “Long time, no see, brother,” I greeted when Liam gave me a careful hug.

      “Glad to see you up and around. I thought we were going to have to leave you behind,” he replied.

      “What do you mean? Where are you two planning on going?”

      “Harper didn’t tell you?” Caleb asked. “Or maybe you two were busy doing something else…”

      Liam punched him on my behalf. “When you killed Evan, it initiated rogue attacks on several of the packs, including ours, but thanks to Mom’s protocols, we were prepared,” Liam explained. “We were going to leave tomorrow, to go in search of the rogues. The council met yesterday, and I stood in for you with Gerald’s permission.”

      “How the hell did he approve that when you don’t even live here?” I asked, confused more than I was mad. I trusted both of my brothers and appreciated that Liam had stepped up for me.

      “Taya and I have put in for a temporary transfer to the Catskills until all of this is sorted. I’m not going to leave you guys to deal with whatever is happening on your own. After speaking with the council, then Harper and Mom, I don’t believe it’s all coincidences. It’s all linked together.”

      “What do you mean? The rogue attacks?” I had been thinking the same thing, but I was curious as to how Liam had come to that conclusion as well.

      “We think Harper’s father Cal replaced Declan. He’s not as powerful or resourceful by any means, but he’s been looking for his daughter for a long time, and having her show up here made things even easier for him. He probably thought by making Evan attempt to take you down, he’d kill two birds with one stone.”

      Shit, that was not at all what I had thought he was going to say. “How did you learn Cal was involved?” It all made sense, but I needed to hear the details for it to really sink in, before I accepted it as the truth.

      “Eric’s was one of the packs attacked, but they were ready for it after Gerald gave them a heads up. I called him once the fight was over and learned that the Virginia pack hadn’t suffered any casualties. They did, however, capture a couple of the rogues, and between the info gotten from the two of them, we pieced everything together,” Caleb answered.

      “Does Harper know?” I asked, concerned about how this would set back whatever progress she had made.

      “Not about Cal. We found out last night after we had seen her,” Liam answered.

      Damn it. I was pissed I had been out of it for so long. I should have been a part of the things they were talking about and planning. For now, I’d just have to hope that whatever we needed to do next didn’t cost me my mate.
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      After Liam and Caleb left my room, I went in search of Harper. It was time to break the news to her about her father’s involvement, and I wanted to do it far away from anyone else. I didn’t know a lot about her history, just the bits my mom had learned from Eric and what she had shared with us in the letter, but it was enough to tell me that her father was a piece of shit and had done enough damage to scar her for life.

      When I found Harper, she was laughing with Jamie and Taya in the living room, and I wanted nothing more than to keep what I knew from her, but I also didn’t want to get kicked in the balls when she found out I’d done so. She hadn’t been as carefree with me earlier as she was now, and I made a silent vow then to see the peaceful look on her face for many more years to come.

      “Harper, can I borrow you for a little bit?”

      “What, no love for your sister-in-laws?” Taya teased. “Are we chop liver now that you have your own mate?”

      Moving forward, I put an arm around both Jamie and Taya, cringing at the sting in my ribs from the movement. “Hello, Sister-in-laws. Thank you for entertaining my mate, but I need to speak with her now. Is that okay with you?”

      They shared a look.

      “If she comes back with any evidence that you’ve made her cry, we will castrate you,” Jamie warned. “She’s been initiated into the club, and we have her back. Besties before testes for life.”

      Where were my brothers when I needed them most? Their mates were a pain in the ass sometimes, though I knew they meant well and appeared to be making Harper happy, so I played along.

      “I promise to treat her with the utmost respect, dear sisters.”

      They watched me like a hawk as I offered a hand to Harper. She didn’t take it, and I smiled instead of being hurt. She had asked for time when it came to our bond, but it didn’t mean I wouldn’t do little things along the way to test her.

      Harper followed me out of the kitchen, and I decided to take her outside. After two days of being unconscious, I was in need of some fresh air.

      I took her to the most peaceful spot I could think of on our property, which was still close enough to convince her I wasn’t trying to kidnap her. We ended up at a willow tree near the river that ran through our land.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked as soon as we sat on the bench. The sound of the river behind us as it rushed over the smooth rocks in the bend was soothing, and I hoped it would help keep her calm after what I had to say.

      “I won’t hide anything from you, because you promised not to run, and I am going to hope you’re a woman of your word.”

      “Whatever it is, I can handle it. Just spit it out.” Anger crept into her words, and I saw the invisible walls begin to go back up around her.

      “Do you know where your father is?” I asked, trying to ease into the conversation.

      “My sperm donor could be dead for all I know. I haven’t seen him since he almost beat me to death, but people kept coming after us, so my mom always assumed he was alive, still searching. I’d hoped he had died along with Declan, but I never heard. Why? Did you find something out about him?”

      “Liam thinks Cal has stepped in to try to pick up where Declan left off, but he’s using the rogues to do his dirty work—find you and tear the packs apart. I don’t know what he has over the rogues to make them comply or what his intentions are, but I’m going to assume because of Evan’s attack that he knows you’re here, and we need to do something about that.”

      Pausing, I’d hope to get some sort of response from her. Rage or fear—anything. Instead, I got nothing. Literally, nothing. I’d quickly learned Harper had perfected putting her emotions on lockdown over the years, and now was no different.

      “He won’t ever hurt you again. I won’t let him. Do you trust me?”

      Her eyes finally met mine, and I feared what she would say next, because trust didn’t come easily for someone like Harper who had been through so much. Truth be told, I hadn’t done much to earn it, but I also hadn’t given her any reason not to trust me.

      “I want to kill him. If he’s still alive, I want to be the one to kill him.” Her voice was monotone, and that was what I feared the most.

      Killing her own father, when I knew she had never taken a life before, was something I wasn’t sure I could let her do. She would carry that with her for the rest of her life, but I made the only promise I could without lying to her.

      “If the opportunity presents itself, then I don’t see a problem with that.” Only, she didn’t know that I’d do everything in my power to make sure there was never a chance she could do it. She might think it would make her feel better, but I knew it wouldn’t.

      “When do we leave? Liam said it would be tomorrow, but this changes things. If Cal knows I’m here, then we can’t stay. Your pack is in danger.”

      “Our pack is fine. This isn’t the first, and won’t be the last, time we have an enemy on our hands. We will stick to the plan Liam and the council already have laid out. We leave tomorrow before sunrise and head Northeast. The information they received puts Cal up in Vermont. They think he’s been hiding in Canada for the last few years.”

      Our mate bond wasn’t complete, but I caught glimpses of the rage and panic she was feeling through my alpha link. Once she decided to become my mate, she officially became a part of my pack, and I was going to take full advantage of the benefits that came with it. Reaching for her, I wanted to offer comfort, but she pulled away.

      “I can’t. Not right now.”

      Damn it. Exactly what I had hoped wouldn’t happen already had. Gone was the Harper I saw this morning, and in her place was someone far more scared than even the girl who ripped into me the moment she walked into my house.

      “How about we go for a run? Let your wolf help you.” If I couldn’t comfort her, then maybe her wolf could.

      “Okay,” was all she said before standing from the bench.

      I hesitated, wondering if she was going to get undressed in front of me as she seemed to consider it. Instead, she shifted hard and fast, which I knew had to be painful, and her clothes flew in all directions.

      Her wolf turned back to me, sadness written in the depths of her still-honey eyes. What surprised me most was the snow-white color of her fur that was in significant contrast to the normal liquid gold of her skin or ebony of her hair.

      Standing, I moved toward the wolf and reached for her. “It’s going to be okay. I won’t let anything happen to either of you.”

      The wolf pressed into my palm, causing my own wolf to rise to the surface, begging to be let out, so he could be with her. He’d waited many years for the moment when he’d finally run with his mate, and I wouldn’t deny him of it any longer. Following Harper’s movements, I shifted while still dressed and was on all fours before I knew it.

      Our wolves nipped and howled and completely took over us. Harper’s pain was no longer her own, and I hoped she’d remember she didn’t have to handle any of this by herself.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, we made our way back. I took Harper to one of our outbuildings, so she could dress before going back to the house. Most of the packs kept extra clothes in various buildings, so people didn’t have to walk around naked after an unexpected shift.

      I certainly wouldn’t have minded a naked Harper, but I knew she wasn’t ready for that, and it was more than okay. Instead, when she came out of the outbuilding dressed in an oversized shirt and sweatpants, I was already shifted back to my human form without a stitch of clothing on me.

      Her jaw moved up and down, but no words came out. Walking to her as if nothing was out of the ordinary, I stopped just close enough to whisper in her ear.

      “I hope you were able to have fun this morning.”

      She didn’t respond, and that was okay with me. Baby steps, especially after what she just learned. Still, I refused to let the thought of Cal being near give her a reason to pull away from me.

      Pushing open the door, I grabbed a pair of loose pants and threw them on before going back outside. I half-expected to find Harper gone, but she was still standing where she had been.

      “Ready?” I asked casually.

      “Distracting me with beautiful scenery and naked bodies isn’t going to make me forget that Cal is only one state over.” Her bluntness never ceased to surprise me.

      “I know, but as long as it made you feel anything other than scared or angry, even for just a moment, then it was worth it. You deserve happiness in your life, Harper, and I want to be the person to give it to you.”

      “Who are you, and where is the alpha who practically threatened me when I arrived?” she asked with a small smile.

      “Being an alpha has nothing to do with being your mate. My alpha side has its purposes, but I don’t think that’s what you need right now. If you’d rather I was a dick, I can be, but I’d prefer not to treat you that way.”

      “I like both sides, so as long as the alpha one hasn’t gone anywhere, I’m fine with this version. For now.” She patted my cheek and walked toward the pack house.

      Deciding to give her some space, I took my time walking after her, and when I entered the house, she was nowhere to be seen. Assuming she went to change, I did the same.

      When I finished, Harper still hadn’t come out, so I went to get some work done. I’d done a lot of thinking in my wolf form, and I wanted to make some changes to the plans for finding Cal and the rogues. Grabbing my phone, I called my brothers, and told them to meet me in my office a half-hour later.

      First, I pulled a map up on my laptop and opened the chatroom link Harper had given me on my office computer. I began putting drop pins on the map of each town that was mentioned in the US. I was convinced there would be a pattern somewhere, and when I didn’t find one, I grabbed the records Harper had saved during the prior thirty days.

      As I scanned through them, I began writing down the names of towns and the people mentioned. Still, nothing stood out, but I was convinced we were missing something, and it had to be in the chat records.

      Liam and Caleb entered the room then, followed by Augie, and I was glad to see their faces. Hopefully they could make sense of the mess I was creating.

      “What’s going on?” Caleb asked.

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m hoping you guys can help me figure it out.” Sliding the papers and laptop across the table, they each began scanning the chaos I had prepared.

      “How’s Harper doing?” Liam asked.

      “Better than I expected. We went on a run for a while. I think that helped. She’s eager to leave but wants to kill Cal herself. That, I’m not so sure about.”

      “I remember when Taya had those same thoughts about Declan and his son Rafe. She’s a bit different than Harper, though.”

      Protecting our own was in a wolf’s nature. Harper was needing closure to protect herself, but I wanted to keep her as far away from this as I could, to shield her, too. I was going to be walking a fine line, trying to keep us both sane.

      “There’s a code within the code.” Augie cut me off as I started to ask Liam more about how Taya had handled things.

      My head turned toward him. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re using names and places to spell out sentences. They are short and don’t provide much information, but they’re there. Like this one, ‘Evan meets with boss’. We can assume Cal is the boss from what we know, but we have no idea where they met. There are more, but I’m still working through them.

      Augie was working off the old records, and while those might yield good information, I wanted to know what messages were being sent this week. Going back to my computer, I brought up the information I had been working on first, while Caleb and Liam helped Augie nail down the exact pattern to the new code.

      When they were done, we started sorting through the messages again, and I wasn’t overly concerned until Liam’s gaze flew to me.

      “Aiden, where’s Harper right now?” he urged.

      “I don’t know. She went to her room earlier, but that was over an hour ago.”

      “Is your bond complete? Can you find her?” he pressed.

      “What the hell is going on? Our bond doesn’t work like that yet.”

      Liam’s eyes turned cold with dread. “The last message says, ‘Bring me Harper’, and it was from yesterday.” His words were fuel to an already smoldering spark within me that lit like wildfire within seconds.

      I was on my feet and out the door without thought. I’d just have to hope my alpha connection to her would aid me in finding her sooner rather than later. If someone had taken Harper, I wasn’t sure what I would do. The wrath building inside me wasn’t something I thought I could control, nor did I want to.

      The only thing that would calm me now was Harper in my arms.
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      Somehow, I’d gone the last five years without seeing a man naked. I remembered wolves being naked around the pack when I was younger, but it was before I could really appreciate the male specimen and all of its details.

      When I walked out of the outbuilding to find Aiden standing there, so full of confidence, I had completely forgotten about the worries I’d harbored about Cal just moments before. Aiden had every reason to be confident about who he was, and for possibly the first time, I was grateful the fates had chosen him as my mate.

      It didn’t change anything, though. I still needed time, and Cal needed to be dealt with first.

      The fact that he was close, and yet nobody knew exactly where, was turning my inner turmoil into absolute chaos. Thankfully, I was used to keeping my emotions on shutdown and knew how to keep most of it in, but there had been a moment when I slipped, and I hated the sympathetic look that graced Aiden’s face when I did.

      After I finished changing into my last clean outfit—reminding me I needed to do laundry and likely buy new clothes, because I had just shredded one of my three outfits—I headed to the kitchen.

      The smell of fried chicken hit me the second I entered, making my mouth water. Addie was at the counter cleaning up from lunch, but there was still food left over, which I intended on eating.

      “Good afternoon, Harper.” Addie smiled at me. “Help yourself.”

      I laughed. “Oh, I plan to. Do you need help first?”

      She shook her head. “No, you enjoy.”

      While I ate, we kept up idle chatter about my run around the property and my favorite parts of the land. She talked about a waterfall I hadn’t seen yet and promised to show me when I was ready to go out again. Once I finished eating, I headed to the training field that Aiden had pointed out previously. It had been days since I stretched my human muscles, and with a high chance of a battle in my immediate future, it probably wasn’t a bad idea.

      Unfortunately, the training field was filled with other shifters doing the same thing I wanted to be doing, and I wanted to be alone. Taking a detour, I headed around the back side of the building and found a door had been left open. Sneaking in, I grabbed some gear from the wall, including a few small blades that I tucked into my boots and a jump rope. Back in Virginia, Kit had taught me some of my now-favorite workouts with a simple jump rope.

      While still staying under the radar, I went back outside through the open door in search of a quiet place. I remembered seeing a small field during the morning run with Aiden and headed in that direction.

      My senses picked up the crunch of leaves or the snap of a branch every so often, and I swore someone was following me. Though, I could have been overly paranoid, considering I had just learned Cal was near, but I didn’t think so. I hadn’t done a partial shift in a long time, but I needed my wolf hearing, so I attempted it.

      Concentrating as hard as I could, I was only able to hold it for a few seconds. It was something I really needed to work on more, but in that time, I heard two sets of footsteps following behind, nice and slow. If it was anyone I knew, they wouldn’t be trying to stay quiet. They would know better and make themselves known.

      Using caution, I bent over as if I was fixing my boot, then slid a knife into my front pocket when I stood again. I kept the jump rope tight in my hand, because it could come in handy with two people following me.

      With all the training I had, the only fight I had ever actually been in was the one with Cal when he tried to kill me at the young age of fourteen. When the rogues had attacked my family, I ran, and I promised myself I’d never do that again. I would face my fears head-on, always.

      As I slowed my pace, one of theirs increased. Searching for the best defensive spot around me, I took my stance in front of a boulder wedged between two trees. When I turned around, a man I hadn’t seen before made himself known. His dark eyes seemed to brighten as he took sight of me.

      “Hello, Harper,” he called. “You made my job much easier than I thought it was going to be today. So much so that I sent my partner back to call the others and avoid any unnecessary casualties on our part.”

      “I’m not sure what your job is, but I can assure you that I won’t be making it easy.”

      He laughed. “Oh, you can try and fight, but I assure you, it will only make it all the more enjoyable for me. The job called for us to only engage if required, and I’d rather not upset the boss, but what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      Son of a bitch, this guy was twisted. My fingers twitched to reach for the blade in my pocket, but he wasn’t close enough, and I needed him to think I was unarmed. He was easily twice my size, so I needed every advantage I could get. Plus, the second person could come back at any time. I had to be smart about every move I made.

      Glancing side to side, I made sure nobody was coming from a different direction, but my pursuer took it to mean I was looking for somewhere to run.

      “There’s nowhere you can go that we won’t find you. Your father wants you to come home now. Your skank of a mother shouldn’t have taken you away from him. He has missed you and wants to protect you from the wolves here. They’ll only get you killed.”

      My brain was still frozen on the fact he had called my mother a skank. Fury bubbled beneath the surface, and the steps I took couldn’t be stopped.

      “You know nothing about my mother,” I snarled before pulling the knife from my pocket. Swiping out, I sliced his arm before he had the chance to back away.

      “Ah. You want to play. Have it your way.” His eyes narrowed on me as he charged.

      Sidestepping his oversized form, I rolled onto the ground and backed up against the rock again. Before he could regain his momentum, I rushed him, this time with a blade in each hand. He ducked and went for my legs, throwing me backward, and I landed with a hard thud against the ground.

      Damn, that hurt. Smaller rocks and stray sticks dug into my back, and before I could roll over, he was on me again.

      “Maybe I should tell Cal I couldn’t find you, and keep you for myself for a while. He didn’t tell me you’d be so much fun.”

      “Fuck. You.”

      Calling on my wolf strength, I channeled every ounce of rage, fear, and panic I had felt over the last five years, channeling that power to kick the son of bitch off me. Using the ground as leverage, I bucked and brought my legs up to push him as far away from me as possible. It worked even better than I planned.

      The asshole flew backward six feet, and his head slammed into the rock I had stood in front of just moments ago. Without hesitating, I jumped to my feet and reached for the jump rope I’d left on the ground, hogtying him like the animal he was.

      More footsteps pounded through the forest, and this time I had no problem running. Just as I reached the knives, prepared to speed away as fast as I could from the rogues trying to take me back to Cal, the call of my name split the air.

      Aiden’s voice filtered through the rushing sound of adrenaline in my head, but my body still wanted to run. Indecision filled me, but before I could do anything about it, he burst through the shrubs and appeared before me. His hands relaxed at his sides, walking much slower now that he had eyes on me.

      “It’s okay, Harper. You’re safe.”

      “There’s more,” I replied, shaking my head. “I heard them.”

      “I know. The guys chased them off. We’ll leave tonight like you wanted. I promised to keep you safe, and I won’t let anyone near you again. Trust me.”

      He threw promises and trust around like they were candy. I wasn’t safe. Rogues made it onto his land and almost took me. If I hadn’t gotten lucky with the rock, then I was certain the wolf behind me would have had no problem taking me straight to Cal.

      “Harper?” he said my name like a question, seeming unsure of how to proceed.

      “No. I need to go by myself. It’s not safe here.”

      “You promised you wouldn’t run,” he countered. “Let’s finish this together. Don’t let Cal’s decisions rule your life anymore. When he’s gone, then you can decide to stay or leave, but let me help you.”

      The adrenaline began to wear down, letting me realize Aiden was right. Deep down, I knew I was safer with them than anywhere else. Cal would find me no matter where I tried to run if he really wanted, and it seemed he did. My emotions finally crashed, and my knees hit the ground as tears began to stream down my face.

      Cal almost got me. He knew where I was. I wasn’t safe.

      The knives fell from my hands as they shook, and Caleb showed up just in time to see my full-blown meltdown. Yet, as strong arms wound around me, I quickly forgot about him, and instead of pushing them away, I cried even harder. I had saved myself this time, but I wasn’t certain I would be able to do the same again. If the second attacker had come with him instead of turning back, I wouldn’t have stood a chance.

      Still, I didn’t want to depend on Aiden.

      I didn’t want to depend on anyone.

      The indecision flooding through me was more overwhelming than it had ever been. I had no idea what I was supposed to do or how to stop it. I hadn’t cried like this in years, not even when my mother died. Now that I was finally letting the emotions out, I couldn’t seem to find the off switch.

      “Let me help you through this like you helped me against Evan,” Aiden whispered into my ear. “Mates are supposed to be partners. I will never hold you back, but please let me help you.”

      This time, I nodded. Maybe we could find a medium to my wants and fears. I couldn’t stand the thought of being dependent of someone like my mother had been with Cal, but her relationship with my Uncle John had been far more than that. If I thought back to our days on the run, they were constantly helping each other and lifting up one another. Always taking turns with anything that needed to be done.

      Was that what Aiden was offering? Could I still have my freedom and a mate?

      Those were the questions I needed to answer before I fully accepted Aiden, but I wasn’t going to be able to do that on the forest floor. Brushing the tears from my face, I pulled back from Aiden’s hold.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. You’re safe and you’re here. That’s all that matters.” He turned to Caleb. “Take that piece of shit to a holding cell. We will deal with him before we leave, but I want to get Harper back to the house first.”

      Before Caleb could respond, his phone rang. “Yeah… Fuck, we’re on our way.” His eyes met Aiden’s, and I knew something was wrong. “Augie’s hurt pretty bad. Liam was there, so the bastard didn’t get away, but Augie’s bleeding out fast.”

      I wasn’t sure when he awoke, but my attacker started to laugh at Caleb’s words. Before the scum could get any words out, Caleb kicked him in the head, knocking him out once more. “I’ll take the garbage out, and then meet you at the pack house. Doctor should be with Augie now.”

      Aiden glanced down at me. “Are you comfortable going back to the house? We don’t have to if you need time, but I’m not leaving you alone.”

      “Let’s go. They’re going to want you there.”

      His fingers gently lifted my chin. “Last I heard, they accepted you just as much as me. They’ll want us there, but only if you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure.” Augie was Taya’s best friend, and while I barely knew her, she deserved to have everyone’s support around her. I didn’t imagine she was taking the news very well.

      Aiden lifted me from the ground on to my own two feet, then we headed back with urgency, while Caleb took the rogue to wherever the holding cell was. When we entered the house, the first thing I heard was Taya yelling.

      “August James, I swear to the gods if you don’t wake your nerdy ass up, I’m going to punch you in the balls!”

      “She’s using his full name. We better give her a wide berth until she calms down a little.” Aiden offered me a small smile.

      “Taya, honey. Yelling at Augie isn’t going to help him wake up,” Liam tried to reason with her, and even I knew that wasn’t a good idea.

      “Do you want your balls on a platter?” she snarled. “I’ll do whatever I want. He’s my best friend.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and my heart broke for her.

      Instead of entering the room where the doctor was working on Augie, we detoured to the kitchen to find Addie and Jamie.

      Jamie’s eyes widened at Aiden. “Where’s Caleb? Wasn’t he with you?”

      “He’s fine. He took the one who attacked Harper to a holding cell. He’ll be here any minute,” Aiden assured gently, to ease her worries.

      This was what I’d wanted to avoid. All of these women upset about the possibility of losing the men in their lives. Even if Augie wasn’t Taya’s mate, the loss of him would destroy her from the sounds of it. She’d already lost her brother.

      The entire day had stolen the forward momentum I had made in becoming a new Harper. My anger at Cal had never been stronger, but neither had my fear for those around me. Augie was on his death bed, because the rogues came for me, and I needed to do something about it.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      Never before had I been so afraid of someone dying. If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t think I was even half as angry when my dad died as I was now, knowing the rogues were coming for Harper.

      “What the hell happened?” I asked Liam after he came out of the room, leaving Taya and the doctor to attend to Augie. Caleb had just come back as well, which was good for Liam; he wouldn’t have to repeat himself later.

      “We thought the rogues were all gone, so we split up. I was coming to find you, and Augie was heading back to the house. Taya and Jamie had stayed behind with my mom, in case any of them tried to get inside. Augie texted me to say he found one creeping back toward the property, for me to come back around and cut him off, but the rogue must have picked up on Augie following him and attacked first.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he took a deep breath before continuing.

      “As I was making my way around, I heard the fighting, so stealth was no longer a concern. I shifted to my wolf and raced for Augie. When I arrived, the rogue was in a partial shift with Augie pinned beneath him. He ripped open Augie’s stomach pretty good before I latched on to his head and snapped his neck.”

      Thankfully, the bastard was dead. I didn’t have time to kill him myself. Augie was family, and nobody messed with mine and got to breathe for very long afterward. On instinct, I pulled Harper closer to me, but I immediately realized what I’d done. I was about to let go—not wanting to push her—when she pressed closer, and I wondered if maybe we both needed a little contact to calm our nerves.

      “He’s going to be okay, right?” Harper asked as she looked up at Liam.

      “You bet your ass he is,” Taya confirmed as she stormed out of the other room and entered the sitting area that was between some of the rooms. “If I hear any of you assholes think otherwise, I will throat-punch you. Augie is one of the strongest people I know, and he’s going to be fine.”

      She didn’t stay in the room as tears brimmed in her eyes, but Liam immediately followed her. I knew it would be a long few hours for them, waiting for Augie’s wolf healing to hopefully do what it needed to do.

      “I know nobody wants to leave Augie right now, but I have to get Harper on the move. If they tried once, they’ll try again, and I won’t let the rogues get their hands on her.” I turned to Caleb. “Are you okay taking care of things here if we leave?”

      “Of course, Bro. Whatever you need, we’ll figure it out.”

      “How did you guys find out the rogues were here so quickly?” Harper asked, glancing up at me.

      “It was Augie, actually. He found a code within the one you had mostly figured out already. Most of the messages they were sending we think were to throw people like us off their tracks, and there were short messages interlaced in the bigger ones. One of which said, ‘Bring me Harper’ and it was sent yesterday. It was kind of dumb luck we read it at the exact time they were attacking.”

      “Things would have been a hell of a lot worse if Augie hadn’t realized it. For all of us,” Caleb mused while pressing closer to Jamie.

      All those times I thought Liam and Caleb were just being dicks about their mates and playing their overprotective roles a little too well came back to me. Now, I knew. Caleb was right. Things could have been a lot worse, and they still could be if we didn’t solidify a better plan. Our previous one pretty much went to shit the moment we learned of the new code.

      Liam and Taya came back into the sitting area. Taya stood tall and strong, just like an alpha should act. She’d had her moment, and judging by the seriousness set in her face, she was back to business.

      “This will not go unpunished,” she began. “Liam told me how you four figured everything out, and I want to see the papers. I need to be a part of the plan, and as soon as Augie wakes, we leave.”

      I wanted to tell her we couldn’t wait that long, but I decided against it. There was a chance Augie would wake before we had a solid plan, and Taya was definitely right about that much.

      As rationality set in, overriding my adrenaline, I realized how stupid it would be to take Harper on the run with just the two of us. It was what she had done her whole life and what I had been asking her to avoid doing. We needed a team and a strategy. As much as I wanted to take her away from all of this, finishing it was better.

      “We’re going to go check in on Augie one more time. We’ll meet you in your office,” Liam offered, guiding Taya toward the hall.

      When the rest of us made it to my office, I about lost my shit. All of the papers we had were gone. “Did you clean up before following me?” I asked Caleb through gritted teeth, thinking one of the rogues had made it into the house.

      “No, but I did,” my mom’s voice called from the open door. “You boys were trying to leave me out and, as soon as I heard the rogues were here, I came to see what you were working on. Everything is in the conference room, so there will be plenty of room for all of us.”

      My mother was going to be the death of me.

      “This isn’t anything you need to worry about, Mom,” Caleb replied, probably thinking the same thing as me, but not being quite as smart by keeping his mouth shut like me.

      “Excuse me, Son? Just because your brother is alpha now, it doesn’t make this any less my pack. If the enemy crosses our lines and hurts one of our people, I will damn sure worry about it, and you bet your ass I’m going to do something to stop it. If you have a problem with it, then that is something I don’t need to worry about, because I don’t care.”

      And that was why I was the smarter brother out of the two of us.

      Caleb reverted to his five-year-old self while our mother reprimanded him. His eyes went straight to the floor to avoid eye contact.

      “Don’t worry, Sera. You’re welcome to be as involved as you want to be. Caleb knows better than to underestimate the women in his life. Don’t you, dear?” Jamie patted his chest.

      “Yes, dear. I do,” Caleb grumbled. “Can we go to the conference room now, please?”

      “Let me lead the way.” Mom grinned, seeming extremely proud of herself. Unfortunately for Caleb, he was put in his place very often, to a point where his sarcasm couldn’t help him.

      Harper and I had been first in the office, so we hung back while the others followed my mom. Glancing down at her, I noticed her fighting a smile.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “Your family. You guys really have something special here. Even when shit hits the fan, there are still moments like this when you remind yourselves that just because everything is falling apart, it doesn’t matter. You have each other. The way you all rally together isn’t something I’ve ever seen before. It’s fascinating in a way I didn’t expect.”

      “You know they already consider you a part of the family. They aren’t all gathering around the conference room right now simply because of Augie. They’re doing it for you, too.”

      Her expression turned sheepish, and she looked away. “Like you said, Cal has stolen a lot from me over the years, and I don’t want to give him the power to do that any longer. But I’ll admit, today was a setback in whatever progress I thought I was making. Until Cal is no longer a threat, I can’t make any promises to you. I’m not sure the kind of person I’ll be when this is all finished.”

      My hands cupped her face and brought it closer to mine. “You’re still going to be you, and you’re still going to be my mate. No matter what happens, that is something you can always count on, though I’m happy to remind you whenever you need it.”

      Her eyes met mine, filled with so much emotion. She didn’t need to say anything. It wasn’t what I wanted or needed. I just wanted to see her smile and laugh the way she had when she was visiting with Jamie and Taya. Whatever happened, even if she walked away, as long as she was happy like that, I would find a way to be okay with her decision.

      Liam’s and Taya’s voices could be heard coming down the hall, breaking whatever connection we had, which wasn’t a bad thing. As much as I wanted to push her along, little by little, I knew there was such a thing as too much.

      Grabbing Harper’s hand, we left my office and met them in the hall. “Everything was moved to the conference room. How’s Augie doing?”

      “Doctor said she won’t know for sure for at least another hour. She stopped the bleeding, but she can’t tell if he’s healing on his own yet. The wounds are too deep. If he is healing, then signs should begin showing soon,” Liam answered.

      “I’m sure his wolf is doing everything possible to bring them back to us.” My eyes met Taya’s, yet all I found was a stone-cold expression.

      It hadn’t even been a year since she lost her brother, followed by their long-time pack beta who traded his life to save her father. Liam was going to have a hell of an uphill battle on his hands if Augie didn’t wake soon, because I could tell Taya had reached her tipping point.

      Continuing down the hall, we made our way to the conference room. My mom had done a damn fine job of setting everything up for us. I had wondered why she wasn’t with us earlier, and now I knew. Every seat had copies of the papers we’d been working on placed in front of them. The white board had columns for rogue hiding place possibilities, and there was even food in the center of the table.

      Harper took a seat while I went to my mom and pulled her into a hug. “Thank you for everything that you do. I don’t think we tell you that often enough, and we should.”

      “There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do to help keep you boys and your mates safe. You’re our future, and the packs are in good hands if we keep you all in one piece.”

      Nodding, I went back to Harper and sat next to her. It was time to find Cal, and we were going to need every resource we had at our disposal.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, I was doing a hell of a lot better than I had been before we sat at the table. There had been a lot of yelling, some crying, and even more throwing of things. Every single one of us was emotionally spent, but it had been worth it.

      “So, that’s it then?” Caleb asked.

      I nodded. “We’ll give Augie until the morning and take shifts keeping watch through the night. We’ll leave before sunrise.”

      Harper agreed that she was tired of running, and it was best to stay until everyone was ready to take off together. It was counterproductive to leave and come back to get the others, or to expect them to follow us to wherever we ended up.

      “Thank fuck Augie isn’t the only nerd around here,” Taya stated. “I’m sure this won’t be the last time your NASA hacking skills save our asses.”

      “Always so eloquent with your words.” Jamie grinned.

      We had found Cal far away from Vermont. He was actually in Virginia. If Harper hadn’t come to us when she did, he would have no doubt gotten his hands on her. Since the last time I’d gotten through NASA’s security systems, they’d upped their game, and it took me two hours to get in again, but once I did, we had access to satellites all over the East Coast. Really, all of the world, but we didn’t care about those.

      Once I was in, we were able to use the information from the coded chatrooms to narrow down my search field. A group of people were located in a warehouse building just outside of Harrisonburg, and about two hours from Eric’s pack—where Harper had been just a week ago.

      We didn’t know with absolute certainty that it was Cal and his men, but Eric had agreed to send a few of his team over to check it out, since there were no surveillance videos in the area that I could hack into at the moment.

      They wouldn’t be able to start scouting until tonight, so we just had to hope we were right and didn’t have to change our plan last-minute. We couldn’t afford for any of this to go wrong. If it did, we were all screwed.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      Had it really only been three days since I’d arrived in the Catskills? So much had happened, and when the meeting was over, I had to take a minute to really think about everything that had transpired over the last few days.

      Aiden seemed hesitant to leave me alone, but after promising him I wouldn’t go anywhere but straight to his office when I decided to leave my room, he breathed a little easier.

      I wasn’t sure how to get used to so many people caring about my wellbeing. It was overwhelming to say the least. A twisted part of me wanted to tell them all to piss off and run away. That was how I had been raised. When the going got tough, we ran, but my wolf wasn’t having it anymore.

      She needed a pack, and I had kept her from having a true home for far too long. My mom had done her best with the situation we had been dealt, and I didn’t fault for her for the choices that had been made. We were ill-informed, but now I knew better, and I wouldn’t make the same decisions she had.

      Closing my eyes while in the shower, I replayed the last few days. Showing up and demanding help from the alpha, not realizing what I’d be getting myself into when I did. Wanting to hate him and his arrogance, yet being unable to feel anything other than attraction and frustration when I saw or thought about Aiden.

      Then, Evan challenging him for his alpha position. It had come at the worst possible time, but maybe it had also come at the right time. Even though I still kept Aiden blocked out, watching him almost die had convinced me to accept the mate bond—no matter how hurt I might get at some point.

      Now, the rogues were back, and they were being led by Cal. My sperm donor. The man who had haunted me in my sleep for as long as I could remember. He had held so much power over me for so many years, but the family within this pack showed me it didn’t need to be like that anymore.

      I had the ability to fight back now. I had people I could count on and, most importantly, a mate to push me forward in my life instead of holding me back like Cal had done to my mother for most of her life.

      After some more soul searching, I knew what I needed to do, and I didn’t have any qualms about it, either. I was going to live my life the way I wanted, because I had no idea how long it would last, and I refused to let it be dictated by fear anymore.

      Once I was out of the shower, I promptly let out several inappropriate words, remembering I had no clean clothes. The ones I had been wearing earlier were filthy from wrestling the shitdick that tried to take me back to Cal, and I hadn’t washed my outfit from the first day.

      Taking a chance, I went to the closet to see if there were any extra clothes. Shifters were prone to losing clothes, so there was a good chance the house would be stocked with spares. I had yet to open the closet, because I had my small bag and didn’t need to snoop, but man, did I regret that decision as soon as I did.

      I was not a girly girl by any means, but I let out a low whistle when I saw the plethora of choices before me. One side was filled with men’s items, while women’s garments hung on the opposite side. Opening the drawers, I found fresh underwear, socks, and pants before grabbing a few shirts off the hangers that would fit me.

      My bag was soon repacked with outfits I might need for our trip to Virginia, and I felt a shit-ton better in clean clothes that hadn’t been handed down to me. No, these were new, with tags, and it was the little things that mattered in times like this.

      When I was done, I headed for Aiden’s office just like I promised. He was concentrating on something on his laptop and he didn’t see me walk in, so I took a moment to stare and appreciate him.

      His broad shoulders were rigid with tension, and the corner of his silver eyes slightly wrinkled, making him appear older than I knew him to be. His hair was shaved short all around; the military style fit him well.

      I wasn’t in love with him. I didn’t know him well enough to feel those kinds of emotions yet, but the bond was real, and it was strong. The pull toward him was like nothing I had ever experienced, and I was tired of fighting it.

      Deciding to see how well the connection really worked, I lowered the wall I had so skillfully put in place to keep him away. My eyes stayed on his face as it happened, and I knew the exact moment he realized what I’d done.

      Aiden’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowed until he saw me, and his expression softened. “Harper.” With one word, he was up and out of his chair, making his way to me. Whatever he had been so focused on was now long forgotten. “What are you doing?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly, “but I’m tired of fighting.” I didn’t have the words to tell him how I felt, so instead, my plan had been to show him, in hopes that his alpha connection to me would catch on to what I was doing.

      My hands reached for him, tracing the hard planes of his chest that I could see through his fitted shirt. His breath hitched with my touch, but he didn’t move. Taking a step forward, I stopped when there was barely an inch of space between us. His head tilted down as he met me in the middle, for what promised to be the best kiss of my life.

      Emotions soared between the two of us, back and forth, as our lips met, and hands began to move freely. We didn’t need a blood bond for me to know how he was feeling. The noises coming from his chest were telling enough. His right hand tangled in my curls while his left gripped my hip, pressing me impossibly close. His tongue demanded entry, and I gladly let him in.

      Pleasure. Hope. Mate.

      Those were the three thoughts my wolf kept hammering into my head. I hadn’t had hope in so long and, now that I felt it, I didn’t want to let it go. Aiden’s chest rumbled in contentment, and part of me wished he had asked me to meet him in his bedroom instead of his office.

      “Augie’s awa—shit. Sorry, bro,” Caleb rudely interrupted before we could take things too far. Though, he was already gone by the time I turned around.

      My eyes met Aiden’s very amused ones. “They’re going to be talking about us if we don’t leave this office very soon.”

      “You don’t know my brother very well. He’ll give us hell right to our faces.” Aiden laughed, and I didn’t think it was a sound I had ever heard while being here. It was deep and freeing, likely something he didn’t do very often.

      The back of his hand slid down my cheek. “Thank you for letting me in.”

      “We’re not getting on the expressway by any means, but you’re welcome. I think it’s what we both need. Just don’t piss me off, and I won’t kick you in the balls.” The smile I threw his way rivaled that of a girl scout selling cookies.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned. “Let’s go check on Augie.”

      When we arrived in the living room on our way to check on Augie, Addie was in a chair with her hands covering her face, shoulders shaking. After urging Aiden to go to the room without me, I went to her side.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, softly.

      “Oh! I didn’t know anyone was out here.” She quickly wiped away the evidence of her distress, but it was too late.

      “Did someone say or do anything to you?” I pressed, needing to know she was okay.

      “No, I promise everything is fine. Augie is awake, and it just hit me now how close we came to losing him. He’s been a good friend to this family, and I knew how much it would have hurt if he died.”

      “Hurt who? Them or you?” I tried to hide the smile that crept in but failed.

      Her doe-like eyes widened. “Them. All of us. Nothing to do with just me.” The words flew from her mouth in a rambled mess, and I knew she was covering something.

      Idly, I wondered if her and Augie could be true mates, but from previous conversations, I knew they had been around each other before, and I was the prime example that a mate bond couldn’t be ignored. Though, not all relationships were fated to be together. My mother and Uncle John were proof of that. Cal had been my mother’s fated mate, but her true happiness had been with his brother.

      Maybe Addie and Augie could be together without a true mate bond. I didn’t know if a blood bond would work for them—I only knew surface details about mateships—but if they really cared for each other, which it seemed like Addie did, at least, then maybe they could work out something.

      Technically, Aiden and I wouldn’t officially be mated until we did the blood bond, but mentally accepting it was the first step in the right direction. It would be days, weeks, or even months before I was ready for that kind of commitment, but I already knew there was no going back from being with Aiden without hurting myself in the process.

      Addie’s tears were gone; the only evidence left were the red blotches around her eyes that were slowly fading away. Deciding I didn’t want to walk in on a private moment with Aiden and the others, I stayed with Addie in the living room while she remained silent.

      “Having a true mate is supposed to be the most powerful magic a wolf experiences,” she suddenly offered, surprising me with her words. “I know you’re having a hard time with life right now, but sometimes the best things come into our life when we need them most. Aiden is a good alpha, and whatever you’re most afraid of, I promise he’d never hurt you that way. Like you, I’ve known evil men in my life, and I promise that nobody in this house has the potential to hurt another being like we’ve been hurt.”

      “Where did you come from before you arrived here?” I asked, normally not one to pry, but her statement made me want to know more.

      “It doesn’t matter now. This is my home, and I’m safe here. I can see the same look in your eyes that I had when I first arrived, and I just wanted to make sure you know you can trust this family. It took me long enough to figure out for myself.”

      My hand reached for hers, and I smiled. “Thank you. It helps reaffirm what I was already figuring out on my own. Even if it’s still not easy at times.”

      She shook her head as her eyes glazed over. “It’s certainly not,” she whispered.

      More than anything, I wanted to ask what had happened to her, but she made it clear she preferred to live in the present and not the past, so I wouldn’t bring her back to whatever painful memories she was hiding.

      I hoped that she had already opened up to another about it at some point, and if not, maybe when she was ready, I could be that person for her.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      Harper was more than I could have ever thought I wanted in a mate. She was obnoxious, but only because she cared so much. She was tough but empathetic to others even when she wasn’t doing okay herself. She knew how to think for herself and others at the same time.

      She was mine.

      Nothing would be official until we completed a blood bond, but she wasn’t fighting me anymore, and I had no desire to mention that kind of bond until I was absolutely certain she was ready. When she took down the barrier between us that had kept my alpha connection to her blocked, I couldn’t believe it.

      Before I could wrap my mind around it, she was kissing me, and nothing had ever been better in my life. If only we could have stayed in our bubble for a little while longer, but unfortunately reality was never far away, and our moment was short-lived.

      Addie was visibly upset about something when we entered the living room, and instead of coming with me, Harper had gone to her side. As I left them alone, I thought of the many layers my mate seemed to have, and I was eager for this mess with her father to be over, so I could begin to peel back each one of them.

      Something told me she was going to keep me on my toes for many years to come.

      When I entered the room Augie was in, the atmosphere was much lighter than the last time I’d visited. Taya was sitting on the bed, holding Augie’s hand, with Liam behind her. Caleb and Jamie were nowhere to be seen, and Maribel, the pack doctor, was just finishing her examination.

      “You’re on bedrest for at least a week. The internal bleeding has stopped, but one wrong move and the wounds will rip open again. I expect your full cooperation while you’re in my care.” She glanced at Taya. “Although, I know she’ll help make sure you follow doctor’s orders. If you knew the threats she threw your way, you’d probably be more afraid than you look.”

      Augie tried to laugh, but a grimace fell over his face. “Whatever you say, Doc.”

      When Maribel left, I took her place at the other side of Augie’s bed. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’ve been better. Pretty pissed I let him get the jump on me, but Liam told me the bastard didn’t get away, so that helps. I’m just glad nobody else got hurt.”

      “Well, you’re welcome to whatever you need in this house and welcome to stay for however long it takes. You don’t need to be flying home as you are. I’m sure Gerald can survive without his beta for a little longer,” I offered.

      “Yes, Dad already said you’re to stay here until the pack doctor clears you. Liam and I are good to stay until then, as well, so don’t get any ideas. We’ll be watching you like hawks while we are here, but I’m sure Sera and Addie will take over when we’re gone,” Taya added.

      Augie narrowed his eyes. “I’m more pissed off about not being able to go with you guys than I am about having my guts ripped out.”

      Taya hissed. “Too soon, August James.”

      Augie glanced over at Liam. “How many times did she use my full name while I was out?”

      “Too many to count.” Liam laughed. “Be prepared to have the shit kicked out of you when you’re healed.”

      Taya turned and smacked Liam on his head. “Don’t forewarn him. He deserves whatever happens to come his way for freaking me out like that.”

      “Alright, then. It seems you have everything handled in here. I’m going to go get my mate and eat dinner before we prepare for the chaos that is sure to happen tomorrow.” Reaching out for Augie’s hand, I shook it.

      Taya proceeded to give me shit about having a mate. She was quite happy to have someone else’s romantic life to talk about, since Caleb wasn’t fun to poke—he enjoyed talking shit about himself just as much as everyone else.

      By the time I entered the living room again, Caleb and Jamie were there, and Addie seemed to be back to herself. When my eyes met Harper’s, her honey-colored ones brightened, almost resembling liquid gold. The sight brought a smile to my lips.

      “How’s Augie?” Addie asked first.

      “He’s doing good, all things considered. Taya’s in there giving him hell. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you came in to say hi and relieve him from the ribbing,” I answered, before taking a seat next to Harper at the edge of the couch.

      “If you think it’s okay, I think I will.” She stood from the chair and slipped out of the room.

      When she was down the hall, I leaned closer to Harper. “Is she okay?”

      She nodded. “She’ll be fine. Just a lot going on.”

      “Did you two eat yet?” Jamie asked. “I thought we could cook for everyone, since Addie doesn’t seem up to it today.”

      “I’d love to,” Harper offered.

      “Perfect.” Jamie smiled, then turned to Caleb. “You and Aiden can go entertain yourselves. Grab Liam while you’re at it, and tell Taya to meet us in the kitchen.” She kissed his cheek, then stood and grabbed Harper’s hand.

      Without another word, the girls were gone, and I wasn’t sure what had just happened.

      “We should have kept our mates from each other,” Caleb groaned. “They’re the ultimate cockblockers.”

      “I’m sure you’ll survive. Let’s get Liam and go blow shit up while we wait for dinner. I’m sure with the three of them in the kitchen, it’s going to be a while.”

      “Now you’re talking, Brother.”

      The grin that appeared on my brother’s face told me I probably should have recommended something a little less damaging, but we all had stress that needed to be relieved, so why the fuck not.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, way before the sun rose, I was up and pacing in my room. The girls had all decided to sleep in the same room the night before, and I was equal parts glad and frustrated. I would have much rather had Harper with me all night, but I was happy to see her opening up to other people after having been alone for so long.

      During dinner the night before, it seemed as if Harper had been a part of our family for years rather than days. When she let all of her worries go, she glowed, and I was able to see a glimpse of the person she should have always had the opportunity to be.

      A knock sounded on my bedroom door, and I hoped it was Harper, but my day wouldn’t be starting out with a visit from her. Instead, Caleb and Liam stood at my door, seeming about as grouchy as I wanted to be.

      “Good morning,” I greeted them both.

      “Are you ready?” Liam asked gruffly.

      “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been up for a couple hours.”

      “You just had to go and get a mate, didn’t you?” Caleb grumbled. “Taya and Jamie never spent this much time together. Along comes Harper and—”

      “I’d choose your next words carefully.” Narrowing my eyes at him, my chest rumbled.

      “Alright, that’s enough,” Liam interrupted, playing the middle man as usual. “We’re all tired and stressed. Let’s go get our women and be on our way. Might as well get a head start if we’re all awake.”

      Taking two steps back toward my bed, I grabbed my bag and followed them down the hallway. When we arrived at Harper’s door, Caleb knocked first, and Jamie answered the door. As her arms wrapped around his neck, a pang of jealousy swept through me. Their relationship had always seemed so effortless, and I wondered how long it would take for me and Harper to get to that point or if we ever would.

      “Come on in, boys,” Jamie offered when she pulled back from Caleb. “We’re about done cleaning up.”

      When my eyes caught sight of the room, I saw Taya throwing away tubs of ice cream while Harper picked up empty wine bottles, making me wonder if they had even slept at all.

      “Are you doing okay?” I asked Harper when she stepped closer and threw the bottles away.

      “Yeah, I think I am.” She offered me a smile. “I’ll be even better when this is all over and I know Cal can’t hurt me anymore, though.”

      Grasping her hand, my eyes met hers. “We won’t come home until I can guarantee you that.”

      She nodded and went back to helping the girls clean. When they were done, we all headed downstairs to find Augie on the couch, with Addie handing him a drink. He was sitting up with a tablet in his face, seeming as if he hadn’t had his guts ripped out the day before.

      “What are you doing out here?” Taya hissed, clearly unhappy he was out of bed.

      “Bedrest doesn’t mean I have to remain in a bed, Taya. It just means I have to lounge around. I had Addie get me my tablet and bring me out here, so I could help you guys. If I can’t physically be there to assist, I wanted to contribute something.”

      “What did you do?” I eyed him carefully.

      “You now have two teams, possibly three, in addition to the six of you ready to infiltrate the warehouse. I spoke with Eric last night after he confirmed Cal was there with the rogues. You guys needed more help, and you obviously weren’t going to ask for it, so I did with your mother’s help.”

      As much as I wanted to be mad that they had stepped in without telling us, I couldn’t be. I was grateful for the extra help. I had wanted to do it myself, but I didn’t feel right asking others to leave their packs with less-than-sufficient protection just to help us. Apparently, my mom and Augie didn’t feel the same way.

      “Eric left a group of three at the warehouse,” Augie continued. “He said he’ll call if he notices any movement. Your mom had Jason round up five other shifters from your guard. They left last night and should be arriving at the meet-up spot within the hour. They’ll check in with Eric’s people before sleeping for a few hours while they wait for you guys.”

      “Who’s the third team?” Liam asked when Augie paused.

      “That’s to-be-determined. Gerald is gathering that one and said he had to be discrete, so if he could make it happen on such short notice, you’d know when they arrived.”

      “Thank you, Augie. I really appreciate you taking care of that even though we probably would have been fine on our own as planned,” I answered.

      “Don’t underestimate these rogues,” Augie warned. “They’re more lethal than I think we’ve given them credit for, and if they’re working together now with Cal as their alpha, it’s not a good thing for anyone. I stayed up most of the night doing research on Cal as well.” His gaze landed on Harper. “I’m sorry nobody was there for you when they should have been. Your father is a sociopath, and he’s done a lot of damage, but we will stop him.”

      Harper nodded next to me without saying a word. There probably wasn’t anything Augie could have found on her father that Harper hadn’t already lived through. She was handling all of this way better than most would.

      “Great work, Augie,” I cut in, changing the subject so Harper wouldn’t be the focus. “We’re going to take off. Keep us updated.”

      Taya waltzed over to him and smacked the back of his head. “If I hear you’ve done more than lounge on this couch or in your bed, I will shove my boot so far up your ass, you won’t find it for weeks. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned.

      “Good. I love you, August James.” Taya kissed his forehead and backed away as if she hadn’t just threatened him.

      We all said our goodbyes to Augie and Addie, and I briefly felt bad for not waking my mom, but from the sounds of it, she had been up most of the night with Augie. I knew I’d see her again in a day or two, so I didn’t worry about it too much. There was no outcome I’d consider in which we didn’t all make it back together.

      The six of us walked to the SUV, which had already been packed with supplies, and I hopped into the driver’s seat. What surprised me most was when Harper took the front seat, and the look on my face must have told her so.

      “Figured since I stayed with the girls last night, I’d at least sit next to you for the six-hour car ride. You don’t mind me being your co-pilot instead of one of your brothers, right?”

      Reaching across the center console, I held her hand, interlacing my fingers with hers. “You’ve met my brothers, so I don’t really think you need an answer to that question.”

      As I tried to pull my hand away, not wanting to push too much on her today of all days, I was pleasantly surprised when her grip tightened. I didn’t make a big deal out of it, just accepted the gift she was offering and put the vehicle into drive.

      I just hoped the happiness I was feeling wouldn’t be short-lived.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      Impressions of my fingertips were visible in my thighs by the time we entered Virginia. Caleb and Taya did a good job keeping the six of us entertained, but as much as I would have loved to jump in on their banter, I couldn’t.

      With every passing mile, my unease grew greater. This had been what I wanted for months. The rogues were with Cal. Maybe not all of the ones that had taken my family, but at least two of them, judging from the photos we had received from Peter, one of the group Eric left to do surveillance at the warehouse, and also Kit’s father.

      Aiden’s hand never left mine for long. If he needed it while driving, his warmth was quick to return as soon as possible. He didn’t make me talk about how I was feeling, and for that I was grateful. He seemed to know when to push and when to back away. I wasn’t sure how he seemed to know me so well already, but I appreciated it regardless.

      “We’ll be there within ten minutes,” Aiden announced, causing me to jump halfway out of my seat.

      His silver eyes met mine, and my heart hitched. We might not have completed the blood bond, but with that one look, I knew everything I needed to know. Aiden would lay down his life in order to protect me today, and I couldn’t decide if that was a good or a bad thing.

      Mate is always good, my wolf added to my thoughts.

      She had been reserved and pensive since the rogue tried to take me in the woods, but I was glad she was piping in now. I wouldn’t feel comfortable going into the warehouse without her presence and full support.

      “Jason texted. He wants us to meet them at the building instead of the parking garage. There’s some movement happening, and they don’t want to lose sight of them,” Caleb informed.

      “Liam, pull up the chatroom. See if there is anything new,” Aiden suggested. “Even if Cal still has a spy in our pack, nobody should know we can decode the chats. That information was kept between us, Mom, and Augie, so hopefully they’re still using it.”

      My body shuddered to think that someone else from Aiden’s pack could be working for Cal and the rogues. I didn’t understand what they were trying to accomplish, either. Cal wanting me back didn’t make sense. He never cared for me as a child, not even once telling me he loved me, and only hugged me in public to keep up appearances. He had never been a father to me.

      Something Augie said came back to me, though. Sociopath. I hadn’t ever tried to put a label on my sperm donor’s crazy, but maybe Augie was right. It would explain a lot of things, like how he never took responsibility for any of the wrongs against my mom. In his eyes, he was always the perfect doting mate, who seemed to enjoy all of the pain he caused my mother behind closed doors.

      “Got something,” Liam piped in, distracting me from my thoughts. “About thirty minutes ago, ‘All hands on deck’ was posted. They know something is going on, but what exactly, we won’t know until we get there.”

      Shit, that was not what I wanted to hear. Having the element of surprise had been the only thing to keep me from completely losing it on the car ride down here. We were less than five minutes away and there would be no surprise. No more planning. It was going to be “attack now and ask questions later.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Our plan doesn’t change. We have more people now, and we’ll be there before anyone else can arrive. Just stick together,” Taya assured us, trying to hype up everyone.

      Caleb agreed with her, but as I glanced behind me, I could see the look of concern on Liam’s expression, followed by traces of fear on Jamie’s. The reality of our situation was smacking everyone in the face, yet there was nothing we could do about it now.

      Just a few minutes later, we arrived a block from the warehouse. We left all of our personal belongings in the car, only grabbing our weapons. Each of us would go in with one pistol, only to be used in a dire situation, along with several knives and other sharp objects.

      We were in a mostly-deserted area, but still wanted to do our best to attract the least amount of attention from the humans. We didn’t need cops showing up because of gunfire being heard.

      Jason and Peter came to meet us just as we finished loading as many weapons as we could carry on ourselves. As the guys adjusted the plan to account for our lack of surprise, I took a moment to practice my movements, just as I would have in the gym. Muscle memory was key in any fight, and I wanted to be able to react on instinct instead of fear when I needed it.

      Taya and Jamie joined me when they were done getting ready. “What are you doing?” Jamie asked curiously.

      “You can never have too much preparation before going into a fight.”

      “How long have you been training for this fight?” Taya asked.

      My eyes met her lilac ones. “Since I was thirteen. I failed the first time, but I won’t fail again.”

      Memories of the night I stabbed Cal resurfaced, but I shook them off. I had been a child then. I was no longer the weak little girl he might remember, and even if he knew we were coming, he was still going to be surprised.

      Aiden’s hand gently grasped my shoulder. “Are you ready?”

      With a curt nod, we moved as one unit toward the warehouse. It was noon and, while arriving at night time would have given us more cover, it was what they would have expected us to do. We needed to do the opposite of everything expected if we were all going to walk away from this. Hopefully, even if the rogues did know we were coming, they had no idea when.

      When we paused at the corner and met the other group, Peter reached for me. “Kit misses you. She said you better visit when we’re done here. Something about saving TV shows for you?”

      The smile that graced my face couldn’t be helped. Kit knew I hated those shows, but she always knew how to make me smile. “I promise, I’ll be back there as soon as I can to check in on her.”

      Aiden eyed me curiously but didn’t ask for details. Instead, his attention went back to the road in front of us. Following his lead, I noticed three others hunkered down behind large bushes. I didn’t recognize them, but that still didn’t tell me if they were from Eric’s or Aiden’s pack. I had done a shit job at socializing in Virginia, and I hadn’t been around the Catskills long enough to meet everyone.

      “Any changes?” Peter asked.

      “No. People are moving around the building, but nobody has left or entered since earlier from what we can tell,” the blonde guy on the right answered.

      Peter turned toward Aiden. “Are you guys ready? I can lead you around the back, or we can walk right through the main door. Your call.”

      “If they know we’re coming anyway, I say we blow through the main door,” Caleb answered first.

      “The front entrance is fine, but no blowing anything up as my brother would prefer. We still need to be cognizant of the humans. Where are the others?” Aiden asked.

      “Jason has his team around the back. They’ll go in whenever you give the signal.” Peter pulled small plastic items from his pocket. “Put these in your ears. We brought comms to make communication easier. Just press down on your ear when they’re in, and it will go through to everyone wearing one.”

      Aiden handed me the quarter-inch-sized earbud, and I promptly put it in my left ear. When everyone had theirs in place, as well, Peter did a test call. His voice was like a whisper in my ear. Soft enough that someone standing next to me shouldn’t hear it, but clear enough to understand the words even at the low volume.

      “Are you ready?” Aiden asked as he turned me to him.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Please stay with me. I know you can protect yourself, but if I can’t see you, I won’t be able to focus, and I need to focus.”

      He worded it in a way that I had no choice other than to agree, because I knew what he meant and, most importantly, I understood. Our wolves would not do well if we were separated, and that could get one or both of us killed.

      Aiden had already promised me my chance at Cal, and I would trust him to follow through with that when the time came. There was no reason for me to go off by myself and risk others.

      “I’ll be by your side the entire time,” I responded.

      With my compliance given, that was all Aiden needed to continue. My hand was tightly grasped in his, and we continued toward the warehouse with his brothers and their mates behind us.

      When we came around the bushes, no activity could be seen within the building. Peter and his men were staying behind us, keeping watch for any sort of potential ambush, and would follow us in as soon as it was clear.

      Aiden led the way, with Caleb at his left and Liam on the right. They made a V shape around us girls, making them the first line of defense. Though, what I appreciated most was the fact that none of the men had mentioned anything about Taya, Jamie, or me staying behind. They knew we were capable of handling ourselves, and I was grateful to have them at my side.

      Aiden’s closed fist drew into the air as we reached the front entrance, halting the rest of us. The muscles in his neck visibly tensed as we waited for the signal to move forward again.

      My wolf was riddled with built-up tension. She was ready for the hunt. For a life of freedom and security. If I paid close attention to her emotions for long, guilt began to assault me from being unable to provide her with those things previously, even if I hadn’t had any control.

      We moved forward as a singular unit again, when Aiden gave the all-clear signal. As soon as we were all in the building with the door shut firmly behind us, it was hard to see much of anything. Watching the others around me, I could see they had all perfected the partial shift. Their wolf’s eyes shown through, letting them see in the darkness, telling me I needed to do the same for myself.

      Alright, girl. I know you don’t like it, but I need you to help me out. I need to be able to communicate with the others, but I also need your strength, I said to my wolf.

      Whatever it takes.

      Her reply was short but packed with emotion. The rage bubbling off her was as tangible as the wind circling through the building from the industrial fans above us. The partial shift came easier now that I had her compliance, and my vision became sharper. We were as ready as we were going to get for the impending fight.

      “We stay together until it’s absolutely necessary to separate,” Aiden whispered, but his comm delivered the message clearly through my own. “This building is almost twenty-thousand square feet and three stories tall. They could be anywhere, so do not let your guards down for even a second. We have thirteen enemies in this building, and we’re not leaving until they’re no longer breathing or at least incapacitated.”

      It had been decided on our drive down that if a rogue was able to be restrained without risk to one of us, then that’s what we’d do. We weren’t cold-blooded killers like they were. We would only kill them if our life was at stake.

      Aiden continued forward and, now that I was in my partial shift, I could make out the details with clarity. There were six overhead industrial fans, four oversized storage containers, and several rows of conveyor belts. Behind all of that were several doors and two staircases going in opposite directions.

      When we reached the stairs, Aiden paused once more, listening for any sounds, but everything was eerily quiet within the building, making me wonder if the rogues had fled out the back when we came in. That didn’t seem likely, though.

      Taking the steps to the right, we headed up. There didn’t appear to be anything downstairs, and Aiden relayed that information to Jason, who confirmed they were moving in behind us to check the rooms we hadn’t.

      As Aiden’s feet stepped onto the second floor of the building, he waited only a moment before continuing. When all of us made it off the stairs, I realized why Aiden had stopped.

      Four men stood before us, dressed in all black and wearing ski masks, though they didn’t see us. There was no way for me to tell if one of them was Cal, but if he was anything like I remembered, he wouldn’t come out until he thought he had us.

      He was a coward, through and through.

      No words were exchanged before we drew our weapons, and Aiden moved to stand nearly in front of me, but I didn’t take offense. If I had been in the same position, I would have done the same. It was our natural instinct to protect our mates, and I wouldn’t fault him for that.

      “We’re in,” Jason’s voice sounded in the comms.

      “All clear outside, and we’re moving in now,” Peter added immediately after.

      That was the green light Aiden had been waiting for, and we pressed forward without hesitation. Jamie stayed with me as I went left, while Liam and Taya went right. Aiden and Caleb took the two center men, and the fight began.

      The man before us was easily twice my size, but with two of us, I wasn’t worried about it. Jamie went high, so I moved in low, knocking the bastard to the ground as Jamie threw a punch to his iron jaw.

      When he hit the ground, it didn’t faze him at all. He rolled over, pushing Jamie back several feet before standing. His sinister eyes met mine, and a smirk appeared in the slit of his mouth. All of these rogues were twisted fucks, and I was more than eager to rid the world of their existence.

      Pulling a blade from my side sheath, I moved back in with Jamie right behind me. Arching my arm high, I acted as if I was going for his ribs, but instead, at the last second, I slid on my knees and sliced my blade down his thigh. Unfortunately, I didn’t get out of the way fast enough.

      His hand gripped my ponytail and dragged me closer, bending down to meet my eyes. “You shouldn’t have done that, princess.”

      Sneering, I ignored the pain his grip was causing and slammed my head into his nose. The resounding crunch was music to my ears, as Jamie jumped onto his back and locked her arm around his neck.

      He couldn’t hold on to me as he defended himself from Jamie, so once I was free, I did the only thing I could think of that would disable him instead of killing him. I charged forward and swung my knee as hard as I could into his junk.

      His hands stopped pulling at Jamie, and she was able to tighten her grip as he bent over in obvious pain, but he wasn’t going down, and beating the shit out of him didn’t seem to do anything other than piss off the bastard.

      Taking a second to glance at the others, I didn’t see any cause for concern within their own fights, but nobody was coming to help us, so I decided there would be no disabling the man before me. It was us or him. I had never taken a life before, but my wolf was right there with me, convincing me it would be okay. We were doing the right thing.

      Repositioning my blade, I charged him again. Jamie was still attached to the rogue’s back, making little progress and seeming to realize it. Our eyes met and, when she nodded, I knew we were on the same page.

      “Let go when I’m close,” I whispered into the comms, knowing it would confuse the others, but Jamie would understand and that was all that mattered.

      The rogue was recovering quickly from the kick to his balls, but he still wasn’t able to breathe right from Jamie’s hold, so I wasted no time. Before he could realize what was happening, Jamie pulled the guy’s head back and let go, giving me a clear shot. I swiped my knife across his neck with force. I turned away while Jamie kicked in the back of his legs, and he slammed into the floor like a falling tree.

      I didn’t look back.

      I couldn’t.

      I had just taken a life and wasn’t sure how I was even going to process that, although it sure as hell wasn’t going to happen right now.
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      Not stepping in to assist Harper had taken every ounce of willpower I had. Having my attention split between watching her and Jamie with their attacker and focusing on mine made it take longer than normal to bring him down.

      When my final blow knocked out the rogue before me, my full attention immediately focused on Harper. Just as my eyes took in the scene, I realized I was too late to help her. Jamie had the rogue in a headlock and Harper was charging forward with knife in hand.

      After she hit her target, her body shook visibly, even from where I stood, and she refused to turn around, seeming to avoid seeing what she had done. Glancing back at my brothers, I made sure they had things under control and no new assailants had arrived before going to Harper. I wouldn’t do her any good if I didn’t remain vigilant.

      Slowly, I strode over to her, keeping my hands outstretched. “Harper, it’s okay.” I kept my voice steady and calm.

      She didn’t respond, so I reached for her. My hand gently grazed her shoulder, and I narrowly avoided a fist to the face before she realized it was only me.

      Tears filled her eyes, but not a single one fell. “I killed him.” Her voice was monotone, and I hated it.

      Looking down at the rogue whose throat she had sliced open, I realized he wasn’t dead. Not yet anyway. He would be in minutes, but there was still time. Pulling a dagger from my belt, I knelt down next to the rogue.

      “This is for touching my mate,” I whispered before plunging the blade into his chest. When I stood, Harper’s eyes were clear of the tears that had wanted to fall just moments ago.

      “Why did you do that? He was going to die anyway.”

      “Yes, but now I killed him, and you didn’t.”

      She nodded, and I knew it wouldn’t ease her guilt completely, but even if my actions helped a little, it was worth it.

      “We need to keep moving,” I reminded her, grabbing her hand to pull her away from the body.

      Caleb had killed the rogue he fought, but Liam had knocked his out as I had. Both of the unconscious ones were now tied up, and we needed to continue our search.

      “Jason, Peter. All clear?” I asked into the comm.

      “We had two coming around the back. They’ve been disabled,” Peter responded.

      “Inside downstairs is still clear. We’ll continue behind you,” Jason added.

      “That’s six of the thirteen,” Caleb added. “We’re halfway done with these bastards.”

      Nodding, I didn’t respond. Thirteen was what we hoped, but that didn’t mean nobody else had snuck in without the others seeing them before we arrived.

      “Let’s go, then.” Still holding Harper’s hand, I led the group forward. According to the floor plans we reviewed before leaving, there was still another section we needed to go through on this floor, as well as one more level upstairs. My guess was Cal had men stationed at every corner leading to the top floor, and our fight was just beginning instead of being half over as Caleb hoped.

      Just as we turned around another corner, a flash of light caught my eye and I pushed Harper behind me instinctively, but it was the sound in my ear that gave cause for concern.

      “Six more just came in. We need help down here,” Peter called from his position.

      Liam and Taya shared a look, and I knew they’d go together. We couldn’t afford for two of us to help, but none would leave their mate behind, so it meant we just needed to deal with it.

      “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Liam assured us.

      Bringing my attention back to the light I had seen, I realized I couldn’t find it anymore. “Did you see that before Peter spoke?” I asked.

      “I did,” Harper confirmed.

      If we were lucky and nobody else had entered yet, then there shouldn’t be more than a few people up ahead, but I still didn’t like it.

      “Caleb, do you remember if there was another way up?” I asked.

      “Not that I saw.”

      Shit. Not what I wanted to hear.

      “Keep your backs together. I don’t want anyone getting taken from behind.” My eyes met Caleb’s and I knew he’d have no problem with it. It was our mates we needed to worry about right now.

      We inched forward, watching for any more signs of rogues ahead, but whoever might have been there before didn’t make the same mistake again. When I stepped around the next corner, I caught a fist to my jaw as someone stepped out of a cutout in the wall I hadn’t seen. Two more came out from behind him and, just like that, it was back to fighting, but this time without the advantage.

      Harper reacted before I could, jumping toward the guy who punched me, while another one slipped behind us and went for Caleb and Jamie. The third seemed to debate which of us was the bigger threat, and decided on Harper and me, since Jamie was tucked safely behind my brother.

      Exchanging punch after punch, it was too dark to make out much more than shapes, even with my wolf sight, and I was ready to end the fight. After his last hit, which was sure to give me a black eye, I’d had enough. Using both hands, I wrapped them around his head and slammed his face into my knee several times before reaching for my knife and plunging it into his neck.

      Reaching out for Harper, I soon realized she wasn’t behind me like she had been seconds ago. Stepping back into the other hallway with more light, I noticed Caleb was restraining the one he had been fighting, but the third one and Harper were nowhere to be found.

      “Where the fuck is Harper?” I snapped.

      “We were pushed back. We thought she was with you,” Jamie anxiously replied.

      Pulling out my flashlight, I shined it down the other hall and into the cutout where the rogues had been hiding. There was a door left ajar, and I had no clue where it led. All I knew was my mate wasn’t by my side anymore, and anyone I crossed paths with until I had her again was going to die without question.

      “We’ll get her back. They could have only gone up.” Caleb tried to calm me, but words weren’t going to stop the rage swirling within me.

      “I need as many of you as possible to stay downstairs and watch all exits. They have Harper, and we can’t let her leave this building. Use whatever means necessary to keep that from happening,” I ordered through the comms.

      A round of confirmations came through, and nothing else. There was nothing they could say to make the situation better, and they all knew that.

      When we stepped through the door, there were flickering lights hanging from the ceiling, along with doors every eight or so feet, leading down a hallway that seemed to go on forever.

      “We have to check every room. It’s going to take too long,” I growled.

      “I’d offer to split up, but we’re low on men. I don’t think it would help Harper one bit for you to fend on your own, Brother.”

      Caleb made sense, but it didn’t mean I liked it, and my wolf had a better idea.

      “I’m shifting.” Without waiting for his reply, I let my wolf take over my body. He was as enraged as I was, which made the process quicker than ever. The pain it caused was nothing compared to what I felt knowing Cal was going to get his hands on Harper again.

      I had promised her that would never happen. I had failed my mate, but there would be no stopping me until I made everything right again.
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      As soon as Aiden was distracted, the one who had punched him first pulled me down onto the ground, hard and fast, which caused my head to slam into the wall, making me momentarily dizzy. His hands pulled something from his pocket, too small for me to get a good look at it, but I knew it couldn’t be anything good.

      My knees bent back before I kicked him in his gut, though not fast enough to avoid whatever he had in his hand, and I felt something scrape my neck.

      “You little bitch. You’re lucky Cal wants you mostly unharmed,” he seethed while righting himself.

      Panic rose within me at the mention of Cal’s name, but I kept fighting back as much as I could. Scrambling further away, my shoulders pressed against the wall, and I used it to stand up, but my legs were wobbly. The harder I tried to stand, the weaker I became.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      “Time to go see Daddy,” the rogue whispered as he grasped me underneath my arms.

      He must have given me whatever Evan used to poison Aiden during the fight, because my body went numb. My only hope was that when I kicked the bastard, I hadn’t gotten the full dose of whatever that was.

      My legs bounced on the floor as I was dragged through a doorway. My wolf went dormant on me, and it took every bit of inner strength I had to not lose my shit. Not that it would have mattered anyway. I couldn’t move, speak, or do anything other than be compliant. This went against everything I had fought for since I was thirteen, and an internal panic attack was building, only held back by my fury.

      Aiden’s voice sounded in my ear from the comms, and my chest hurt at the anguish I could hear in his tone. We didn’t have enough people to split up, and I wasn’t sure how they were going to come for me while watching out for more rogues.

      The more I thought about my current predicament, the more the rage began to subside and the fear took hold. Rage did me no good if I couldn’t fight back, and having no control over my situation was my worst nightmare.

      “No, I have her. Be there in two clicks,” the rogue spoke, making me realize they had comms as well.

      As we passed through another door, a howl rang through the building, and I knew exactly whose it was. The heartbreak was more evident in his howl than the voice I had heard through the comm, causing chills to run through my body.

      My wolf began to battle through the fog of whatever drug I had been given, but no coherent thoughts were making their way through me. Only feelings, though it was enough to tell me she was fighting hard to get us through whatever was happening.

      “Here she is.” The dick who had been dragging me along dropped me unceremoniously onto a concrete floor.

      Pain shot through my elbows, followed by my head, as I made contact with the ground. Fuck, that hurt.

      “I told you not to hurt her, idiot.” Footsteps sounded from behind me, but I didn’t recognize the voice. It was garbled and rough, as if the man’s vocal cords had been damaged.

      My body yearned to turn, but I still couldn’t make it cooperate, no matter how pissed off I was. I needed to know who was coming for me, and if Cal was there with them, simply observing. It seemed like the thing he would do. Twisted bastard.

      “Daughter,” the same voice whispered in my ear while turning my head. “I’m sorry it had to be this way, but you’re safe now. You don’t have to be scared.”

      My eyes came face-to-face with icy blue ones. The same ones that had haunted my nightmares, but it wasn’t the same face. No, this face was scarred and not the one I remembered at all. From what I could tell, a wolf must have struck him while he was human and nearly ripped off his face. Which also explained why his voice was unfamiliar. The scars went all the way down his neck, disappearing beneath his shirt.

      “I’ve missed you, but I won’t let anyone take you away from me again. I made your mother pay for that mistake, and I’ll make sure the people you came with meet the same fate. Nobody takes what’s mine and gets away with it. Especially the Anders family.”

      The way his voice sneered as he said Aiden’s family name made me pause. Aiden didn’t seem to know who Cal was, so I didn’t understand the animosity toward them.

      Fear continued to seep through me as Cal spoke. I had come to kill him, but he had me in his hands, completely unable to defend myself against whatever he wanted to do. Emotions battled within me as I tried to fight my way through the terror and the haze that held me hostage within myself.

      Aiden’s howl sounded through the building once more, and I knew he was close, giving me hope that I wouldn’t have Cal’s hands on me for much longer.

      “Why does he fight for you?” Cal scoffed. “That family never cared about anyone other than themselves. I showed them what happens when they’re selfish, though. Elijah thought he could shut me out, and he paid the price.”

      My eyes blinked, but that was all I could do. I wasn’t even sure if my face showed my true feelings, but shock was prominent since I was pretty sure Cal was saying he’d killed my mate’s father.

      “Stop him,” Cal snapped to the three others in the room. “Shoot him if you have to. He’s making enough noise to attract the humans, so we might as well finish him and get out of here.”

      My fingers twitched, and hope began to rise. I wouldn’t let Cal take another person from me. Not Aiden or anyone else who had come with us to fight against him.

      “Send in team two,” Cal spoke to the now-empty room, but I figured he had a comm as well.

      When his eyes returned to mine, his face hardened. “Your friends aren’t going to survive much longer out there. I hope you weren’t too fond of them. Don’t worry, there are more where they came from. I’ve made us a new home, and when we get back, it will finally be complete.”

      I wasn’t worried about Aiden and the others. I knew they could handle themselves. The only fear I had coursing through me was in response to being alone with Cal again. My eyes moved to his neck once more, inspecting the scar and wishing I could hug whoever had given it to him.

      “I know I don’t look the same, and I bet you’re wondering how I got the scars, but that’s a story for another day. Just know the other guy is dead, and his sons are about to join him.”

      Holy shit. My father had killed Aiden’s. How would he ever look at me again once he found that out? I wouldn’t be able to keep it from him, and I was now more determined than ever to kill Cal. He had taken my mother from me and his past choices were going to take my mate away.

      The anxiety I had been feeling previously was pushed to the background to be processed later. What I needed now was my wolf, her strength, and my wrath. I was done with my life being turned upside down at every opportunity, and I was going to do something about it, starting with Cal’s death.

      Shouts could be heard from the hallway, followed by snarls and a gunshot. The more I heard, the more my wolf fought against the poison in my body. I could sense Aiden trying to reach out to me through his alpha connection and hoped that he would be able to break through like I had when I accepted our bond, but no such luck.

      “Do you hear that?” Cal snickered. “My guys are taking care of those standing in our way of being a family again. Soon, we’ll be home, and everything will be how it was meant to be. You have a mate waiting there, and when you bond, we will be the strongest pack in North America. Nobody will be able to stop us.”

      My throat gargled as more body movements became possible. I couldn’t quite speak yet, but hopefully the glare I sent Cal’s way spoke volumes.

      “You don’t want a mate? Well, tough shit. You owe me for running away with that skank mother of yours, and bonding to Rollin is how you’ll repay me. His mate left him three years ago, and all he asked for in exchange for our groups merging was a replacement. You, my dear daughter, will be his.”

      “No!” I roared, finally able to break through the paralysis. “I will never do what you want, and you won’t kill my friends. Today, you will pay for all the people you have hurt.”

      With a burst of rage, I half-shifted in a way I had never been able to do before. Claws ripped from my fingertips, and fur sprouted along my arms, but my legs and voice remained human. The half-shift pained my girl, but even in my wolf form, Cal was much bigger than us. We had to work together, keeping my height while using her strength.

      I lunged toward him, my clawed hand swiping across Cal’s chest, ripping his shirt and drawing blood. “You’re lucky I need you,” he growled.

      “No, I’m lucky to not need you,” I snapped, drawing back to strike him again. Just as my claws contacted his stomach, his fist connected with my face. My body flew backward several feet from the force, and my vision blurred.

      “Just because I need you alive, doesn’t mean I can’t bring you back bruised. It would only please Rollin more. He’s looking forward to the challenge of breaking you.” The grin Cal threw my way had my skin crawling.

      There was no way I would give up easily, though. Hope still ran through me that Aiden and the others would arrive soon. I could hear the fighting beyond the door and had to believe Aiden would win. If he didn’t, then I wasn’t sure how I’d survive today, but killing Cal was my main focus at that moment. Keeping that bright spot in my mind pushed me forward.

      The blow to my face caused my eye to swell, but I could still see from it enough to charge toward him again. I wouldn’t stop until he was no longer breathing.

      My wolf howled within me as we built up momentum and power. Cal was ready and waiting, though. This was a game to him. He had no fear that I could stand a chance against him, but I had been preparing for this moment for years.

      I needed to show him I wasn’t the weak girl he remembered.

      When I was upon him this time, I watched his hands, knowing he would strike again just enough to keep me off balance. His left arm moved, but I dodged it and jabbed my closed fist into his side where his kidney was. The resounding grunt he made confirmed I’d hit my target, but I didn’t stop there.

      Alternating between fists and claws, I used my wolf’s power to keep throwing as many punches as I could, until Cal began to laugh and suddenly grasped my neck with one hand.

      “You’ve turned into more than I could have ever hoped for, but it’s not enough to stop me. I know you think you hate me, but hate stems from love, and one day you’ll learn to love me again, just as you’ll love and obey your new mate.” Cal’s voice became sinister with the words, but it didn’t scare me as he intended.

      “Fuck. You.” I spit in his face. “I will never love you, and the asshole you speak of won’t ever touch me.”

      His free hand wiped the spit from his storming blue eyes, fury evident within them. “I won’t tolerate disrespect.”

      He backhanded me so hard, I heard my jaw crack and stars danced in my eyes.

      “Don’t you fucking touch her again,” Aiden’s voice sounded from behind me, furious and breathing harshly.

      Cal didn’t seem phased, and I feared what I would see when I was finally able to turn around, but the tight grip still around my throat prevented any movement of my head. My legs were still free, though. While Cal was distracted, I used the advantage to swing my right leg back and knee him in the nuts.

      His fingers loosened, and I fell to the ground, gasping for a full breath. My head turned, and any air I had managed to pull in was immediately gone when my eyes landed on Aiden. Blood oozed from a bullet wound in his shoulder, his left arm was cut several times, and his eyes were the dark silver I knew belonged to his wolf. He was wearing pants that were bloodied and nothing else. Not even shoes. Assuming he had shifted while clothed after I was taken, I tried not to think about where he might have gotten the pants.

      “Aiden, I had hoped you would be compliant in my plans for the future of all wolves, but Evan warned me you liked your rules. That’s when I told him to challenge you to the Canis Luparius, knowing you’d respect the old laws. I had hoped his advantage with the Hemlock extract would have proved more beneficial, but that’s okay. Now, I got my revenge on your father, so it didn’t work out so bad for me. Just Evan.”

      Cal didn’t wait before moving in on Aiden. Even in my mate’s injured state, Cal seemed to be smart enough not to underestimate him. As they slammed into each other, I pulled my wolf in, and let go of the hold on my half-shift.

      Are you ready, girl? I think it’s time we shifted and showed Cal what we can really do.

      Her responding growl was all I needed to let the full shift take over. While my bones moved and settled into their other form, my only thought was that I hoped Aiden didn’t kill Cal before I could.
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        - Aiden -

      

      

      I was going to kill him. Slowly. Torturously. He had poisoned Harper with the same shit Evan had used on me and called it Hemlock. I’d heard of it, but it wasn’t anything any of the wolves I knew had ever used. Then, without saying the exact words, I figured out he had been with the rogues who attacked my pack and killed my father. Cal had been at the forefront of so many problems for my pack, and he was going to pay.

      My wounds from the fight in the hall were already healing, and I hated that I had left Caleb to finish it off, but it couldn’t be helped. Getting to Harper was all my wolf could focus on, and I knew Caleb and Jamie understood that. Without my comm, I had no idea how Liam and the others were managing but hoped it would only be good news when we were finished here.

      Harper lay on the ground, seeming dazed from Cal’s latest blow, but I could see her coming around, and it was time to finish Cal before he could hurt her again. Through my alpha bond, I could sense her frustrations, but I wouldn’t dwell on it as long as Cal’s attention was on me and she was safe.

      A fist swung at me, and I wondered briefly why Cal hadn’t partially shifted yet. Shifters were stronger when we worked together with our other halves, but his didn’t seem to be present. Not in his eyes, nor his body, which was abnormal given the situation he was in right now.

      My arm blocked his punch as we crashed into each other. Before he could swing again, I kicked his leg out and slammed Cal’s body into the ground. Landing on top of him, I brought my face close to his.

      “This is for my father.” My half-shifted hand smashed into his jaw, but it didn’t seem to bother him.

      “You think I’m scared of you? You’re a child, and you don’t stand a chance at stopping me.”

      Before I could respond to his statement, Harper’s wolf snarled and stepped closer. Pure hate showed through the narrow slits of her eyes, and her walk was slow, precise, and purposeful—like that of a feral predator, ready to end its prey. And that was exactly what Harper was now. Gone was the scared girl I had seen glimpses of the last few days, and in her place was a strong woman done with being afraid.

      Cal had made a mistake continuing to hunt her, and he’d soon realize it himself.

      “You’re right. I have no chance at stopping you, because I’m my father’s son, and I know when to step aside,” I assured Cal. “The woman who deserved so much more than you ever gave her will do what needs to be done, for her family and mine.”

      Cal showed emotion for the first time since I walked into the room. His eyes widened as his head snapped toward Harper. I was still on top of him when he began to frantically scramble out from underneath me. Lifting and rolling, I let him do just that, knowing there was nowhere he could run.

      He was trapped.

      When he moved toward Harper, I flinched, wanting to step in, but as much as I had been against her doing this, I now understood she needed it. Cal had killed my father, but he had tortured Harper’s mother verbally and physically for years, which meant the psychological part of the abuse was just as hard on Harper as it had been on her mother. And he had almost beaten Harper to death when she was still a child. She needed this more than I did.

      “Harper,” Cal cooed. “I never meant to hurt you. Your mother pushed me to extremes, but I’m a different person now. You have to believe me. I just want you to come home.”

      Her wolf’s resounding growl was answer enough for me. A nice big “fuck you” to Cal.

      Caleb and Jamie appeared behind me in that instant. “Why aren’t you beating the shit out of him?” Caleb asked.

      “Because Harper needs to do this, but I’ll step in if it escalates. How are Liam and the others?”

      “A damn swarm showed up, but Gerald and Augie pulled through just in time with a third group. Don’t worry about what’s happening downstairs.”

      “Cal killed Dad,” I said, as sure of it as if I had been there. It all made sense now. My eyes never wavered from Harper’s wolf as she rounded Cal, taunting him as she prepared to attack.

      “Are you shitting me?” Caleb snarled. “We need to finish this!”

      “We will, Brother, but Harper needs this more than us. Give my mate a minute.”

      Jamie leaned in closer. “Aiden’s right, and your dad would agree, too.”

      A stream of obscenities left his mouth, but I blocked it out as Jamie tended to Caleb’s outburst. I needed to keep my full attention on Harper until it was time to step in to help.

      Cal still hadn’t utilized his wolf, and now that I had a moment to think about why he wouldn’t, I realized he probably couldn’t. Cal had done some screwed-up shit in his life, and a wolf was not innately bad. Guilt was a real feeling for our counterparts, and there was a high probability that his wolf had stopped communicating with him, denying him of all the benefits of being a shifter.

      Harper, on the other hand, was as pure as they came, and with every move I witnessed, I knew she and her wolf were working cohesively to get the vengeance they so badly needed and deserved. She inched forward to her mark while Cal continued to sweet talk her. He blamed her mother, which only proved what a damn idiot he was. Every mention of her mother brought Harper’s wolf closer and closer to her prey, baring her teeth with each step.

      The next second, Harper’s pearl-colored wolf lunged forward, sharp teeth sinking into Cal’s arm and nearly ripping it clean off his body. When she backed away, crimson blood stained her fur.

      “You stupid bitch!” Cal screeched as he pulled his undamaged arm back and swung it down hard, backhanding Harper.

      She yelped and skidded several feet away.

      “Caleb,” I snarled as I lunged forward, grabbing Cal’s uninjured arm and other shoulder. “You can’t kill him, but get your hits in while you can.”

      “Gladly,” my brother sneered.

      Harper needed a moment, and there was no reason why Caleb shouldn’t take advantage of that.

      “I killed your father and gave you freedom from his oppressive ways. You should be thanking me, you ungrateful mutt. Let me go now and I’ll save your pack from the wrath of mine. Or, continue this charade and know that after today, the death of each wolf will be your fault.” Cal struggled from my hold while trying to get an emotional response out of me, but it didn’t work.

      He was three months too late. I had already grieved my father. This was about Harper now and letting my brother take his aggressions out on him. There was nothing Cal could say to me that would allow me to let him walk away from this warehouse still breathing.

      Caleb’s fist slammed into Cal as I released my hold on him and stepped back. My attention moved from Caleb to Harper as I watched her recover from the previous blow. My feet moved toward her, but she was already getting up. Caleb only had mere seconds before it was time to let Harper end her living nightmare.

      Jamie moved in closer, knowing she was going to be the only one to bring Caleb back from his current rage. Her hand rested on his shoulder, making sure to keep most of her body far enough away to avoid accidentally being caught in his line of fire.

      “Caleb, it’s time. Help Harper.” Her voice was calm, as if there wasn’t a half-dead man standing before him and her mate wasn’t partially covered in his blood.

      Harper growled, seeming to not like the “help Harper” phrase as she stalked back toward Cal.

      Caleb dropped his arms to his side. “You’re a fucking disgrace,” he snapped before spitting in Cal’s face and backing away.

      As soon as he was out of the way, Harper lunged forward with open jaws, and I moved a few feet out of her way. When she landed on him, they fell back in a heap on the floor. My feet took an involuntary step forward, but Jamie grasped my elbow.

      “Let her do this.”

      She was right, I knew she was, but it was hard as hell to listen to her. Cal continued to fight back even after the beating Caleb had given him, so instead of completely stepping on Harper’s toes, I moved in only enough to grasp Cal’s arms, but I was too late. Harper once again proved just how strong she was.

      A vicious growl ripped from her throat and her claws raked across his chest, drawing a massive amount of blood before her teeth clenched down on his neck. Whipping her head back and forth until Cal’s arms fell limply at his sides, she snapped his spine, finally getting her vengeance.

      It was done.

      I reached for her and dug my fingers into Harper’s fur, trying to pull her away from Cal. Her muzzle snapped back, and I narrowly avoided having a chunk of skin taken from my forearm.

      “Harper, he’s dead. You did it,” I told her in a calm voice, trying to get through her rage.

      “Shit, we have to go,” Caleb urged, drawing my attention from Harper.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s either Taya or Liam. I can’t tell from all of the yelling through the comms.”

      Damn it. Just when I thought we were done. “Go. We’ll be right behind you.”

      Caleb and Jamie ran from the room without another word. When I turned back to Harper, she was shifted halfway back to her human form, and I held my hands out for her while I waited. She collapsed into my arms, shaking with either fear or fury, I couldn’t be certain.

      “Shhh, it’s okay. You’re safe now,” I whispered and stroked her blood-matted hair.

      “He’s really dead. I killed him.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      Her head pulled back from my chest. “I heard Caleb. We have to go check on the others.”

      “First, you need some clothes.” Glancing down at her, I noticed the bruises and even more blood before I forced myself away to find her something to wear.

      Stepping into the hallway, I took a shirt from one of the rogues I had taken out earlier. Finding the cleanest one I could, I hurried back to the room, slipped the shirt over her head, and pressed my lips to her forehead.

      “I’m not sure I would have survived if anything more would have happened to you,” I confessed softly.

      Her fingers grazed over the bullet wound, which had thankfully gone all the way through my shoulder. “I could say the same to you.”

      Pulling her close, I grasped her hand and led her from the room. Neither of us was wearing shoes, and while she only had on a shirt, I only had on pants, so I imagined we were quite the sight to see.

      As we moved further down the hall, voices reached us—the most prominent being Taya’s—but I couldn’t tell if she was yelling in pain or yelling about Liam. Neither one was good, and as we raced toward the raised voices, I knew Harper’s life wasn’t the only one I should have been worried about.
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        - Harper -

      

      

      Cal was dead, and I had killed him. My wolf did everything she could to distract me from that knowledge, as did Aiden, but the thoughts coursing through my mind weren’t easily diminished. Was it possible I was just as bad as Cal if I had killed him so easily? There wasn’t an ounce of remorse within me, and that worried me the most.

      I expected to feel sad, guilty, or angry—anything other than the nothingness I was currently experiencing. Worry was there, but it had nothing to do with me and everything to do with why Caleb and Jamie had rushed from the room.

      When Aiden exited into the hallway to find me some sort of clothes, my gaze landed on Cal’s prone body. Blood pooled around him, and the teeth marks around his neck were evident. Finally, I felt something, but it wasn’t what I expected.

      It was relief.

      I was safe.

      Cal couldn’t hurt me anymore.

      He couldn’t hurt anyone ever again. Before I could fully dive into what that meant for me, Aiden came back into the room, pulling my attention from Cal’s battered form.

      Carefully, he pulled the shirt over my head and kissed my forehead. It was gentle and sweet, just what I needed. “I’m not sure I would have survived if anything more would have happened to you,” he whispered.

      “I could say the same to you,” I replied. He appeared to have been through hell in his effort to get to me.

      Neither of us seemed to want to think about what it took to get to this point, though. He led me from the room, so we could see what was happening to the others. As we moved through the hall, bodies littered the floor, and I was forced to watch my stride to avoid stepping on them with my bare feet.

      When we came through the door where the rogue had taken me, my body tensed, remembering the helplessness that consumed me after I had been drugged. Though, that was quickly forgotten as the shouts coming from Taya filtered up toward us.

      Aiden pulled harder on my hand as we full-on sprinted for the stairs. “Something’s wrong with my brother.”

      My chest tightened at his distress. I didn’t have siblings. Hell, I didn’t even have any more family, so I couldn’t pretend to understand what he was going through, but I’d do whatever I could to be there for him, no matter what we found when we made it downstairs.

      “Go. I’ll be right behind you. I’m only slowing you down,” I urged him.

      “No, you’re not leaving my sight, but I do apologize.”

      Confusion crossed my face, but only briefly as I was suddenly hanging upside down over his shoulder, with my ass on full display. He quickly realized that wasn’t going to work in my current attire and growled in frustration, bringing me into his arms like a baby. He kept his right arm firmly under my butt, so it didn’t show. As soon as he felt I was covered up enough, he began to run down the stairs, likely cutting up his feet on the metal grate of the steps.

      When we came around the corner, I felt his chest vibrate beneath me, and he put me down slowly. “Go to Jamie, please.” The strain in his voice had my heart breaking as I took in what he was seeing.

      Liam was sprawled on the ground surrounded by what looked like too much of his own blood, and unmoving. Taya kneeled over him, while a man opposite to her was trying to stop the bleeding. Caleb paced closely behind them.

      Doing as Aiden asked, I rushed toward Jamie who had tears running down her face. “What happened?” I asked.

      “They were overrun, and before Gerald arrived with some of the other alphas, Liam was ambushed. Two of them distracted Taya while another group of four took on Liam. Peter jumped in to help as soon as he could, but by the time the four rogues were dead, Liam was already on the ground. From the sounds of it, they think he has internal bleeding from multiple stab wounds that his wolf healing won’t be able to fix. But, they can’t move him without checking for any potential damage to his spine, or they could risk hurting him further.”

      Taya had a black eye and cuts on her arms, but none of it seemed to bother her as she focused on her mate. “Dad, we have to get him to the hospital. Now.”

      “I’m almost done,” he replied softly, while his hands continued to examine the wounds on Liam’s upper body. “Help me turn him over.”

      When they rolled Liam onto his side, the roar that left his mouth broke my heart further, but it soon cut off when he passed out from the pain.

      Gerald laid him back down and pulled away. “They didn’t get his back, and the wounds don’t go deep enough that we have to worry about nerve damage. Let’s go.”

      Gerald, Taya, Caleb, and Aiden picked Liam up, carefully rushing him toward the door we had entered less than an hour ago. When we entered the building, we had no way to tell what would transpire here today, and I wondered how many others were severely injured, or worse. Unfortunately, we couldn’t stay long enough to find out. Liam needed us.

      Jamie and I ran after them, holding the door open and getting the nearest truck ready. Once Liam and Taya were situated in the back, Aiden took the driver’s seat and I slid into the passenger’s side.

      “Directions to the hospital,” Aiden seethed through clenched teeth.

      Quickly, I punched the information into the truck’s touchscreen, and we were on our way. Taya kept speaking to Liam, trying to wake him, but he hadn’t been coherent since Gerald flipped him onto his side. The ride took less than ten minutes, and when we parked, I wondered how we were going to explain Liam’s injuries, but I didn’t have to wait long.

      “My brother was jumped by a gang and has multiple stab wounds. He’s going to need surgery,” Aiden lied smoothly to a pair of paramedics who were about to get into an ambulance parked outside the hospital.

      They immediately sprang into action, got Liam from the truck, and rushed him inside on a gurney. Taya followed, holding his hand the entire time, until we could no longer see them.

      “We need to leave the truck close when we go inside. As soon as he’s out of surgery, we’re going to need to get him out of here. If he survives the operation, his wolf healing will be too suspicious,” Aiden informed me without taking his eyes off the door his brother had disappeared through a second ago.

      “We can’t go in there like this or we will cause suspicion, if we haven’t already. Let’s go clean up in the truck and change into the clothes we packed for the trip. We’ll be waiting inside the hospital before Liam is even out of surgery.” I hated to leave Taya on her own, but even she needed new clothes. We could be back within twenty minutes.

      He turned toward me and nodded. “You’re right. There’s nothing more we can do until they’re done.”

      Reaching for him, I grasped his hand. “He’s going to be okay. He has to be.”

      He didn’t respond to my words, and I knew he didn’t believe them. More of Liam’s blood drenched the backseat, making me wonder if we had been too late in getting him help.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Taya was dressed in scrubs and pushing Liam at a quick pace down the wide hallways of the hospital. I was walking along, playing the role of Liam’s loved one while Aiden waited in the truck.

      Taya leaned forward. “Almost out of here, babe. Hang in there.”

      Liam had been in surgery for over two hours. When the doctor came out, she mentioned several “anomalies,” saying something about additional tests being needed, which was our cue to get the hell out of there. He had a blood transfusion during surgery and was still pretty woozy, but the doctor expected a full recovery in several weeks if he stayed on bedrest, which meant just a few days in wolf time.

      When the exit was in our sights, a nurse stopped us. “Is he being transported to Richmond?”

      “Um, yeah. Yeah, he is,” Taya said, lacking confidence, and I worried we’d be discovered.

      “Perfect. Will you hold the ambulance? I have another patient who needs to go as long as there’s room.” The nurse eyed me, seeming to wait for me to comment.

      “Of course. I’ll let the driver know.” Taya smiled as she kept pushing Liam, who was barely containing his laughter, even in his drugged-up state.

      As we rolled through the automatic doors, Taya lost it. “That was so close. I thought we were going to have a repeat of when Davis was taken from the hospital,” she admitted laughing.

      “I’d say you have more smarts than Aiden and Augie did,” Liam added groggily. “Running out of the hospital like they did was a guaranteed way to throw up red flags to the staff.”

      “I need to hear this whole story soon, but let’s get Liam in the truck before that other nurse comes out and realizes there isn’t a transport waiting for her patient,” I reminded them.

      Aiden met us outside the truck. He’d already wiped the backseat and covered it up with a blanket from the hospital, which was good. Liam didn’t need to see how much blood he had lost. Liam was situated, and surprisingly he was able to sit up this time, which made the process easier, and told us his wolf was taking over his recovery. Once everyone was settled, Aiden took off out of the parking lot like his ass was on fire, and I breathed a sigh of relief that we had gotten out of there without fuss.

      “Did you get any updates from Gerald? It’s been killing me not knowing what happened to the others,” Liam asked, breathing heavily from all of the movement.

      “They finished up at the warehouse already, and clean-up is done. We captured eight of the rogues, two of which are singing like canaries about everything that went down. The rest of Cal’s men either died or fled, and I doubt we’ll see much of them again. Between Declan’s and Cal’s failed missions, I wouldn’t be surprised if the rogues went underground for the foreseeable future,” Aiden answered.

      “What about our groups? Did everyone make it out okay?” Liam pressed.

      My eyes watched Aiden. He hadn’t told me the updates yet, so I was learning them alongside Liam and Taya, and from his pinched brow, I knew whatever he had to say next wasn’t great.

      “Nick, from our pack, didn’t make it, and Peter lost one of his, too. Three more are in transport to Eric’s pack for medical care. None of them were tag-teamed like you were, though.”

      “Damn,” Liam sighed. “If Gerald and the other alphas hadn’t shown up when they did, those numbers would have been a lot higher. We’ll have to thank Augie again for staying up all night to take care of all that.”

      “I keep telling you there’s a reason I’ve kept him around all these years.” Taya laughed. “He’s a very resourceful best friend, even when he’s on bedrest.”

      Silently listening to their conversation, I felt a sense of peace settle over me. Not once in the last five years did I think I would have a home again, nor a family outside my parents and brother. Even though they weren’t here with me anymore, I could feel Mom’s presence surrounding me, telling me it was okay to be happy again.

      “Where to now?” Taya asked, breaking through my thoughts.

      Glancing at Aiden, I realized he was paying attention to me and not the road like he should have been.

      “Home.”

      As he said the singular word, I knew no one had ever felt more joy than I did then.

      Cal was dead.

      The rogues had no reason to hunt me anymore.

      I had a mate.

      We’re safe, my wolf sighed.

      “Dad texted back, and they’re about an hour ahead of us. He’s driving with Jamie and Caleb to the Catskills. The other alphas are headed back to their territories,” Taya informed us.

      The drive home was mostly quiet as Liam rested. His wolf healing was doing its job, but he was still pretty banged up and needed the rest, which Taya demanded frequently until he complied.

      Aiden kept a tight hold on my hand the entire time, and the looks he sent my way varied from happiness to confusion. I knew we needed to talk, but not in front of Taya and Liam. Aiden was just going to have to tough it out for the six-hour drive, which would have us arriving at the pack house around midnight.

      The need to run was still there. I guessed a small part of me would always be cautious and wary of where I was and who I surrounded myself with, but my wolf did her best to squash the voices within trying to get me to flee.

      We have pack. We never need to run again.

      Gazing at Aiden as he drove at ridiculous speeds, I knew she was right. Even if Aiden hadn’t been my true mate, the others had accepted me. They risked their lives to make sure I was safe. It ended up being the revenge they also needed for one of their own, but they hadn’t known that when this started, which confirmed their choice had been selfless.

      Liam still didn’t know my father had killed his. It wasn’t my place to tell him, and Aiden hadn’t mentioned it, so I’d let them have that conversation when he felt it was appropriate. Although, I assumed it would be tomorrow, when the rest of the family was caught up on what transpired.

      The lights in the pack house were still on when we pulled up, and I knew without a doubt that Sera, Augie, and Addie would be waiting for us, along with the others who left before us. As we walked in the door, the first face I saw was Sera’s. Her green eyes filled with tears as she made her way toward me with a smile on her face.

      I had no idea why she was crying. Maybe Caleb had told her about Cal already, I couldn’t be sure, but as her arms wrapped around me, I went with it. Especially because the attention didn’t remain on us as the others hugged, reuniting from the short but stressful time apart.

      “You are the strongest young woman I have ever met, and I’m so sorry for the life you’ve been forced to live, but that’s over now. I know I can never replace your mother, but I hope you’ll stay and find a home here with us. I would love nothing more than to have you here for as long as possible.”

      She pulled back, tears now gone, and rested her palm against my cheek, waiting for my reply.

      “I have no reason to leave anytime soon.”

      “Good, because you have every reason to stay.” She backed away and joined the others.

      Spotting Jamie and Caleb somewhat out of the way of the commotion, I made my way over to them. As much as I enjoyed this family’s closeness, it was too much for me after the day we had endured, and the hugs would have to wait for another day.

      “Overwhelming, isn’t it?” Jamie asked with a smile.

      “Yeah, but it could be worse.”

      “That it could be, and I promise you’ll get used to it real quick. I’ll make sure of it, too, since we’re staying here for a while, until things settle down.”

      “What do you mean?” I tilted my head in confusion. Cal was dead, the rogues shouldn’t mess with the pack anymore, and things could go back to how they were.

      “There has been more than one traitor within the pack this year, and Aiden is a new leader,” Caleb explained. “After this, there is going to be pushback from some of the pack. Aiden might not ask for it, but he’s going to need all the help he can get in the coming months, until the pack can trust they’re safe again.”

      My old pack had been led by fear and lies, so it never occurred to me that those who lived in the Catskills would question Aiden after the threat was gone, but it made sense now that Caleb mentioned it. There was a lot I had to learn about pack life and how it should truly be. Looking at all the people around me, I knew they’d all be more than willing to help me do so.

      Aiden made his way over to us and took my hand in his. “Ready to get some rest?” he asked me.

      Caleb snorted. “Right. Rest. Also known as—"

      “Keep your mouth shut,” Aiden warned his brother with a menacing glare.

      “Easy, Bro. Jamie and I are off to go get some ‘rest’, too.”

      Jamie elbowed him but laughed along with her mate as they left the room, wrapped in each other’s arms.

      “Let’s go.” I tugged on Aiden’s hand, knowing he felt uncomfortable about Caleb’s comment, but it didn’t bother me. We were mates. It was like when people got married, everyone knew what happened on the honeymoon. They just didn’t normally talk about it like Caleb seemed to enjoy doing.

      When we were about halfway down the hallway, I stopped. “Uh, where’s your room?”

      “Upstairs. I assumed we were going to your room, so you could sleep…” He let the sentence trail off, and our first extremely awkward moment happened.

      Knowing he was trying to be respectful, I felt really bad for the laughter that escaped. “No, I’m not. I mean, I guess I could grab some clothes, but if I’m going to stay here, I’m not sleeping alone.”

      My brow raised until he understood, and there was almost a visible light bulb that went on in his eyes. Instead of continuing to walk, his arms swept under me and lifted me into his chest.

      “We can get your clothes tomorrow.”

      He sped through the hallway, past the room I had been staying in, and through the kitchen to a second set of stairs that also led to the upper levels of the house. The detour made me realize he was taking the long way up, so we didn’t encounter any of the others who were likely still in the living room.

      A few moments later, we arrived at what I assumed was his bedroom, and he adjusted his hold on me so he could open the door without putting me down. Once we entered, he kicked the door shut and strode toward the oversized king bed.

      Taking a second to scan his room, I remembered the last time I was there, waiting for him to awake after the fight with Evan, unsure if he even would. The walls were beige with not much on them other than paintings of what I assumed to be local terrain. He had a desk in the far corner across from the bed, which was clear of any papers or photos, and a six-drawer dresser just a few feet away.

      Just like Aiden’s appearance, his bedroom gave nothing away about the man he truly was, but I intended to figure him out, layer by layer, just as he seemed to be doing to me.

      As he laid me on the bed, I sent a silent thank you that we had already showered in the long-term stay family area of the hospital, because the heat in his eyes was not to be dismissed. There had been very few men in my life over the last couple years—since we moved so often and didn’t socialize with other packs—but I wasn’t oblivious to the hardness pressing into my leg as he lay next to me.

      I reached for him and pulled him closer until our bodies were pressed as close together as possible. He gripped my chin and brought his lips down on mine. His tongue grazed my lips, and I happily let him deepen the kiss, becoming putty in his hands as they continued to roam over my suddenly-oversensitive body.

      When he pulled back, the growl that escaped me surprised both Aiden and me.

      “If we go any further, I’m not going to be able to stop,” he confessed.

      “Did I ask you to stop?” I challenged.

      “No, but are you sure?”

      “Aiden, shut up and take your clothes off.” He seemed to prefer my bluntness, so I didn’t see why I shouldn’t use it now.

      The grin he threw my way told me I had been right in my choice of words. Before I knew what was happening, clothes were shredded from both our bodies until there was no longer anything between us, physically or mentally.

      In that moment, I realized that all the hell I had been through was so I could be led to this place and finally find where I belonged. Not that I would want to live through any of it again, but for the first time ever, I was okay with where I had ended up, and the future I saw wasn’t one I dreaded any longer.

      Never again would I have to be afraid, as long as I had my mate by my side.
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      One month later…

      Crouched down behind the desk, I waited for him to enter. I was going to get him this time, and he wouldn’t even see it coming. For the last few weeks, he’d bested me, but today was my day, and he was going to see what a formidable opponent I was.

      When the door opened, I stayed silent until I heard the click of the lock. Inching forward, I pounced and landed right on his back.

      “Gotcha!” I yelled as I tackled Aiden to the floor.

      He scrambled to get out from underneath me, but my hold was tight, and I had him pinned with my legs and arms.

      “Damn it, Harper. That wasn’t fair. You can’t text me asking me to meet you in the shower, and then attack me.” The pout on his face was adorable, but I didn’t loosen my hold.

      “All is fair in love and war.” Grinning, I leaned forward and gave him a chaste kiss.

      “You fight dirty, Mate, but now I think it’s time for that shower you promised.”

      “Nope. We have to go meet the others for lunch to say goodbye to Taya, Liam, and Augie.”

      Aiden groaned beneath me, likely for more than one reason as I pressed closer to him before pushing myself off him.

      “I liked it better when you didn’t like people,” he grumbled as he attempted to get off the floor.

      “Yeah, well, get over it. You’re stuck with me now.” Using my foot, I pinned him down again.

      It was a game we had started about week after we got back from Virginia. He seemed to be convinced my previous training had sucked, and I was in dire need of an ass-kicking until I was strong enough to take him down. He never wanted me to be defenseless again, so he pushed me every day to be better, which meant more to me than all the roses and chocolate most women loved.

      I was not most women.

      Reaching a hand down, I helped him up, but he wasn’t done with the game as I thought. He took my outstretched hand and pulled himself up, but when he was on both feet again, his shoulder went into my stomach, flipping me over and onto the bed.

      Before I could blink, he was on me with a smirk plastered to his face. “Who’s got who now?”

      “Doesn’t count. I had you first,” I protested.

      “You’re right. You had me the moment you waltzed into this house as if you owned the place, and I don’t regret a moment since.” His hand cupped my face gently as he kissed me once more.

      Pounding sounded at the door, ruining our moment. “Let’s go, lovebirds,” Caleb yelled from the other side. “If you’re not downstairs in two minutes, I’m coming in, and I promise you won’t like it.”

      Sigh. When I first got to know Caleb, I adored his ability to bring laughter to any situation, but living with him the last month was pure torture. He was ruthless in his poking and made sure our relationship was at the forefront of most of his jokes when we were in the room.

      Taya promised he’d stop if I ignored it, but he hadn’t yet, and I needed to think of some retaliation sooner rather than later.

      When we made our way downstairs, Addie was in the kitchen grabbing trays of food to take to the back yard. Without asking, I stepped in to help her, and Aiden followed suit.

      “Thanks, you two. It’s like there’s a pack of wolves out there or something, dying for food,” she teased, but I could see a glint of sadness within her eyes.

      She and Augie had tried to keep whatever was going on between them private, but I had seen enough shared moments over the last few weeks to know something was up, though I couldn’t figure out what. I knew if they were true mates, Augie wouldn’t be leaving—at least, not by himself. Yet, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something we were all missing.

      The longer I was around the pack and the group of people outside waiting to be fed, the more I began to care and love again. Three months ago, I had been certain I’d never have this kind of life, but now, I couldn’t imagine life without any of them. Including those not present, like Eric, Kit, and Cecelia from the Virginia pack.

      I had yet to follow through on my promise to visit Eric’s pack, but it was planned for next week, and I couldn’t wait to go back, even if Kit forced me to watch her ridiculous TV shows. She had been a true friend to me when I needed it most, and I would never forget that.

      “What’s that smile for?” Aiden asked.

      “Just thinking about how lucky I am to have found all of you.”

      He grasped my hand tightly. “We’re the lucky ones.”

      His alpha bond brushed through my mind, and a shiver ran down my spine. We had yet to complete the blood bond to cement our relationship, but he hadn’t pressured me, either. Having the alpha bond was good enough for the moment.

      Even though I had come a long way from the girl I was when I first arrived, I still needed time, and thankfully Aiden understood that.

      As we sat down at the table, I joined in on the conversation, feeling at home and happy with these people, as if I had known them my entire life. Jamie’s steadfast friendship had been a big part of me settling in so quickly. The more I got to know her, the more I knew anything was possible when it came to starting over.

      Taya offered the perfect amount of snark and strength to our trio, and I was going to miss her like crazy, but Aiden promised we would go visit Raven Point soon. He still had work to do around the pack, and traveling all the way across the states wasn’t the best idea, given the fragile state of the pack.

      Things had been tense with the other pack members when we returned. Few even went as far as accusing me of bringing trouble to their territory, but Aiden was quick to correct them. He explained it had been Cal who killed his dad Elijah, and it was purely a coincidence that I had come to their pack for help, a small piece of the gears set into motion when Cord found me all those months ago.

      Slowly, people began to welcome me into their pack as the alpha’s mate, and I was meeting new people almost every day. Aiden made sure I was never too overwhelmed, though, and on my bad days, I could still see the fear in his eyes that I would run, but that was no longer the life for me.

      My wolf was happy and so was I. It was inevitable that I would continue to have painful memories ruin a good day, but I would no longer let those memories or feelings dictate how I lived my life.

      I belonged in the Catskills with my mate and our family for however long the fates deemed us lucky enough to have each other. The future was no longer dim, and as I leaned into Aiden’s shoulders, I knew without a doubt that I was the luckiest shifter in the world.
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