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      I couldn't contain my laughter. I held on to my stomach as I gasped for air, but the sensation wouldn't stop.

      “I told you not to wear those damn shoes!” I said, reaching out for the air around her.

      “It wasn’t that funny, Cara.” Oh, that was an understatement. I thought as I listened to Lystra’s tale of her most recent date.

      “He didn't even help you up?”

      “Yeah, after he stopped laughing at me.” I laughed even harder.

      My ass was starting to hurt. Lystra was clumsy. So much so that she fell down an entire flight of stairs after greeting her date at the local hipster bar Breslin's. She landed flat on her back with her legs in the air. Did forget to mention she was wearing a dress?

      “Ok, so you fell for him.” Lystra narrowed her eyes at me before tossing a throw pillow in my direction.

      “I have scars!”

      “I’m sorry. All jokes aside, will there be a second date?”

      “Amazingly, so yes. He said I didn’t trip like most girls.” Tears began to form in my eyes as I held in my laugh.

      “Oh, fuck you, Cara.”

      I let it out, and now my lungs and my ass hurt.

      Ok, I know I’m coming off as an asshole, but I’m really not that bad. My name is Cara James, and Lystra Anderson is my best friend and has been since the second grade when she put her fist in Kelly Parker's face for taking and breaking my glasses.

      Lystra though gravity challenge is the bravest and smartest person I know. She stands up for the underdog and does it like a savage. I love that girl. Then there's me. I am creative, graceful, and at times an asshole, but it works for me.

      “At least the man has a sense of humor.”

      “I know right. Cara, he is so different than any man I ever dated. He's protective, kind, smart, and dedicated.”

      “Dedicated?” She nodded her head rapidly.

      “He and his friend run this program for kids. They have tutoring, sports, and all kinds of stuff. Oh, and he doesn’t just run it. He coaches the kids too. He’s really passionate about the kids, Cara.”

      “Sounds like a real dream, Lystra,” I said sarcastically.

      A guy that nice was bound to have some issues somewhere in the mix. I’m a strong believer that no one is perfect, but I’m not bitter about it. I respect people who are upfront about their flaw. I hated when people tried to hide it. Then I end up getting all emotionally involved and can’t walk away. If you tell me up front that you ain’t faithful, cool. I can’t fuck with you, but I will respect you.

      “Why did that sound like it was laced in sarcasm?”

      “Because it was. If you want to celebrate this week’s dreamboat, go ahead. Just do it without me,” I stated, returning my attention back to my garlic parmesan popcorn.

      “This one is different, Cara. I feel it.”

      “It’s been a week!”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s crazy, but I know this man is going to change my life.” She grabbed a handful of my popcorn and then sipped at her wine. I didn’t know it then, but she was absolutely right. We were about to go down a path we couldn’t return from.

      Let me explain...

      

      Eight days later

      After the date from hell, Lystra wanted a bit of a backup plan, so she decided to bring me along for drinks when she met up with Anton. What she left out, at least until a few seconds ago, is that he was bringing someone too.

      I do not like being set up on dates. I have had no problem find the fuck boys and married men in this booming Metropolis, so why should I trust that someone else could find me a “good man”? Spare me, I’d much rather be at home painting and listening to 90s hip-hop.

      Still, I have duties as a friend. So instead of enjoying my Friday the way I wanted to, I grabbed my freak ’em dress out the back of my closet pair it with some badass heels and waited for Lystra to get ready. A shower, deodorant, some lotion, and lip gloss are all I really need. Lystra, however, has a much longer process. She had to bathe in lavender water, air dry, and then lotion up and then do her hair. After 45 minutes of applying flawless makeup, she did a mini photo shoot in her outfit choices of the night. After finally choosing the right dress, she was ready to go.

      By that time, I was already asleep.

      “Cara, come on! Wake up!”

      “No, let me sleep!”

      “You promised me!” Frustrated, I got off the couch.

      “You said you were going on a second date, not us,” I said, adjusting my yellow, backless skater dress. My black and lavender ombre tresses were pulled high above my head in a cascading ponytail.

      “I know but after talking to Anton and O—"

      “What kind of a name is O?” I cut her off.

      “The kind his mama gave him. Don’t start, Cara!” she snapped.

      “I’m not starting anything. I’m just saying—"

      “The same bullshit you do before you meet any guy. You come out the gate hating. Cara, I really like this guy. Please, please, be nice!”

      Again I’m in a city full of cheating men and lying little boys whose only goal in life is to fuck anything they can stick their dick in. Be nice for what?

      “I will be civil,” I said as we finally left out the door.

      “Wait, did you call a Lyft?”

      “What do we need a Lyft for? Ether is a ten-minute walk from our apartment,” she fussed.

      “Boo, do you see these shoes? Does it look like I'm about to walk anywhere?”

      “Ugh, you so damn extra!” she snipped, but she ordered a Lyft.

      When we arrived at Ether, Lystra’s demeanor totally changed. She became shy, and schoolgirl-like the minute that she saw Anton. We made our way over to Anton. He and his friend were waiting at the base of the stairs leading to the dining level.

      “Hi, Anton, this is my girl Cara. Cara, this is Anton.” He hit me with a head nod. That when I took notice of the man next to him. Dressed casually in a black long-sleeved top that showcased the mass of biceps he called arms, stood O.

      “I’m glad you two could make it. Cara, Lystra, this is my man O.” Like a synchronized swimmer, we both waved awkwardly.

      “Alright y’all ready to eat? This place has the best steak in town.” Anton confessed. Lystra looked nervously at the stairs.

      “You know, I’m not really that hungry. Let’s go have a drink.” Anton smiled. It was like he could read her mind. He knew after her last embarrassment that she wasn’t fucking with them stairs. She grabbed his hand and pulled him through the crowd before he could protest.

      “So I guess that leaves us. You want to eat?”

      “Sure,” his tone was flat and gave me the impression that he wanted to be bothered even less than I did.

      We made our way upstairs and were seated right away.

      “Ok, my name is Monica. I’ll be your server tonight. Can I start you guys out with some drinks?”

      “Nah, I already know what I want. Steak. Rare. Steamed Vegetables on the side,” he commanded. She never even handed him the menu.

      “Ok, and you miss?”

      “I’ll have the same, only medium and with fries.” The waitress disappeared with our orders.

      “I’ve been here before. Anton is overselling the steak.”

      “Oh ok. How long have you and Anton been friends?”

      “Feels like centuries. I’ve known Anton since he was a pup.” The saying was a little weird but to each his own.

      “What’s that under your nails?” he said with his nose turned up. I looked down at my hand, and I had red paint stuck under them. Some days no matter how many times I washed my hands or body, I still found splashes of paint on me.

      “Oh, it’s paint,” I said, putting my hands in my lap. He no longer looked disgusted, but I still felt embarrassed.

      “So you’re an artist?”

      “Yes!” I said proudly and a little too loud. “I’m sorry. I’m just very passionate about my art.”

      “You good. It's nice to hear that in your voice. Most people don’t get to follow their heart. They get stuck in these 9 to 5's then look up one day, and they’re old and exhausted with nothing to show for it.”

      Lord, I hope this man has a job. I thought to myself. He laughed, but I wasn’t sure what it was at.

      “What do you do?” I might as well start the elimination process. He smiled again.

      “I own a waste management company. What did you paint?” It was an appreciated change of subject. I mean, what could you really discuss about garbage?

      “I’m creating a mosaic portrait of Beyoncé. I’m only using tones of red and white. I’ve been working on it for a few weeks. It’s a little difficult when you limit your color range, but I think it’s going to be great! Are you even listening?” I say, noticing that his eyes hand wandered into the crowd of dancing people.

      I turned around and saw several women twerking in the center of the dance floor. Everyone had their phones out recording the ratchetness. I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to O. His glare was pensive, almost deadly. The ass shaking didn’t entertain him. I retraced his stare. He was looking at a man at the bar. The man was rubbing the throat of a small woman. Suddenly, he looked up in our direction. It frightened me. He made a hasty exit out of the club.

      When I turned around, O was digging in his pockets. Anton was next to him, but Lystra was nowhere in sight. How the hell did he get here without me noticing?

      “Lystra went to the ladies room. She said to meet her downstairs at the bar,” Anton assured me.

      “We have to go.” Anton nodded in agreement. O left money to cover the bill and dodge out without so much as a goodbye.

      And to think she thought I was going to be rude.

      I made my way downstairs just as Lystra was walking up to the bar.

      “Ready to go?” I said with an attitude.

      “Yeah, I didn’t expect Anton to leave so soon. How was O?”

      “He was nice, but they left so fast. We barely made conversation,” I said as we made our way out of the club. I would have loved to talk to him more, but something told me that he wasn’t really feeling me that much.

      “I’m sorry, Cara.”

      “It’s ok. I just want to get home and out of this uncomfortable ass dress.” A loud crash startled the both of us. The alley just ahead of us let off a series of loud crashes. Someone was clearly fighting.

      “Don’t you hear that?” I narrowed my eyes at my best friend. Here she goes with that hero shit again. I was ready to shut that shit down ASAP.

      “Yes, it’s the sound of me minding my damn business. Let’s go.”

      Lystra ignored me and took off down the alley ready to fight like she wasn't dressed in a sparkly blue mini dress. I rolled my eyes as I ran after her. We were well into as we came upon the noise only to find a well-dressed man knocked out. He looked like the guy from the bar. Did O and Anton come out here to jump him?

      “I’m going to call an ambulance,” Lystra said, pulling out her phone.

      “Is he breathing?” She followed up. The man’s chest wasn’t moving at all. I shook my head no.

      “Do you think he's dead?” I asked fearing the worse. I’d only ever seen a dead man once before. I walked into the wrong ER room when Lystra broke her ankle. People turn yellow when they die not blue or gray. They also swell. It’s not a pretty sight.

      My question was answered as he lifted himself up without even bending his knees. He attacked Lystra, and I began to beat at him with my purse because I knew I had brass knuckles inside of it.

      I then realized my brass knuckles would be of better use on my hand. I never leave the house without them. I slipped them on when we finally managed to push him off of her. She was bleeding. We both attacked him. Just as I pulled my metal covered knuckles from his face, I saw his pearly white teeth were…sharp.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Aaaaah!” Lystra screamed.

      A very, very big dog had her by the ankle. In that millisecond, I left myself open to Mr. Sharp tooth. He wasted no time pinning me to the ground. He opened his mouth wide and hissed. I hit him in the eye with my knuckles. It fazed him a bit. Another big ass dog tackled him off of me.

      I laid there in shock as the big black dog jumped over me and joined his partner in fucking up Mr. Sharp Tooth.

      “Yeah! HELL YEAH! GET “EM!” I yelled, getting up.

      My hand hurt like hell. I made my way over to Lystra who seemed unconscious. I looked up in just enough time to see the two dogs literally rip the man in half. I was surprised to find that it sounded more like glass breaking. Still, what kind of dogs could tear a person in half?

      Heavily panting, the dogs stared down at the corpse and then each other. I began to pull Lystra away hoping that I could move us in case them hounds were thinking about dessert. As I moved her, the brown one barked at me loud as fuck. It made me fall flat on my ass. He jogged up to me, and I just knew this would be the last thing I’d see before I died. The black wolf came up behind its friend, and I could see that he was significantly larger. They were clearly wolves, which meant we were so fucked.

      When the brown wolfed huffed, it blew my hair back. He bent down to Lystra’s face, and I hugged her tighter. He whined and then licked her face. He sniffed around her neck and Lystra stirred a little. He began to pull at her with his mouth. It was leaving marks.

      “Bad dog!” I regretted the words as soon as I heard them.

      The black wolf growled, and I fell back letting go of Lystra. The brown one pulled her up and somehow tossed her on his back. I reached out for my friend, but the black dog steeped between us. Remembering what the two of them did to Sharp Tooth, I stepped back. The beast’s nozzle was only centimeters from my face. He huffed and then blinked. His eyes were golden, unnaturally golden. I let out a slow breath.

      When I exhaled, I became lost in his eyes. My hand went up into his fur. I saw things. I was with a man, but his face was blurred. I seemed happy, but the next vision was of myself. I was on the floor of a damp, dark place. I was in so much pain, both physical and emotional pain. When the wolf inhaled, I could see again. He was shaking his head and all the mass of fur around it. He growled at me again. Black wolf pounded his paw on the ground and returned to his steely glare.

      “Sleep,” a baritone voice wrapped itself around my ears, and I fell into a thick black fog.
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      I reached to the side of my bed to turn my cell phone alarm off. I needed to get up and get ready for work. I pulled back the heavy duvet and let my feet touch the cold hardwood floor. I stood to my feet and stretched. When my eyes fully opened, I stared at the caged window and began to wonder where the fuck I was. The windows were all barred. The room though elegantly decorated in brown and gold was unfamiliar. I hoped over the bed and to the door. The room was all mahogany wood. The barred windows didn’t provide a lot of sunlight. The room was lit by the flower shaped wall sconces every few feet or so. A giant wall until made of the same wood held only a 40-inch TV.

      My dress was gone. I was wearing a white V-neck t-shirt and what seemed to pewter blue scrubs, like something they gave you in a hospital or a prison. Taking in the room again, it seemed a bit too lavish for a prison.

      It didn’t matter. I had no idea where I was and wouldn't be able to function until I knew. My survival instincts kicked in, and I began to search for a way out. On the left wall was a door. There was a tiny window, but it was barred as well. I pulled at the doorknob, and it was locked. I began to beat on the doors. I saw another door in the corner. I opened it only to find a small windowless bathroom.

      “Shit!” I yelped in frustration. I ran back to the first door and began beating it again. My anxiety was building because nothing was changing.

      “Let me out! Where the hell am I?” I got no response. I ran back to my cell phone. I called Lystra. I got no answer. I called 911.

      “911 what’s your emergency?” a calm baritone answered.

      “I’m stuck in some weird place, and the doors are locked. Help me.”

      “Ma’am, do you know where you are?” he continued. His voice sounded so familiar.

      “No.” I cried.

      “Relax, take a deep breath. Can you do that, ma’am?” I nodded my head forgetting he couldn’t see me.

      I followed his instructions. My breathing returned to normal, and I was able to focus. This voice wasn’t just familiar. I’d heard it recently.

      “Good, you are in the safest place on earth.” I wanted to drop my phone. I was speaking with O.

      “This is what’s best for you and all mankind. “

      “Excuse me?” I said, realizing I definitely was not speaking to an emergency line.

      “We need to be sure that you were not contaminated during last night’s attack.”

      “Contaminated? Contaminated by what?”

      “We would rather not say. If you remain cooperative, this experience will be swift and accommodating. However, if you keep beating on my door like a wild animal, shit can get real, real fast, Cara.”

      “Where is Lystra?”

      “She is being checked for contaminants as well.”

      This was some bullshit. Of course, Lystra would get us caught up some crazy mess. They probably were checking us for STDs, and then were going to put us in a sex trade group. I had to make them feel threatened. I wasn’t going down without a fight.

      “People will come looking for us.” I kept my voice calm. I wanted to show them I wasn’t scared, but in reality, I was terrified.

      “We are sure of this. In the meantime, enjoy your breakfast.” He laughed before ending the call.

      On cue, a panel on the wall opened and out of an air pressure tube my breakfast slid forward. The panel snapped shut before I could examine it. It smelled heavenly. My breakfast was steak, cheesy eggs, and biscuits. I didn’t want to touch it, but I was starving. I could only pray it wasn't poisoned. I took the tray to my bed and looked at my phone. It seemed pointless now. Wherever I was, my calls were being intercepted. I began to pray for Lystra. The last time I saw her, she was bloody and unconscious. I wonder if it was the man or the dog that contaminated us. I had so many questions and didn’t even know where to begin to find answers.

      I discovered one of the side tables was a tiny fridge with bottles of water, juice, and vodka. Stuck in my private annex, I did the only thing I could do. I watched TV until they came to kill me.
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      I watched Cara make herself comfortable in her room from the security cameras.

      “She shows no sign of turning yet,” my beta Anton informed me.

      “It’s only been 24 hours, give her time.”

      I could understand his apprehension. We long ago discovered that the blood on Cara's dress was Lystra's. Lystra had tested positive for Poryphia, which is common for cypids. However, the travesty of it was so low that Lystra could be saved. Unlike her friend, her accommodations were much more hospital-like. She was due for a blood transfusion in a few hours. Anton wanted us to maintain our focus on Lystra, not Cara. He didn't hate Cara. His concern was just with his soon to be mate. He had planned to reveal himself soon so that they could start the mating ritual. He needed to turn Lystra, but it could only be of her own free will.

      As wolves, we tend to mate differently than humans. It doesn’t take us years to decide a woman is our significant other. Anton had sniffed Lystra out at a concert full of people. I think he called it Coachella. He hasn’t been the same sense. Honestly, he won’t be the same until he bites Lystra. Then and only then will my beta be the friend I’ve grown to love.

      Shit, I think I skipped some things. My name is Ozni. I don’t have a last name. Yes, that is an indicator of how old I am. I am a wolf. Correction, I am the Alpha wolf of this particular territory in North America. My reach is far and wide, but I reside here at Arnoux Manor. It’s a compound I own and provide for my intermediate pack.

      I’ve seen this world change over and over again. Things like racism, hatred, murder, and violence never change. So, I felt compelled to find a place for my people to be who they truly are safe. Here at the manor, we educate one another on survival amongst the humans as well as the other creatures of this world. Some have stayed, and some have left, but they’ll always be family to me. I have helped in the mating ceremonies of all of my pack brothers. I gave them my blessings but never have I chosen a mate. I have never needed a mate. This is how it’s been for a very long time. I don’t feel as though I’m missing out on much. I am glad to see the growth of my people, even if I’m not apart of it in that way.

      Though in all of my time on this planet, I have never had anyone affect me the way Cara did. A human female has aroused me a time or two. Occasionally, I have a decent conversation with one. Albeit none of them knew what I was.

      I needed to know why and how Cara gave me that vision. The vision itself was a mystery. Even though the blood was Lystra’s, why did I see her turning into something? She shook me before I could see whatever it was, which brings me back to my point. How did she send me a vision? Not even shamans can do that. Clearly, this girl had something going on, and you could bet I was going to get to the bottom of it.

      We as wolves have made a pack to use our enhanced abilities to protect not only our own but those who can’t protect themselves. There is an entire world of beasts, monsters, gods, and higher beings. Humans know nothing of this. It’s best that it stays that way. They can barely help one another. So, we together from all nations, try to keep some sort of order in the chaos that unfolds in the shadows.

      “Are you sure this is just about contamination?” I forgot he was even in the room.

      “Of course, it is.”

      I didn’t like Anton’s accusation. I have taken an interest in Cara for the sake of our kind. It was nothing personal. She was a beautiful young woman, but the life I lead was too much for me to handle on top of guarding a mate and pups. I made the decision a long time ago that I was a better Alpha without that factor.

      “It’s ok if it is man. Cara is—” Anton continued. I cut him off mid-sentence. I knew where this was going, and I needed to stop his train of thought.

      “Cara is a patient. Thus she will be treated like one. Love is making you lose your senses.”

      “Who you telling?” Anton laughed, and I laughed with him.

      “Go see about your mate.”

      “What if she doesn’t make it?”

      “You cannot think like that, Anton. She is a fighter. Before we ran down that alley, she and Cara had a good hold on the vampire. I was impressed, considering they are both humans.”

      “She is an amazing woman.” His gaze was both admirable and dazed. My beta was stuck in a love fog.

      “Again, she’s going to be fine. Now go.” I shooed him off towards the hospital wing of my estate.

      The best way I can look after my pack is if we all lived on the same land. Twenty acres of land are provided by myself, for my brethren, and my family. So far, I am responsible for 80 wolves, pups and all. I take my position seriously. Our pups are exposed to the best education and resources. When they come of age and begin to turn, they are trained so that they can control their powers to the best of their abilities. Over time human had all but eradicated us. Those who were born slaves to the full moon are rare. Our kind has blended with society in hopes to continue to thrive. It was our last means to keep familiar bloodlines from crossing. Still, we are not vicious. No one can be turned without choosing so. It is a choice of free will. If I find any wolf that turned a human involuntarily, he will pay with his life.

      I left from the security room of the hospital and headed home. At the base of the estate is my home. Spacious and wide, one could call it a mansion. Five bedrooms, three bathrooms, and a spacious finished attic and basement were what I called home. Only one bedroom was furnished. I didn’t allow guests in my home overnight. Homes were built as new wolves arrived so there would be no need for anyone to stay with me. I rather enjoy my privacy. It keeps my mind clear. My home is my peace.
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      I wanted to question her before we started any blood tests. Maybe gaining her trust would help her stay cooperative. Through the tiny window, I could see she was completely engrossed in the movie that she was watching. When the door to her room unlocked, she stirred from her TV stupor. She looked at me in shock, which quickly shifted to anger.

      “You!!” she screamed and then began to look for something to throw. She located a pillow and raised it above her head.

      “Calm yourself. I came here to talk.”

      “Oh yeah, let’s talk about why you kidnapped me!” She threw the pillow at me frustrated.

      “Or maybe we could go right into whatever disease you clearly contaminated me with! Where are my clothes? Where the hell am I?” she yelled again. She spoke a mile a minute.

      “Are you going to let me answer the questions or keep yelling at me?”

      “I haven’t decided yet!”

      I blushed. It wasn’t something I was used to doing, but she made me smile. Her hair was a messy halo of curls, and a light sheen of sweat was attached to her forehead. Her mouth pressed her full lips into a smaller line. She was outraged. She was beautiful.

      “If you have a seat we can speak. Your dinner should be on its way momentarily,” I said, picking up the pillows that she tossed my way. She sat down on the room’s small sofa, and I sat on its connected chaise.

      “Let’s get one thing clear. I am not kidnapping you. I don’t want to see you in harm or deprive you of your basic rights. I am simply protecting the rights of the other humans on this planet. The ones who were given a divine right to live. Once we are sure you are not going to turn, we can let you go.”

      “Turn into what?”

      “We want to make sure that you don’t turn into a vampire.” She opened and closed her mouth several times trying to respond to my statement. All of which I could hear. She had question after question, which just led to more questions. In the end, she just stayed silent and signaled with her hand for me to continue.

      “We will need a blood sample from you. The test is instant. If the results are negative, you may leave, after the NDA, of course.”

      “Really? An NDA. Really?”

      “Yes. It’s for the best interest of all involved.”

      “Where is my friend? Is she alive?”

      “Of course she is! We are not savages! Her injuries were worse than yours were. She will need weeks of treatment before she can be released.”

      “You done lost your damn mind if you think I’m leaving here without her. I’ll go when she does,” she scoffed.

      “Your friend will be fine. Anton would see it no other way.”

      “Of course, his ass is a part of this too. The point is, I ain’t leaving without her. You’re gone have to drag me out of here.”

      “Not necessary. After treatment, I will see to it that you are put in a better room.”

      Her serving panel was opened. Today's dinner was roast turkey, stuffing, and greens. The smell slightly nauseated me. I prefer my meat raw. She ran to the panel to get her meat. Her appetite was slightly ravenous.

      “I let you eat in peace.”

      “Wait!” she said between bites.

      “I have questions.” After retrieving a water bottle from her fridge, I handed it to her. She had a lot of food in her mouth. She swallowed it, as I sat down.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a nervous eater. What if Lystra tests are positive? Can we help her?”

      “You cannot help her, but depending on the level of contamination, we may be able to keep her from turning. There are two options. We can clear her blood of all the vampire venom, and the other option is to try to turn her into one of us.”

      “My follow up question and quite frankly the one that brings me the most dread is what are you?” She was definitely nervous. Her whole bodied vibrated. She realized she could no longer control the hand holding the fork, so she dropped it.

      I debated telling her the absolute truth. Most people freak out when they realize the nightmares they had from childhood were more than likely real things. Still knowing the behaviors and traditions of my own kind, time has assured me that some of the most terrifying things in this world were purely human. If finding out her friend could potentially become a vampire didn’t freak her out, finding out I was a wolf couldn’t be worse. Still, I would be courteous about it.

      “Are you sure you want to know? I mean once you see it, you can’t un-see it. The world you knew will be gone.”

      She thought about it. I have to know. Shit, after seeing that wolf last night, my life has already changed. I heard her thoughts.

      “I have to know, or it will drive me crazy.” I nodded.

      “We need to move the table.” She didn’t hesitate. We picked up the small coffee table, moving it out the way. When more space was provided, I took off my shirt and then my pants.

      “Oh!” she covered her eyes.

      “Is that really necessary?” she asked, keeping her hand over her eyes.

      “Those are Gucci slacks. I’m not ripping those.” She dropped her hand and rolled her eyes at my statement.

      I took a deep breath and felt the heat grow from the core of my body into the tips of my fingers and toes. It isn’t as painful as it used to be, but it isn’t comfortable either. My spine spread and cracked as my new form took place. Fur slipped through the pores of my skin. My face elongated and my teeth grew longer. Cara stood in her corner watching in amazement.

      When I was all said and done, I was a six feet tall wolf with silky, black fur. In the middle of my forehead was a golden patch, a spot given to me by my ancestors. It let other packs know that I was Alpha.

      “Huh, well look at that.”

      She inched her way out of the corner. She bit her lip. I turned away to sit on my haunches. That’s when she touched me right behind the ear. I felt a warm feeling spread through my body. She came around to face me with her small hands still lost in my black fur. I was taken aback. She wasn’t scared of me.

      She rubbed the spot just under my neck. I found myself nuzzling her neck. Her scent was alluring and made me hungry. She smelled like pecan pie, warm and inviting. I felt a strong whoosh of wind. She made my tail wag. I felt embarrassed but not enough to make her stop touching me.

      When we finally made eye contact, it happened again. I was having another vision of her. She was writing and twisting on a dirty floor. She threw her body on to all fours. She ducked her head down in pain. She threw her head back, and her eyes were golden like mine.

      She let go of my fur, and the vision disappeared. I was vexed. Not just because of the vision she forced on me but because she’d stopped touching me.

      “How are you doing that?” I yelled in her head.

      “How are you doing this?!” she yelled out loud, holding her head.

      “It’s how I communicate when I’m in wolf form. Don’t change the subject. How do you keep giving me these visions?”

      “I’m not doing it!”

      “Liar!” I growled in her direction. I don’t like being lied to. It’s beyond a pet peeve issue. It brings out the beast in me.

      If I didn’t calm down, it would take me forever to change back. I had to keep from looking at her in order to shift. I heard an audible gasp when I was back in human form. Yes, I was naked, but I didn’t have the patience to address the issue. I quickly dressed before going to her door.

      “We will need the blood test, but may keep you longer. I don’t know what magic it is that you master, but I will find out, and the punishment will fit your crimes.”
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      I cannot move. My limbs do not respond to my desperate cries for help. My yells of pain do not escape my lips. I can feel the venom slowly cursing humanity from my body. Why me?

      I only wanted to help him. I never knew what he really was.

      I cannot move. I can hear. I can hear Anton’s voice. He begs me to hold on. He promises he will not let become a monster.

      A monster? Is that why my body burns the way it does? Is that why the only thing that’s louder than his voice is his heart? It beats so loudly. The pulse of blood rushing through his system, and it makes my throat burn the most. What is happening to me?

      I have only known this man for two weeks, but every day has been incredible. He treats me like a queen, and we haven’t had sex yet. Here I am in a hospital, and I have no idea how he knew where to find me, but he did, and he hasn’t left my side. Is it weird that I know this because I can smell him every day?

      I hear the door open. The shift in the wind lets me know that Anton has moved around in the room.

      “Anton, it’s not good. The transmission was barely successful. There are still traces of the vampire venom in her blood.” My heart monitor sped up a bit. Vampire blood? I got bit by a vampire! I don’t want to be a vampire! I hate nighttime!

      “No, we have to do it again,” he insisted.

      “It won’t help. It’s time we consider other options.”

      “I wanted her to make the choice on her own.”

      “I know. It’s a choice we want all of our mates to have. If we don’t do this soon, you may lose her forever. When she turns, she will have few memories of her previous life. She will become a blood-sucking parasite until you have to drive a stake through her heart.”

      “No pressure, right?”

      “I know you will make a decision that’s best for her.” The doctor left the room, and an eerie silence follows.

      “I know you can hear me, Lystra. I know this isn’t fair. I need you to help me. Help me make the right choice. I will be damned if I let you become a demon, but I wanted you to be my mate by choice. If I bite, you will not become a vampire, but you will be half of me— forever. There is no going back. Please, Lystra, give me a sign,” I heard him beg before the weight of body pressed bed down.

      So, this is what it comes down to. I can be a vampire or I can be a werewolf. I cannot move. I cannot see. I can cry.
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      The punishment will fit the crime.

      The words replayed in my head. This had all gone so wrong so fast. I needed to make moves and fast. I had no idea what O was talking about. I had no magical powers. I had those visions whenever I touched him. So, this should be all his fault. I did know this though. I wasn’t going down without a fight. When they took me to give my blood sample, I’d have to try to escape. I really didn’t want to leave without Lystra.

      A migraine began to form in my head. I could not figure out how to escape with Lystra. Maybe I could get help. No, he looks like the type to have connections everywhere. They would throw my ass in the looney bins without a care, I thought to myself. I needed more information. A knock on my door made me jump. The door unlocked and two men stepped in. Then O stepped in the room.

      “It’s time.”

      He didn’t give me a chance to speak. The men escorted me out of the room. They didn’t grab me, but they watched my every move. If I even so much as jerked to the left, the guards were ready to pounce. The trip from my room was not very informative. It didn’t look like a normal lifeless hospital. Instead, I felt like I was inside of a luxury home with glazed walls and warm lighting. Occasionally the halls would break way for a large glass window. Most of the occupants were still. They seemed resting not dead. That brought me relief. We stopped at a brown door that read LAB in golden letters.

      O opened the doors, I followed, and the guards closed it without entering the room. Another man was already there. His white coat was thrown on the chair connected to the desk. He checked over the vials and tools in front of him. When he noticed we were in the room, he walked over.

      “Good morning, Ms. James. How are we feeling today?”

      “Do you really want to know the answer to that?” I said with an attitude. He chuckled.

      “I guess that is a stupid question. What I mean to ask is if you have any urges to bite my neck.” I laughed, but I was mad about it. I didn’t like that he broke through my attitude that fast.

      “No, I had breakfast,” I shot back.

      “My name is Edric Fulton. I’ll be doing your lab work today. I want you to know that you’re in the hands of a professional.” I nodded feeling no comfort behind this at all. Edric gestured towards an available chair. I sat down, and he pulled out several straps. I was strapped to the chair.

      “Is this really necessary?” I asked. Suddenly it occurred to me that maybe my results could come out negative. I was so worried about getting out of here alive. I never considered what would happen if I was infected.

      “It’s for your safety. In case your body reacts violently.”

      “To what? I’m just giving a blood sample.”

      “I have asked Dr. Fulton to immediately start treatment once your results come back,” O said. He began to unsnap the button on his sleeves.

      It didn’t take long for Edric to find the vein. He took only a ten ml and left it in a syringe. I watched him take it over to a beaker filled with water. He let three drops loose into the water, and nothing happened. After it was done, he unstrapped me.

      “You have a clean bill of health, Ms. James.”

      “You kept me here just to drop my blood in some damn water?” I asked with an attitude.

      “Holy water, ma’am,” the doctor corrected me.

      “Oh,” I responded sheepishly.

      Edric slid my NDA in front of me, and I signed it without going over it as if I would really tell anybody about this. I wanted to get Lystra and go home. I left the lab and found O leaning up against a wall in the hallway. The two burly men who escorted me here were no longer around.

      “Are you ready to leave?” O asked.

      “I told you I wasn’t leaving without Lystra.” He blew out a frustrated sigh.

      “Fine, you will have to stay with me at my home.” I shook my head in protest.

      “All this land and you don’t have guest accommodations?”

      “We don’t take guests. All of the wolves here are family or become family.”

      “So where is Lystra staying?”

      “Right now she is staying in our hospital, but when she is released, she will be with Anton.”

      “Can I at least see her?”

      “As soon as she is responsive.”

      Responsive? I questioned in my head. Worry flooded my thoughts.

      “Where is she?” Those gray eyes held me captive again.

      “Calm down. I will take you to her, but you must remain calm.” I just nodded.

      He held my hand and walked me down the hall. From the glass window, I could see her on her side sleeping in Anton’s arms. He gazed over at me, as I glared at him. My heart raced as anger spread through my body. Had she never met him none of this would have happened. He could sense my anger and held on tighter to Lystra. He was protecting her.

      “It’s time to go now,” O said, pulling me from the glass. I shook myself from his grip. We walked back down the hall.

      “Just take me back to my room.”

      “I cannot do that. It's already occupied.”

      “I don’t know you. The last time you saw me, you threatened me. Now you want me to live with you.”

      “How would you feel if someone you’ve never meant before was able to do things you thought were impossible?” I looked around the room gesturing to my current situation like “Bruh, really?”

      “Ok, poor choice of words. You are not a threat to me in any way. You clearly have some kind of effect on me, and I’d rather a way to keep my eye on you than leave you to your own devices.”

      “I have a job and a life! So does Lystra.”

      “Oh you mean the art show that’s at least three months from now or all three hundred of your IG followers.”

      “You ain’t have mention the IG status. That was low.”

      “What about my clothes? I can’t just wear these scrubs everyday.”

      “We will discuss this at my home. We are leaving now.” He turned on his heels, and I had no choice but to follow.

      It took a 15-minute drive to get to his home. It sat at the end of the estate the way a castle does at the end of a village. Tall pillars decorated the outside of the house. The ground was covered in hay instead of grass. Al though it was only two stories but it seemed much bigger.

      Once we were inside I began to wonder if he really lived there. The house was barren. Jo furniture or pictures  were in the house. The floor was scuffed up but the walls were pristine clean.  And an unsettling shade of white.

      There was one wide stair case in the center of  the room. He climbed it and I stayed closely behind him. So close that when he stopped  in front of a door I bumped right into him.

      

      “You may have this room for the time being.” It was plain. A queen size bed sat in the middle of three windows covered by sheer white curtains.

      “I thought you didn’t have guest accommodations.”

      “I don’t. This was a storage room. I had things moved around. I had a feeling you were going to stay. Feel free to decorate it how you want.”

      “I won’t be here long enough for that.”

      “Lystra’s recovery will take a while.” My shoulders sank.

      Further along in his mini-tour, I discovered that most of the rooms were empty. He didn’t have couches or any furniture outside of his bedroom and his kitchen.

      The oddest thing about this house was there was no stove in the kitchen. Then again, wolves don’t really need to cook, do they? Oh GOD , does he eat raw meat? I was human, and I wasn’t eating anything bloody.

      “Those are all really negative stereotypes. I prefer my steak medium rare,” he fussed. I keep forgetting that he can read my thought.

      “Then why don’t you have a stove?”

      “The women of the compound fix me so much food that I never need to cook anything. It’s their way of showing gratitude.”

      “O?”

      “Yes.” He answered in my head. I hate when he does that. I hope there’s a way to stop it before I leave.

      “We are going to have to fix this. I need a stove.”

      “Whatever you want is yours, Cara.” He pulled out a laptop.

      “Order what you need from here, except for the stove. I can have one at the end of the day. There are a furniture and appliance store about a mile out. I only ask one thing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I’m aware that my home is a bit empty. Fill it, but do so with my tastes in mind. If I come home to pink everywhere, it’s all going back.”

      “First of all… ew, and second of all, I can handle that.” With that, he left me alone to shop.

      For someone who threatened me 24 hours ago, he sure was being nice.
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      Meditation is the key to a prosperous life. I begin each day deep in meditation. I cannot lead others will a cluttered mind. Cara has been in my home for seven days now, and my mind is a mess of pecan scents, lusty thoughts, and anxiety.

      I have taken on all of Cara’s emotions like that of an empath. Her anxiety about her friend’s health is only cured by her creative releases. At her request, I provided her with art supplies. She spends most of her time in her room painting. Cara may act like she is not attracted to me, but the body does not lie. Her arousal is heaviest at night. It seeps into my room and drags me from my sleep.

      Last night was the hardest night of them all. Our thoughts are more connected than that of my own pack. Her dreams invade mine. She dreamed of me fucking her roughly in bed. I was so attached in her dream that I awoke to semen on the head of my dick. I was brick hard and angry as hell. I do not know how she is doing this to me. It must be some kind of black magic. I am an Alpha. No one should affect me like this.

      I needed answers. I needed to speak with Nasha. Every element has a spirit. The earth, the wind, fire, water, sun, and moon all have spirits. Each creature is guided by an element. I am guided by Nasha, the spirit of the moon. So are all the other creatures of the night.

      Once the moon was mid sky, I sat on the floor of my room controlling my breathing focusing on the beauty and light of the moon.

      She appears to me as she always does. Black hair twisted atop her head, a crown of twisted cherry blossom branches balanced on her head, and two furry ears on either side of her head. She smiles knowingly at me.

      “Greeting, Ozni.”

      “Greetings, Nasha.”

      “I don’t assume this is a social call.”

      “Nasha, I am troubled. There is a woman. She sends me visions. I am becoming obsessed with her. Her scent lulls me. Her touch surrenders my beast. I have never had this happen before.”

      “And you never will with another woman. This woman is your mate, your Alpha female.” I soured at her revelation.

      “I thought we had an agreement. I would lead best without a mate.” She laughed like one does at a child.

      “My dear Ozni, you made that decision. I never confirmed it. I cannot tell you the future. I can only provide you guidance. The choice remains yours.”

      “Cryptic, ever so cryptic. It is neither helpful nor appreciated.”

      “The girl is your mate. You cannot deny it much longer. It will manifest in you. It will become a dark lust that you will not be able to control. Allow destiny to take its course before it does so violently. “

      “Violently? Am I capable of hurting her?”

      “Very. Do not dwell on the possible. Focus on truth, denying it will only bring pain.”

      A powerful strike of light sent me back to reality. I didn’t think Cara was going to be against becoming my mate. My concern was losing control of my pack, my freedom, and myself.

      I could hear faint footsteps outside my door.

      “He’s probably not even in there,” I heard Cara whisper.

      “Come in,” I said loudly. My bedroom door creaked open. She cautiously entered the room.

      “Good morning, O.” I took notice that the sun had indeed come up. Nasha’s visits often took hours even though they felt much shorter.

      “Good morning, Cara. What do you need?”

      “I want to see Lystra,” she spoke the words as if she wanted it all in one syllable.

      “She is still in the hospital.” Her shoulders sank in disappointment.

      “Is there any updates on her condition?”

      “She is becoming more aware by the hour. We hope to release her in a few days.” Of course, that wasn’t what she wanted to hear.

      “Can I just sit with her? Maybe if she heard my voice, it would help.” I could sense that this was about something other than Lystra’s health. I really need to get out of this house. I heard her say in her head.

      “Why don’t we do something today?”

      “Like?”

      “Maybe a walk in the woods.” Oh, GOD! He’s going to kill me and bury me in the woods, she thought, taking a step back. I growled in annoyance.

      “Woman I am not going to kill you!”

      “You were the one who threatened me. Why should I believe that?”

      “If I wanted you dead, why would I have you stay with me? I could’ve disposed of you while you were strapped to that chair in the lab! If there were anything impure about you when your blood dropped into that vial, it would have sizzled. I suspect that you have an underlying power. Have you ever had visions before?”

      “Outside of déjà vu, no.”

      “You pose no threat to me, Cara. Now please go change and be ready to leave in 40 minutes,” I said, scooting her out of my room. I needed to regain some peace of mind. Honestly, why would she even think something so ridiculous?
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        * * *

      

      She pulled at the button on her ringmaster style jacket. I liked the black skater skirt she paired it with. Cara did not like wearing jeans. Over the last few days, I’d only seen her in skirts and dresses. Her style was very feminine. Her hair framed her full face. It was a rainbow of different colors blended in with raven colored strands.

      She pulled on the passenger side door.

      “So where are we headed?”

      “You will see.” We pulled up to the park area. It was at the further end of our estate. On the weekend, it was filled with young pups and pack families. However today was Wednesday so most of the pack was busy, which was perfect timing for Cara and me to explore the land. Golden and orange leaves covered the ground. The trees held very few leaves. I love fall. Cara took a seat on a picnic table.

      “It’s beautiful out here. I just love fall.”

      “Me too.”

      “Living in the city, I don’t get to take it in like this. Everything is soggy and run over.”

      “Have you and Lystra always lived in the city?”

      “No. We used to stay in the suburbs when we were kids. That was before my parents died.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s ok. It was a long time ago. They passed away in a car accident, drunk driving.”

      “That’s a damn shame.”

      “I know. They should have taken a cab home. They took out a car full of teenagers.” I didn’t expect that response.

      “It didn’t help that during the time, I was in classes with their siblings. I was tortured in the aftermaths of their deaths. Lystra was my only friends. She means everything to me.”

      She turned her head away. I knew she was wiping away tears. I knew it was a sour memory for her, especially because her best friend was in the hospital, and she couldn’t do anything about it. I didn’t want to see her like this. I needed to bring a smile back to her face.

      I began to undress. She turned around, and her eyes grew wide.

      “What are you doing?” she exclaimed.

      “I’m not letting this day go to waste.” I removed my clothes, and she took them folding them neatly and placing them on the blanket. I could feel the heat from her stares. She bit her lower lip staring at my dick. I laughed to myself.

      My body shifted into my wolf form. Her smile was wide and bright. I’m used not of this reaction to when I shift. I’m used to people cowering in fear. She walked up to me and raised her hand. I growled.

      “Oh don’t you start with me!” she fussed. Then she placed her hand behind my ear and began to scratch. I hate how much I love this. It’s the same as receiving a back rub. Her tiny hands moved from behind my ear to under my chin.

      Grab my fur! I told her in thought.

      “What?”

      “Just grab on.” She grabbed on, and I lowered to the ground the best I could.

      “Get on.”

      “No way, I’ll fall.”

      “I won’t drop you.” She was still hesitant.

      “Trust me.” Her face softened, and she climbed on my back.

      “Now hold on tight.” She wrapped her arms around my neck. Once I knew she was secure, I took off through the park.

      My sight was a blur of reds and oranges. I ran with the land as it rose and fell. I could hear her gasp and giggle from behind me. I knew these woods better than anyone. In a few yards, the land broke apart, and a 30-foot drop leads to a rushing, rocky river. It was a big hurdle to get across.

      “Do not let go!” I picked up speed.

      Her body tensed as she realized what was about to happen. She gripped my neck tighter. I leaped across canyon and land on all four paws powerfully. Cara’s body began to twitch. She slid off of me and to the ground. She was holding on to her chest. I could hear her heart beat against her chest.

      “Are you ok?”

      “That was…that was...Oh my GOD! I've never done anything like that in my life. How did you know we’d make it?”

      “I trusted my wolf. That’s the thing about taking risks. You can do research, collect data, make equations, and predictions, but it won’t matter. You’ll never know what will truly happen. You have to go with your gut and just do it.”

      We made our way back to the car, taking in the beauty of nature and enjoying small talk. I learned a very important detail about Cara. She is loyal. It’s not a common trait amongst humans. I respect that. She also loves nature. Despite her not being a wolf, I know I want her around for just a bit longer.
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      My new home is vastly different from my apartment. I now lived in a three-bedroom ranch with a ridiculously spacious backyard. The adjustment of inner city apartment life to a ranch house in a small town would take time. I had yet to meet the other women of the estate. My hunger was not under control. O thought it was best to keep Cara as far from me as possible. Therefore, it was now going on week two that I hadn’t seen my best friend. I needed her more than ever. She was the only face I really trusted. Still, until I was situated, it would be best.

      It was even harder getting used to your boyfriend turning into a giant furry wolf. This was my life now. Anton can shift into a six-foot brown beast who loves to run everywhere. When I’m too weak to meet with the women of the compound, I watch him from the back porch. It’s enclosed, but it didn’t help. I can hear things. Hearts, animal, or human, I can hear it all. I can smell warmth, which is only odd because I can’t feel it. When Anton touches me, I feel nothing, but I can smell his blood. It leaves a metallic taste in my mouth. I crave it.

      Anton has not left my side since I was released from the hospital. He informed me that Cara was here and that she would visit me soon. I was glad to know she was ok. I needed her sound advice because I had a hard choice to make.

      I told Anton that I heard about my current fate. I felt helpless behind it. Just weeks ago, I was a normal girl with a big heart. I had a short amount of time to choose if I wanted to be a big fluffy dog or a blood-sucking demon.

      You would think that wouldn’t be a hard choice. With every day that passes, blood becomes more appealing to me. I feel like I've gone days without water. Yesterday’s dinner was steak, and I ordered it rare. It wasn’t enough. It felt like I was taking a chance on molded bread. It felt off-putting to eat something cooked.

      “I have a surprise for you.” He pulled out two pairs of handcuffs. He then cuffed me to my wheelchair.

      “Anton, what is this?”

      “I know what you need, and this the best way I can give it to you.”

      He then placed a blanket in my lap. It covered my hands as well. He walked towards our front door, and when he opened it, Cara walked through. I was elated until the burn in my throat started. My friend was like a walking milkshake. I could smell the rich iron in her blood. Oh, the ache I felt as I fought against my restraints. She tightened the scarf on her neck. It helped a little. She sat across the room.

      “I can’t leave you to in the house alone. I will be just in our bedroom on the first floor.” Anton said before leaving us to speak.

      Cara looked just as miserable as I felt.

      “You know I owe you an ass whooping,” she said, crossing her arms. I noticed the paint residue on her fingers.

      “They’re letting you paint?”

      “Yes. O bought me some supplies. I stay to myself most of the time and out of his hair. Well, when he’s human.”

      “Hold up! He turned into a wolf in front of you?”

      “Yeah, a little over a week ago. He's so big, and his fur is so soft,” she said affectionately.

      “You do realize he’s not your pet, right?”

      “Oh, shut up! I know he’s not my pet. He's just more affectionate in wolf form than in human form. When he’s human, he’s direct and by the book. When he’s a wolf he warms up to me he lets me touch him, and that’s when all hell breaks loose.” I waited for her to continue.

      “I get these visions. Some of them are good, but the strongest ones are when I’m in pain.”

      “Pain?”

      “Yeah, like I’m on some damp, dirty floor twisting and turning in pain. I can feel my bones cracking Lystra. It’s crazy.

      “That’s not normal Cara, even for our situation. And speaking of situations, I am in a really complicated spot.” The blanket slipped and my restraints we’re clear. I lowered my head in embarrassment.

      “You tested negative, didn’t you?” I nodded my head.

      “Well, O said you could be treated. That way you wouldn’t turn.”

      “They tried a blood transfusion with human blood, donated not stolen. It didn’t work. It slowed the process, but not by much. They want to try something else.”

      “I’m all ears for this.” She shifted, and so did her scarf. Dammit. Noticing my discomfort, she readjusted the scarf. I could still hear her heart though.

      “They want to turn me into a wolf.” I tried to focus on the subject at hand. I swallowed hard and continued.

      “That’s the only other way I can live. Wolf serum is very strong. It could counteract what’s left of the vampire venom.”

      “Ok, your options suck. Still, I don’t understand why this is a hard choice for you.”

      “I don’t know that I want to be a wolf. I feel so thirsty. Half of this conversation I’ve been listening to your heartbeat. That's why Anton and O wouldn’t let you visit me right away. If I could just get a drop, I could make a clear decision.”

      “Honey, that’s that damn vampire venom talking. Do you really want to spend your life feeding on mankind? See how that thirst is driving you crazy? It won’t stop. It will come back stronger and stronger. Let them fix you!” She was absolutely right. Still, the longer they waited, the stronger this could get.

      “You’re right. I’m going to tell Anton tonight.”

      “Good! Now we have just one problem left.”

      “How do I deal with being attracted to a wolf?” I laughed.

      “O got you, huh?”

      “It’s so weird! I swear when I daydream about him, it feels so real, and then I open my eyes and boom there he is in front of me. It’s like the man is my head.”

      “I guess now it’s my turn to be confused. What’s the problem, Cara?”

      “I don’t think he wants me. We have these intimate moments, but then he pulls back. It’s like he’s trying to push me away.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but I could almost taste her blood on my tongue. I moaned.

      “Lystra?”

      “Go,” I whispered. My hands were trying to slip under my restraints. Her eyes grew wide.

      “Anton!” Cara yelled then back up.

      The blanket had fallen, and I felt clammy and thirsty, so very thirsty. I exhaled, and it came out as a hiss. I tried to close my mouth, but a fang nicked me. I tasted the blood, but it was bitter. No, this wouldn’t do. I wanted the fresh meat clinging to the wall in fear. I pulled an arm up, and it broke away from the restraints.

      Anton came in the room with a syringe in his hands. I began to walk towards Cara. The more terrified she grew, the more her heart pumped. I craved that sweet, delicious flavor of hot rushing blood. A pinch and then a burn hit my side. I turned around, and there was Anton. The syringe was now empty. I felt heavy so much that my legs gave out.

      “Is she going to be ok?’

      “This will knock her out for a few hours. She won’t make it another day like this.” I could hear the concern in his voice. The room seemed to be spinning.

      “Bite her!” Cara panicked, her voice cracking as she cried.

      “She has to give me her permission.”

      “She will! We just talked about it! Anton, please!” I heard Cara beg before everything went black.
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      Since I am a beta when my mate is ready, I don’t have to wait on a full moon. Instead, I can do it when the moon is out in general. Our shifting isn’t based on the moon’s presence, but our supernatural powers are. They become stronger during lunar cycles. Tonight Lystra and I would mate in a small, intimate ceremony.

      With Lystra so close to becoming a vampire, we didn’t want the rest of the compound to see her. So, we skipped the tradition of a community blessing. We would only truly need the blessing of our pack Alpha. What makes the ceremony so special is that it’s a choice. Lystra was choosing to be with me. She was sacrificing all she had come to know be my partner.

      “I am nervous.”

      “In your heart You knew she was for you before you even said hello. Allow those same instincts to guide you now. Good luck, brother.” Edric helped her walk into the room.

      When she walked into the room in that sheer white robe, all became right with the world. Her full breasts sat up just right behind the fabric. There was a slight limp in her walk. The more her body fought the venom, the weaker she became physically.

      When Edric was close enough, I took over. O took his place in front of us. This was not the way we should have done this but desperate times call for desperate measures. I would one day make up for this moment. I might just do the human marriage ceremony, but this would do for now. I refused to lose the love of my life.

      O tapped my shoulder and then Lystra’s.

      “May this union be blessed. Lystra it is an honor to have you join us. Anton, my brother, may you continue to grow wiser and stronger for the sake of you mate and your pack.” O nodded and then left the room.

      I picked her up bridal style and brought her to the bed. She laid down on the bed beneath the skylight. She looked downright edible. I pulled at the thin strap holding her robe closed. She sat up and let the fabric slide down her shoulders and onto the bed behind her.

      Lystra seemed dazed. The venom is taking more and more of her each day. Her hands caressed my skin, but they felt like ice. I finally pushed past the barrier of muscle and was glad to find there was one place she was still warm. Her body shuddered in response, and I felt her thighs close up, pulling me into her body. It was almost like she needed my warmth.

      I couldn’t prolong this anymore. We’d have lifetimes to make love but only this moment to save her life. She held me in her embrace as the change began. My face elongated slightly, and my fangs grew past my mouth.

      “I love you.”

      It was more of a reminder than a confession. My actions showed Lystra I cared deeply for her, but my next move would feel like a contradiction to that statement. Gripping her waist tightly, I bit down into her shoulder blade.

      “Ahh!” she screamed, digging her nails into my back. While I was in beast for it may as well have been feathers. It didn't hurt at all.

      My canines broke into her skin, the serum in my saliva mixed in with her blood. I felt her body heat up. She gasped for air. The serum would heat her body right into exhaustion. While she slept, her body would make its necessary recovery, all while infusing her new abilities into her DNA structure. I watched my bite sizzle as it would form the mark making her my mate. Our marks would match, and her scent would become my scent.

      “Anton!” she screamed, sweating profusely.

      “Breathe, you gotta breathe,” I tried to reassure, but she wasn’t responding. She pulled at the sheer white fabric, shredding it in the process.

      “Too hot! I’m too hot.”

      She pushed me off of her with much more force than I expected. The serum couldn’t have kicked in that fast. She screamed and fell off the bed. Her body violently convulsed before flying upwards into the air.

      Something was wrong, terribly wrong. She screamed before a bubbling foam came from her mouth. I could only stare in horror. My door was broken down. O and Edric entered the room in beast form. They growled at Lystra. Her body was still mid-air. She was choking on foam. O and Edric charged forward but were knocked back into a wall. Her body bent until her spine cracked. Lystra came crashing down to the ground unconscious.

      O and Edric inched closer.

      “I think her body rejected the serum.”

      “I’ve seen humans rejected the serum. This is different.”

      “Take her back to the hospital wing, carefully Anton. I can still hear her heart. She is alive.”

      We rushed Lystra back to the hospital. My serum had indeed taken its effect. The vampire venom burned off, but she was having an abnormal reaction to the werewolf serum. It was starting to seem like death had it out for my mate.
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      Between Lystra being back in the hospital and my growing feelings for O, I was losing it. I had to keep busy so that I wouldn’t think about all of the stress. O had provided me with an array of things while I was in his home. I had new art supplies and a tablet and access to a well-stocked kitchen. Once we got the stove, O had a separate room turned into a cooler just to make sure that I wouldn’t have to leave for anything.

      So, I’ve turned to asking O almost 20 questions a day. If not educational, the experience was definitely entertaining. He gets irritated easily. So much now that if he sees me, he goes in the other direction. I really shouldn’t be pushing my luck as his guest, but he’s really given me no choice.

      I sat at the kitchen island doodling. He walked into the kitchen, and I could see his mental debate over continuing his path or leaving. He walked in and grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge. I let him get to the entrance of the kitchen before I spoke.

      “Is your name O, or is it short for something?”

      “Ozni. It’s a mouthful, so I prefer to shorten it.” I struggled to think of something else to ask him.

      “You’re bored aren’t you?”

      “I can’t be generally interested in the mind of my captor?” He gave me a sour expression.

      “You have not been kidnapped.”

      “Am I allowed to leave?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really?”

      “You are free to visit any place on the compound now that you’ve been given a clean bill of health.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “I know, but get out. Get some air.”

      “In other words, you just don’t want me here anymore?” I like getting under O’s skin. He turns an incredible shade of brown when he’s agitated.

      “Or maybe we could take you back to the lab and figure out why you keep having visions.”

      “So, do I take a car or one of those little golf cart things?” I asked, and he laughed.

      “It’s a nice day. Walk.” My mouth dropped. It had to be at least two miles distance between this house and everything else.
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        * * *

      

      I walked into the compound trying to balance several books in my arms. I’d come across the history of Arnoux Manor. This property went as far back as the 1900s but the genealogy went as far back as 20 A.D. That information was on scrolls in glass display cases. I became obsessed with gaining new information.

      Being at Arnoux wolf seemed more like a privilege than a burden.

      “Well, look who’s home,” O announced, shining what looked like a sword while sitting on the grand staircase.

      “Hello to you too.”

      “What’s all that?”

      “Just some interesting reads that I found in the library.” He took the books from my hand, placing them next to him. He picked up the one on top.

      “Shifters of the Night. Understanding Your New Abilities,” he read the titles aloud.

      “Do I need to restress the details of your NDA?” he asked.

      “No, I have no need to tell anyone about this place. They would never believe me anyway. I just want to be of help to Lystra when her knew abilities come in.”

      “That’s what her mate is for. I understand that you and Lystra have a strong friendship, but she has a mate to show her the way.”

      “I know, and it leaves me afraid.”

      “Why are you afraid?” He pulled me into his lap concerned. I wasn’t used to this from O. Still, I needed the comfort, so I didn’t poke at his affection.

      “Where do I fit in now? It’s been the two of us for so long. I know she has to stay here. When I go home, what am I going home to?” O looked genuinely concerned for me.

      “Lystra is like a sister to me now. As a member of my pack, if she's is concerned about you, it’s up to Anton and me to make sure all is well with you. Give me some time and I will think of something.”

      I smiled. It helped to know that I had someone looking out for me. When I smiled, O did too. I pressed my forehead to his and closed my eyes. I felt relaxed. In time, everything would be ok.

      When I opened my eyes, O was staring at me. I’d never seen him look like this before. He seemed to be in a trance. His arms wrapped around my waist. He leaned in and kissed me softly at first, his full lips massaging my own. I grew hot. My hands caressed his biceps, and I deepened the kiss. I wanted him badly. Suddenly he pulled away. He helped me off his lap and straightened himself out.

      The damage was already done. I could clearly see my effect on him, and it wasn’t like I was unfamiliar with his length. I saw it every time he shifted. Long and thick, it traveled along his thigh. Being honest, I wasn’t even sure it would fit. It was something I would never know. According to the books, if I had sex with O, there was a chance he would bite me, and I'd be his mate. Because he was an Alpha, I'd also take the chance of being immortal. That was a bit much to take in for some D.

      “I am sorry,” he said respectfully.

      “No, I am as much to blame as you. I should probably go up to my room for the night.” I gathered my books from the steps.

      “Wait, I needed to ask you something.”

      “Shoot.”

      “What do you know about your friend?” O asked me. I found it strange he would ask me something like that.

      “We’ve been friends since grade school. I know a lot.”

      “Did you ever know her to be on medications?” I nodded my head.

      Sadly, I never knew what it was for. To be honest, I don’t even think Lystra knew it’s purpose. We were just terrified of the consequences of not taking it. Lystra’s mother would go crazy if she missed a single dose.

      “Her mother gave it to her every day, but she stopped taking it when we graduated high school. It was a purple liquid. It wasn’t in a normal medicine bottle though. Her mother was heavy into herbal remedies and holistic medicine. Lystra never told me what it was for, but Sometimes it made her really sick.”

      “Thanks for that. I need to go out to hunt. I will be back before midnight.”
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      When I returned from my hunt the last thing, I expected to see was several couples standing outside of my home. They were not in human form, which meant they were ready to attack.

      “What's wrong?”

      “Earlier my pup smelled an unfamiliar scent on our lands. We traced it back here. We believe it to be an intruder. She is resting in your home,” Artemis explained. Artemis is an older wolf who resembles a large husky. His wife, Mila looks similar, but her ears are much rounder.

      “We waited until you came back. We dare not attack without your say so.”

      “You did the right thing. She is no intruder. She is a friend of our new pack member Lystra.”

      “Ah!! Master is going to mate! Oh yes! Alpha will finally mate!” Hailey yelled, jumping around her mate with excitement.

      Her mate Evan simple buried his muzzle in his fur in embarrassment. Hailey has gold far, and she's kind of like the pack cheerleader. She sees the positive in everyone, whereas her mate is covered in a reddish-brown fur. All but a small patch on his jugular is reddish brown. His patch is golden.

      “Hailey, calm yourself!” She looked at him frustration before flipping down on her haunches. He nuzzled her neck, and she seemed more satisfied.

      “We are not used to other’s being here, Ozni. Her scent is strong and its causing frustration to the others wolves,“ Artemis spoke.

      “I will formally introduce her during the next town meeting. She is here because she wants to ensure the safety of Lystra's conversion.”

      “She knows what we are?” Evan questioned.

      “I will not answer anything before the meeting. Speculation will harm more than it will help. Call a meeting for tomorrow morning.”

      “Yes, sir,” all four of them responded before sauntering away.

      I entered my home and climbed the stairway leading to the master suite. Her scent smacked me in the face. Hunting had swept some of the urges out of my system.

      I had to be dreaming. Her fingers dipped in and out of wet entrance with her cum oozing and pooling onto the powder blue sheet below her. She moaned. I growled, and she jumped up. I swiftly moved out of her line of sight. I heard her breath hitch before she shuffled around the room. I hid in the shadows of the hall. She opened her bedroom door and poked her head around. When nothing could confirm what she heard, she went back to her room and locked her door. I was so hard that it hurt. Masturbation would not be enough. I needed sex. I made my way to my room, to dress and grab my car keys. I need to make a trip into the city.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes! Yes!” Riah clawed at her headboard.

      With my hands on her hips, I roughly thrust forward as she attempted to buck back. That headboard would not make it. The frame of the bed had already cracked several times. I’d pay for it with no problem. I halfway expected it to happen anyway. When she and I sex, we usually break something.

      Riah and I have an agreement. She is a wolf as well. We are not mated with one another. We sincerely don’t want to be. Still, the sex we have is amazing, so occasionally that when the need arises, we can call on one another to scratch each other’s back.

      She continued to throw it back burying her head into the mass of sheets below us. I could hear her growl. Her claws extended, shredding the material that she so desperately clung to. I came, pulling out, and slapping her ass cheeks with the head of my dick. I hate doing this. The orgasm feels different. I cannot impregnate Riah, but she still insists that I do it like this.

      “Were you mad about something?” she asks, flipping around onto her back.

      “No, why do you ask?”

      “You were fucking me like you were angry?”

      “We always fuck like that.”

      “No, it was different.” I waved off her last comment. I knew it was a frustrated fuck, but I didn’t want to talk about it, mainly because I was still frustrated. I just got the sexual frustration handled.

      “Nasha came to me.”

      “Really? What did she say?”

      “That this would be our last time. She said you found your mate. Were you planning to tell me?”

      “Of course I will when I find her.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “I have met a girl recently, but she is not my mate. She is… she’s something else.” Riah got up from the bed and walked over towards me. Her hand caressed my face. She smiled bitterly.

      “I can smell her on you. She has affected you.”

      “She causes me visions.”

      “The only person who could do something like that Ozni would be blood-related or mate.”

      “Riah, what makes you such an expert on this? The girl isn’t even a wolf!” Why do I have to keep explaining this to people? It’s common sense! She can’t be my mate if she isn’t a wolf. For other wolves, this would be no big deal. I am an Alpha. Nasha would reserve the finest Alpha bitch she could for me, not some clumsy human girl with paint under her nails.

      “I’ve seen it before. The heart will always want what it wants O. Your heart wants her.”

      “Yeah, well people in hell want ice water.”

      I left Riah with some cash to get a new bed, and that was the end of that. I would never expect Riah of all people to push the idea of me mating with anyone, let alone mating with a human.

      I didn't go back to the mansion. I need some time before I endured Cara again. Hopefully, Edric would have something to help suppress her scent for the sake of the colony. Besides, I had to inform him of my findings on Lystra.

      

      I found Edric in his lab dropping blood into several vials waiting for a reaction. He was fascinated with Lystra’s case being that it was the first of it’s kind. Never had a human reacted to wolf serum so violently.

      “Edric, I may have good news for you.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Cara explained to me that Lystra was medicated as a child all the way until adulthood. It was a holistic medicine, purple and a small vial. Sound familiar?”

      “Wolf’s Bane.”

      One of the key elements in the assassination of our kind was witch’s potion called Wolf’s Bane. In heavy dosage, it was lethal and damn near untraceable in any drink. It was our version of “damned if you lived, damned if you don’t”. Humans could drink it and would be sick for a day or two, while we died within the hour. Some fools believe that small dosages could cure you of your shifting powers. It could delay your development but never cure it. You could still pass it on to your children.

      “Shit!” Edric said, dropping his tool. He snapped his gloves off and disposed of them.

      “This will be tough news for them both. Anton had his heart set on a family.”

      “I know. We will do what we can to help.” I hesitated before I spoke again.

      “That’s not the only reason I came here tonight, doc.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “I need a suppressant. It’s for Cara. Her scent is driving me– I mean the village crazy.”

      “I see Artemis has finally complained to you.”

      “He’s spoken to you about this?”

      “Yes, he was the first to come in with complaints of smelling an alluring female in heat. What disturbed him the most was that the smell was clearly human. He thought that maybe sleeping with her might knock some the pressure off. He knew that would be disrespectful to his mate.

      “AND HIS ALPHA!” I growled. Edric smiled at me.

      “Uh huh, just what I thought.” I looked at Edric frustrated. I knew. What he was going to tell me, but I didn't want to hear it.

      “Mate with her,” he said it like it was an obvious choice.

      “I don’t want a mate right now.”

      “Ozni, I say this as a friend and as a medical professional. There is no cure and no suppressant for what is going on. You have smelled women before yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Has it ever been this strong?”

      “No.”

      “Because what is rightfully yours is calling for you. Save yourself some trouble and start the damn process.” With that, Edric went back to cleaning up his supplies.

      

      I returned home to the smells of warm food in the air. I followed the scent to the kitchen. Cara was making pancakes, eggs and two steaks were in the oven. She peeked over her shoulder.

      “Oh, somebody’s doing the walk of shame,” she teased. I was familiar with the term.

      “A lot of unexpected events happened last night.”

      “Hey, that’s your business, Alpha.”

      “Actually, it’s your business too.”

      “How so?”

      “The other wolves can sense your presence. You need to meet with them.” She turned off the fire and met me with the wooden spoon in her hand.

      “All of them?” She spoke with the spoon making a giant circle. It flung bits of scrambled egg on the floor.

      “Yes. A town meeting has been set for the next hour.” I said, checking my watch. I needed to shower and change.

      “Wait!” she came after me.

      “You can’t just tell me these things last minute.” She jabbed me in the chest with the spoon. I snatched it from her and snapped it in half on principal.

      “Do not do that again. The meeting was scheduled late last night. I told you as soon as I saw you. Eat and get dressed. I make it a habit of being prompt.”

      Arrogant son of a bitch, I heard her say to herself.

      “Yes, I am. Now hurry up!” I chuckled before prepping myself for an interesting morning.
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        * * *

      

      “We have never allowed humans on the premises unless they were to be mated. Why is she here now?”

      She like don’t have no damn name. Cara thought to herself. I remained a straight face. Her irritation was amusing. The meeting to introduce Cara to the pack was going exactly how I thought it would. It was an ongoing series of questions and side ramblings.

      “A unique situation has presented itself. Our brother Anton has selected a mate. His mate was attacked along with Cara. We are providing our excellent health care to them both.”

      “What were they attacked by?” Mila asked.

      “A vampire. He has been handled thus our main concern is now the health of Cara and Lystra. I will let Cara speak a few words on her own behalf.” I stepped back and grabbed Cara’s hand, pulling her to the podium.

      Her sneakers squeaked as her feet dragged. She looked beautiful. She chose a relaxed look. Black Nike leggings, a short-sleeved white t-shirt, and her hair pulled back into a swinging ponytail. She looked out amongst the crown of multi-shaded people.

      “I have a deep honor and respect for the things you do, with no recognition from the world. I don’t want to cause harm. I am simply here for my friend until Anton steps into his place as her mate. When Alpha gives me the green light, I’m gone. I will speak nothing of the things I hear or see. I’ve signed documentation proving that.”

      She began to move herself away from the podium, but Hailey’s hand went sailing into the air. I turned Cara around so she could see.

      “Yes?”

      “What’s your favorite color?” The room broke out into hushed laughter. Cara visibly relaxed.

      “I’m a painter, so it's kind of hard to choose. If I had to, I’d lean toward blue.” Hailey happily sat down, and another hand popped up.

      “While you are here would you be interested in temporary employment? We could use an art teacher for our afterschool programs.” Artemis questioned. I huffed. This was a test question more than a genuine offer. We all had roles in this pack. That is how we kept an efficient and productive community.

      “Yes, I would really like that. It would be nice to speak with you all more often.” Her smile was genuine, and Artemis approved. Several more hands popped up asking Cara questions about her paintings and her life before she arrived to our land. The meeting ended with a small lunch amongst the pack. Hailey made sure that Cara sat right by her.

      “Did you dye your hair that color?”

      “No, I just can’t always find where the paint lands. You know?”

      “Oh, right.” She leaned in to whisper to Cara. I think she forgets that I can hear everything.

      “How do you like living with, Alpha?” Cara looked over at me smirked.

      “You mean Sir Grump?” Hailey gasped and giggled.

      “He’s ok. He’s very respectful.” Hailey was a little disappointed with this response.

      I already told you I am not trying to mate with her, I spoke to Hailey in her head. She frowned harder. I gave her a look, and she straightened out.

      She’s perfect for you, Hailey responded. I watched Evan give his mate a pensive glare. She changed her choice of subject.

      “Every Thursday the ladies of Arnoux meet. It’s nothing formal just a chance to take break a from our pups. Let our hair loose. I would love it if you came. Maybe we can do one of those paint and sip thingies.”

      “That sounds like a lot more fun than what I normally do in that mansion. Count me in.”
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      It has been a week or so since I was bitten. I can partially shift now, but we are still waiting on word from Edric as to why I reacted to Anton’s serum so violently. When Edric finally called us to come and see him, it was a relief and a burden. On the one hand, the solution could be simple. On the other hand, we could find ourselves in conundrum much like before. I’d had enough with making such dramatic life choices. At this point, the hardest decision I wanted to make was what I was wearing the next day.

      We met Edric at the hospital both anxious and praying for the best. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life only able to change partially. We were in Edric’s lab. Anton chose to stand behind me, and I chose the swivel chair that was available.

      “So, we did some digging, and we found out why you reacted the way you did. Do you want the good news or the bad news first?” Edric sighed.

      “Just give it to me straight, doc,” I said. Anton put his hand on my shoulder in support.

      “Your mother gave you a daily dose of Aconitum. In large doses, it would kill you. In small dosages, it kept you from turning. You were born a wolf. Receiving Anton’s serum full blast caused you to react violently because over the years you became naturally allergic to it.”

      “What do we do now? I want to be Anton’s mate.”

      “You are his mate. Enough serum penetrated you to maintain his mark.” He seemed hesitant about his next words.

      “What are you not saying, Edric?”

      “Carrying his pups will be harder. It will take up to a year of dialysis before you can successfully conceive. Even then it’s still only a 40% chance you‘ll carry them to term. I’m sorry.” I felt my own heartbreak.

      “We still have a chance though?” I asked, pushing my pessimism to the side.

      “We are undoing at least 11 years of damage to your body. It’s not going to be easy, but it is possible.”

      “Then let’s do it.”

      “Wait. We should talk about this.” Anton spoke up. I looked at Anton confused.

      “Take your time making a decision. My office is always open to you two,” he said before gathering his files and leaving his lab. We were not far behind him. Our trip to Anton’s home on the estate was short and quiet. I honestly didn’t understand why he would feel hesitant by

      “You have put your body through enough. You don’t have to do this.”

      “Do you not want pups?”

      “Of course I do. I just want you more. I don’t want to lose you behind this.”

      “Before all of this came crashing down on me, I had dreams. I wanted to be a mom one day. I just never thought I’d meet the right man. Then you came along. Now you want to tell me that I can’t have kids. It’s not fair.”

      “Sometimes we don’t get to choose our fate. If we are blessed with pups ok, and if we don’t have pups, we will still be blessed because we have each other. Let’s not push our luck. Lystra, I need you to side with me on this.”

      “I can’t say yes, but I can’t say no either. This is a lot to take in. Just give me some time.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Good because I need you to do one other thing. Can you take me off of the estate?”

      “You need a break from the wolf life already?”

      “No, I need to ask my mother a lot of questions,” I said, grabbing a few snacks. I knew we were a while away from the city, so I packed a meal or two. I was hungry as hell.
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      I came across Cara blaring music loudly as she painted. She wore a denim button-up and white shorts underneath it. Honestly, they really could’ve been underwear. They were tight and cut into her meaty cheeks. As she moved, her fleshed jiggled. She stopped painting for a second. Her thoughts were invading my own. She imagined my fingers exploring her pussy until they were drenched. A chill spread through her body as she thought of me eating her from behind. I swallowed hard. I was so lost in her fantasy that I could almost taste her. I licked my lips, and she moaned. Her scent filled the room.

      I reached out and touched her.

      “Oh my god!” I scared her knocking us both out of the fantasy.

      “Shit, I know this is not my house but could you knock? I mean just as a warning you know.”

      I wanted to respond, but my attention was solely on the fat print of her swollen pussy lips in the front of her shorts. It didn’t help that they were slightly damp. A detail only my wolf senses could pick up on. I placed my hands in the pockets of my sweats, discreetly squeezing my dick. He needed to take his ass to sleep. When I was sure I had gotten myself together, I spoke.

      “Yes, I am sorry. Are you ok?”

      “I’m good. Did you need something? Oh God, is Lystra ok?”

      “She’s fine. I would like to make you an offer in exchange for something.”

      “I’m listening.” She raised her eyebrow and crossed her arms. Paint flecks decorated her cheeks, hands, and torso. My eyes traveled down to her pussy print, which was sucking up most of the fabric of her shorts. Focus.

      “I would like for you to paint my pack.”

      “You want me to paint?” She seemed in disbelief.

      “I’ve seen some of your work through your website. I think artwork of your caliber would be a wonderful addition to our collection. You seem fascinated with the compound.”

      “I am. It has such a rich history.”

      “You will be paid for your work. I just ask that our work be exclusive to us. No replicas whatsoever, not even for a private collection. Understood?”

      “Ok. I’d love to!” I took a look at the piece she was working on.

      “It seems you may have already started.” She put her hands up as though it would block my view.

      “No, you can't see it yet! It’s not finished yet.” I picked her up like she was weightless and placed her out of the way. I took a look at the painting of the pups playing on the rec center playground. I instantly recognized one of the wolves as Gia, Evan and Hailey’s extroverted daughter. Gia has her mother’s personality but her father’s fur. The images were abstract, and I loved how she managed to show their joy.

      “I love it. Cara, you are a very talented woman.”

      “Thank you.” Her smile was wide but faded soon. Her gaze was stuck on her window.

      A flashing red light distracted alarmed us both. Outside slowly but surely our security system was going off all over the compound.

      “Stay here,” I said, attempting to leave the room. She grabbed my hand and tried to tug me back.

      “What’s going on? Do I need to get Lystra?”

      “No, she’s ok. Do not leave this room under any circumstance. I will be back.” I shifted before I was even out the door. I barreled towards the front gates, wolves accompanying me from all sides. The first to join was Anton.

      “There was an attack at the front gate. One guard is down, and they are making their way through the main roads.”

      “They who?” Our home base was not exactly hidden. Someone attacking us here meant the intruder was either bold or stupid or both

      “The guard didn’t say.”

      It didn’t matter I could clearly smell our intruders. Death has a distinct, undeniable smell.

      Once the vampires saw us coming, what started as a cocky jog turned into a full on rush. They didn’t speak they just attacked.

      Whines from my family and the familiar icy break of vampire flesh were all that could be heard. I did not go for the first row of pawns. I went for the calmest in the chaotic mass. Their leader was more entertained than glorious behind his senseless attack. I ran forward ready to pounce on the cocky bastard. What I didn’t expect was a female vampire to hit me full force. I could feel my rib crack. Vampires were strong, but she was something else. She was an Alpha female. I got back on all fours slightly dazed. I shook the sensation out of my head in just enough time to dodge her second attack. She fell, and I was able to grab her by the arm. I attempted to swing her, but her claw-like nails caught me in the back. It burned like salt in an open wound. I shook her off and went straight for her neck. Angrily I snapped my mouth shut on her neck. Her neck was breaking beneath my teeth. I could hear her glass like skin crack.

      “NO!” one of the stockier vampires yelled. He ran towards me not in anger but fear. I was crushing the neck of his beloved.

      “Stop! My people will not shed any more blood. We just want the one that took our brother.” I dropped his lover, and she ran straight to him. He embraced her but looked at me angrily. There was no way we would ever turn over a pack member. Still, I wanted his reason for attacking us.

      “Who is your brother?” I demanded.

      “Haveed. One of your wolves dismembered him and left him in an alley.” It was the vampire who bit Lystra and attacked Cara.

      “Are you aware that he was hunting in the city?”

      Vampires were limited to the countryside and the woods. What wandered into their territory was theirs, but the city was not an option. We don’t like them draining victims at all, but we cannot be responsible for the assignation of an entire species. Nasha will not allow it. “It’s all in balance” as she puts it.

      “He was new. He could not control his hunger,” another pleaded.

      “Explain to me why this is my problem. He attempted to kill and drain not one but three human women. He did not listen to reason. He suffered from his own consequences,” the vampire hissed.

      “You wolves have no right to murder our kind!”

      “You have no right to feed on the helpless. Your brother attacked my beta’s mate. He earned his death. You have exactly 30 seconds to remove yourself from property. Be sure to never return.” My pack formed a line blocking further entry on to my land. The initial response was to defend. The second response would be to annihilate. We couldn’t destroy the species, but we could fuck up territory if necessary.

      The vampire stayed true to his word. They began to retreat. I knew better. This was only the beginning. Artemis and I circled the grounds making sure they left no one behind. The rest of the pack was sent to the hospital to treat any injuries they may have.

      My wounds would need a few hours to heal, but I'd be fine. I was glad to see many of our wolves did not sustain any damage. However, the few wolves that were here were really hurt.

      “Edric, do you need any help?” I asked, taking in the scene before me.

      “So far we are good, but your presence is always welcome.” I nodded and made my way to a few beds, thanking my pack for their dedication.

      “Can I get some gauze over here?” the voice shocked me. Cara was bandaging a young wolf. Claw marks decorate his arms, and the gashes looked deep. She ignored the looks of confusion and agitation directed toward her and continued to help.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I saw what happened. I wanted to help.”

      “You were supposed to stay in the house.” It took effort to control my voice. I wasn’t used to being challenged.

      “You needed me.” It was almost as if she grew two heads. I? Alpha? I didn’t need help. I was born for this role. I take my job with pride. For over 300 years now, I have molded and trained an entire territory of wolves. She has been here for three weeks!

      “I did not!” She walked up to me and bit her lower lip. She inhaled deeply before she spoke.

      “Then why did you call my name?” she said it low to keep our business private.

      “I did no such thing. I never called you.”

      “I heard it, and I felt it in my heart.” She refused to look me in the eye. I bent down and began helping her wrap the arm of the teenage wolf.

      Wolves heal fast. His arm would heal within two days. The wrap was mainly to prevent infections, which would slow the healing process. Call me crazy, but us working together to help my pack seemed natural. They responded to her a lot better now that they knew who she was. Or maybe it was because of the dreamy look Hailey continued to throw at us. I didn’t push the issue further because I understood it. A woman’s intuition is a powerful thing. If she felt in her heart that I needed her there was nothing I could say or do to stop it. A woman will always follow her heart. It can be a gift and a curse sometimes. I tried to take it as a gift.
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        * * *

      

      As the night progressed on, the pack began to warm up to her. She and Hailey spent the evening serving food and medicine to injured wolves. She did it with a smile and a nurturing heart. It was refreshing to see her in a less sarcastic mood. It was dawn before we could return home.

      She showered and ate breakfast as I began checking over security footage from the previous night. I was curious as to how the vampires were able to get through the gate, to begin with. There was a three-minute delay in the video. The vampires seemed to just suddenly appear. I would have to take this matter into my own hands. I don’t want to think there’s a traitor in my pack, but things were not adding up. Cara finished her breakfast and began to put the leftovers away. She made enough for us both, but I was determined to see this footage.

      I followed her upstairs ready to get a few hours rest. I’d meet with Anton and the others before nightfall to discuss our old enemy. Cara stood outside of her bedroom door apprehensive to go in.

      “Do you think they’ll come back?” She met me midway between our two bedrooms.

      “Not while the sun is up.” I laughed. She punched me in the arm.

      “You know what I mean!”

      “If they’re smart, they will never return. If they’re idiots, death awaits them.” She still seemed nervous. I embraced her and kissed her forehead.

      “Everything will be fine.”

      She wrapped her arms around me. The standard amount of time for a hug is usually a couple of seconds. Cara had no intention of letting go, and I honestly didn’t want her to. I leaned down to smell her hair, but her face pulled away. Her breathing slowed down.

      Her lips grazed mine. I would put money on it that Cara had never had sex with a wolf before. It was different, and I owed her a forewarning.

      “Cara, I must warn you. Wolves do not sex the same way humans do.”

      “Is this the part where I'm supposed to be scared?”

      “Do not tease me. I am serious. I will not show you restraint.”

      “I’m a big girl. I can take it.” I sighed. Oh, well I tried. I one motion she was off her feet and over my shoulder. I carried her to my room and let her down in front of my bed.

      “Undress,” I demanded. I loved the fact that she almost never wore jeans. She began to unzip her dress and let her fall to her feet.

      I wasn’t positive that she could swallow all ten inches, but she surprised me when her face met my pelvis. She held it in her throat tightening and releasing it around it. Slowly she built up a rhythm with her hands and mouth. I felt my knees buckling as she tried to suck the soul out of my body. I have been on this planet a while and never have I received head this good. I had to pull her head off of it. I pushed her on to the bed. I got on my knees and pulled her in front of me. Her swollen clit was peeking between her glistening lips. With my hands locking her legs in place, I went face first into pussy. This scent has been driving my wolf crazy, and now I can finally taste it.

      It may as well have been drugs. The first drop hit my tongue, and I was addicted. There would be no other source to fulfill me. My tongue swirled around her clit until I felt it twitch in response. Her back arched forcefully, but she did not run. She pressed harder against my face riding it.

      “I’m coming!” she exclaimed just before I felt a splash against my tongue, decorating my chin and cheeks in the process.

      Satisfied with my work, I climbed up and over her body. I liked seeing her like this. She was in need, a need that I wanted to fulfill. She tried to brace herself for entry. I kissed her letting her taste her own flavor. I gave her the first few inches, not expecting her fit to be so tight. I waited for her to gather herself. She nodded for me to continue to feed her. I pushed.

      “OH!”

      I continued to push as lustful obscenities echoed across the room. She accepted until I filled her completely and her essence began to smear across my thighs. I slammed into her with no remorse. The smack of my body against hers filled the space left over from her groans.

      Her hands reached up and pressed against my abs. She was attempting to control my stroke.

      “Move your hand,” I demanded calmly.

      “O, it’s too big!”

      “Did I not warn you?” I smacked her ass cheek.

      “Be a big girl. Take this dick!” Cara narrowed her eyes and spread her legs wider. Defiance in the midst of the inevitable, I loved that shit.

      “Good girl.”

      I pulled Cara’s lower body up. I hit her spot just right and watched her eyes roll into the back of her head. Over and over again, I drilled into her until she came in waves. I felt her squeeze around me, body vibrating and bucking under the pressure of the orgasm. I followed behind her. I didn’t expect it to hit as hard as it did. I felt the orgasm in my core.

      I fell next to her in bed. Exhausted she rolled over on to my chest. I pulled her body over until her limbs were wrapped in my own. She seemed to succumb to sleep but then raised her head.

      “Does the hospital pharmacy have plan B?” I tried not to be offended by this question, but it was a reflex.

      “We do not believe in abortions here. We do not carry birth control either. What would make you ask such a question?”

      “O, you didn’t pull out, and we didn’t use a condom.” I laughed. These were subjects I hadn’t had to worry about in so long.

      “I cannot impregnate a human. I also cannot impregnate someone who is not my mate. If you were a wolf, your body would reject my seed. Since you are a human, your body will definitely reject it.”

      “Oh. Can I ask you something else?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Why don’t you have a mate?”

      “I feel that I can function better without one. A mate would be a distraction to all I have built.” I felt her body tense. I could feel something negative radiating off of her body.

      “Are you ok?”

      “I should probably get back to my room.” She got out of bed with a limp. Still, her strut was prideful. She grabbed her clothes in a pile and left the room in her birthday suit.

      She was angry, but I couldn’t understand why. Something had changed between us. I didn’t like it at all. I shouldn’t have cared, but I did. I couldn’t see us keeping our living arrangement with her being mad at me.
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      I hugged the side of the toilet as I hurled the contents of my stomach up. This was only second time going through dialysis. My body felt weak, and I could hold nothing down. I thought back to the meeting Anton and I had with my mother.

      I hated my mother.

      The left side of the home was engulfed in dead vines. The yard held no grass. It was covered in cement and seemed to be an extended driveway, but I knew better. I remember not being able to play in the grass or anywhere. She used to yell at me for it but I never understood why. She would scream. “Get in this house before someone sees you!”

      My mother turned our front yard into its current flat, lifeless existence, so I had no where to play. The scene was an absolute reflection of my life here. Had I not met Cara, I would have been a different person. As my foot landed on the first creaky, stair, the door flew open.

      “Get the hell off my property!” my mother yelled more so at Anton than me.

      “He’s with me, mama.”

      “And? You ain't ever been the best judge of character, Lystra.”

      “Mama, we need to talk.”

      “Fine, you come on in and leave this one out here.”

      “Lystra, I'm trying to be respectful, but this woman is trying me.”

      “Well come on then! Bring your big ass one step closer, and I'll blast you across the street.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without my mate, mama. Her shoulders dropped when I said mate. Her face scrunched.

      “The hell do you mean by mate>”

      “You know exactly what I mean. We need to talk about that purple medicine you were giving me.” She took a look to her left and right. She then waved us into the house.

      On the inside, the house seemed almost frozen in time. Not a single piece of furniture had changed position. Memories of Cara and I running around the house flooded my head. The sad realization that my own children would never have that memory dawn on me. That is if I could even carry pups. My mother sniffed the air around me.

      “I knew you stopped taking your med Lystra, but this is a disgrace,” my mother said, referring to Anton’s presence. He sneered in her direction.

      “How could you not tell me?”

      “Why burden you with something we had fixed. As long as you kept taking your meds, all was well.”

      “Where is your mate? He should be questioned as well.” Anton demanded.

      “My mate is off in Vermont with his whore,” my mother hissed.

      “Wolves cannot mate twice.”

      “You are right about that. I will be Quinton’s first and only love. That didn’t mean he’d stay around. You see Quinton didn’t have a pack. He was born to his mother and father, and they abandoned him. Neither of them wanting the responsibilities behind pack life. Quinton was forced to figure out his powers and shifting abilities on his own. We were shocked to find each other. He thought he was revealing this big secret to me. That was until I shifted in front of him. I once belonged to a pack. I knew about the life and educated him the best I could.” My mother laughed before she continued.

      “I brought him to my pack The Elevare Wolves. We were in the southern territory. He was ecstatic to meet more of his own kind. My parents insisted that we mated. That way he could become one of us. August 7, 1998, we were mated. August 10th I became pregnant with Lystra. September 5th, Quinton ran off with my sister, Lynn.”

      I didn’t know what shocked me more, that my father was a wolf, or that my mother had family. My mother never spoke of her family. Whenever I asked, she simply dismissed the question, or I was sent to my room.

      “I didn’t know that while I was carrying Lystra my mate and my sister were planning to run away. Neither of them wanted pack life. They wanted to sleep with whomever they pleased. They wanted freedom, so they broke pack. They never came back. My pack is extremely traditional. A single mother was not acceptable and since I couldn’t mate with anyone else. I was booted from the pack. I was left on my own to raise a wolf child. What did I know about that? Some days I didn't know whether to take you to a doctor or vet!”

      “Who told you about the potion?” Anton asked. It was clear he had no sympathy for my mother’s situation. It was a major mystery how a devout Christian woman came upon a witch's potion.

      “A woman at a farmer's market. I was shopping once, and you forgot to tuck in your ears, Lystra. When she saw you, she pulled me aside. She gave me the potion, but it wasn’t cheap. She was my supplier all the way up into your ninth grade year. When she died, I had to ration it out. It didn’t matter anymore. You had long since stopped shifting.”

      “You have caused irreversible damage to my life. I can’t carry pups because of you!”

      “Why are you angry at me for that? You can have a normal life now.”

      I glared at her angrily. My face burned. I knew it was my face elongating. I could only partially shift. The more dialysis I endured, the greater my powers would become.

      “Lystra it what was best for you. You would have become some evil meaning creature.”

      “You poisoned me, and it had nothing to do with what was right.” I could see through all of the bullshit.

      “You wanted to torture me because you could no longer torture my father for his choices. You could’ve killed me with that potion!” She stood to her feet indignant with purpose.

      “And it would’ve been better for you to die than to live a life as a slave to the moon.”

      I lunged at her, hot tears burning my face some. I’d partially shifted again, and my claws scrapped my mother’s arm. Anton felt my rage but was in better control of his beast. He pulled me away from her.

      “Look at me,” Anton voiced. I continued to reach for my mother. She stayed on the floor horrified. “LOOK AT ME NOW, LYSTRA!” he repeated more forcefully this time. I whined and brought my attention to his face.

      “She isn’t worth it. If she wants to be rid of you, give her that. It’s her loss.”

      I knew he was right. It cut deep to know she was never really there for me. I didn’t even give her a final look. I wanted to remember how she was a few minutes ago. I wanted to remember her for the monster she truly was.
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        * * *

      

      After the battle with the vampires, Anton was around less. He was always out trying to find new info on our foes. He was sure they would attack again. Cara would visit occasionally, and the ladies of the compound would bring me treats. They would bring me herbal remedies for pain and nausea and occasionally food from their hunts with their mates.

      I was envious of them. I wanted to hunt too. It was something I was supposed to do with my mate, but the circumstances had changed everything. I still couldn’t shift all the way. Sixty percent of my body was still human and resisting the ability to shift. I couldn’t hunt until I could shift completely.

      Whenever he was home, I was dog sick from the dialysis. I sometimes wondered if he was really busy or just avoiding me. I didn’t look the same anymore. I was much more frail. My skin was dull and grayish brown now. I didn’t exactly blame him for not wanting to see me.

      I walked my sore frame to our king-sized bed and wrapped the heavy blanket around me. I heard the door open and close. No one ever locks their doors here. As Mila puts it, locked doors mean secrets and the pack hides nothing from one another.

      He entered the room, and I turned away from him.

      “Hello to you too. I thought you’d be happy I was home.”

      “Does it matter? You will be leaving again anyway.”

      “We have a serious matter on our hand, Lystra. The sake of the pack depends on us handling it quickly.”

      “Anton, I don’t want to fight with you.”

      “That’s good because we’re not going fight. We’re going to talk like two grown ass adults.” He sat on the side of the bed and pulled me towards him until my head was in his lap.

      “Talk to me. I know the dialysis is making you sick, but I feel like something deeper is wrong.”

      “I should’ve listened to you.”

      “About?”

      “The treatments. I knew I'd get sick, but I didn’t think I’d look like this. I look terrible, and I smell worse. No wonder you don’t want to be here.”

      “Is that what you think?” I nodded my head. Anton carefully removed my head from his lap and placed a pillow in its place.

      He walked over to his dresser, removed his watch and dog tags. He rushed to remove his clothes. He helped me out of my own. Anton took a minute to look over my body. I grew insecure and tried to hide my now visible ribs.

      “Move your hands. I want to see you in all your glory.” I did so reluctantly. A smile spread across his face. I didn’t mean to, but I blushed.

      He kissed my fingertips, the palm of my hand, and my wrists. He kissed me, holding on to the sides of my face. I tried to sit up but got dizzy.

      “It’s ok. Lay on your side.”

      I turned on my right side. He came into the bed behind me. He held on to me as I caught my breath. His fingers locked with mine and with few adjustments, we became one. His breath warmed the nape of my neck.

      “Mine.” He kissed my shoulders before stroking me again.

      “Mine.” He kissed my mark.

      “All mine.” His strokes became more fervent, and my body responded in long powerful orgasms. I grasped him tightly. I need all of him. He came along with me. As he filled me, I felt sated.

      “I adore every part of you. You’re mine and mine alone. Nothing can compare to you.”

      We made love until I could no longer stay awake. Anton was determined to wear my body out. Mission accomplished.
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      She has not spoken to me since we slept together. I should be grateful for the peace of mind. Instead, I feel sick. I have gone half-crazy. I want to hear her voice so badly. I’d sleep in my bed, but I awaken on the floor right outside of her door. Her scent is soaked in my sheets. It stains the walls. I need her to come home.

      “Cara?”

      “I’m reading O. What is it?”

      “We need to talk.” I heard a door slam. I walked out of my room and looked over the banister into the foyer.

      “Yes?!” she screamed up at me.

      “Why are you so crossed with me.”

      “Please explain to me what woman on this planet, likes finding out she was just a friendly fuck?”

      “How-”

      “You basically made it very clear that all I am to you is something to do until I can be freed from here.”

      “You have been free for a while now Cara. No one is making you stay. If you feel like a prisoner, then leave.”

      “Gladly, it’s what you wanted anyway.”

      This conversation turned left fast. This was the exact opposite of what I wanted. I hopped over the banister and landed on the first floor without injury. She took a step back, fearful and angry.

      “Have I rejected your company since you’ve been here?”

      “No.”

      “Do not project your insecurities on to my hospitality. I have told you since the moment you stepped through those doors. Whatever you wanted would be yours. Stop acting like a child and tell me. What do you want?” Her chest rose up and down in a panic. She looked as though she might cry. I didn’t mean to scare her, but my patience was wearing thin.

      “Tell me what you want, Cara,” I softened my voice. I closed the space between us. Her arousal held us both in place. It was thick and seemed to hypnotize us both.

      “I want you.” She hopped up and wrapped her legs around my waist.

      Denial had a time and place, neither of which was now. I sat on the edge of my bed with my hands up her dress. Grabbing a handful of warm flesh, my tongue committed her taste to memory. By the time I finished with her, the very memory of this moment would make her come. She paused long enough to pull her panties off. Both of us were too hungry for semantics. She was so wet it coated the inside of her thighs. My entry was tight but not discouraged.

      Deeper I pushed. Later I would make love to her. Right, now I would make this hurt. I remembered the fantasies she sucked me into. She needed it to hurt, to push her over the edge. She would understand why she could never separate from me. She was mine.

      Her body wrapped around mine. Her breath caught as she adjusted to the sensation.

      I held her head to my own. I needed to breathe before I did something I would regret. Her hips continued to rock slowly. I could feel my fangs slip out. Her pulse rang loudly in my ears. She came crying as I slowly stroked her from underneath.

      “Uh!” Her body grew limp. She squeezed tighter trying to pull an orgasm from me. I nuzzled my face into her neck. I felt possessed to bite her. I was losing control of everything.

      “Bite me.” My tooth grazed her skin nicking it in the process. The sight of her blood shocked me. The reality of the situation was clearer.

      “This is not right.”

      “What?” she asked. I picked her up off me. My dick was covered in her juices, but I placed it back into my sweats the best I could.

      She grabbed at me. I could hear her pleads in my head. I wanted nothing more than to take her and push her in pleasure, but the timing was wrong. My beast protested. I felt my blood boil. This wasn’t good. He wanted control and cared nothing of the consequences.

      “Get out of my home!” She didn’t move. Her leaving the room wouldn’t be enough. I was losing control of my wolf by the second. She had to be as far away from me as possible.

      “Now!” my voice shook the windows of the room. She ran out of the front door, and I shifted.

      I ran out of the door and through the double doors of my home. I ran as far into the forest as I could. Pawing at the dirt, I rolled in the mud. Her scent was all over me. I had to get it off, or else I’d just hunt her down.

      I stayed in the forest even as the twilight began. I was a danger to everyone in this condition. After hunting not one but two deer, my beast finally subsided. It was exhausted but so was I. So much so that I laid right there amongst the trees and rested.
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        * * *

      

      “What did you do?” Anton said, standing over me. The sunlight burned my eyes. I was in human form again. He stood over me with clothes and a small brown bag. I took the pants and began to dress.

      “Lystra is fuming. She and Cara talked this morning, and now my mate is giving me the silent treatment.” He handed me the brown bag. There was a hot sandwich and a brownie, clearly made by Hailey. The sandwich foil had smiley faces on it.

      “I am sorry brother. Things got very complicated very fast. Cara asked me to bite her.” He didn’t seem shocked by the news.

      “And you refused?”

      “It wasn’t genuine. She is attracted to me sexually. It was all lust.”

      “I mean no disrespect O, but you are very wrong.”

      “When Lystra started dialysis, Cara was free to go. Lystra could have visited her of the compound, mind you I would be there. Why didn’t she leave?”

      “Because she didn’t trust us with her friend,” I answered, but I questioned my own response. Why did Cara stay?

      “For the sake of Nasha, she stayed for you! She wants you! Why do you think she spends so much time studying us? Why do you think she is determined to make a good impression with our pack? She wants to be your mate.”

      Images of Cara with my pack and in my home flooded my mind. All of the signs were there. I was only hurting myself and my love. I’d accepted that I wanted her just to turn around and deny that she wanted me. The games needed to come to an end— now.

      “Prepare the pack for a ceremony. We have two days.”

      “Finally!” Anton exclaimed.

      “Also, offer my apologies to your mate.” I know it wouldn’t mean anything to Lystra, but I still needed to say it.

      “Will do. She’s still going to be pissed though.”
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        * * *

      

      I was wrong to yell at her. She gave me permission to bite her, but it wasn’t the right time. When I bit her, it had to be in ritual only. I’m an Alpha, so I had to mate with her directly under the moon, which was two days from now.

      I wanted her so badly in that moment that I was ready to risk it all. If I had bitten Cara at that moment, the serum would have killed her. Alpha serum is powerful. Only in the full-moon’s light is it tolerable for humans. If she were naturally a wolf, it wouldn’t have done as much damage, but it would have crippled her.

      Yes, I’ve had sex with other wolves and humans, but I didn’t have the urge to bite them. I couldn't touch Cara without wanting to bite her. I wanted to claim her.

      It wasn’t hard to find her, especially since she was driving my car. A candy apple red GTR sticks out like a sore thumb. I stayed in my Aventador waiting for her to come out of the art supply store. When she did, I pulled up behind her blocking her. When she saw my car, she grew frustrated.

      I should have just walked to the main streets and caught a damn Uber, she thought.

      I got out of my car and stood in front of her. Heat radiated between us. It would be that way until we mated. I had to stay focused when speaking to her. She didn’t speak to me. She just stood there tapping her foot. She tossed me my car keys and began to walk off.

      “Cara, wait!”

      “No, I am done. I signed my NDA. You have nothing to worry about. Just leave me alone, Ok?’

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Actually I do. I know that you couldn't bite me, Ozni. It wasn’t the right moment, but what we're not going to do is pretend it’s ok for you to talk to me like that. You kicked me out of the house! I felt so rejected. If you didn’t want me, you could have just said it. You didn’t have to hurt me like that.”

      “If you didn’t leave you would be in danger. You make it hard for me to control myself. I wanted you more than I wanted air. You're incredible. How, the hell could I not want you? I could not leave my pack, so I needed you to leave instead.” She considered my pleas then crossed her arms and sucked her teeth before speaking.

      “Why me, O? I’m only human. What can I offer you?”

      “You. You can give me you, and I promise that’s more than enough for me. I need you.”

      “So you still want to do this?” she asked.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Ok.” I pulled her into my embrace and kissed her lifting her off her feet. I had wanted to do that since I saw her walk out of the art supply store.

      “We have two days left. In forty-eight hours, I will have my driver pick you up. The women will prepare you for the ceremony, and then we will mate. I cannot wait to make mine.” I pulled away so that I could avoid her lusty gaze. Her arousal flooded my senses.

      I made my way back to my car but didn’t pull off until she did. I rode a car behind her to make sure she got into her apartment safely.
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      Two days later

      At three o'clock this afternoon, a big black Mercedes van arrived to my home along with two moving trucks. Per O’s request, the men would pack and move my belongings to my new home. Once I reached Arnoux Manor, the preparations began. I had gotten a wax and pedi the day before thinking that would be enough. I was so wrong.

      I was given a warm bath of chamomile leaves, milk, and an oil made with ylang ylang,  cardamom and orange. I had to bathe in it for an hour. Once I was floral but pruny, I was dried off by multiple women. Hailey explained to me that I had no reason to be bashful. When I shifted, I'd more than likely come out of it naked. That didn’t make me feel better, but you know what did? The massage, I received. Well, at least until the massage reached my nether regions. Since I was human, she massaged my labia because “beasts are more endowed than humans.” I thought back to the first time I saw O’s dick, and it wasn’t even erect. She could be on to something. They allowed Lystra to style my hair. It gave us some privacy.

      When I was teen, I imagined what it would be like if she helped me on my wedding day. I never thought it would be like this. I looked my ceremonial gown. The sheer white fabric left little to the imagination, and I wasn't so kosher with everyone seeing me in it. I would have to go through a long hall containing all the pack members before I reached O. All of them would present me with a blessing before I could see him. It would be a simple tap on the shoulder, but everything seems different when you are naked.

      “I wore one on my mating night too. It wasn’t as detailed as this one though, and I didn't get a crown,” Lystra went on as she curled my hair. A ceremonial crown made of silver moonflowers and diamonds adorned my head. It was beautiful, but all of this felt like a bit much. I did my research about the ceremony, but being in it seemed way different.

      “Are you nervous?”

      “No, but do I have be naked?”

      “Yes, I was too.”

      “But nobody saw you except Anton.”

      “And O.”

      “What?!”

      “C’mon now you know O isn’t looking at me like that. He just had to give us his blessing.”

      “Ok yeah, but you weren’t naked in front of the whole damn town, Lystra!”

      “Cara, look at me. Why are you here?”

      “Because of O.”

      “Then he is the only thing you should be thinking about.”

      “Ugh, you right.” She adjusted my crown and then smiled at me.

      “Take a look.” I got up and walked over to the full-length mirror. I traded my full robe for my sheer one.

      “Wow! Ok, I see what you mean now!”

      “Lystra!”

      “I’m fucking with you. You look beautiful. Now suck it up and go marry my alpha,” she joked, slapping me on the ass. I shook my head in annoyance.

      She left the room and gave me a minute to gather myself. When you really looked at the gown it was magnificent It flowed out towards the ground and pooled about a foot or so behind me. Embroidered into the lace were various faces of wolves. It was a magnificent piece of work, even though you could see my nipples through it.

      The door opened to reveal Anton.

      “It’s time.”

      The walk past the members of Arnoux Manor was not nearly as awkward as I imagined. To them, this was a serious moment in the history of their people. Some were crying, and others were elated as they blessed me. Not too long after, I found myself in front of two large, black, ornate doors.

      

      The room was like a grand ballroom. At its center was a large round skylight. At the end was a fireplace un-lit. The only lights in the room were the dimly lit sconces. At midnight, the moon would shine through the skylight pouring it essence down us making it possible to mate. Under the skylight was a small circular bed. On the ground were symbols in white paint.

      O did not wear a robe. He wore a usekh. Engraved in its center was an onyx wolf with silver eyes. We stood just inches apart. I am used to O’s cool demeanor. He seems to always be in control of himself. In this moment, he was vastly different. His elation was evident, but there was something else there. He looked at me as though he was hungry and I was the biggest piece of steak on the menu. A wave of heat ran down my spine. His hand ran through my curls.

      “Thank you.”

      “For?” I inquired.

      “Choosing to be my mate. It was always your choice. I am honored that you choose this journey with me. I will not let you down.” The clouds above us broke and the full moon beamed into the center of the room.

      He bent down until he was on his knees. He buried his face against my mound inhaling deeply. His hands held me in place, gripping my ass cheeks. He kissed a small trail that leads to my lip and slithered his tongue into the small space. I gasped. His tongue was warm and slick. He pushed and I went up, instinctively wrapping my legs around his shoulders. He stood up with me attached to his face. Not missing a beat, he used his tongue to spell out his name against my flesh. My body buzzed in delight. I held on to his shoulders as best I could. I wanted to press against his face harder. I was so close to coming. His tongue darted in and out over and over again until I came against his face covering it from cheek to cheek. He didn’t relent until our shadows we cast on the floor. The moon was finally in place. He let my body down enough where we could be face to face. My legs were in the crooks of his arms.

      “I want so much more, but we only have so much time before the moon moves.” He smiled. I kissed his face tasting my own cum. I smiled as I pulled away. His stare was almost remorseful but still laced with lust and love.

      “I love you. Please, brace yourself.”

      I pinched my eyes closed. His wide girth had been tapping at my entrance for a while now. I’m not sure how but it felt bigger than the first time. With a few slight adjustments, he lowered me on to his dick. I was stretched farther than I had ever been.

      “Oh, GOD!”

      His lips captured mine as I adjusted to the pain. The more we kissed the wetter I became. After a few more pushes, he was completely inside of me. I was filled to the hilt. He allowed me to catch my breath before bringing us down to the bed. Not once did he pull out. We stayed linked with me straddling his lap. O held my body close to his forcefully stroking upwards.

      “Take it. Take it all!” he demanded.

      He pulled my hair forcing my head back. He sniffed the space between my neck and shoulder blade. He ran his tongue over the space. He was choosing his spot. His heart was beating so loudly that I thought I heard drums banging in my ears. His face changed making room for his fangs.

      I thought I’d be nervous, scared even. I wasn’t. I’d wanted this moment more than anything in my life. His eyes turned bright gold, and his canines pierced my skin.

      His bite burned. I felt stuck in a humid fog. Bathed in moonlight our bodies rocked together on the threshing floor. I could barely breathe. I felt him expanding inside me. He released an earth-shattering howl as he came. I could feel the earth shake through the power of his release as a drowning exhaustion set over me.

      “Good boy,” I whispered before falling asleep with him inside of me.
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            O

          

        

      

    

    
      I could curse myself for waiting this long. Cara slept in front of me peacefully. Her body was responding wonderfully to her conversion. Her skin glowed under the few rays of sun shining through the skylight. Her hair was wild, and her breasts rose calmly with each breath. She turned over on to her back. I smiled. I didn’t expect this to happen, but I feel blessed despite it all.

      Cara has been asleep for a week. She has responded wonderfully to the venom. She will not be able to shift completely until the next full moon. That will be in three weeks, give or a take a week or two. It’s more so if Nasha decides to make it sooner. She follows her own rules and can be impulsive at times.

      She rolled on to her back. The red satin sheets slid down her torso, revealing two beautiful mounds of soft brown flesh. I am glad that I don’t have to restrain myself. I leave my recliner to join her in bed. I pin her beneath me, and she slowly awakens.

      “Good morning. OH!”  She perked up feeling my tongue run across her nipples.

      “I have waited quite a while for this.”

      “Ozni, it’s only been a few hours, not that I'm complaining.”

      “My love, you have been sleep for seven days.”

      “What?” she exclaimed, sitting straight up. We knocked heads as she scrambled to get up. She felt nothing. I, on the other hand, was reminded of the strength of newborn wolves. My head throbbed.

      “I’m sorry. Why did I sleep that long?” She kissed the spot she bumped. I pulled her into me and flopped her back down on the bed. My beast was awake and in need of my mate.

      “Your body needed the time to recover.”

      She moaned in response to my tongue against her mark. The crescent shape burned into her skin had healed and seemed more like a tattoo. Once I could focus again, I pulled her legs to the edge of the bed. I placed either leg over my shoulders.

      “O,” she attempted to protest, but her beast was just as hungry as mine.

      “Feed me, woman.” She gave in. A quickie turned into another day of alternating sex and sleep.
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            Cara

          

        

      

    

    
      My body didn’t seem that different. After I showered, I took in my naked reflection. Ok, maybe my stomach was a bit pudgy. If anything, I looked like I had received a good day at the spa. Then again, around the clock sex will do that to you. After another morning spent sexing each other into exhaustion, I ran off to get ready for my day. I promised myself that’d I would see Lystra. I pulled a peach pencil skirt from my closet and paired it with a white blouse.

      I pulled the skirt up over my legs, but it became difficult to get it up my thighs. After a wiggle and a jump, it was on, but I really couldn’t move. I yanked the zipper so hard it that broke right off. Ok, fine. I’ll just put on the top until I could find a skirt that fits and matches.

      “Oh come on!!” I gasped when the back of the shirt shredded. Frustrated I looked at the heaps of fabric that was once my wardrobe. Naked, I walked right across the hall into O’s bedroom.

      “Back so soon?”

      I said nothing in response. If I said anything O would hop on me again. I simply went into his closet and grabbed one of his oxford shirts. I then grabbed his pajama bottoms and proceeded to dress myself. He stood in the closet doorway with a mischievous look on his face.

      “That’s a good look on you.”

      “I think Lystra and I may need to go shopping. Nothing fits me anymore.” My clothes were too tight, and his clothes were a bit baggy.

      “Today?” I nodded.

      “Well if Anton is ok with it. I know he's still not sure about her leaving yet.”

      “As am I with you,” he responded.

      “Why?”

      He just started at me. I dropped my head to the side and stared back. A smile followed by light laughter graced his lips.

      “Stick to the compound for the next few days. You can overnight whatever you need or continue to raid my closet.” He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my forehead. I felt at ease. I could shop another day. If my safety brought comfort to my mate, then I would remain on our territory.

      “Fine, I’ll just visit Lystra today.”

      “Yes, after.”

      “After?” He tossed me over his shoulder. A smacked me on the bottom.

      “Oooh. After.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s open. It’s always open!” I heard Lystra yell.

      I walked into Lystra’s home on cloud nine. I found her in the kitchen pulling out lemon cookies. They smelled incredible. I could smell them at the door. She looked different too.

      He skin wasn’t as dull, and she didn’t seem so tired. Something was really different.

      She gasped.

      “Your fur is black?”

      I was confused at first until I caught my reflection in the mirrored bowl on the table. My ears were out. The books said they would be the first sign of my change. Right on top of my head were two round furry black ears.

      “Is that?” She pointed to the colored specs in my fur.

      “Paint. It was in my blood. Years of it absorbed into my skin from painting.” I’d found that out during normal medical testing long before all of this happened.

      “Wow.” She placed the cookie on a wire rack to cool. I noticed the slight giggle that escaped her lips. I hadn’t seen her this happy in a long time.

      “You have a glow about you, Lystra.”

      “Things between Anton and me are really good right now, and the dialysis is working. I did a full shift, and it wasn’t because I was hungry.” She paused and smiled even harder.

      “It could also have to do with the-” I paused to count the sounds, then continued my sentence. “Three extra heartbeats in this room.“ She blushed.

      “I was going to tell you the minute you woke up from your honeymoon. Oh, ha-ha honeymoon badum tiss.” I giggled slightly at her corny reference.

      “Here’s, the thing I am only carrying two pups.”

      “But I hear three heartbeats, Lystra.” I insisted.

      “Yeah, I know. I do too. The thing is, I only heard the extra heartbeat when you came in the room.” My face dropped.

      “What?” She put my hands on my stomach. I felt something squirm. I jumped. It was always a possibility, but I didn’t think I’d be pregnant this soon. I focused on the sound. Maybe Lystra was mistaken.

      “Oh.” It was clear as day, a heartbeat in sync with my own.

      Anton entered the house smiling with adoration for his wife. Some rather dirty terms echoed in my head. I suppressed the urge to gag. I really needed Ozni to explain to me how to cut off certain links.

      “Well, I will leave you two be. Lystra, maybe we can meet up tomorrow morning?”

      “Ok, love. Be safe.” She waved. I walked past Anton, and his head jerked up.

      “Congrats Cara!”

      “Thanks.” I wondered if O knew about this. I walked along the compound taking in this beautiful fall day. Most of the families were handling yard work. I politely greeted them as I walked. It was a small community I felt blessed to be a part of.

      “Cara?” I heard in my head.

      “Turn around,” the voice continued.

      I followed its instructions and found O in the children’s park. He was playing an unfair game of tug-of-war. He had the rope wrapped around his wrist while four children pulled with all their might. He used his free hand to wave at me. I shook my head as I walked towards them.

      “Show off!” I said aloud.

      “They asked me to join!” He laughed.

      “Well then let’s make this a fair game.”

      I grabbed the rope with the children and helped them pull. Even with me helping the pups, O had us at an advantage. He playfully let go, to let my side win. We all fell flat on our bottoms. The children laughed heartily, and I followed suit. We helped the children to their feet, and they ran off to play some more.

      “Are you ok? I’ve never seen you out here with the kids before.”

      “I usually don’t. I spend more time with them during school hours. As of this morning, I thought it wouldn’t kill me to get some practice in.”

      “Practice?” I questioned. He didn’t respond. He simply placed his hand on my abdomen.

      “I knew it! You knew the whole time didn’t you!” I punched him the arm.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I wanted you to discover it on your own. I was hoping your natural maternal instincts would kick in.”

      “They did, but they didn’t. I thought I was hearing three of Lystra’s pups.” He seemed confused and panicked all at once.

      “You should have heard six hearts. Lystra is carrying two pups and so are you.”

      “O, I only heard one heartbeat.” The blood drained from O’s face.

      “Are you sure?” He was attempting to remain calm, but sweat was forming on his brow.

      “O, you’re scaring me.” O pulled out his phone.

      “We’re on our way to the maternal wing. Well, make the time!” he barked.

      In a matter of minutes, we were at the Arnoux Hospital for Women, Infants, and Children. Edric met us at the gate door. He escorted us to a reserved ultrasound room. O helped me up onto the examination table.

      “Can someone please explain to me what’s going on here?” I complained.

      “That would be nice.”

      “This morning I heard two pups. She can only hear one.” Edric blew out a stressful breath of air.

      He pulled out the necessary tools to listen to my uterus.

      I knew once he placed the monitor on my stomach the heartbeat would fill the room and O would owe me a major apology. Only that didn’t happen. Five minutes later, Edric was still moving that monitor around, and the room was eerily silent.

      “Cara, I need you to lie on your side.”

      “Doc, what’s going on?”

      “Don’t panic. These things happen all the time. Your pups are just playing hide and seek with me. I will find them.” He assured us. I turned on my side as he instructed.

      Edric moved the monitor around my stomach again. A whooshing noise began again, and only this time it seemed to echo.

      “And that is pup 1 and 2.” I let go of the breath I was holding. O walked up to me and kissed me on the forehead, cheeks, and finally the lips.

      “Can I go back to work now?” Edric complained.

      “Yes, Edric. Thank you, brother.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said playfully.

      O was ecstatic but was staring off into space. One baby I could handle, but twins? Twin wolf shifting babies? Fuck.
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            Malice

          

        

      

    

    
      “We have sat in silence for far too long, abiding by their rules. We starve in the shadows, while they feed off the land.”

      “I’ve been told heavy is the head that wears the crown. Well, I want to know how heavy that head is. I want the head of Ozni before me on a platter. This world will go to its rightful owners— not wolves, not humans, and not monsters. It will bow for the kings of the night. This planet will cower in fear when our dark queens step on to the thresholds of every door. We will no longer be referred to as the damned. We will be referred to as gods of the night.”

      Before me, thousands of vampires gathered and roared in approval.

      Aliyah took my hand and stood in her rightful position by my side. Her neck had healed beautifully from the wolfs bite.

      Kaveed was the end of an era. We would no longer suffer behind the bi-law of the day walkers or their pets. Our independence was on the horizon, and I would see that we would come out victorious. I had the adoration of our people and their unconditional loyalty. The only wrench in my otherwise perfect plan was that of my brother Genesis.  His talents were unmatched. His attack was swift, but his heart was too damn big. He still believed that we could all co-exist together. He seemed unmoved by the roaring crowd.

      “We attack tomorrow evening!”

      The crowd rejoiced. Soon Ozni would feel our wrath.

      I retired to my estate, and Aliyah went to our room.

      “Will I see you later, my love?”

      “Of course. I would just like to have a conversation with my brother.” She looked towards him, and he narrowed his eyes at her. She diverted her gaze hurt by his expression. She then continued her trail up towards the master suite.

      “While in my home show some respect for my queen,” I warned Genesis.

      My study sits adjacent to the entry of my home. I love it because of the custom fireplace. It was heavily ornate and made of fine white marble. My servants always made sure it was lit while I was home. I may not be able to feel it’s full warmth, but the dance of the flames entrances me. He sat against my cherry wood desk. As I watched the flames. Only crackling could be heard in the room. This conversation had been necessary for a long time now.

      “Brother, I feel a bit of hesitation from you.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Our battle will be a long one. It would bring me comfort to know you are on our side.”

      “What side is that, Malice? The side of violence? The side of innocent bloodshed? Or is it the side of ghastly disrespect for the other living beings we share this planet with.”

      “Can you not see why I do this? Do you not want our people to flourish?” Gen didn’t respond. As much as I want him to be on my side, I knew deep down he never would be. As long as it was my idea and my goal, he’d hate it simply because he hates me.

      “Why do you hate me so?” I asked desperate to know. Outside of the obvious reasons he had no motive to despise me. He walked from the edge of my desk to the small table holding my precious collection of cognacs and gins. Henrik IV Dudognon Heritage Cognac3 Grande Champagne is as rare as it gets and was worth every neck I snapped to get it.

      

      “Because,” he said, pouring the cognac from its carafe to his glass.

      “You are an idiotic tyrant who will one day be the demise of our species.”

      “Well, I’m quite fond of you too, brother.” Genesis downed his glass and then threw it into the fire.

      “Good night.”

      “Good night. Oh, and Gen?”

      “Yes, Malice?”

      “I expect you to be in attendance to Aliyah’s dinner tomorrow evening. She really would like to make amends with you,” Gen’s face hardened, and he left the room without another word.

      You see, much like wolves, vampires also take mates. Only when I say this, I'm a little less figurative. When I say take, I mean take, as in my queen was once Gen’s lover. He was in love, she was confused, and I needed a woman. So now Aliyah is my wife. I do love her let’s make no mistake about that. The fact still remains that my brother does too, and if he dares tries anything with my wife, I will kill him, lay his ashes in my bed, and fuck her on top of them.
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            Lystra

          

        

      

    

    
      My life had become such whirlwind of events that my previous life as a human had slipped from me. I had almost forgotten that I had a P.O. Box. The local office called my cell phone and asked me to come and pick it up. Since Anton was busy handling things with O, I just left a message on our refrigerator.

      I looked down at the envelope. It was from my mother. I looked down at it with disdain. My intuition told me it wasn’t good. My heart wanted it to be a heartfelt apology. I was about to be a mother in a couple of weeks, and I could really use the guidance of my mother. I didn’t want to believe she really didn’t want me. I prayed as I tore the flap of the envelope. I couldn’t see anything in it, so I turned it upside down. Dozens of tiny oddly colored pieces of paper landed in my lap.

      I looked down at the scraps in my lap.  It seemed to be useless until the destroyed images became clearer. They were pictures of Cara and me as children and pictures of my mother and I, all destroyed. At the bottom of the yellow envelope was a white card.

      May you and your beastly husband rot in hell.

      I was not completely over my mother’s blatant rejection. The felt like she was pushing the knife in my heart and twisting it.

      I drove home in a blur. My sight was slighted through my tears. It felt like I was driving for hours trying to get home. Night had fallen, and the road to the manor was not well lit.

      “Ma’am, were you aware of how fast you were going?”

      “No, sir.” I tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but a horrid smell was getting the best of me. My stomach turned.

      “You were going 80 in a 60.” I surely didn’t feel like it.

      “I’m sorry.” The minute the words left my lips, the contents of my stomach followed after. My steering wheel and lap were covered in vomit.

      “Got damn dogs,” the officer said exasperatedly.

      “What?!”

      He hissed, and his fangs came out. He reached in the car and began to yank at me. I turned the ignition on and gunned it down the road. The wheel was so slippery I tried my best to control it. The vampire cop was behind me. He had to be going 100 miles an hour. I made my way down the road the best I could. The cop car rear-ended me. The car fishtailed, but I got it back in control.

      “Call Anton!” I screamed after pushing the button on my steering wheel. I heard the phone ringing.

      “Hey, baby!” The cop car rear-ended me again. I could hear my bumper scrapping the ground.

      “Help!” I screamed just as the car hit me again.

      The wheel slipped out of my grip, and my car went right in the dark forestry. It slid forward and flipped over hitting a tree. I was dizzy from hitting my head. There was blood in my eye. The last thing I heard was the crunching of footsteps in the woods.
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            Anton

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried to link to Lystra but saw nothing but blackness. Wherever she was, she was unconscious. My blood boiled. I knew my mate was in trouble, and I had no way of helping her. I ran full speed to O's home.

      “Lystra?” As our Alpha, he had connections to us all. I was glad I didn't have to speak. If I did, I would’ve broken down. I’d seen her note about the post office. That was hours ago.

      “We'll track her scent. Artemis, Evan, and Edric are on the way.”

      “I’m going too,” Cara insisted.

      “No. You haven't shifted before. “

      “But I can smell, and my other senses work. I can help.“

      O took a deep breath. We all know that Cara cares for Lystra like one would a daughter or sister. This just wasn’t the time for her to help. As our queen, she needed to be here on guard of the manor. She was also carrying pups. There were just too many risk factors.

      “It is admirable, the lengths you will go for your dear friend, but Cara you must stay here. You are carrying pups, my pups. We cannot risk anything happening. “

      “I’m only two weeks. I can help!"

      “NO!”

      Cara growled in response and out of her bone straight hair popped two black fuzzy ears.

      “When you first shift your beast will be in absolute control. You're also pregnant. She will be ravenous and starving. Your morals will be thrown aside. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “In other words, I can't be trusted.”

      “For the sake of your loved ones, your pups ...us, stay here, Cara.”

      “Go find my sister.” Ozni kissed Cara then shifted. I followed suit. We met the others at the gate.

      “Follow her scent once we get to the post office. She’s carrying pups. This is a rescue first and battle second. Understood?”

      We took off towards the post office in a blur of furs. We were able to trace Lystra’s scent, but she’d driven miles away from the compound her scent began to thin out.

      “Wait!” I yelled.

      I trotted off towards the woods. I could smell Lystra, but I could smell something else mixed with it. It was a foul offputting smell. The pack followed along with me. Her scent became heavier. O stayed back and began to look at the ground rapidly.

      “These are tire marks.”

      We followed the marks and the dents in the ground until we came upon her upside-down car. The metal had been clawed apart, and the steering wheel was covered in vomit. An involuntary whine escaped my throat. I didn’t want to think the worse had happened to my mate. I sniffed. The car door where the metal had been slashed into. The smell was unmistakable. It was icy. It was putrid. It was death.

      “Vampires.” Vampires had taken my mate. I turned to O. He was remorseful even amongst his undeniable anger.

      “The war has begun,” O stated before howling into the night sky. It was a call to our brothers. This would not be as simple as our territory. An example would be made of the bloodsuckers so that we would never have this problem again.

      We spent the whole night checking the woods, but Lystra’s scent went cold after a few miles. Even the putrid smell of the vampire was gone.

      I returned home miserable. My wife’s scent was all throughout our home, just as it should be. Not knowing where she was or if she was ok was killing me, literally. Lystra was my other half, and without her, I’d slowly diminish. As wolves, our bond is an exchange of power. I wouldn’t be able to shift, and then I’d die. I’d waited so long to find her, and it feels like I lost her twice as fast.
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            Cara

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven days. Lystra has been missing for seven days. Anton is becoming weaker, O is in full Alpha mode, and I am locked away. I feel helpless. In the beginning, I knew nothing. I couldn’t help at all. Now, I am fully educated on all things wolf, but my mate won’t let me help.

      I sincerely hope that he didn’t expect me to be his trophy mate and that I would just smile like a beauty queen at our pack while he does all the important things. I wanted to add to the pack as well. I did not want to sit idle.

      I paced the floor of the family room trying to concoct some kind of plan. O watched empathically from the couch.

      “I have an idea. I don’t like it, but it may be all that we can do.”

      “Does it involve me leaving?” He shook his head.

      “Cara,” I am going to shift, then you are going to touch me. Maybe then we can get some clue to where she is. He must have been at his wits end because O never asks for my visions. He’s accepted them but does not prod as to why I have them anymore.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Do you have any better ideas?” I shrugged and watched him shift into his giant black wolf. Now that I'm part wolf, I’m not as afraid when I see it. He shook his fur and sat on his haunches. I could sense he was still uncomfortable. Still, this was for Lystra. She meant everything to our pack.

      I touched his fur and could stop myself from nuzzling into him. He licked my cheek then bent down nuzzled my stomach. I gasped as my sight changed before me.

      I saw Lystra. She was so thin, and her stomach was painfully full. I reached out and helped her up. We stumbled through a dark place. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. We made it outside, and pain shot over my body. It was so strong that I fell to the ground both in vision and reality.

      “Cara? CARA!” I hear O in my head, but I couldn't respond. My chest felt constricted. Then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally came to, I was tucked bed. It was almost sundown. I got out of bed and made my way around the house. I was all alone. The more I moved, the weaker I felt. That vision had really messed me up. I made my way to the kitchen and grabbed some water.

      “O?” I called out on our link.

      “I sincerely hope you are in bed,” he warned.

      I am in the kitchen. Where are you?”

      “It’s best that I don’t say specifically. We have a lead on Lystra.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “Cara?” This was a different voice.

      “Who is this?” I questioned the other voice in my head.

      “Cara, who are you talking to?” O asked. I tried to concentrate on the voice.

      “Cara, help me!” I knew that voice.

      “Lystra?”

      “She’s speaking with you?” This was making my head hurt. It was like an accidental three-way call.

      “I need you.” Lystra cried.

      “I’m coming. Where are you?” It wasn’t up for debate.

      “The hell you will.” I blocked O out the best I could.

      “The vampires thought I was dead. I’m hiding.”

      “Hiding where?”

      “It’s cave. I don’t know where! Can you just track me?” How could I  possibly track her? Oh, my nose! I thought to myself.

      “I’ll find you. Just stay put.”

      “Cara!” I heard O again.

      “Where did she say she was?”

      “A cave but she doesn’t know where!” I said, holding my head. It was beginning to throb.

      “We’ll find her. Stay put!”

      “No! I’m going to get my sister.”

      “Cara, I said-”

      “NO!” I’m not sure how I did it, but I couldn’t hear Ozni anymore. I dressed in yoga leggings and some hiking boots. I grabbed a bag and put water and a first aid kit inside. I grabbed flashlights as well.

      Since I hadn’t fully shifted yet, my abilities needed a bit of a jump start.

      “Ok Cara, you got this! Just think wolf. Think like a wolf!” I tried hyping myself up. It didn’t seem to be working. I thought hard on our friendship. How badly Lystra couldn’t sing. I remembered how she would cry on my shoulder whenever she and her mother got into it.

      I could sense her. She smelled like her lemon cookies and lavender. I walked out of the door following her scent. I made my way through the forestry occasionally tripping over raised roots. I was miles from the compound, cloaked in darkness, with the exception of my flashlight that is. It did not help that the ground was wet. Every few feet my shoes would sink and make me slip forward.

      “Cara!” I heard Lystra yell in my head.

      I sniffed the air. I was really close. I moved forward without looking. I just followed my nose, which meant I didn’t see the deep puddle and it caused me to fall forward on to my face. I pushed up from the muddy ground. I felt pain in my leg. I fell right back down. My ankle was killing me. I growled and tried to breathe through the pain.

      It was my vision. I injured myself looking for Lystra. I breathed deep, but the pain wouldn’t subside. I should’ve listened to O. What if something attacked me? I put myself and my baby in harm's way. The more I thought about my unborn child, the more frustrated I became. I couldn’t just stay here. I had to keep moving. I pushed from the ground and found my foot still hurt, but I could keep moving. Just ahead of me was a cave. I called out to Lystra mentally.

      “Lystra, speak to me.”

      “Cara, I feel weak.”

      In the small cave, I found Lystra she could barely move.

      “They thought I was dead, so he left. They were going to chop me into pieces and send them to Anton weekly. I just want to go home,” she cried. I took a look around the cave. It was covered in unrecognizable markings. Behind her was along dark space. Possibly a hall.

      “Cara?” she questioned. I untied her.

      “We have to get out of here.” I had to help her walk out of the cave. We limped out into the cold forest air glad for the light of the moon. THE MOON!! She fell back against the cave’s opening.

      I could only shake my head as we both stood under its full pearlescent beams. I was going to shift for the first time while attempting to rescue my best friend.

      I heard a malicious laugh from behind me. The wind blew, and horrible sent assaulted my nose. I wasn’t looking at Lystra. This woman with stringy black hair and long fangs stared at me ready to eat me alive.

      “You should’ve listened to your master. Now we will kill you and send your mate your head.”

      I giggled. She had no clue of her own fate. My blood ran hot. I rolled my neck and felt my vertebrae crack and reform. It was only painful for a moment, but it was consistent. Pain on, Pain off. I hadn’t shifted all the way, but damn I was close. O did not lie. I could eat a whole cow right now. I watched my fingernails grow long and silver, almost like talons. I screamed, and it turned into a howl.

      Damn, I’m hungry. The vampire hissed at me, but I wasn’t scared. In fact, I wanted nothing more than to tear this vampire demon apart. I knelt to the ground growled, ready to attack.

      “Bring it, bitch!”

      Oh, why thank you I am- oh you mean.

      I rolled my eyes as she launched at me. Her claws were sharp, but I healed seconds after she scratched me. Oh, that pissed me off. I grabbed her arm with my sharp teeth and yanked her to the ground. I pawed her face. I meant to punch her, but I haven’t quite figured out the balance of my new body. She tossed me off of her like a rag doll. I charged at her again, and we tussled until I got a clear shot at her neck. I went for her jugular and didn’t stop until I pulled a piece of it away from her. I spit out the remains. It tasted like olive oiled coated ashes.

      I could sense O behind me. I knew he’d track me the minute I left the house.

      “You just couldn’t wait on me, you fetching little minx you!”

      He was mildly irritated but extremely turned on. He circled my recent victim. I tried to used my paws to get the chunks of ice from my fur covered face. Nuzzling my face, he licked my fur to help. See, that’s the thing about being mated. We share thoughts. We both knew that the first person Lystra would call for help would be Anton, not me. If the vampires knew that O and I were coming, they would abandon their plan. They would not resist a chance to trap an Alpha’s mate.

      “Did you get a good look at the cave?”

      “There’s a tunnel inside that leads to their compound. Then again it could be a trap. She could’ve enchanted the cave just like she did her face.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      “Does this mean we’re back to square one?”

      “Not even close. We know that Lystra does serve some use to them, so they will keep her alive. While you were handling this, I had Anton and a few others play surveillance. We saw exactly where she came in from. We are preparing for a morning attack.”

      “Then I should get some type of rest now. I want to be ready to rip some head off.” I pounce around excitedly.

      “You’re not going.”

      “Are you for real this time?”

      “Yes, Cara.”

      “No!”

      “Yes.”

      “No!”

      “Woman!”

      “Don’t you mean bitch?”

      “That’s my damn point. You will not fight while carrying pups.” I growled, and he growled back, only louder.

      “She’s my friend!”

      “And you are my mate! Stand down, Cara.”

      “I am going to save my sister!” I hit the ground with my paw, and it shook. I didn’t realize I was sneering.

      “STAND DOWN!” I attacked him. He seemed shocked at first. Then really angry. He growled to the point where he was foaming at the mouth. Three rolls in the cold forest dirt and he had me pinned. His teeth sunk into my ear and it hurt like hell.

      “Stand down.” He let go and backed away from me. I sat on my haunches, feeling the blood drip into my fur. I bent down in submission. I could smell salt in the air from my tears.

      “Cara?” I felt really cold.

      I looked down at my naked human form embarrassed. Somewhere along the lines, I shifted back. I took off into the woods back towards home. It took much longer than it did on four feet. I entered through the backdoor tracking blood into the house. My feet were covered in cuts. It didn’t hurt much, and I knew I'd heal up soon. I went into my old bedroom and locked the door behind me.

      I felt disrespected and betrayed. I couldn’t help but wonder if I thought this through.

      In the mirror, I could see the lump now. I looked to be three months along in my pregnancy. I was in this for good. There was no turning back. There was a soft knock on the door. I knew who it was, so I didn’t budge.

      “Just leave me alone.”

      “Cara, I know you’re upset. Just let me in so we can talk.”

      “Ozni, just go get Lystra. I will be here when you come back.”

      “I cannot fight knowing my mate is not ok. It will be all that I can think of.”

      “Oh, so you just want to butter me up so that you can fight?”

      “No, I am genuinely concerned about you.” I unlocked the door. I could see the hurt etched in his face. He looked in my eyes momentarily before traveling down to my stomach, then my feet.

      “What happened?”

      “I walked back here.” He made his way into the bathroom. He made me sit down on the vanity’s bench while he looked over my feet.

      “Why didn’t you shift back?” He asked pulling things out of the cuts that didn’t instantly heal.

      “I was too emotional to do so. O, I really don’t want to talk. I will be fine. I’ll just take a bath and relax,” I said hoping that he would just believe me. I wasn’t ok at all. I wanted to be alone. He just stared at me.

      “Lying will get you nowhere. Your pride will only make it worse. Talk to me.”

      “Did you have to bite me?”

      “I had no choice. You have to recognize me not only as your mate but as your Alpha. You challenged me. My response would have been the same to any wolf that challenged me.”

      I didn’t respond. He placed his forehead against mine. I held on to my tears, and it made my eyes sting. I did not want him to see me cry.

      “Please speak to me, Cara.”

      “I am not any wolf, Ozni. I’m your mate. This can never happen again.”

      “It never will.” He embraced me. When his lips met my forehead, I broke down.

      “There is too much going on right now. I feel idle. I want to help,” I begged.

      “I know you do, and I love you for that. Right, now the best thing you can do to help is to bring the pack peace. You are their queen now. Let them know that all is alright and that Lystra will come home safe. Do you believe that I can bring her home safely?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then let me.” I nodded in agreement.

      “You need rest and food.”

      He ran my bath water, and I soaked for a while. The hot water was refreshing. Shifting can leave you very sore. Once I was done, I dried off and rubbed myself down in shea butter. I tried to find a sleep shirt but thanks to rapid grown they were all tight and uncomfortable. My breast ached because they were growing too. So for tonight, my birthday suit would do. I then dragged myself into the bedroom ready to fall right asleep. I pulled back the blankets, and just as I laid down, O appeared with a large tray. T-Bone steaks stacked up like pancakes lay before me with a few veggies on the side.

      I was suddenly reminded of my appetite. He barely got the tray to the bed before I snatched off the top steak. I bit in and ripped it apart. I almost came on myself. This was the best steak I’d ever eaten.

      “Sweet Baby Jesus!” I muttered as I ate. They were perfect, juicy, and pup approved. I devoured it in seconds. By the third devoured steak, O spoke up.

      “I think I'll just fix my own later.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Nothing. Eat up then sleep.” He kissed my forehead and got prepared to leave.

      “You’re leaving?” I asked with steak juice dripping from my chin.

      “I need to meet up with the pack to go over things again, for clarity sake.”

      “Ok.” He looked at me like he wanted to say something but thought better of it. He simply closed the bedroom door.

      The minute the door closed I felt different. Mind you I was still smashing the steaks he brought me. I didn’t know if it was my female intuition or my wolf’s, but I knew something was wrong.

      Something had shifted in our dynamic. From my day one of being at the manor, I was clear. I said I wouldn’t leave without my friend. I don’t understand why he wants me to sit back and not help. We've always had each other’s backs. It wasn’t something that needed to change just because we had mates. What kind of pack mentality is that anyway?

      I’d messed it up the first time by including Ozni. Now, I’d just have to do without him.

      

      To be continued!
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