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    Being an Alpha sucks.  
 
    Not even two hours after my father, brother and three lovers had left, I was decided on this obvious fact. 
 
    Neema had me running around like a chicken with its head cut off, awkwardly interrupting the lovemaking of my new Pack members to inform them that there could be a possible attack by the five men who’d abandoned the Pack. The sixth was in the custody of my old Pack, undergoing questioning to try to locate the kidnapped females. 
 
    And I could do nothing but let my new Pack know to keep an ear and eye out, and to inform me immediately of anything suspicious. 
 
    Neema was already somehow organizing for new cameras to come in and be installed ASAP. How she was doing this at nearly ten at night was beyond me. 
 
    Ray aided me in filling everyone in on the sudden turn of events, and many shared our distress and anger at their old Pack mates. 
 
    My fiery red curls were a mess as I darted around, getting Ray’s help to set up a few patrols. We needed everyone on guard and prepared for the worst. 
 
    Once the first patrol had headed out, I managed to catch my breath as I slumped onto the bench on the porch. May and some of the others were clearing up the dinner area, and Charlotte was minding the children inside after they’d finished a movie. Many had fallen asleep, but the Pack had expressed their concerns and wished to keep the children together in the safe confines of the lodge until we had more security in place. I didn’t blame them for their concern. 
 
    When Richard ruled, no one dared defy him, and our Pack never raided. With Richard gone and some traitors out and about, the Pack was worried. The men that had left had been cruel, lone ‘wolves that stuck with Richard, acting like his betas. Two of them had actually been his betas, and from what Ray said, they were some serious pieces of work. He’d done his best to avoid them, but they would strong-arm some of the younger men to tag along on hunts and such, trying to bend them to their ways. 
 
    Ray sat down beside me as I took a moment to breathe, clutching the satellite phone tightly. My brother had left it behind for me, in order to contact me if there was any new news. 
 
    “Your Pack will find them, don’t worry,” Ray tried to reassure me. 
 
    “I knew them so well, Beth, Mary, and Bianca. They were like family, they were my Pack mates,” I said as I frowned at the phone. 
 
    “I know,” Ray sighed, his dark eyes troubled. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll come back here? This was their home, what if they’re planning on using the women against me, as hostages?” I turned to Ray, hoping he could answer me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he shook his head. “It’s possible. They were pissed when you became Alpha, because you were an Ashwood, and you were a woman. Not to mention it would fuck up their lifestyle. Richard shared his she-wolves in heat sometimes. They loved it, I heard them talk about it sometimes,” Ray murmured. 
 
    Great. Just great. Now all I could think about was those three sweet, wonderful women suffering the same fate I had with Richard. 
 
    Would he have shared me?
No, he’d only share those he stole in heat. I’d used his need to keep me to himself against him in that moment, when I’d seduced him in my attempt to kill him.
I clenched my hands, struggling to not crush the phone in my new Alpha grip. 
 
    “I hope they do come,” I growled. “I’ll kill them if they hurt them. If they touch Beth, they’re dead, and it’ll be slow.” 
 
    Ray raised an eyebrow at my harsh words, but didn’t say a word. 
 
    Beth was only young, a seventeen-year-old girl who was so vibrant and full of life. She supplied my old Pack with handmade soaps and other goodies, which she was now starting to sell at the markets in the surrounding towns. 
 
    “If they came back, where would they cross the border?” I asked. Ray had tried to help me escape up near Firestone Ridge, informing me it had been a weak spot in the border. 
 
    “Come, I’ll take you to the security room, your Aunt and father were checking it out last night and probably today. I don’t think you’ve seen it yet, have you?” he queried as he stood and offered me a strong hand. 
 
    “No, not yet,” I said as I allowed him to pull me to my feet. 
 
    We headed inside the lodge, and I fought off the ugly memories that wanted to slip back into my mind. 
 
    I reached down to touch my pocket where I’d slipped Ray’s iPod. I’d listen to those songs every chance I got. 
 
    He led me down the hall, and when we came to Richard’s room, I dared a peek inside. It had been cleaned and the bedding stripped. No signs of what had happened, no bloody knife or blood. Only that image seared into my mind of him snarling up at me as I drove the blade into his chest. 
 
    “Hey,” Ray murmured as he touched my shoulder, making me jump and draw my gaze away from the room. 
 
    “C’mon,” he flicked his head at the next door down, and I slowly followed him, still caught up in the scene of Richard beneath me, his disgusting body being pleasured as I rode him before turning on him, desperate to end him. I hated that I’d resorted to that, to having sex with him. But I hadn’t wanted it, it was only a means to an end, something I felt I had to do at the time. 
 
    I followed Ray into the last room, locked with a keypad. 
 
    “It took your dad a while, but he managed to get a new code for it. Being an Area Enforcer has its benefits,” Ray remarked as he punched in a code. 
 
    “It’s 94, 72, 38,” he informed me. “Not sure if it has any meaning or not, but that’s what your father told me after you made me beta. Said only your betas and you would know the code for now.” 
 
    I nodded as he swung the door open, and I stared around at the many monitors showing various angles around the border of the territory. 
 
    “Here,” Ray led me into the room to a large table against the wall, a map of the entire territory spread out for viewing. 
 
    I peered at the map, at the marked areas along the border, the obvious locations for the outposts and a rough guide of where the cameras were. 
 
    “They’ll know where all these are,” I murmured as I touched the map. 
 
    “They will, but so do I. I may have snuck in here a few times. I overheard one of the guys spill the old code, it was the date of Richard’s father’s death. They thought it was hilarious that he’d chosen his father’s death date for the code,” Ray growled.  
 
    “Sick bastard,” I agreed. 
 
    “As you can see, Firestone Ridge is rather open, no close outposts and the cameras are spread too thin. A number of holes to slip through unseen. Same with down in the southern corner. Not all the cameras are active either anymore, like these ones along the west and east,” Ray said as he pointed them out. “He never got around to fixing them since we never got raided. And very few ‘wolves were trying to escape now. They were too afraid,” he muttered as his eyes searched the map. 
 
    “So there are quite a few places they can get through,” I groaned. 
 
    “Yeah, Neema has got plans to build an outpost up near the ridge, and she’ll be making sure cameras are installed and repaired in the dead zones.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s already got new cameras coming in soon,” I nodded. 
 
    “Could be worth using Pack funds to hire in some extra guards, some paid ‘wolves to help cover us until your Pack rounds them up,” Ray suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, that might be worthwhile.” It was a good idea, and Neema would have all the access ready for me now that Richard had passed. At least the Council was quick on that front, granting me access to all Pack assets and funds. I really needed to go over it all with her now. 
 
    “I can call through to my father and make sure the patrols cover all these areas if you wish?” Ray offered. 
 
    Neema had located all the satellite phones Richard had under lock and key and had distributed them to those whom I was sending on patrol, including Charles. 
 
    Ray even had his own phone now, a requirement since he was a beta. My Aunt had added all of them to speed dial too. 
 
    “That’d be good, I’m going to go check on the children. It looks like they’ll all be staying here for the night. Many of the women are sharing their homes with one another. Everyone is afraid, I can’t believe this,” I growled. To be so afraid of a few men. But from what Ray had said, they were like Richard, brutal and dangerous. And probably his top fighters too. 
 
    “I’m going to find Neema. We need to start running some defense classes. She trained me to be a Huntress, it’s time for them to learn to defend themselves,” I said. 
 
    It was mandatory in my old Pack to undergo some combat training, female or male. Usually included in the classes for the children once they turned fifteen. The adults had been taught too, and we all knew how to defend ourselves.  
 
    I wasn’t afraid of Richard’s old men. I was a Huntress in training, and not just that, I was now Alpha too. They didn’t have the same strength and power that I did. 
 
    I would fend them off if it came to it. 
 
    “That’ll be good. No one here knows how to fight unless they self-taught. There were some lessons at one point for the women, but Richard shut it down when he caught wind of it. Guess he didn’t want the added resistance when he took women,” Ray’s eyes flashed angrily. 
 
    “No one will feel weak or unsafe again. I promise you that. Once this is dealt with, everything will change for this Pack,” I promised. 
 
    Ray just nodded, believing me completely. 
 
    “I’ll go make some calls,” he said as he headed out. 
 
    I followed after him, making sure the door clicked shut behind me before heading off to find Neema. We needed to get some extra muscle in, muscle that could fight. And I’m sure she would know some. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know a few guys, a traveling Pack. Biker werewolves that earn the Pack funds by hiring themselves out,” Neema said as I sat with her on the porch. She was sitting guard while the children slept in the living area. They were under the belief it was a sleepover, so sleeping bags, pillows, and blankets had been supplied sufficiently for the night. Charlotte and her boys were in there too, while her mate was out on patrol. 
 
    “Good, we could use them until all the cameras are in. How soon could they get here?” I asked. 
 
    “Depends where they are, they usually travel the area frequently. Especially in the city,” Neema said as she checked her brown pixie hair. 
 
    She’d changed into jeans and a grey top, but I could still see the silver blade sheathed on her belt, and knew she had the hidden silver blade on her ankle too. The same one I’d killed Richard with. 
 
    “Call them, order them in. We’ll pay what’s necessary from the Packs funds. You’ll need to fill me in on all that side. The assets and funds, the business,” I groaned at the thought. I was not a businesswoman. My Dad had tried to teach me, but it wasn’t my thing. 
 
    “Of course. Your father was going to have some men come by and help train the others in investing, to have them work in the offices here for you and help manage the funds for the Pack. That may be postponed though,” she sighed. 
 
    “Do you think they’re okay?” I murmured as I looked out into the darkness, the moon having disappeared behind some clouds. The darkness that engulfed the surrounding forest only made my mind stray, and I tugged it back into focus. 
 
    “Beth and the others? Yeah, I’m sure they’re fine,” Neema said, but I could hear the uneasy strain in her voice. There was no way of knowing. 
 
    She pulled out her phone and dialed a number as I sat silently beside her.  
 
    I listened as she greeted someone solemnly. She asked where they were, and gave me a relieved look when they answered. They mustn’t be too far then. 
 
    “We need men to guard the territory, to assist in patrols for an unspecified amount of time. A few days to start, but may be ongoing. There is reason to believe an attack may be made by five ‘wolves, so we need protective measures in place,” Neema said, her voice ringing with business and authority. 
 
    I sure was glad she was here to help me with all this. I don’t know how I’d be handling this alone. 
 
    “Can they set up camp here? Or should they find somewhere nearby?” she asked as she covered the mouthpiece. 
 
    “Here is fine,” I said. The closer the better. 
 
    She relayed it to the speaker on the other end, and they came to an agreed amount. A hefty price, but one I was willing to pay for the protection for the Pack. Besides, from my understanding, Richard had quite the funds tucked away, especially since he’d done so little for the Pack during his reign. 
 
    “They’ll be here in a few hours, I’ll stay up and handle it, they know me,” she said, and it didn’t sound like I would get a say anyway. 
 
    “What else should I do then?” I asked, lost on what to do next. 
 
    I needed to do something, I couldn’t just sit and twiddle my thumbs. 
 
    “I’ll take you into the security room and show you all the finances and assets, the business dealings of the Pack, everything that I can find and help you understand?” she suggested. 
 
    “Sure,” I deflated. It wasn’t what I wanted to do, but it was something. And as the Alpha of this Pack, it was probably something I had to know. 
 
    Neema stood and led me inside, carefully padding past the sleeping children and down to the security room once more. Ray was inside, frowning at the monitors. 
 
    “How much do you know about finances?” Neema asked instantly as he looked over when the door swung open. 
 
    “A little. My grandad did the finance management for Richard’s father, until Richard took over and had his goons managing everything. My grandad used to teach me such strange things, but momma liked leaving me with him to learn it, said it was better than anything I’d learn at homeschooling. He taught right up until he died a few years back, my grandma passed a year later,” Ray said as he flicked his eyes to me. 
 
    “Good, then you will join us. I see there’s camera’s set up around this lodge, guess the old prick was concerned his Pack might come after him,” Neema scoffed. “But at least we can keep an eye on the perimeter from in here while we go over the finances.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ray nodded, not about to argue with the Huntress. 
 
    Neema sat us down before some blank screens and switched them on, instructing Ray to gather up some paperwork from the filing cabinets in the corner. 
 
    We spent the next few hours learning that a decent amount of money was made from the livestock and the quarter horse breeding. Richard’s father had done some investing during his leadership, which was still bringing in good money today. Not as much as it could be, but enough for now. I mostly just stared blankly at all the reports and sheets, but Ray was clicking through the screens on the computer like a madman, suggesting ways to invest and build the Pack funds. We would have enough for all the changes we wanted to implement, but Ray believed we could be bringing in much more than we currently were. Neema agreed, and I just went along with it. 
 
    I was more excited when Neema suggested I start looking around for companies to contact in the morning in regards to all the upgrades and new buildings I wanted to implement. Even if we were stressed and concerned, we couldn’t put everything on hold, she said. 
 
    So I began looking up building companies and contractors, checking with Neema on certain things and jotting down a list of potential businesses in the area. We had builders here who would help with the smaller things, like the playground expansion, the barbecue area, but the new lodge build would need to be done by a building business to get it up to code, and to make it as fancy as we wanted it. The builders here were used to more standard, basic builds. 
 
    I had to wait for the cell tower addition as the Area Enforcer would handle that, and my father was too caught up to have that added to his plate, so I’d put it on the back-burner. 
 
    I found some logging companies in the area to assist with clearing out more land for farming, and I knew many of the Pack would assist as well.  
 
    Neema left us alone when her phone rang, informing us that the biker gang was waiting at the main gates in. She had to go down and authorize their presence. I asked Ray to alert the patrol to the new addition, and to get them to return to the main gates to meet them and acquaint themselves. 
 
    Once all that was done, I slumped against the filing cabinet, sleep tugging at my eyelids. 
 
    “Hey, you’ve done all you can for the night. You need sleep,” Ray urged me, stifling a yawn. 
 
    A glance at the nearest monitor screen told me it was 3am, and the drowsiness hit me at the realization of how early it was. 
 
    I allowed Ray to wrap an arm around my shoulder and lead me down the hall to that wretched room. I wanted to be out of the lodge and in a new building away from here, but that was being selfish. Nothing had happened in that room except for May and Ray caring for me and showing me kindness. I focused on that as I strode into the room with Ray, relaxing when I noticed those ugly olive sheets and grey pillows had been stripped and changed. Now they were a sweet cream with yellow floral print on them. 
 
    A step up from the old look in my opinion. 
 
    I paid Ray no heed as I stripped out of my jeans and strategically removed my bra without taking my shirt off. Then I slipped under the covers, snuggling into them as my body sagged into the mattress. 
 
    I managed a small smile as Ray sat beside me on the bed. 
 
    “Some of the women are staying at my Mom’s place since it’s relatively close, and Ruben is out in the living area,” he said, as if he needed to explain why he was sitting on the bed. I got his drift though. 
 
    “You can sleep here, with me,” I murmured. 
 
    “You sure?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Yeah, but only to cuddle. I’m not up for anything,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, and his voice was sincere and sweet.  
 
    He slipped in behind me after stripping out of his jeans, and I relaxed as he shuffled closer. 
 
    His arm snaked over my waist slowly, as if he was making sure I was okay with it. 
 
    I just caught his hand and held it to my chest as I snuggled back into him. He was so warm and comforting, smelling faintly of spices and musk.  
 
    And thanks to him, no nightmares snuck into my dreams. 
 
      
 
    I awoke with a start, reaching back to find Ray, only to meet empty space. The early morning sun was filtering through the small windows overhead, and I tucked myself into the blankets as I stared at the wall. 
 
    Richard’s growls and grunts slipped into my mind, and I squeezed my eyes shut to fight off the darkness threatening to take me. 
 
    I blinked, gritting my teeth as I reached down off of the bed and fished around for my jeans. 
 
    There. 
 
    I slid them closer, sliding my fingers into the pocket and pulling out the small Nano iPod with earphones. I stuck them in, opening up the playlist Ray had titled ‘Healing and Inspirational’. 
 
    I found my new favorite, ‘Heartbeat’, and closed my eyes as the music and words filled my ears. It battled off the shadows in my mind, and I relaxed with a sigh at the power it had. I’d never have fully comprehended the strength of music and words until now, and I was beyond grateful. 
 
    I allowed the music to pulse through me; the chorus resonating deeply with me. 
 
    ‘I want to wake up, I want to restart, put the drumbeat back in my heart, I need to be revived, bring me back to life.’ 
 
    My eyes snapped open as I sensed a presence, but calmed when I spied Ray in the doorway. 
 
    I switched the music off and set the iPod and earphones on the bedside table as he strode over. The scent he carried was heavenly, and I eagerly looked to the plates. 
 
    “Crepes, my father taught me how to make them. I made us caramelized apple and cinnamon filled crepes with whipped cream,” he grinned as he offered me a plate of the goodness. 
 
    I accepted with a nod and used a pillow as a resting place for the plate on my lap as I dug in. 
 
    “Mmm, so good,” I moaned as I stuffed the utter sweetness into my mouth. The caramelized apple was amazing, and the whipped cream just added to the deliciousness. 
 
    “Thanks, I hoped I made it right, it’s been a while,” Ray breathed a breath of relief as  he sat beside me and dove into his. 
 
    I was beyond grateful that’d he’d made me two, because one certainly wasn’t enough as I shoveled it into my mouth, struggling to take it slow so I could truly enjoy it. 
 
    “Ma came back with Pa, and Charlotte is helping them get some breakfast for the children and those bikers. They’ve just set up camp outside the lodge to keep a closer eye on those who are most at risk, the children. Ma said we owe them food for their quick arrival to aid us,” Ray mumbled through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “We’re paying them for their service, but I guess we should feed them too,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I saw them this morning. They look strong, and scary, but they’re not. Some of the kids went out to say hi, and they’re quite friendly and nice. I’d heard of traveling Packs, it’s an interesting way to live,” he mused. 
 
    “I’ll have to go and introduce myself after breakfast, meet their Alpha,” I said once I’d swallowed. 
 
    “I think they’ve just sent out half their Pack on patrol to relieve our own men. They’re not as big as us in number, not even close, only about twenty, and mostly men too, although I think I saw a few women. At least they all look like they know how to fight, which is better than what we’ve got,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve heard about those Packs. They tend to be the kind of Packs who have multiple mates to one she-wolf, like in the cities,” I said, excitement coursing through me. I’d love to meet another she-wolf like myself, someone I could talk to about this way of life. About having multiple mates. 
 
    “Huh, interesting,” Ray murmured as he finished up his breakfast and took my empty plate from me. 
 
    “Want a drink?” he asked. “Coffee, hot chocolate?” 
 
    “I’m good for now,” I said as I shook my head. 
 
    I settled back against the head of the bed, propped up by a few fluffy pillows. 
 
    The worries and fear from last night returned with a vengeance, and my chest tightened as I wondered about Mary, Beth, and Bianca. 
 
    I groaned as their faces flashed through my mind. 
 
    “Worried about your friends?” Ray asked softly. 
 
    “Yeah. I hope they’re okay,” I murmured. There was no way of knowing if they were okay. I hated to think they’d suffered at the hands of those men. 
 
    What did they plan to do with them? 
 
    “Your Pack will get them back, I don’t doubt it,” Ray assured me. 
 
    “I feel like I should be helping,” I sighed in defeat. 
 
    “I know. But your responsibilities lie here now. You need to help out this Pack, start fixing it and changing all the ugly into beauty,” he reminded me. 
 
    I turned to look at him, at his sweet face, his crooked nose from one too many hits I imagined, the scar running down through his left eyebrow and cheek. It was a miracle he could still open his eye fully, let alone see. And that stubble that had taken over his jawline, God, it made him look devilishly handsome in a rugged way. 
 
    My mind didn’t get a chance to argue before I caught his mouth with mine, and he welcomed my gentle lips as he kissed me. 
 
    I cupped his face, stroking his rough stubble and tracing his jawline tentatively. 
 
    His arousal swept through the air between us and I gulped in the scent, allowing it to heat me up inside. 
 
    I ignored the ugly, unwanted thoughts that tried to push through. I wanted to take back my passion and power, to remind myself of how good sex was, to fight off the horrid memories of Richard that were still so fresh in my mind. 
 
    “I want to have sex,” I moaned as I broke the kiss and moved to straddle him. 
 
    “I don’t think…” he began, but I shushed him as I claimed his mouth once more. 
 
    I knew he wanted me, he was just worried for me. Worried about my fragile mind, the disgusting things that plagued me. 
 
    I used to love sex, and I wanted to love it again. I just needed to be reminded of it. Of the goodness and the closeness, of the love and lust, the craving for that connectedness pushing me to pull my shirt off. 
 
    I wanted to show him the way, to introduce him to it. I wanted to take my time and enjoy it. 
 
    Ray moaned as he frantically unbuttoned his shirt and scrunched it up before tossing it to the floor. 
 
    “I need to feel it, how good it can be,” I gasped as I broke the kiss to nibble on his earlobe. 
 
    “But… I haven’t…” he rasped as his hands trailed down my naked sides. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’ll instruct you,” I chuckled. Tightness curled inside my abdomen, but I forced myself to ignore the anxiousness and fear. 
 
    Ray would never hurt me, he’d saved me.  His sweetness and innocence was something I hoped could fix this, or at least help me begin to mend. 
 
    I ran my fingers down his tanned chest, focusing on the foreplay. I needed to feel more comfortable before we could even consider starting the main stuff. 
 
    He watched me quietly as I explored his lean, muscled body, running my hands down his arms, kissing his collarbone and nibbling the sweet spot where his neck met his shoulder. 
 
    I dragged my fingers over his chest, dancing them around his perky little nipples before touching them. He shivered at the new sensations as I pinched them lightly and then moved down to suckle them. He seemed uneasy at first, but then his pleasure overrode his uncertainty. 
 
    I continued working my hands down his body, loving the feel of his tight abs and circling his belly button playfully. So goddamn hot, so sexy and gorgeous with that blissful smile on his lips. 
 
    I released his nipple from my mouth and moved up to kiss him again, my hands playing with his waistband. I unbuckled the belt he’d put on, removing it in one clean motion before tossing it to the floor. 
 
    I’d barely had a chance to unbutton and slide the zip down on his jeans before he was rolling me over. He did it carefully and slowly, making sure I was comfortable with it as he stared questioningly into my eyes. I just gazed at him, drawing in soft, hot breaths as my body filled with a sudden burst of nervous excitement. It overrode the worry and torment, and he seemed to see this in my eyes as he dipped down to kiss my breasts. 
 
    His mouth was inexperienced and his hands unsure as he explored my body, caressing and touching every inch as he kissed me all over. Then he was back to my supple breasts, tenderly stroking them and running a thumb over the perk nubs. His hot breath washed over my left nipple and I quivered as his warm mouth enveloped it. 
 
    He sucked and nipped carefully, moaning as I responded in delight. 
 
    I needed this, this sweetness, this soft touch and affection. 
 
    He looked up at me questioningly as he slowly kissed his way down my body. 
 
    I just watched him, my breath hitching when he reached my black panties, all I had left on. 
 
    He stopped, staring at me with sweet doe eyes, waiting for me to give him the a-okay. 
 
    I nodded firmly, not wanting to risk freaking out and ending this before it had really started. He needed to keep going, for my sake. 
 
    He slowly pulled my panties down, kissing around the red mound of hair as he drew in a deep breath, enjoying my scent. 
 
    “You smell so good,” he moaned as he nuzzled my hair. 
 
    I froze as his tongue flicked against my folds, exploring my nether regions carefully and lapping up my wetness. I could tell he had no idea what he was doing, but I just focused on the tenderness of it, the way he explored me down there with his fingers and mouth, kissing my inner thighs too before diving back to explore my womanhood. 
 
    I sighed as I closed my eyes, focusing on his gentle touch, on the way those inexperienced fingers carefully dipped inside me. He moaned as he felt my walls caressing his fingers, and a blast of hot arousal emanated from him. 
 
    I moaned as my body reacted to his, and he lapped at the new wetness that had flowed forth. 
 
    He awkwardly fingered me, testing out certain ways and motions, watching me for my responses. He soon picked up that hooking his fingers and stroking my walls was the best way to get a response from me. 
 
    “Um… can you… is this…” he mumbled, his voice muffled as he swirled his tongue around my lady parts in no particular way. 
 
    It took me a moment to register what he was trying to say. 
 
    “Here,” I gasped as his fingers stroked me once more inside. I reached down to rub a finger across my clit, the sensation making my body tingle. 
 
    He just watched the motion, and when I was sure he realized where the clit was, I removed my hand. 
 
    His mouth moved to cover my clit, and I moaned in bliss as his tongue began stroking it, flicking out and testing what worked best. 
 
    He suckled and licked it as he used his fingers inside me, and I arched as the pleasure began to build up inside me. 
 
    “Oh God,” I gasped, beyond overjoyed that I was able to enjoy this, that it was prevailing over the ugly shit in my mind. 
 
    He took my words as encouragement and began quickening his fingers and tongue. 
 
    I moaned and gasped, mewing as I writhed beneath him. He struggled to keep his mouth in place as I moved, and resorted to holding one of my hips down with his free hand. 
 
    I trembled and gasped, the pleasure building up quickly and shooting through me. 
 
    I cried out as the orgasm washed over me fiercely, exploding deep inside and rocking my body as I shook. 
 
    “Fuck,” Ray groaned as he slipped his fingers out and moved down to drink up my orgasmic fluids. 
 
    I lay breathless and sated for the moment, trembling as the after-waves of bliss tingled through me. 
 
    “Can I?” he questioned as he sat up, his jeans tugged down to expose his engorged cock. It jutted up into the air, screaming its desire as it twitched. 
 
    I stared at it, at the delicious size of his dick, the way he held firmly in his hand, struggling to not just pump it and explode all over himself. 
 
    I lazily nodded, my body quivering at the thought of it sliding into me. Of his strong, firm dick filling me, rocking into me. 
 
    He shimmied forward, leaning over me as I hooked one leg over his hip. 
 
    He drew in shaky breaths, and those deep, dark eyes were hot and hungry, but also nervous. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I breathed as I slid my hand down his chiseled, delicious body to curl my fingers around his length. 
 
    He’d readied himself before me, but he was uneasy about continuing.  
 
    I guided him down against my slick folds, enjoying his sharp intake of air as he growled at the touch against his length. 
 
    I positioned it against my entrance, rubbing him against my juices as I moaned in anticipation. 
 
    “Inside, please,” I gasped. 
 
    He hesitantly pushed forward, the tip of his length sliding into me with ease.  
 
    He shuddered and moaned as he continued, pushing in until he was buried inside me. 
 
    “God, you feel amazing,” he moaned as he leaned over me to kiss my neck. 
 
    He worked his way up my jaw and across my chin before passionately kissing me, and I didn’t fight him as he deepened it, thrusting his tongue into my mouth. 
 
    I moaned and rocked against him as he began grinding into me, holding my leg against his hip and driving himself into me. 
 
    The muscles rippled down his back, and the rock-hard muscles in his upper arms flexed as he moaned and drew in ragged breaths. 
 
    I kissed him, littering his neck and shoulders with fervent kisses as he made sweet, soft love to me. 
 
    I doubted his ability to last long, and when I felt him nearing his climax, I arched against him, forcing him deeper inside me. 
 
    “Taylor,” he moaned. “Goddamn, fuck,” he growled as he thrust into me with a bit more force. Two deep thrusts and he shuddered violently as his seed exploded inside me. 
 
    I wrapped my body around him as he came and collapsed on me, forcing himself to hold his weight off me with one arm. 
 
    The comforting weight of him on top of me, our bodies still joined, it was the piece of heaven I needed. 
 
    I kissed his neck, a contented state falling over me as I ran my hands up and down his back while he caught his breath. 
 
    “Damn, that was amazing,” he murmured as he kissed my shoulder. 
 
    “It was,” I said quietly, closing my eyes as he trailed sloppy kisses up and down my neck, worshipping my body with such sweet care. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t last long,” he sighed, grumbling in embarrassment. 
 
    I just managed a slight chuckle. 
 
    “Don’t be, you were amazing, you learned how to use your mouth and hands to finish a woman, and considering it’s your first time, that’s pretty amazing,” I assured him as I stroked his hair, running my fingers through his short, dark hair. It was soft and carried the scent of flowers, obviously a pleasant shampoo he used. Not too overpowering to the nose, as were many modern day soaps and washes. 
 
    He pulled out and flopped beside me, his chest heaving as he laughed softly. 
 
    “That was incredible,” he said breathlessly. 
 
    I just rolled and raised myself on one arm to stare at him. So innocent and filled with a newfound bliss. 
 
    He practically glowed with a sexual satisfaction, and my face broke into a grin. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said as he rolled to face me, propping himself up on one arm too. 
 
    “I wanted to, I needed it. It was… good,” I breathed. It was more than good. It had forced the horrid thoughts out, reminding me of how good it could be, of how it was meant to be. It had helped ease the fear and pain brought on by Richard’s unwanted body, lessened the desire to hide away from who I really was.  
 
    I was someone who loved sex, that had been a big thing about me since I’d first been with Jaye. 
 
    I felt as though it was a core part of who I was, and Richard had shattered it for me. 
 
    Only momentarily. Ray was the one I needed to help fix that. To drive off the darkness cowering in the corners of my mind. 
 
    I shuffled forward, snuggling into his chest as he wrapped his arms around me. 
 
    I needed him more than he knew. 
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    We’d only laid together for about ten minutes before the bedroom door burst open. 
 
    I was beyond thankful that Ray had pulled the covers over us. 
 
    “Ray! That big werewolf from last night just got here, he bought us some movies, he says they’re Disney and Pixar favorites, and he’s brought us chocolates for later when we watch them!” Ruben announced as he leaped onto the bed and grinned at us. 
 
    “Ruben! You need to knock first,” Ray scolded him. 
 
    Ruben scrunched up his face as he sniffed the air. “It smells funny in here.” 
 
    “Get out you little terror,” Ray groaned as he sat up and reached for him. 
 
    Ruben darted out of his reach as he shot off the bed, casting a sly glance back at us. His eyes darted between us and then a mischievous grin crossed his face. 
 
    “I’m telling Mom,” he declared, and then he hurtled back out the door, leaving it wide open in his wake. 
 
    “Ugh,” Ray groaned as he lay back against the pillows. “I could kill him sometimes.” 
 
    “He’s a good kid,” I chuckled, and Ray just rolled his eyes. “We best head out though, I have a feeling he’s talking about Scott. I wonder why he’s back,” I said with a frown. My phone hadn’t gone off, so was it something that was best left unsaid over the phone? A chill crept over me at the thought and I clambered off the bed to hastily pull on my clothes, keeping my back to the open door. 
 
    I ignored the fact that I reeked of sex and had sperm plastered between my legs and dripping down my thigh. I’d shower later, Scott wouldn’t care. 
 
    I headed out with Ray in tow, making my way briskly to the living area. 
 
    Scott sat on one of the couches, his leg bouncing impatiently as he looked out the wall-length window to the children outside. Charlotte and May had herded them outside and were getting assistance from other women and mothers to keep them occupied. 
 
    “Scott,” I greeted him as I darted over and plonked down beside him. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, and hey to you too,” he grinned and pulled me into a tight hug. His huge lumberjack build didn’t faze me at all, and those trunk-like arms were warm and comforting. He drew in my scent and his chuckle rumbled through him. 
 
    “Nice to see you claimed your new ‘wolf,” he grinned as he pulled back. “Jaye and Nathan are a little displeased and grouchy about it, but they’ll get over it. I told them it’s your choice, and he obviously cares enough to have saved your life,” Scott said as he turned his gaze to Ray and offered him a hand. “She’s a keeper,” he winked as Ray shook his hand. 
 
    Ray’s face reddened as he averted his eyes, and it only made Scott laugh, a whole belly laugh that brought a smile to my face. His cropped blond hair was neat and tidy, but his bushy beard was getting out of hand.  
 
    “Your father sent me to keep an eye on you, added protection. Although judging by the Pryce Pack outside, you got onto that quick. They’re a good bunch, strong fighters,” Scott praised my choice. “Neema is being called in. They caught a trail, with your father’s access as Area Enforcer, he’s been able to get credit card stuff and security cameras. They’re not straying far from home it seems, so they’re going out to hunt them down. Neema will be there so that she can exact punishment if needed. Less drama with the Council if she’s used. You know how it is,” he shrugged as his eyes trailed over me. He always loved when I’d just been had, a unique fetish of his. The hungry look in his eyes made me relax. They must be pretty sure they could find these bastards if he was so able to be aroused. 
 
    His intoxicating woody scent pierced my nostrils, filling them with the underlying arousal. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Ray noticed this too, and took the time to sit down beside me, causing the three of us to squish onto the couch. 
 
    “Scott, I’m not sure if Taylor told you, but… she’s having trouble with… you know,” Ray said hesitantly, and I just looked at him. A part of me wanted to shut him up, not wanting to bother Scott with this, but the other part was grateful. I’d been too embarrassed to bring it up, and my chest tightened already at the topic raised. 
 
    Scott just looked between us as he leaned forward, clasping his hands between those solid knees. 
 
    Then his expression turned to realization, then to sorrow and guilt. 
 
    “Right, I didn’t… ah, I’m sorry, Tay,” he murmured as he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and kissed my forehead. “There’s no need to rush back into things.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m getting back to it, I think. Ray has helped, more than he knows,” I turned and gave Ray a soft, loving smile.  
 
    “Well, we can take it slow, besides, from the sounds of it, Tay was your first, Ray?” Scott looked past me at the tomato faced ‘wolf. 
 
    “Um… yeah,” Ray mumbled as he looked away and scratched his neck. 
 
    “Lucky, and thank you. I don’t think any of us really thought about what it would’ve done to you, Tay. I’m so sorry, we can be a bit oblivious sometimes,” Scott gave me an embarrassed look. 
 
    “It’s fine, I wasn’t even sure if I was ever going to tell you guys,” I said. “I think, as long as it’s all slow and gentle at first, it’ll be okay. I’ll have to work my way back up to the other stuff,” I sighed. I felt relieved to have Scott know, and I was glad that Ray brought it up, even if it was something that made me uneasy at first. I didn’t want my boys to know that I felt weak and disgusting thanks to Richard, but Ray had proved that I was beyond gorgeous and desirable, and he’d been so sweet and kind. With their help, I hoped I’d be back to my normal self, eventually. That Richard would become a forgotten memory. 
 
    “Well, Neema told me that you’ve got quite a few phone calls to make today, I can handle talking with some builders in regards to the new lodge. I’ll understand their lingo,” he said with a wink and I rolled my eyes at him. “But there’s much to do to get this place in good running order.” 
 
    “Yeah, there is,” I agreed. “I want to call some logging companies to get some more land cleared. Ray, would it be best to speak to your father about the playground expansion and barbecue area?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s on patrol again, just a short shift, so he’ll be back in an hour or two,” Ray informed me as he glanced at the ancient wooden cuckoo clock on the wall. The cuckoo had apparently died, considering I’d never heard it go off, but apart from that it did its job. 
 
    “Well, let’s get to it then,” Scott slapped his hands together as he pushed himself off the couch. I hurried down the hall to the security room to collect the lists I’d jotted down, and I passed the builders and contractors list to Scott. 
 
    Then I was outside on the porch, watching the children as they played skip rope and some sort of soccer. 
 
    May and Charlotte were perched on the wooden bench, and some of the older teens looked bored out of their minds as they sat on the floor of the porch area, cross-legged or slumped against the wall with a book in hand. I spied a teenage girl, whom had been introduced to me as Gretle, sitting with the young ‘wolf Ethan as she did some sudoku and he played with a Rubik’s cube. 
 
    I focused back on the notes I’d jotted down as someone answered the ringing phone in my ear. 
 
    I had to sift through a few companies, getting rough quotes and ideas on timeframes for some land clearing. Some wouldn’t do out this far, others were more than happy to, but cost too much. I settled on the ‘Malcolm Brothers’ and ‘Raynhard Co.’ as the two potentials to go with. They were not too expensive and had decent timeframes to get it done in. They’d send someone out in a few days to check out the land we’d like cleared. I’d get Ray to ask the others what they thought would be best, where to clear some land that would work well for the cattle. 
 
    I sat for a few moments longer on the porch steps, soaking up the sun’s rays, before my eyes wandered to the small camp set-up off to the side. Tents were thrown up and camp chairs spread out. I vaguely wondered where they kept all the equipment since I could only see a group of pristine motorbikes as their vehicles. 
 
    Guess it was time to introduce myself to Mr Pryce, as Scott had referred to the Pack as. 
 
    Packs were named after their Alpha.
I heaved myself up, grumbling as the old scent of semen and sex hit me. 
 
    Well, maybe I’d shower first. That sounded like a better call. 
 
    I trudged back to my room, discovering that Scott had also brought some clothes over for me from home. He was so thoughtful. I’d have to thank him later. 
 
    I’d been planning on hunting around the room in hopes that Richard had found some clothing for his supposed mate, but this was so much better. 
 
    I rummaged through the small suitcase, settling on a pair of jeans and dark purple tee that hung off the shoulders. I found a nice set of bra and panties, lacy black, and headed back out for the bathroom. 
 
    Once there, I shut the door behind me, not bothering to lock it as Ray had assured me the children were using Richard’s bathroom instead as it was closer to the living area. 
 
    I stripped and tossed my dirty clothes in the hamper before turning the warm water on in the jet shower. 
 
    I’d have to admit, the additional jets were quite relaxing. I took a few moments to simply warm myself under the hot spray before reaching for the soap. 
 
    I froze as the bathroom door opened, but let my shoulders sag as I caught Scott’s musky scent mixed with sawdust and wood.  
 
    I listened as he stripped down, a giddiness coursing through me as I heard his belt snap off and get tossed aside. 
 
    Then my big ‘wolf was stepping into the shower with me, his solid, muscled body taking up most of the space. He stood before me, his eyes trailing down me as he smiled seductively. That smile made my insides rouse, and fire burned through me as he pulled me against his rigid chest to kiss me. 
 
    His beard tickled my face as he claimed my mouth, his large, gentle hands running down my sides and moving around my back to cup my ass. 
 
    I allowed him to hoist me up, wrapping my legs around his waist, and feeling his arousal pushing into my inner thigh. 
 
    The hot water plastered my hair to my skin, and I broke the kiss to lick the droplets from his neck. 
 
    “Got some builders organized. They’ll get the plans drawn up, Ray told me of the main things you wanted, and I added some extras. They’ll be by tomorrow with a rough plan for us to go over,” he rumbled as he kissed my shoulder, his warm lips lingering on my bare skin, igniting the heat down below. 
 
    “Good,” I murmured as I kissed his cheek, my arms wrapped around his thick neck to keep me upright. 
 
    My gorgeous lumberjack, all rugged and hot as hell. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He caught my mouth again as his cock twinged against me, and I wanted so badly to move my body into position, to let that thick length slide inside me, expanding my walls to suit him. 
 
    “So, how was Ray?” Scott breathed as he broke our hungry kiss. 
 
    “Sweet, gentle, innocent,” I chuckled. “He was good.” 
 
    “Good,” he grinned. “Because I’ve asked him to join when he’s up for it,” he purred against my ear. 
 
    I frowned in confusion, but as if on cue, the bathroom door opened.  
 
    “Ray?” I called out. 
 
    “Yeah…” was the strangled reply. 
 
    “Scott says you’re joining us, are you comfortable with that?” I asked, keeping my voice low so no one outside heard us. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything through the steamed up glass of the shower door, and I hoped Scott hadn’t freaked him. 
 
    There was no reply, but I heard his clothing pool on the floor, and then the shower door swung open. 
 
    Ray stared at us, as Scott held me against him, my legs around his waist. 
 
    Ray looked like he might change his mind for a moment, those dark eyes gliding between us, but then they lingered on me, sliding over my naked body. 
 
    He stepped inside with us, and the large shower suddenly became very small. 
 
    “We’re going to wash Tay, and maybe have some other fun too,” Scott chuckled. 
 
    I wanted to groan. I’d been hoping for some sex, and I was pleasantly surprised that the dark corners of my mind were staying hidden. I’m sure that was thanks to Ray. Or maybe it was just because I was too caught up in all this. 
 
    I unlocked my legs around his waist as he set me down, turning to face Ray in the shower. He looked beyond nervous, but there was excitement in his eyes too. 
 
    “I’ll do her back, you handle the front,” Scott said gently. 
 
    I stood still as the two men lathered up their hands in soap, Ray’s eyes struggling to focus on the soap as they kept moving to soak up my naked form. 
 
    Scott began washing my back, his big hands gliding down my back and lathering me up. 
 
    Ray peered at him around my side before giving me a careful look before he began too. 
 
    I closed my eyes, relishing their hands as they washed me, unable to fight off the arousal growing inside me. I’d have to make sure May could help me get some day after injections, as I was completely lost as to where I was in my cycle.  
 
    Ray’s hands focused mainly on my boobs, he’d hastily washed my neck and shoulders, before his attention was drawn. 
 
     I used some of the soap he’d lathered on me to clean out my womanhood, wanting to freshen it up. Maybe this would take a fun turn too.He caressed my breasts, running his thumbs over my nipples, flicking them and pinching them. This only drew soft moans from me, and I could feel my womanhood dripping with desire. 
 
    The scent of my two boys, aroused and rock-hard as they attempted to focus on only washing me, was amusing. 
 
    Scott’s hands delved between my ass cheeks, and he carefully scrubbed me there. 
 
    I could tell his intentions weren’t pure though, and after he’d let the water wash away the soap, his hands were back there. One held my left cheek, splaying my ass open for him. 
 
    The other dipped in, prodding my back entrance gently. My legs became like Jell-O, and I had to reach out to steady myself on the wall. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the dark hunger in Ray’s eyes sent me into overdrive. He was just staring at me, water dripping from his soaked hair, running into his face as his nostrils flared. 
 
    The look was hungry and lustful, and I gasped as Scott’s finger delved into my wet folds to draw up some liquids to my other entrance. 
 
    Guess this was no innocent wash anymore. 
 
    I reached for Ray, and he gladly stepped forward to kiss me, our mouths hungry and agonized. 
 
    “Take your time Ray, hold off from finishing until she’s ready to as well,” Scott growled, and Ray’s only response was a moan against my lips. 
 
    Scott kept working, diving a finger into my throbbing wetness to bring it back up to lubricate my ass. 
 
    Ray’s arousal pushed against my hip as he ravaged my mouth, his hands straying down to play with my breasts, fondling them and squeezing them. 
 
    Then he ducked down, forcing me to back closer to Scott as he began suckling on my perk nipples. 
 
    Somehow in my aroused state I was able to reach for the tap, turning it down to remove some of the jets that were spraying into my hair and the back of Ray’s head. 
 
    Why wasting water was even on my mind was beyond me. 
 
    I gasped and arched into Ray as Scott slowly slid a finger into my tight ass, gently swirling it and stretching me. 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    I moaned louder, and Ray growled against my breasts, nipping the bud as his other hand clung to my other boob like a lifeline. 
 
    I wanted to reach down and stroke his length, force him to drive inside me, to fill me with his cock. 
 
    I quivered as Scott began pumping one finger in and out of my ass, slowly increasing the speed as I opened up to him. 
 
    Ray stood again, kissing me and pressing his erection against me, his chest rising and falling hard against my chest. His tongue explored my mouth, desperately searching, hot and needy. 
 
    Then Scott slid a second finger in me, then a third, and I was moaning hard against Ray, who was grinding into my hip. 
 
    “Don’t come yet, young ‘wolf,” Scott snarled, and Ray just stiffened. 
 
    He broke the kiss to look away, gritting his teeth. I could see he was trying to fight off the building pleasure. 
 
    “She comes first,” Scott reminded him, and Ray closed his eyes with a small nod, a smile forming. 
 
    He slid down to his knees, gripping my thighs and asking me to spread them further for him. 
 
    I complied, and then his hot mouth was suckling my clit, his tongue diving out to slide between my folds and lap up my arousal. 
 
    “I was grateful that I’d managed to wash the area little while he was washing my neck and shoulders. I’m not sure he would’ve been comfortable tasting himself.
Fuck,” I moaned, struggling to find some gripping on the wall to hold myself in place. 
 
    What I wouldn’t do to be in bed instead. 
 
    I panted and gasped as the two men worked my entrances, their fingers delving inside me and readying me. 
 
    “Goddamn, fuck,” I mewed, cursing as the pleasure built up. 
 
    Scott’s fingers left my ass, leaving me empty and wanting, but then I felt the tip of his thick length prodding against me, and I quivered in delight. 
 
    Yes, fill me, take me. 
 
    I gasped as he heaved me up, and Ray had to pull away to save having balls flung into his face. Something I would’ve laughed my ass off at if it wasn’t being driven into by Scott’s huge dick. 
 
    I shuddered and arched, gasping and moaning as he slid inside me slowly, my tight ass stretching wide to take him. 
 
    “Take her, Ray, she wants us both,” Scott growled as he nipped my neck. 
 
    Ray didn’t need any more coaxing as he moved forward, hoisting my right leg around his waist as he slid easily inside my wet walls. 
 
    I moaned in pure satisfied bliss as they both filled me, and Ray began thrusting into me slowly. 
 
    Scott was not so slow, thrusting into me harder and faster. 
 
    Ray couldn’t contain himself as his hands struggled to find a place to hold me without touching Scott. He pounded into me, and having both men take me, thrusting into me as they growled and moaned, it was the final straw. 
 
    I cried out and writhed between them, grateful that Scott was still holding me up high with his hands on my waist, and Ray propped me up by having my leg over his hip. 
 
    I shuddered as the orgasm exploded through me, coursing through every muscle and nerve-ending in my being. I quivered and shook as I lolled my head back against Scott’s heaving, hard chest. 
 
    He snarled and nipped my shoulder as he came inside me, and Ray exploded almost instantly after him. Ray leaned against me, his body trembling with his release as he gasped and murmured my name. 
 
    I just panted, caught between their two hot bodies, mashed together like a sex-filled sandwich. 
 
    So goddamn perfect. 
 
    Scott was the first to pull out, his seed trickling out of me as he turned the water pressure back up. Once he’d pulled out, Ray set me down on the slippery tiles as he slid out of me, his semen dripping from me. 
 
    I stood shakily, glad that Scott had the sense to keep a steadying hand on my hip. 
 
    Ray looked at me through hooded eyes. He looked mighty satisfied, and like it wasn’t easy for him to stand either. 
 
    Scott picked up the abandoned soap that had been kicked to the corner during our heated session, and began cleaning me once more, making sure to dive down between my cheeks to clean his sticky explosion. 
 
    Ray leaned against the wall for a few moments, catching his breath, before realizing what Scott was doing. Not to be outdone, he reached for the body wash and began scrubbing me down, lathering up my arms and breasts, and cleaning out my happy little slit himself this time. 
 
    I just closed my eyes, my desire sated, and allowed them to scrub me down. 
 
    By the time we exited the shower, I could tell Scott was already getting aroused again. 
 
    But I had things to do, and I’d spent enough time being pleasured and sated. 
 
    I dressed quickly, abandoning my two men to slip back into their clothing as I headed out to introduce myself to the Pryce Pack. 
 
    The children had moved inside to the living room to play board games and such, and May sat with Charlotte on the beige couch, talking animatedly. 
 
    I gave them a quick wave but didn’t stop as I strode outside.  
 
    I’d talk to them afterwards.  
 
    I spied Regina conversing with some of the other she-wolves on the porch, and gave her a swift nod in greeting before hurrying down the stairs. 
 
    I made my way over to the camp, a few ‘wolves milling around as they laughed and drank coffee. Regina had done well getting them some breakfast organized. 
 
    Dressed in their jeans and leather vests, they looked like formidable ‘wolves, and I was glad they were here. 
 
    A group of men, aged in their forties, sat in a small circle, conversing and sipping their mugs to wash down their toast and eggs. 
 
    I sensed the Alpha presence among them, something that intrigued me. Was this something I could now feel as an Alpha? It’d make sense. 
 
    The man on the edge of the half circle turned his head my way as the group fell silent. He stood to greet me, giving me a barely visible bow, his long brown ponytail falling over his leather-clad shoulder. His face was strong and square shape, and the feather in his hair only added to the native look. Those dark eyes bore into me as he gave me a pleasant smile, his clean-shaven face making him look younger. He stood taller than me, with a solid build, bigger than Nathan and Jaye, but not as bulky and tall as Scott. 
 
    “You must be Miss Ashwood, Alpha of this Pack,” he said, his gruff voice drawing the image of him smoking to mind. 
 
    “That would be me,” I nodded, gliding my eyes over his companions who remained seated.  
 
    “Name’s Pryce, Damien Pryce, this ‘ere is my two betas, Jack Johnson and Doug Wright,” he flicked his head at two of his companions who nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Nice to meet you all, and thank you for coming on short notice. As I’m sure Neema made you aware, we have some deserters of the Pack who aren’t too pleased with the change in leadership,” I informed them. 
 
    The ‘wolf introduced to me as Jack, a lean, tall man with wiry arms, laughed and slapped his thigh. 
 
    “Well, some men struggle with a powerful woman,” he sneered. “But not us, our women are all strong, and they help keep this Pack running and working well. Without them, well, we’d just be a band of unruly ‘wolves,” he grinned, revealing some smoke stained teeth. So they were smokers, although Damien didn’t seem to have the same stained teeth as his beta. 
 
    “Jack’s right, strong she-wolves are a necessity. And seeing one like yourself as Alpha is always a welcome sight,” Damien smiled genuinely. 
 
    “Thanks. How’d you get all this gear here?” I asked, wanting to take the spotlight off my newfound position here. 
 
    “Jude drives the red truck, it’s just over behind those tents there. It carries everything we can’t fit in our saddlebags,” Jack said as he took a gulp of his black coffee. 
 
    “You’re an interesting one, Miss Ashwood. You see, I was under the impression that she-wolves from these old bloodlines only had one mate. And yet I smell two ‘wolves on you,” Damien remarked as he gave me a curious once-over. 
 
    “Our Packs have been traditional, but I hope to introduce a more modern way of life,” I said carefully, and Doug’s face broke out in a sly grin. He was a more robust man, his hair balding and his beer belly sticking out from under his navy  shirt. And yet I didn’t dare doubt his fighting skills, considering the scars adorning his thickly muscled arms. 
 
    “So the young ‘wolf wants to change the ways of the Pack,” Doug said, swirling his mug of coffee in thought. 
 
    “Careful Doug, she’s an Alpha, don’t insult her,” Damien warned with a soft growl. 
 
    “No harm intended, a young Alpha is an Alpha who can see the changes necessary with this world, and can slowly implement them as needed,” Doug covered himself with a grin. 
 
    “Well, thank you, Miss Ashwood, for hiring us. We’ve been between work for a while now, so it couldn’t have come at a better time. I’ve sent ten of my Pack to aid your ‘wolves on Patrol, focusing on the weak points in your borders. We will rotate every few hours, and cut back late afternoon on numbers to allow my men and women to rest,” Damien said as he sat back down in the worn, navy camp chair. One arm of the chair looked like it had been stitched a number of times to reattach it to the frame, and I wondered why he didn’t just buy a new one. 
 
    “Thank you, if you require any food or wish to shower, there are two bathrooms inside the lodge. Please use the one down the right hall, second last door. The other one is being used by the children until we fix the holes in our security,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you, your kindness is much appreciated,” Damien bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    I was beginning to like this Alpha. 
 
    “Jude’s just over there if you’d like to speak to her. I’m sure you’ll be interested to know how she helped kick-start the multiple mate era of our Pack,” Doug said as he thumbed in the direction of the other small group tucked between the tents. I could see two women and a handful of men enjoying a late breakfast. 
 
    “Thanks, I might just do that,” I said as I gave Doug a grateful nod. 
 
    I left the group of men as they began talking about the rotations and who would go at what times. The smell of coffee and leather was strong here, and the fumes and oil scents from the motorbikes was rather overwhelming on my unaccustomed nose. 
 
    I greeted the second group, and they all welcomed me and asked me to join them as they enjoyed some cut up fruit. Apples and oranges was the selection, and I took a piece of orange as I sat down in the vacant camp chair. 
 
    “Sucks what you’ve got here, deserters and traitors. That Huntress woman, Neema, was it? She said that they went so far as to kidnap some women from your old Pack,” the eldest woman spat. She was easily in her late forties or early fifties, her wiry brown hair streaked with grey as it rolled down her shoulders. Her face bore the lines of many years of smoking and riding in the sun, and her face wrinkled as she scowled, her green eyes sharp and furious for me. 
 
    “If those worthless sacks of shit show up ‘ere, we’ll teach ‘em,” the other woman growled. She was younger and bustier than the older woman, with blonde hair that was cut into a sweet pixie style. It suited her well, and gave her a sweet but deadly look with her leather jacket and tribal neck tattoo. 
 
    “Name’s Jude, it’s nice to meet you, Miss Ashwood,” the older woman offered her hand.  
 
    “Likewise,” I said as I shook her outstretched hand. She had a firm, strong grip. 
 
    “You’ve met my mates, Damien, Doug, and Jack,” Jude said. “And these three, Jordie, Dave, and Pete, are Hannah’s mates,” she said as she waved at the blonde seated amongst the three men. 
 
    “So, we hear you killed the Alpha, although, from what the whispers say, he deserved it, and it was long since overdue,” Hannah cocked her head, her three mates all focusing on me now rather than their food. 
 
    “Yes, I landed the killing blow, but he’d broken the rules of an Alpha challenge, and the Area Enforcer assisted me with taking him down,” I said, choosing my words carefully. This Pack were still strangers to me, even if Neema vouched for them. I didn’t want to divulge too much. 
 
    “Good, serves the asshole right,” Hannah’s blue eyes glinted with satisfaction. 
 
    “So, you believe these traitors may come back?” Jude focused the subject back on the immediate matter, giving Hannah a sharp look. 
 
    “Possibly. We don’t know anything for sure, but we can’t take the risk with so many children and women lacking the skills and knowledge to defend themselves,” I said. 
 
    “All women should be taught to fight,” Jude frowned. 
 
    “That’s the plan, but for now, we need to take other measures to safeguard them,” I nodded. 
 
    Jude just nodded as she relaxed back into her chair. 
 
    “Well, we’re here and we’ll do our job, so you can rest easy knowing we’ll defend these lands as if they were our own,” she assured me. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you needed?” she asked as she rolled her head, one thin eyebrow arched in question. 
 
    “Well, actually,… I,” pursed my lips, wondering how best to ask. Hell, just be straight-up, it was easiest. 
 
    “Damien informed me you were the one who introduced the numerous mates way of life to this Pack. It is something I too wish to introduce as an option to my Pack, for future generations,” I said, hating how the heat wanted to rush to my cheeks. I fought it off, not wanting to make a fool of myself. 
 
    “Ah, yes, your Pack is of old lines, stuck in traditional ways. We were too, but many Packs now choose to mate their females to a handful of men. Some have done it for generations already. There just isn’t enough she-wolves out there, and unmated male ‘wolves can get lonely and desperate, agitated and dangerous. They say it’s for the benefit of the females, to have multiple partners to satisfy them and assist in many parental duties and in life, but it benefits the men too,” Jude’s voice was soft as she spoke about it, and I settled into my chair to listen to all she had to say. 
 
    Jude went on to explain to me how she slowly introduced the concept. She was the Alpha’s mate, and Damien trusted his two betas with his life. So why not trust them with his mate? 
 
    It was not an easy thing to introduce, but she made sure that everyone knew it was a choice, and that it was no longer to be frowned upon. She researched other Packs that they’d worked for over the years, how the multiple mates benefited them in a number of ways.  
 
    Jude had two sons, one was sixteen, the other eighteen, and they were both on patrol. When asked how they managed to remain on the road when they were young, Jude just said that they’d chosen somewhere to set up a more permanent site for a while, where the two mothers, Lucinda and her, would stay with two of their mates at all time while raising their children. The Pack would continue their traveling and being muscle for hire, and she was able to raise her children with their fathers. Her sons referred to all three men as their fathers, although her eldest, Cameron, was surely Damien’s, as he’d been the one entitled to first chance to impregnate her. Doug was the second father, and Jack had tried to help her with a third child, but it didn’t take, and she was getting older and less certain about having more children. 
 
    “We’ll be looking for a place to hunker down for a while again soon, as Hannah here is pregnant, only early days, and Vivianne is four months in on her second child. So we’ll soon have some boisterous babies in camp somewhere, and their mates will help them care for them,” Jude said. 
 
    I just looked around at the group, at how content and happy they seemed with their way of life. 
 
    I needed to find a way to introduce this concept, for all of the Pack. There were certainly not enough young she-wolves for the young men, and some of them shared blood.  
 
    And I wanted to no longer confine my relations to the shadows, hiding my love for my four men from the Packs. 
 
    Four. 
 
    That sounded like a nice round number. 
 
    I sat with the group for some time, listening to their ways and a few stories from their travels. 
 
    They certainly loved sharing. 
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    I found my way back inside where May, Charlotte, Regina, and a few other women all kept an eye on the children. 
 
    I joined the three women I knew well as they sat with May’s son, Wade, while he played with some blocks. 
 
    “So, they seem nice, don’t they, a bit rough around the edges, but not too bad,” May remarked, noting I’d been with the Pryce Pack. 
 
    “Yeah, some of the children even visited them this morning, and those men just turn into big softies with children. They started up their motorbikes for them and showed off their tattoos for them,” Charlotte added as she tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Yes, I think they’ll be a good addition to security for now,” I said as I tussled Wade’s hair. He just giggled and gave me a happy smile before focusing on his blocks again. 
 
    Regina was watching me with a pleased smile, and my stomach dropped as I realized she could smell Ray on me. Probably Scott too. 
 
    And yet, she didn’t look upset by this. 
 
    I pressed my hand against my pocket, making sure the satellite phone was still there. No one had called, so there was no new news on the women from my old Pack. I’d been trying to keep my mind from straying to them, but as I sat watching the children play, my mind wandered to that morning of the Funday.  
 
    I sat with Beth and her mother, preparing for the Funday by helping get some crafts set up. 
 
    Beth was humming softly, and her mother was content with her daughter so close. 
 
    I pushed the moment from my head, hating how my throat tightened at the sudden memory.  
 
    We’d get them both back. Bianca too. I’d not spent a whole lot of time with Bianca, but she had always been kind and sweet to me, and when she’d walked in on me with Nathan and Jaye once, she didn’t say a word, even when I found her later on. She just smiled and shrugged, and said that she was a little envious. 
 
    “Hey, Taylor!”  
 
    I snapped out of my head as I spied Ray coming over to join us. 
 
    “Neema told Scott to let you know that the camera people will be coming by tomorrow to install new cameras. We’ll have to show them the security systems and where we want them, and they’ll handle linking it all up,” Ray informed me as he sat down beside me. 
 
    Regina’s smile just widened slightly, but she turned to focus her attention on the children playing a game of jenga. 
 
    “Great, that’s great,” I said. “Where is Scott?” 
 
    “He’s on the phone to the builders. They just had a few more questions while they draw up some plans. I think they’re keen for such a huge job, it’ll give work to many of their employees for a while,” Ray said. 
 
    “The new lodge will be something we all look forward to. I know many of the children and even adults will love to have a library and art room, and having classes for the children, that’s just the icing on the cake,” May sighed as she tickled Wade’s back. He squirmed and squealed in delight, causing us all to smile. 
 
    “It’ll take some time, but we’ll make sure it’s all set up right for the Pack. It will be accessible by all, whenever they choose,” I reminded them. 
 
    “A commercial kitchen too, a proper one that’s stocked. Charles will love that, he loves making sweets for the gatherings, so we can expect many apple pies and more for future gatherings once it’s built,” Regina said. 
 
    “Hey, did you want to come outside with me? I wanted to take a few photos of the Pryce Pack’s motorbikes, while they’ve got the morning sun on them,” Ray asked, his face lighting up. 
 
    “You’ve got your camera here?” I checked. 
 
    “I brought it up for him,” Regina said with a loving smile. 
 
    “All right,” I shrugged. It wouldn’t hurt, and I got the feeling he wanted to be alone with me for a bit.  
 
    I wondered what was on his mind. 
 
    Ray rose and headed off down the hall as I climbed to my feet. He returned quickly with the old camera in hand, and I made a mental note to buy him a new one when I had the chance. He certainly had a talent for some amazing photos. He and Jaye would get along well. 
 
    We headed outside, and I waited as Ray made sure Damien and the others were okay with him taking some photos. 
 
    He went about taking a number of photos from different angles, catching the morning sun filtering down through the pines onto an old red Harley. I watched as he worked, with a look of focus and determination as he took many photos, not settling until he’d captured the perfect shot. 
 
    It was interesting to watch as he crouched down or leaned at weird angles, but the results that he showed me were worth the effort. And to think what he could do with a newer, high-quality camera. 
 
    Afterwards, we went for a walk, leaving the lodge behind and heading into the forest. We walked in silence until we came across a small clearing with a few bright yellow flowers sprouting up from the grass. We sat down on the grass in the sun, soaking up the warmth as it washed over our skin. 
 
    “So, how would this work? If we all share you?” he suddenly asked as he looked around the clearing, his camera hanging from its strap around his neck. 
 
    “I take turns spending time with you guys, hanging out, sometimes we do stuff together, all of us or just a few, like you and Scott this morning,” I said, playing with some fraying material in the knee of my jeans. Explaining how it worked was a little weird, it just happened normally, and I’d become so accustomed to this lifestyle over the years. 
 
    Ray bit his lip and shifted, and I turned to see his face reddening. 
 
    “This morning was… interesting,” he murmured. 
 
    “Yes, yes it was,” I chuckled, taking guilty pleasure in how he squirmed. 
 
    “I never thought I’d do it with another guy there, it certainly is different,” he said with a look of nervousness. So adorable. 
 
    “What did you think of it?” I asked, genuinely interested in his answer. 
 
    “I had fun, I ended up not minding Scott being there, although, it nearly ruined it for me when his balls almost ended up in my face.” 
 
    I burst into laughter at the distraught and damaged expression he now wore. He’d not be rid of that image for a while. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” he scolded me, but it was ruined when he broke into a grin, unable to fight off my infectious laughter. 
 
    “It’s hilarious,” I retorted with snorts. 
 
    “To be honest, I could kind of feel… well, his balls hitting mine when we were both inside you,” he practically whispered. 
 
    The snorting laughter washed over me again as I fell back onto the grass holding my aching stomach. 
 
    He couldn’t help it as he laughed with me as I cried of laughter, picturing their balls whacking each other as they both fucked me. 
 
    “Do the others just get used to each other? Their bodies, or accidentally…touching them?” he asked nervously as my laughter slowly dissolved into soft chuckles as it died down. Tears had streamed down my face, and I was wiping at them as my chest and stomach ached from the episode. 
 
    “Um, I guess so,” I chuckled. 
 
    Ray just nodded with a soft smile. 
 
    “So you’ve done it with the three of them before? How’s that even work?” he frowned, his ears reddening as he looked down at me. 
 
    I sat back up, glancing down and biting my lip at the growing bulge in his jeans. Guess someone liked learning about my antics. 
 
    “Well, to be honest, the way Scott and us did it this morning is not something we normally do, but fuck, it’s damn good,” I breathed. “Normally one takes me doggy style while I give head, and the third watches. Then we rotate, change up positions. We have done it all at once before. Same way you and Scott did me, and then either hand or head for the last,” I said as chewed my lip, loving the strain in his jeans as he shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Damn,” he growled as he pictured the scenes.  
 
    My nostrils flared to draw in the scent of his need, that hot and heavy desire that he exuded. 
 
    He sensed my growing interest as he looked at me through hooded eyes, his lip quivering as he leaned forward. 
 
    Our lips met with a tingle of hunger, and we kissed deeply as we fell back against the cushioning grass. 
 
    I moaned as his hands wandered under my shirt, caressing the soft skin of my belly as his tongue battled its way into my mouth.  
 
    I clawed at his shirt, my body aching for him, desperate to feel his naked skin on mine. 
 
    He leaned back to help me tug off his shirt, and I sighed into his mouth as I ran my hands down his lean, muscled chest. I traced over those delicious abs, causing him to quiver as he pulled my shirt right up. 
 
    I propped myself up on my arms, assisting him in removing the fabric clothing my upper body. 
 
    With only a bra left to hide my breasts, he was quick to remove it. Well, he tried to be, but those uncertain hands needed some help in undoing my clasp, which only drew a giggle from my lips as I broke out heated kiss. 
 
    I tossed the bra aside, my now free boobs his to ravage. 
 
    His mouth dove down to my right nipple, suckling and tugging at it, making me grip his hair with a desperate need. 
 
    I wanted him so badly right now, I needed him inside me, to join our bodies once more. 
 
    I rolled him over, an animalistic growl rising from deep inside my chest as I straddled him. 
 
    His nostrils flared and his dark eyes dilated as he stared up at me breathlessly, a devilish smile forming on those perfect lips. 
 
    I shimmied down his body until I was able to lean over and lick the bare flesh just above his waistband. He growled softly as I ran my tongue above the waistband, teasing him as he inadvertently arched his hips up. 
 
    I unbuttoned his jeans, tugging them down and tearing his black briefs down to expose that gorgeous, erect cock. 
 
    It jutted up in the air, standing to attention and demanding my full focus. 
 
    Ray moaned and fisted his hands in my hair as I dove down to taste him, drawing his length inside my mouth. I sucked and stroked it, gently teasing his balls with my hands. 
 
    I played with him for some time before I stood up and yanked my own pants down. My own scent hit me like a whirlwind of arousal, and Ray’s body reacted as he trembled and growled. 
 
    Then I was straddling him, sliding that gorgeous length inside me, moaning as I tossed my head back. 
 
    “Taylor,” he groaned as his hands moved to grip my hips. 
 
    “You will be mine,” I growled as I leaned down to claim his mouth. 
 
    Ray would become one of my boys. That was certain now. 
 
    I rode him like a cowgirl on a spirited chestnut mare, bucking and gasping as he growled and moaned. 
 
    He leaned up to kiss and suckle my perk nipples, stroking them with his tongue as I rocked against him. 
 
    He thrust into me as I ground down, and it didn’t take long for him to explode inside me, unable to keep up. 
 
    I didn’t stop. 
 
    He was mine now. 
 
    I continued riding him even as he savored his release, and my movements only brought on another hard arousal. 
 
    Good. 
 
     Being young and new to sex had its advantages. You were always horny.
I gasped and rocked against him, touching myself to increase the sensations.I was nearly there with him. 
 
    “Fuck,” he panted, breathless as I continued to ride him. His hands clung to my hips as I gasped and moaned, using one hand to pleasure my clit as I bounced on top of him. 
 
    So close. 
 
    Ray grunted as he drove me down onto him, and the extra drive from him was the last push. 
 
    I shook and cried out as the orgasm ripped through my body, and Ray moaned as my walls convulsed and stroked his length. 
 
    He bounced me on him a few times like a rag-doll before he too exploded inside me. 
 
    I leaned down against his chest, both our bodies slick with sweat in the sun, the grass tickling my ankles as I straddled him. 
 
    I flicked off an ant that was crawling along Ray’s arm before I nibbled his neck. Our chests heaved as we relaxed, our bodies still joined. 
 
    “You think anyone saw us?” Ray murmured after he’d caught his breath. 
 
    “Dunno, don’t care. It’s only natural, and you saw the dinner the other night, you shouldn’t feel self-conscious with ‘wolves,” I chuckled. 
 
    He let out a soft laugh and nodded against my cheek, his stubble scratching my cheek as he wrapped his arms around me. 
 
    We lay like that for a short while, holding each other as we relaxed in the sun. 
 
    He shifted beneath me, but I didn’t move. His length had since shrunk and slipped out from my inside me, our joint juices dripping out of me now. 
 
    I turned my head just in time to see the camera facing our way, poised on the grass as Ray struggled to work it with one hand. 
 
    I smiled in delight as he clicked off a few photos. 
 
    “Want me to pose?” I suggested with a giggle. 
 
    “You would?” he frowned at me as I sat up. 
 
    “If you want,” I breathed huskily as I fluffed my hair out around my shoulders. 
 
    He just nodded, not quite believing my offer. 
 
    I slid off him to allow him to stand, and he tugged his pants back up before grabbing his camera properly. 
 
    “Tell me what to do,” I said firmly as I looked away from him, staring into the pines. I sensed no other presences nearby, so we hadn’t been seen. 
 
    The camera clicked a few times as he moved around me, hesitantly  suggesting a few poses. I just rolled my eyes at his nervousness in asking me to pose, and I tossed my head back and pushed my boobs up. 
 
    I ignored the semen running out from inside me, I just hoped no little insects though it smelt nice and came to explore my nether region. That’d certainly be interesting. 
 
    Ray circled me in just his pants, taking photo after photo from different angles. 
 
    I stood up at his indication and looked to the sky as he snapped some shots, and then I was walking towards the pines as he darted around me. 
 
    I leaned against the nearest trunk, tenderly touching the bark as he snapped a few more photos. 
 
    My stomach growled ,and I snickered as he laughed. 
 
    “That’s plenty for now, but you’re a good model to shoot, we should do it again sometime,” Ray said with a grin, his ears reddening which only made my own smile widen. 
 
    “Of course,” I purred as I walked over to kiss him. 
 
    He held the camera to the side as he pulled me closer to deepen it, but I pulled back with a giggle. 
 
    “Show me?” I asked as I flicked my head to the camera. 
 
    He nodded, delighted that I wanted to see his work. I turned to lean my back against him as he held the camera out for us both to see the small screen. 
 
    And the photos, some of them were breathtaking, the sun glinting off my hair as it blew out soft from me, my body captured in the perfect lighting, my green eyes more vibrant and visible. 
 
    “I want to get into Photoshop too one day, really spruce up all my photos,” he said, his body shuddering with joy at the thought. 
 
    “We’ll make sure the new lodge has a shared computer room, and all computers will have Photoshop installed. You’ll have your own room too,” I said as we reached the first few pictures. 
 
    I was nestled against his chest, face turned towards the camera with a smile as he smiled too. We both stared, naked, at the camera, the sun filtering down nicely on us. 
 
    As he flicked through the photos, our expressions changed to more relaxed looks, which looked sensual and gorgeous. 
 
    “You should do this for work,” I murmured, stunned at the great shots. 
 
    “Maybe, it’s a thought,” he shrugged as he switched the camera off. 
 
    “You’re really good at it,” I smiled as I turned back to give him a soft peck on the lips.  
 
    “Thanks,” he murmured against my lips. 
 
    I pulled away, darting off into the clearing to recover my clothes and pull them on. Ray joined me to put his shirt back on, and then we were standing together once more, wrapped in each others' embrace. His delicious musky and spicy scent filled my nostrils as he held me close, and I sighed. There wasn’t anything better than being in the arms of the ones you love. 
 
    “Should we head back for lunch? Scott said something about making some lunch earlier, once he was done on the phone” Ray suggested. 
 
    “Of course. I’m starving,” I grinned. 
 
    We pulled apart and began the stroll back to the lodge as Ray went through his photos of me once more. With his arm linked through mine, we made the easy walk back in the sun.  
 
      
 
    Scott had lunch almost ready by the time we returned, a selection of sandwiches for us to dig into. 
 
    We all sat at the table in the living area, half of the children having gone off with May, Charlotte ,and Francine for a play at the playground. The rest were outside finishing up their own lunches and staying occupied by the other women. 
 
    I plucked a PB and J sandwich from those on offer, and bit into it as Scott scooted into the seat opposite to me, since the seat beside me was taken by Ray. 
 
    “So, any new news?” I asked after I’d swallowed my first delicious bite. 
 
    “Not really. Neema is taking over questioning the sixth man, a Mathew Shaw, in hopes of finding out what’s going on. I’ll check in with them after lunch though and see if there’s been any change,” Scott said as he scratched his beard and reached for a ham sandwich. Ray had already snapped up the other ham sandwich he’d made, and Scott had no desire to miss out on the last one. 
 
    I looked up as the door outside burst open and Ruben came bounding over. 
 
    “Rayyyyy, can we play cards, please?” he begged as he climbed into the seat beside Scott. 
 
    “We’re having lunch,” Ray sighed with an eye-roll. 
 
    “None of the others will play go fish with me,” Ruben pouted. 
 
    “We can play while we eat,” Scott said as he patted the young boy on the back. “I’m sure Ray would love that,” he turned to give Ray a mischievous smile. 
 
    Ray just narrowed his eyes at Scott but sighed. 
 
    “Fine, you deal, Ruben,” Ray said as he took another hefty bite of his sandwich. 
 
    Ruben’s face lit up with glee as he slapped the pack of cards on the table. He began dealing the cards out for all of us, and I polished off my sandwich before lifting up my hand of cards. 
 
    A pair of eights already. I smiled as I set them aside, taking delight in how Ruben grinned and set aside his own pair. 
 
    Scott and Ray had no such luck. 
 
    The game began with me, followed by Ruben, then Ray, and Scott took up the end. 
 
    “Go fish,” Ruben sang as Ray asked him for a nine. Ray sighed and picked up a card just as Scott held out his hand. 
 
    “Your nine please?” he requested with a satisfied glint in his eyes. 
 
    Ray grumbled as he handed it over. 
 
    “Ruben, got any fives?” I asked, and Ruben pouted as he unhappily handed the card over. 
 
    The game went on, until Scott won, followed closely by Ruben. 
 
    We ate the remaining sandwiches as we played a second round, which Ray won with a devilish grin and a dig at the two other males. 
 
    “No fair,” Ruben grumbled. “One more round.” 
 
    “Nope, we have other stuff we need to do,” Ray shook his head. 
 
    Ruben just slumped in his seat with a disappointed look. 
 
    “Maybe later,” I tried to cheer him up. 
 
    “Okay,” he said dejectedly. 
 
    “Go find Ma, she’ll play with you,” Ray suggested, glancing out the wall-length window. 
 
    I followed his gaze to where Regina sat on the porch steps with Tatiana as they braided Gretle and Isabella’s hair. Both girls were in their teens, and were two of the eldest teen she-wolves in the Pack at roughly sixteen years old. 
 
    There were a few other young females, but they were thirteen and younger from what Ray had told me when I’d met them. 
 
    “Fine,” Ruben sighed as he slid off his chair after gathering up his deck of cards. 
 
    I watched as he trudged back outside, my mind wandering to the patrols. I should check in with them and see if anything was amiss. And I wanted to talk to Charles about the playground extension. He should be back by now, but I hadn’t seen him outside. I’d wait until I ran into him. 
 
    “Well, I’ll give Nathan call to see how things are going,” Scott said as he thumped the table with a hand to draw our attention. 
 
    “Let me know what he says. Ray, want to check in with the patrol? See if they’ve had any issues?” I turned to Ray, who was taking a moment to allow his lunch to settle. 
 
    “Sure,” he nodded. 
 
    Scott stood and pushed off from the table, collecting the plates and heading into the kitchen. 
 
    Ray took out his phone and dialed, and I heard a faint voice answer. 
 
    “Hey Harrison, you still manning the outpost at the southern corner?” Ray checked. 
 
    A muffled voice responded as I inspected my nails. They needed a cut soon, they were growing too long and two of them had snapped. 
 
    “So no issues with the patrol?” Ray asked after a moment. He waited for the short reply before nodding. “Thanks, good to know, call me if anything changes.” 
 
    He hung up on that note and shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing amiss, all the patrols have reported in over the comms and there’s no trouble.” 
 
    “Good, that’s good,” I nodded as I rubbed my temple. The darkness in my mind was edging closer, Richard’s face hanging in the corner of my mind with a putrid smirk. 
 
    I needed to focus on something else. 
 
    A thought shot through my mind, and with a new goal in mind, I headed back outside to speak with the Pryce Pack. 
 
      
 
    Jude stood with me and Hannah before the handful of women, and I allowed Jude to take lead. I was no teacher, but I wanted the women of this Pack to know how to defend themselves. Ray was keeping an eye on the children inside as Jude instructed May, Francine, Charlotte, Regina and a few others on how best to defend themselves. A standard self-defense course for them to begin with. 
 
    “All she-wolves should know how to defend themselves. Thankfully, we’ve been blessed with the inner wolf, which can aid us in times of distress. However, male ‘wolves are difficult opponents, they have the same ‘wolf we do, but they’re bigger and stronger than us most of the time,” Jude’s voice called out, slicing through the air with power and authority. “Sometimes they think they can have us and just take us, but this is not true. We are meant to be cherished, revered beings. Protected by our mates,” she said, her mouth curving in a smile when Francine frowned at the plural. 
 
    “But it’s not all on them. We should know the basics of defending ourselves and getting out of sticky situations. So, for starters, I want you all to remember the most vulnerable parts of a man’s body. The eyes, the neck, the groin, and the knees. Ladies, a swift kick or whack to the dick or balls will usually bring any big man to his knees, so don’t be afraid to fight back,” she said, causing a few chuckles around her. 
 
    “We may be smaller, but we can learn how to use their size and weight against them. Today, we will teach you the basics,” Jude informed them as she indicated at Hannah and I. 
 
    Self defense had been the first thing Neema had taught me, as a Huntress, more advanced than the basic stuff my father had taught me or what I learned in my schooling. I’d wanted her to help me teach the women, but with her unavailable, the Pryce women would be perfect. 
 
    The women before us all looked skeptical and unsure, but I knew that within an hour, we’d have them rethinking their ability to protect themselves. 
 
    Jude got to work, teaching them various ways to incapacitate their attackers, and called upon her own mates to demonstrate some ways to break free from their attackers. 
 
    “Has anyone seen the movie ‘Miss Congeniality’?” Hannah called out as her three mates crowded around her. 
 
    A few nods and head shakes were the response. 
 
    “Well, those who have, do you remember her teaching the defense tactic labeled ‘Sing’? It stands for solar plexus, instep, nose, and groin. Here, we’ll show you, Pete?” Hannah turned to one of her mates, a sturdy-looking character who grinned uncertainly as he stood behind her. 
 
    “This tactic is perfect for when you’re grabbed from behind. What you want to do is elbow him in the stomach, stomp on the instep of his foot, aim for the nose, we will do this with the bottom of the palm, saves risking injury and can still do some serious damage, before finally taking them down with a swift blow to the balls,” Hannah grinned. She then illustrated the maneuver, being careful not to actually injure her mate. 
 
    The women were then asked to attempt it themselves, only lightly, with the men present. 
 
    This was a little awkward, but I spied May looking at me with a strong, defiant look. She would never be taken advantage of again, that’s what her expression said. 
 
    She pulled off the move well, accidentally connecting lightly with Jack’s balls and making him stumble back with a hiss. 
 
    All the women practiced, and I watched in pride as they began to open up, showing more confidence and trust in their own ability. We went through a number of other techniques, and by the time Jude called it quits for the day, many of them were sweating and looking like the true warriors they were inside. 
 
    I spied Scott and Ray on the porch, watching us all intently. Thanking Jude and making the promise of extra pay, I headed over to join the two men as some of the women headed inside to check up on the children, who were watching ‘Frozen’ from the obvious ‘Let it Go’ song seeping through the window. 
 
    “Nice work, that was impressive,” Scott remarked as I dropped down on the steps beside him, catching my breath as sweat lined my back. 
 
    “Thanks, figured now was as good a time as ever to start,” I said. 
 
    “So, the update is that the credit card trail ended out at a gas station. They began trawling the towns in the area with photos of the men we gathered from records available to the Enforcer. The last place that they were seen was Whistle Grove,” Scott sighed, displeasure and disappointment lining his face. “But Neema is close to breaking that sixth ‘wolf. He’ll be lucky if he survives from the sounds of it,” Scott said quietly. 
 
    I felt no sympathy for the man in question. He’d aided in the kidnapping of a teen she-wolf, and two other women. Not to mention he was still loyal to Richard.  
 
    My attention was drawn to Harrison and a handful of other men coming over to greet us, some of the group breaking off to head to the Pryce camp. 
 
    “The next patrol is out, but we’re spread thin. The ridge is covered, but the southern corner could use more security,” Harrison relayed to us as the men dispersed to see their children or mates. 
 
    “What should we do?” Scott turned to me, and I just gave him a blank look momentarily. 
 
    Right. I was the Alpha, it was my call. 
 
    “We’ll go, take a few of the women too, they could use the experience in patrolling,” I said, and Harrison frowned but nodded at the idea. 
 
    “I know the patrol route and best places to man the southern corner,” Ray added. 
 
    “The men who just returned from patrol can stay here and watch the children, have afternoon tea or something as well. This Pack needs to share the responsibility and tasks around.” 
 
    “Understood, I’ll inform the others,” Harrison dipped his head. 
 
    “Ask the women to see who are comfortable in patrolling. I will not force them if they aren’t up to it, as Scott, Ray, and I will be going anyway,” I said before he turned away. 
 
    Harrison nodded and headed off, his boots landing heavily as he joined the women inside. 
 
    May, Francine, Charlotte and Regina joined us quickly, and then a few others too. 
 
    Once it was clear that that was the whole group, we moved out, shedding our clothing at the lodge and shifting to our wolf forms to head off into the pines.  
 
    Ray and Scott took lead, loping out in front as they took us down to the southern corner. The gentle jog there was quite pleasant, and the afternoon was cooling down in preparation for nightfall. Our patrol would last a few hours, before the next lot would take over.  
 
    I found I didn’t even have to try to keep up with the others, a steady lope was all that was needed. I guess that was part of being Alpha, my speed and strength had improved drastically. 
 
    The pines towered over us, shading us from the dipping sun, and I enjoyed having the other she-wolves darting through the trees alongside me. Many of them looked excited and free, as if shifting was not something they often did anymore. 
 
    The thought saddened me deeply. Had they been ruled so horribly that they’d lost touch with what they truly were? 
 
    I focused on letting my wolf have its freedom, weaving through the other wolves, brushing shoulders and yipping with them. 
 
    The tone of our race turned serious once more though as we reached the southern corner, and Scott and Ray split up, dividing the group. I chose to follow Ray, knowing Scott was more capable of handling himself than Ray.  
 
    We slowed to a fast walk, and I opened my senses as we padded along a worn, dirt path. I drew in the fresh scents of the forest, the undergrowth, the small creatures scurrying around, the scent of the wolves around me. My ears swiveled, focusing on every sound, the soft calls of birds, the scamper of a fox off to the side, the soft footfalls of my companions, the distant mooing of the cattle. 
 
    Despite the fact that this was a patrol, I found myself relaxing as I kept moving, following the path Ray chose for us. We scouted the area, testing the air with our noses and staying alert. 
 
    My mind slipped into disquiet, wondering about Beth and her mother, and Bianca. Were they okay? What was happening to them right now? What was the whole point of this? Why did they take them in the first place? 
 
    So many questions swirled through my mind, but I had not a single answer, and it infuriated me. 
 
    The hours passed by slowly as we made the rounds, backtracking and following new paths, testing the scents we did catch, and discovering they were familiar to me so it meant I’d met them. I hadn’t met the deserters, so their scents would be unknown to me.  
 
    I was grateful I had Pack members with me who could alert me if they knew the scent belonged to one of the five men. 
 
    The forest darkened around us, and the fading sun threw us into shadows. 
 
    I lolled my tongue out as we padded along, and I could sense the unrest in my companions. They were unfamiliar with patrols, but they had fared well so far, especially considering the size of the southern border. 
 
    As the sky darkened, and the sun disappeared, plunging us into night, I noticed Ray’s movements were becoming erratic and jarred. I could sense his agitation, and I drew up alongside him to see what the problem was. He couldn’t relay it, but the wolfish sigh he gave me was enough to relieve the worry that it had anything to do with the patrol. Something else was niggling at him, but he couldn’t share it in this form. 
 
    I was beyond thankful when Damien and his betas showed up with a few other men from the Pack to take over our patrol. 
 
    I paced alongside Ray as we led our small group back, and May’s small grey form nudged my side as she cast a concerned look at Ray. I just shook my head softly. I’d have to wait to find out what was bothering him. 
 
    Regina took up a position on his far side, also concerned about him. She shared his same grey-white coat, but was smaller than her son in size. 
 
    The hike back to the lodge was tense and uncomfortable, and the other she-wolves were uneasy with Ray’s obvious frustration. 
 
    When we arrived, Ray shifted back instantly and dressed, his movements quick and sharp. 
 
    I shifted back and pulled my clothes on, casting him a sideways glance as the others all shifted as well. 
 
    “When Scott said Whistle Grove, I knew it sounded familiar,” Ray growled as he did up his belt and fumbled with the buttons on his shirt. 
 
    “Why? What’s Whistle Grove got to do with anything?” I asked as I pulled up my jeans. 
 
    “It was in our paperwork, in the security room. I saw something about it when we were going through the financial stuff,” Ray hissed as he threw up his hands in frustration, abandoning his attempt to button his shirt. 
 
    I barely got the chance to open my mouth before he was marching inside. 
 
    I shot Regina and May a confused look as they hurriedly dressed, both looking perplexed and on edge with Ray. 
 
    I tugged my shirt on and followed after him, smiling at the children crowding around on the floor, digging in to some homemade pizzas. Looks like some of the men were good cooks, not that I could appreciate it as I hurried after Ray. 
 
    I found him inside the security room, rustling through papers as he muttered and growled. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” I asked as I joined him, wanting to help if I could. 
 
    “I’ll recognize it when I see it,” he mumbled as he sifted through the disorganized mess of paper.  
 
    I watched him as he eyed the assorted papers, tossing piles aside as he searched. 
 
    He breathed out a sigh of relief when he finally found the one he was after. 
 
    “I knew it,” he murmured. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I stepped closer to peer over his shoulder. 
 
    “Richard owned some hunting cabins around Whistle Grove, he hired them out to seasonal hunters,” Ray growled. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat at this new information. 
 
    It was the perfect place for the deserters to hide the women. 
 
    “I have to let my Dad know,” I said instantly as I pulled my phone from my pocket. 
 
    I dialed him quickly, and he answered on the second ring. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. His voice was strained and tired, stressed beyond measure. I could only imagine what he was going through as Alpha, not being able to bring the she-wolves home to their families. 
 
    “Richard owned some hunting cabins out near Whistle Grove. Here, I’ll put Ray on so he can give you the addresses,” I said hurriedly, not waiting for his reply as I thrust the phone into Ray’s hand. 
 
    “Yes, no, they won’t have much of a paper trail, so that’s why you don’t know of them. He kept these dealings off the books it seems,” Ray said. He then proceeded to rattle off the addresses one by one for my father. 
 
    After a few confirmations, he handed the phone back. 
 
    “What can we do? Whistle Grove isn’t far from here,” I asked, shooting Ray a concerned look. 
 
    “You’ll stay out of it. This is our Pack business, and since you’re the one they’re upset with, you need to have your Pack protected and be safe,” my father let out an irritated sigh. 
 
    “Beth, Mary, Bianca, they’re like family to me too, I can help!” I argued. 
 
    “This isn’t up for debate. Stay out of this, Taylor,” he growled. 
 
    The phone clicked off before I had a chance to reply, and I just gaped at Ray, who just shrugged. 
 
    “I can’t just sit back when I could help, there’s about nine cabins, with us, we could have them all searched in no time,” I huffed. 
 
    “He’s the Alpha of that Pack, and the Area Enforcer. You can’t argue with him,” Ray tried to reason with me. 
 
    “They’re practically family,” I snapped. 
 
    “What about this Pack? If you go off gallivanting across the countryside to try to find your friends, who will lead this Pack and provide them with the reassurance they need?” Ray said. 
 
    I hated how logical and right he was. I was worried, stressed for young Beth, about what could happen to her. 
 
    “So I’m just meant to sit here and wait?” I mumbled as I crossed my arms. 
 
    “Yes, it’s all you can do, this isn’t your issue anymore.” 
 
    “They deserted this Pack, that makes them my issue.” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but you would’ve also sought out the aid of the Area Enforcer for deserters,” Ray reminded me. “So it’s still working out the same way.” 
 
    I cursed under my breath as I eyed the security monitors in annoyance. Ray had informed me earlier that there was two retired ‘wolves watching the monitors in their own homes, linked up to their screens there. The new lodge would allow for some proper security staff to be in place.  
 
    Not that that was top of my list right now. 
 
    I just wanted to make sure that everything was being watched. 
 
    I didn’t want to fail this Pack so soon after becoming their Alpha. 
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    I looked at Ray, who gave me a sad, knowing smile as I sighed. 
 
    This sucked ass. 
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    I strode into the kitchen after Ray, my fingers thrumming against my pocket holding the iPod from him. I’d spoke to Charles about a playground expansion to turn it into a larger area for all the children to enjoy. I’d caught him after the security room as he sat with Wade in the living area. He was excited by the idea and would draw up some plans with some of the other builders for us to go over.  
 
    I lacked his enthusiasm, as my mind was otherwise occupied. Now I stood in the kitchen with my arms crossed as Ray stretched. 
 
    He’d asked if I’d wanted to help him with dinner, and I’d grumbled but agreed. 
 
    I was meant to sit this out and not worry about the three women, and it wasn’t easy. 
 
    We were going to be cooking some steaks and oven-fry some fries. How uneventful. 
 
    While right now, my old Pack was hunting through some of Richard’s cabins in search of the women. 
 
    In search of young Beth. 
 
    Scott had stayed out with the children, keeping a close eye on them as many of the mothers went off to shower before they’d organize a movie for the evening for the children. 
 
    “Here, I’ll start the fries, they’ll take longer than the steaks,” Ray said as he tugged open one of the freezers. 
 
    I scrunched up my nose at how bare it was. At least there were a few steaks shoved in the bottom drawer, and the fries were on the top shelf. Ray told me to grab the already thawed steaks from the fridge. 
 
    “The new lodge will have a deep frier,” I said as I headed for the fridge to get us some drinks as well as the steaks. 
 
    “Yum, we haven’t had much fried stuff, but it’s damn good. We only have a tiny little counter-top frier,” Ray said with a smack of his lips. 
 
    I settled on two glasses of iced coca cola for us as Ray poured a stack of fries onto a tray and slid it into the oven. I slapped three steaks onto the counter, ready to go once the fries were cooking. 
 
    “Want anything else with them?” he asked as he righted himself. 
 
    “Gravy,” was my instant response, and Ray nodded with an agreeable grin. 
 
    He rounded up the gravy powder and set it beside the kettle while I sifted through a shelf of assorted herbs and spices. I loved some garlic salt and oregano on my steaks. 
 
    “So, you said you worked at a bar, what’s happened with that job?” Ray asked as he leaned against the counter while he waited for the fries to cook. 
 
    “Scott told me my father handled it. It’s a shame, I did like my job there, but my responsibilities lie here now,” I said as I sipped my cola. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I need to ask him what my Alpha strengths are,” I murmured. “I know I’m stronger now, and faster. I’ll heal quicker too, but is there anything else? Should I be more careful with some things?” 
 
    “I don’t know, as far as I’m aware, that’s all there is with being an Alpha. Pretty much a new and improved ‘wolf,” Ray smirked. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” I sipped my cola, nearly choking on the bubbles as I wondered about being Alpha. 
 
    A part of me really wanted to spar with Scott, to see just how easily I could take him down. I’d need to learn about my additional strength too, probably how to hold it back. I still remembered the punch to the head from Richard. That had been a mighty, painful blow. 
 
    “Hopefully Neema can still train me to be a Huntress. She would spar with me, but I guess she’ll help me learn my new strength and speed,” I said as I eyed the oven. 
 
    “She said she would,” Ray shrugged. “But we should get these steaks started.” 
 
    Ray found me a pan and set it on the stove, and I drizzled oil in it before tossing the steaks on. I sprinkled garlic salt and oregano over them, my mouth already watering in anticipation. 
 
    I kept an eye on the steaks as Ray told me about some plans to get his photography known. I interjected with a suggestion to speak to Jaye at some point, as his artwork was a lucrative business now. Photography would surely be a good business too, if done right. 
 
    When the steaks were done, Ray checked the fries, brightening when he announced they were ready. 
 
    He flicked the kettle on after taking the tray out, and I grabbed some plates and served up the steaks. 
 
    We salted the fries before adding them, and once the kettle was boiled, we made up some gravy and poured it over the meals. 
 
    Ray led the way out into the living area, and a grin spread across my face as I chuckled. 
 
    Scott sat still, frozen in place on the floor as Gretle, Isabella, and Jasmine applied makeup to his face. Jasmine was the thirteen-year-old werewolf I’d met when I’d made the rounds, and she seemed to be the instigator of this little scene. 
 
    Charles was sitting on the couch grinning in amusement as they worked on Scott. 
 
    I had to admit, he was quite pretty, with his purple eyeshadow, bright red lipstick, blush and mascara.  
 
    Gretle was even painting his fingernails. 
 
    Ray snickered as we sat down at one of the wooden tables, and Scott turned his head ever so slightly to glance at the food. I motioned that one was for him, and he just nodded, not wanting to interrupt the girls. 
 
    I dug into my gravy drenched fries as I watched Gretle expertly paint his nails, and Isabella was applying the finishing touches to his makeup as Jasmine stuck little bright clips in his hair. 
 
    “Utterly beautiful,” Jasmine announced as she leaped up to circle him. Scott did a few sitting poses to show off his face, and I cracked up as he fluttered his eyelashes our way. 
 
    Ray nearly choked as he laughed, but I clapped my hands as Jasmine pouted. 
 
    “He looks fabulous,” I stated, and Jasmine’s face lit up as Gretle and Isabella snorted. 
 
    After a few more poses, including flexing his arms for the girls, he got up to join us. The teen boys were on the far couch playing cards with some sitting on the floor, while the younger children had May and a few other she-wolves occupying them with toys and books. 
 
    Scott moaned as he sat down across from Ray and I as he drew in the delicious aroma of dinner. 
 
    “All you need now is a tutu,” I smirked. 
 
    This earned me a devilish flutter of dark lashes as Scott stroked his beard. He was careful not to bump the three pink clips in the bushy hair. 
 
    He dug in, sipping a glass of cola we’d grabbed for him and leaving a bright red lipstick stain on it. He just grinned at this as he tossed back a few fries. 
 
    Ray filled him in on the cabins as we ate, and Scott’s mood dropped to a more subdued, uneasy state. 
 
    I kinda wished he was still in his childish zone. 
 
    We ate in uneasy silence after that, and despite Ray’s attempts to lighten the mood, Scott and I were too worried about our friends. 
 
    Ray ended up moving off to join a game of monopoly at Ruben’s request after dinner. Once they finished their game, a movie would be put on for the children. Tonight they’d chosen ‘Tangled’. 
 
    Scott and I moved to one of the free couches, slumping into the cushions as soft murmurs and childish laughter filled the room. 
 
    “So Lawrence didn’t want us helping in the search?” Scott growled, frustrated at being left out. 
 
    “No, he told me to stay out of it. He didn’t mention you, sorry.” 
 
    “I hope they call if they find anything, this is horrible, just waiting and hoping, praying they’re okay,” he sighed as he played with a pink clip in his beard. His lipstick had mostly worn off through dinner, but the rest of his makeup was still in place. 
 
    “I’m sure they are,” I murmured, but I knew it was useless. I couldn’t even convince myself of that. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll have children if you’re Alpha? I know last time we spoke about it, you wanted to be a Huntress. But so much has changed in such a short amount of time,” Scott murmured as he changed the subject abruptly while he watched Ray play monopoly. Ruben was pouting as he had to pay rent to Ethan for landing on his property. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m still getting my head around all these sudden changes. It’s crazy,” I admitted. No point pretending this wasn’t a whirlwind of a ride. 
 
    “Yeah, you went from being a bar working, Huntress in training to fighting an Alpha and claiming his Pack pretty quick.” 
 
    “To be honest, I never wanted to be an Alpha, and now I suddenly am. It’s both terrifying and empowering. There’s so much I can do to help this Pack, but at the same time the thought of leading them is quite overwhelming,” I said as I downed the last of my cola. It was watered down to nothing now. 
 
    Scott just nodded along as he watched the children in his bright purple eyeshadow and blush. 
 
    “As for children. Maybe. The more I’ve been around them, the more I think about it. I still want to be a Huntress, but if I’ve got you guys, it’s not all on me to raise them. Maybe I could find a way to make it work,” I said as I carefully thought over it. I wouldn’t lie, it was a thought that had bugged me whenever the children were around. My boys would make great fathers. 
 
    Scott just turned to look at me with adoring chocolate eyes. 
 
    “Jeez, look at me, so determined to not be a breeder and bailing to only now maybe wanting just that,” I snorted at myself.  
 
    “You’ve been through a lot, it gives you a new perspective,” Scott said as he rested a hand on my thigh. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” I said as my eyes wandered to Ray as he popped some little green houses onto the board. Guess he was gathering up the real estate. 
 
    “He’s a nice guy, Ray. Good to you. I think he’ll be a good addition to our group. Jaye and Nathan will like him, they’ll accept him,” Scott said with a small smile. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s done wonders for me. He figured out the stuff with Richard’s hunting cabins, so we owe him for that too.” 
 
    I snuggled into Scott’s shoulder, closing my eyes as I listened to the children around me. 
 
    I rested with Scott for a time, only rousing when the projector was turned on by May and ‘Tangled’ began playing on the screen on the far wall. 
 
    The children were all grouped on the floor with blankets and pillows, some of the mother’s lying down with them. The teens were further to the back, taking up the other couch with their sleeping bags sprawled out on the floor. Gretle was perched on the couch beside Ethan, while Vance sat on the other side of him. Gregory, Brayden, and Luke sat on the floor with Isabella, while Jasmine was with the younger group closer to the screen. 
 
    I watched the movie as it started with the evil witch woman stealing the baby away and locking her in a tower. I’d seen the movie before, but it was a nice refresher. I did enjoy my Pixar and Disney movies still.  
 
    I realized that Ray was on my other side, his warmth seeping into me as he rested a hand on my thigh. 
 
    I nestled contentedly between the pair, their bodies driving away the darkness inside my mind. Flashes of Richard, the feeling of him forcing himself inside me, tearing my walls. A gentle squeeze of Ray’s hand drove it all away, and I covered his hand in mine. 
 
    Ray’s phone sounded off, causing him to pull his hand free to retrieve the phone. 
 
    The way his face dropped to seriousness made me sit up in a flash. 
 
    “You’re sure?” he asked quietly, not wanting to alert anyone else in the room. Scott and I were both staring at him, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “Shit, okay, I’ll let the Alpha know,” he growled as the phone clicked off. 
 
    “What is it?” I demanded, and he gave me a distressed look as his jaw hardened. 
 
    “The men were seen on the camera’s down at the southern corner, the patrol has been dispatched to the area.” 
 
    I shot to my feet, adrenaline coursing through me as my mind focused on Beth, Bianca, and Mary. 
 
    I steeled myself as I reminded myself of my position and duty to this Pack. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Ray hissed as he stood up with me. May was now looking our way with concern. 
 
    “What can I do?” I murmured, my heart speeding up. I wanted to race out there and find them, rip into those men and demand to know where Beth, Bianca, and Mary were. 
 
    But I also couldn’t leave these children and women here with no Alpha to protect them. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Nothing, you need to have faith in your patrol. Your duty is here, protecting the children while their fathers are out there,” Ray said as Scott stood to my side. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Scott offered, but I shook my head. 
 
    “We’re not manned enough here as it is, if they happen to sneak through, we will all be needed right here,” I said firmly. Even with the remaining members of the Pryce Pack outside, we needed all available fighters here. 
 
    “So we just sit on our asses and wait?” Scott said harshly. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, hating it as much as he did. “Yes.” 
 
    I growled softly as I began pacing the length of the large window, peering out into the darkness as unease and frustration gnawed at me. 
 
    I should be out there, doing my job as a Huntress, dealing with these deserters and traitors. But as an Alpha, I was right where I needed to be. 
 
    “Does this place have a bunker?” I asked when Ray joined me at the window. I crossed my arms as I stared out at the clearing, the moon lighting the area for an easy line of sight. 
 
    “No, Richard never cared enough to do that,” Ray growled softly. 
 
    “That’ll be another thing to add,” I murmured as my eyes flicked around the clearing. 
 
    The Pryce camp was alive, members scouting around, their golden eyes informing me they already knew of the trouble. At least we had them nearby. 
 
    We stayed at the window, staring out as we waited in tense silence. The movie was playing behind us still, but it was drowned out as I focused on the clearing, reaching out with all my senses for the slightest thing out of place. 
 
    I jumped as Ray’s phone sounded off again, and he snapped it to his ear instantly. 
 
    “Update?” he demanded. 
 
    I listened to the muffled voice, unable to make out full words. Whoever it was sounded breathless. 
 
    “Right, I’ll let May know, we’ll get Melissa here.” 
 
    Melissa, May’s mother. The on-site doctor. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Jack, Damien’s beta, got wounded. He was manning the southern outpost, the one closest to the corner, and got attacked. The patrol got there in time to drive them off. Some of them have given chase, the others are bringing Jack back for medical treatment.” 
 
    “Right, get May to contact her mother,” I nodded firmly. 
 
    “The deserters have left the borders, perhaps they were just testing our security, they’re being chased now though,” Ray said. 
 
    I just pursed my lips as he headed over to inform May of the update. 
 
    She was up and on her satellite phone in an instant. 
 
    I chewed my lip as I pulled out my own phone, speed dialing my father. 
 
    I needed to let him know of this new change. 
 
    It rang a few times before he answered in a rush. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked instantly. 
 
    “They came in down at the southern border, one of the paid protectors got injured. Some of my men have given chase. Just thought you should know,” I said as I relayed the information. 
 
    “No, of course, thank you,” my father breathed, and I could sense his frustration. 
 
    “How’s the cabin search going?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Shit. A bust so far, but we’ve got two more to check. I’ll call you once we’ve checked them and let you know if we found anything,” he growled. 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” I murmured, my heart squeezing at the information. So they’d had no luck yet. I hoped they’d find our girls. We were all out of other options otherwise in the search. 
 
    “I’ll send Nathan and Jaye over as well. It’s quite obvious that they’re after you now, so you can use more protection,” he sighed, and I could just picture him massaging his temple. 
 
    “I thought you needed them to protect the Pack?” 
 
    “Unlike your new Pack, ours has all been trained to fight. We can stand losing two more able bodies. Our numbers are larger too,” he reminded me. 
 
    “Right, okay, thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Be careful Tay, those men are dangerous,” he said. And with those last words, the phone clicked off. 
 
    Shouts rose up outside, and I followed Ray out into the clearing where some of the patrol had turned up.  
 
    They were carrying a bloody Jack, who was groaning as his head lolled back. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed as I drew closer and saw the knife wounds. 
 
    Melissa was already there, investigating his wounds carefully as his two Pack mates sat him down in an ugly green camp chair. 
 
    “I need him back to the infirmary, we need more tools to patch him up. These wounds are deep,” Melissa said, her blonde hair done up in a tight bun. She was the spitting image of her daughter, her green eyes acute and focused. 
 
    His Pack mates obeyed as they hefted him back up, and Melissa led the way to her beat up black sedan she’d driven over in. 
 
    Jude was huffing and distressed as she went with them, and I could only imagine the fear and concern she had for her mate. Her two other mates stayed with the camp, and I was eternally grateful for their aid. 
 
    “Some of my people and yours gave chase, but they lost them out at road. They must’ve had a vehicle to escape in. Thankfully we arrived in time to stop them from killing Jack. Two of them were there, attacking him,” Damien said as he slipped away from the crowd watching as Jack was loaded into the backseat carefully. His yelps and cries made my skin prickle, and I wanted to go to him and thank him, and apologize. 
 
    “Okay, wait, only two?” I frowned as I turned to look at him properly. 
 
    “Yes, just the two,” Damien nodded, but lines of concern marred his face. 
 
    “Then we need the patrol back out. There’s five men, and the others could be looking to find another way in while we’re distracted,” I said firmly, my gut twisting at the thought. I wouldn’t put it past them to create a diversion. 
 
    “Understood, I’ll send the patrol back out,” Damien nodded. “We’ve got a fair few still out there, but with this attack, we need as many men as we can spare.” 
 
    “Ray!” I barked, calling him over from where he stood speaking to some of the Pryce Pack and our own patrolling members. 
 
    “Yeah?” he hurried over, his eyes flicking between us. 
 
    “Call Harrison, see if he can round up all the available men. The women should come here to the lodge too, to make them as safe as possible. We could still have three men out there.” I filled him in. 
 
    He nodded and was on his phone instantly as I eyed the members of the Pryce Pack. They were fuming, eyes flashing yellow as they paced and growled. 
 
    Damien called for them, regrouping them before they headed back out to continue patrolling. I could only hope that none of the deserters had slipped through in this chaos. 
 
    Ray was handling the situation with the Pack members, and now I stood numbly to the side, wondering what else I could do. 
 
    Where else could they try to cross? 
 
    Firestone Ridge was a possibility. 
 
    “Need me to do anything?” Scott asked as he appeared by my side. 
 
    “There’s some Pryce members still at the camp, can you take two of them up to Firestone Ridge and see if there’s any change up there, if they’ve tried to cross?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” he nodded briskly. “Will you be okay here on your own?” 
 
    “Ray’s gathering the rest of the Pack, all the men not on patrol and the women. We’ll bring them all to the lodge where we can keep them better guarded.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Scott nodded. 
 
    Before he could head off, Ray was bolting over with fear and uncertainty radiating off of him. 
 
    I knew instantly that something was wrong. 
 
    “Fiona and David aren’t answering. Their place is not too far from Firestone Ridge. All the others are on their way, Harrison is making sure everyone is grouped together as quickly as possible as they head over, but he’s asking if he should go check on Fiona and David?” 
 
    “Shit, okay,” I growled as I considered my options. “Scott, take two of the Pryce Pack and go to Fiona and David’s place. Ray, tell Harrison to keep bringing everyone here,” I said as I turned back to Ray. He just nodded in firm agreement. 
 
    I was worried about the couple, but I also couldn’t divert my manpower there if it was just a case of them being asleep and unable to answer their phones. 
 
    But I couldn’t take any chances either. 
 
    “Where’s their place?” Scott asked. 
 
    Fuck. Okay. 
 
    “Ray, can you go with him? Show him where it is?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, but what about you? You’ll be left almost unguarded here?” Ray frowned, his jaw ticking at the urgent situation. 
 
    “I’ve still got some of the Pryce Pack, and the men and women will be joining me soon. I’ll be okay,” I assured him. 
 
    He didn’t look convinced, so I growled at him. “Fiona and David could be in trouble, they could need help.” 
 
    “Right,” Ray nodded. Then he was off on his phone as Scott headed over to collect two members of the Pryce Pack. 
 
    I glanced back at the lodge, with all the children tucked inside. I didn’t doubt some of the older teens were aware of the commotion outside. 
 
    I strode back into the lodge, and May was over instantly with worry ruling her face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she hissed. 
 
    “Three of the deserters are unaccounted for, and Fiona and David can’t be reached. We’re sending up a few men to check on them, everyone else is being summoned here.” 
 
    May nodded, her frown deepening. 
 
    “Fiona is a sweet lady, I hope she’s okay,” she murmured. 
 
    “I hope so too. Can you maybe get some of the older kids to watch the screens in the security room? The ones set up around the lodge? We will need their help as we’re stretched thin right now.” 
 
    “Of course, what should I tell them?” she said as she hesitated. 
 
    “The truth. We have deserters who could be coming and we need to know if they’re nearby. We need their help right now, even if they’re young. Make sure the whole place is locked too, I’ll man the porch and keep an eye out.” 
 
    “Got it,” May nodded briskly as she hurried over to the far couch to talk to the teens. 
 
    I surveyed the living area where many of the children were now asleep as the last few scenes of ‘Tangled’ played out on the screen. 
 
    I wouldn’t let anything happen to the children here. I’d die before I let them get hurt. 
 
    I marched back outside, spying Regina and Francine heading over with Brian and a few other women. They’d rushed over quickly, probably fearing for the children. 
 
    “Harrison is rounding everyone up along with some of the other men, they’ll be here soon too,” Regina informed me as she hurried up the porch steps. “Is it true one of the Pryce Pack got hurt?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s at the infirmary now, knife wounds,” I growled. 
 
    Regina’s face whitened at that news and she rushed inside to find Ruben.  
 
    “Francine, can you head to the security room and help the teens there keep an eye out? Brian, I’ll need as many men guarding the lodge as possible,” I said as the couple joined me on the porch. 
 
    Francine nodded and headed inside as Brian crossed his arms and turned to look back out into the clearing. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Brian muttered. His blue eyes were alert and anxious as he scanned the area, his bulky figure standing solid beside me, his rusty brown hair ruffling in the night breeze. 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. 
 
    “What do we do if they show up?” he asked. 
 
    “Take them into custody if possible,” I murmured. 
 
    “And if it’s not possible?” 
 
    Deal with them,” I stated, not elaborating on how. I didn’t need to. Brian’s arms flexed as he sighed. 
 
    We may have to kill to protect the children. 
 
    “Has anyone told Quinn and John about their parents?” he asked after a moment. “We couldn’t get ahold of them.” 
 
    “No, they’re out on patrol, and we need them focused. I’ve sent men to check on them,” I sighed. I hated not telling the two brothers about their parents, but we needed all the fighters out patrolling, keeping the territory safe. 
 
    My phone sounded off in my pocket and I snatched it out as I answered. 
 
    “We found Bianca,” my father stated. “She’s okay, a little bruised and scared, but okay.” 
 
    “Thank God,” I breathed, but then panic washed over me. “Beth and Mary?” 
 
    “Their scents are fresh. Apparently they took the women with them, but they left Bianca chained up. Bianca said they’re wanting to kill you for disrupting their way of life. They have guns, Tay. You need to stay inside and safe, let your Pack protect you. Jaye, Neema, and Nathan are headed over right now,” my father said, worry tinging his voice. 
 
    “Why would they take Beth and Mary?” I growled. My chest tightened as I worried for the mother and daughter pair.  
 
    “Leverage we think.” 
 
    “Did they hurt Bianca… in other ways?” I managed to ask as my throat tightened. 
 
    My father was silent for a moment before he sighed in defeat. “Yes.” 
 
    My stomach dropped, and I had to lean on the porch railing as my head whirled, Richard’s harsh body flashing into my mind, his animalistic grunts as he forced himself upon me, raping me and bruising my skin. 
 
    And Beth. 
 
    I couldn’t contain the snarl for the seventeen-year-old girl. I’d kill them if they’d hurt her. I’d tear them apart, rip their throats out with my teeth and howl victoriously to the moon. 
 
    “Bianca said Mary held their attention, they focused on the older women because they’re more experienced. They decided it would be best to comply and stop them from hurting Beth. She doesn’t know if they’ve since done anything,” my father murmured, understanding my fears. 
 
    “They need to be put down on sight,” I snapped, flexing my hands as energy pulsed through me. The same energy from that night I killed Richard.  
 
    My Alpha energy. 
 
    “I agree. I need to go, we’re taking Bianca home. Jaye, Neema and Nathan are already on their way. You need protection,” my father stated, reminding me of my incoming aid. 
 
    “We’ll get them back, I know it,” I murmured, and my father just sighed in frustration. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    My father hung up as I stared hard at the dark tree-line, the moon shrouded by clouds tonight. 
 
    “What now?” Brian asked, sensing my anger and unease. 
 
    “Wait to hear from the others, and wait for everyone to arrive.” 
 
    As if on cue, some more Pack members exited the tree line, their movements quick and tense as they headed to the lodge. 
 
    “Is it a smart move keeping everyone altogether like this?” Brian asked softly. 
 
    “We need to be able to keep an eye on everyone, and have look outs set up around the lodge. We’ll be safer together than split up. If they’re intent to hurt the Pack and they’ve got guns, they could pick us off one by one. Together is our best bet,” I said, believing firmly in my choice. 
 
    Brian just nodded, and I lurched forward when more men trickled through the tree line. I’d get some look outs set up and scouts. The Pryce Pack being nearby was also a bonus, but I couldn’t put everything on them. My people needed to help too. 
 
    We’d get through this. 
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    Nathan. 
 
      
 
    The first few cabins I searched with Lawrence and Jaye were dead ends, and Jace, Neema and Chris called through to inform us that the two cabins they’d checked were useless too. 
 
    Neema was with us on our cabin search since the questioning with Mathew was not going too well. Carlos was taking over, and I wasn’t sure we’d return home to a living captive. But if Neema hadn’t gotten the information from him, I doubt anyone could. 
 
    Sometimes I hated how loyal some ‘wolves could be. 
 
    “They have to be here,” Lawrence growled as he climbed back into the Jag, his green eyes flashing golden for a moment. 
 
    I could feel the waves of rage and uncertainty rolling off him, and I prayed we found them soon. Our Alpha was beyond stressed. Three missing she-wolves and his daughter a possible target was not sitting well with him. 
 
    “We still have two more cabins to search, same with the other three,” I reminded him. “We could still find them.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure splitting up had been the wisest decision by our Alpha tonight, but he was getting desperate. The longer they had our she-wolves, the less likely we’d get them back in one piece. That was normal police statistics. 
 
    The Jag rumbled to life as I bounced my foot, casting a weary look back at Jaye as he climbed into the backseat. 
 
    The phone sounded off and Lawrence cursed as he answered it. 
 
    His face moved to momentary concern as he spoke to Tay, a deep frown settling over his features as he nodded and swore. 
 
    From the sounds of things, they’d had the deserters attempt to cross the borders. Someone got hurt. 
 
    Lawrence ended the call before turning to glance between us. 
 
    “Two of the men tried to cross into the border, attacked one of the paid muscle. You two will join her and protect her once we finish searching these cabins,” he said, his mouth pulled up into a snarl. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we go now?” Jaye growled. 
 
    “No. Your loyalties lie with this Pack, and we need to find our women,” Lawrence barked, glaring hard at Jaye in the rearview mirror. 
 
    My stomach knotted in worry for Tay, but I had to remind myself she had Scott with her, and Ray. 
 
    Ray. The one who’d done so much to help her. 
 
    The one Scott told us was her newest interest. Our trio would become four. I’d been unhappy about it at first, but to be honest, he’d saved her. He’d put his life on the line to keep her safe. Why would I keep someone like that from Tay? Right now, she needed someone who’d die for her. 
 
    Jaye was not as enthused by the idea. Not that we could really stop Tay. If we gave her an ultimatum, him or us, we’d hurt her. And I didn’t want that. 
 
    We’d learned to all love and share her, what was one more going to do? 
 
    And he seemed like a nice guy, caring and sweet. I couldn’t hate someone who’d helped Tay, even if I was annoyed I hadn’t been able to. At least she’d had help. 
 
    The Jag lurched forward, and I flared my nostrils as I looked out the window at the towering pines. The moon was tucked away tonight, the cloudy sky plunging us into more darkness than I would’ve liked. 
 
    We drove in silence as we headed to the next cabin, and I stuck my head out the window, testing the air for any fresh scents as we drove. 
 
    A distinct ‘wolf smell hit me and I barked at Lawrence to stop. 
 
    “I can smell ‘wolves here,” I growled, knowing my eyes were flickering yellow as I drew in the array of scents. 
 
    She-wolves too. I could barely make out their distinct scents, but the women had been here. And recently. 
 
    “We go the rest of the way on foot. We need to be careful. I’ll call the others, tell them to meet us here,” Lawrence instructed as he whipped out his phone. 
 
    I exited the car, testing the cool night air as it pricked my bare arms. I scolded myself for not putting on a long-sleeved shirt, instead opting for a black tee and jeans. 
 
    “How fresh do you think it is?” Jaye growled as he joined me on my side of the vehicle. 
 
    “Quite fresh. Last few hours,” I said as I peered through the pines. The dirt drive led up into the trees, weaving out of sight. Judging by the map in the car, it wasn’t a long walk to the cabin. 
 
    I eyed the surrounding area, searching for any peering eyes, but nothing made the back of my neck prickle. A werewolf trait, we could sense if we were being watched.  
 
    They didn’t know we were here. That was good. 
 
    “The others will be here shortly, we’ll wait for them. We don’t want to walk into a trap,” Lawrence said quietly as he walked around to us. 
 
    “Let’s hope the deserters are here too,” Jaye hissed as he crossed his arms, his brown hair falling into his frosty eyes. 
 
    I certainly hoped they were too. Then we could punish them for all the heartache they were causing. 
 
    And we’d make it safe for Tay and her new Pack too then. 
 
    Her new Pack. 
 
    The reminder that Tay was no longer one of us truly was a punch to the gut once more. Even if we were to successfully join the Packs, she’d have to remain on their territory to lead. And as Lawrence’s betas, we were bound to remain at his side by duty and loyalty. 
 
    We’d just gotten our sweet Tay back, and now she was gone again, slipping through our fingers. And for good. 
 
    Unless another Alpha challenged her, which I prayed would never happen. 
 
    So maybe Ray was a good thing. Lawrence had permitted us to visit her, but we couldn’t stay with her permanently. With Ray by her side, at least I could feel slightly at ease knowing she had someone willing to fight for her and protect her. 
 
    Even if he was just a young man with no fighting experience. 
 
    I scowled as we waited patiently for the others to arrive. 
 
    Ray would need some combat training. I’d make sure that would be a priority. 
 
    Hell, I’d train him myself, make sure he was worthy of being one of her men, one of us. 
 
    I focused as Chris’s truck rolled up the drive to meet us. He shut off the lights and engine before climbing out with Jace and Neema. Carlos, Beth’s father and Mary’s mate, had demanded to come, but he was better off managing the affairs of the Pack. I hadn’t agreed with Lawrence on that call, but he believed Carlos would be too hot-headed and unpredictable to bring along, especially since it was his whole family. Jace, on the other hand, had been allowed to come and search for his mate. He was more laid back and quiet, and I doubted he’d do anything reckless that could risk Bianca’s safety. 
 
    Jace looked relieved but horrified as well when he caught Bianca’s scent, his whole body tensing as he drew in the air. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Lawrence ordered, and our small group began the careful walk to the cabin. 
 
    We fanned out, splitting into three pairs to scout the area, their scents growing stronger. 
 
    A faint flicker of light through the trees alerted me to the cabin, and I kept to the shadows with Chris by my side. 
 
    “Their scents are here, but they’re not current,” Chris murmured as we crouched down behind some bushes. The cabin was set in a small clearing before us, no vehicle in sight. Just a lone lantern, the flame flickering through the window. 
 
    I sighed in agreement, and I spied movement on the far side of the cabin. Lawrence was making the approach with Jaye. 
 
    We moved off, circling to the front of the cabin, and when we were satisfied the deserters weren’t here, Lawrence led the way to the front door. 
 
    He tested it, growling when it was obviously locked. 
 
    I glanced over at Jaye and Jace, at their stony, rigid expressions. 
 
    The she-wolves scents were strong here, along with the men.  
 
    “I sense one presence inside,” Lawrence hissed. 
 
    Right. Alpha senses were keener than ours. 
 
    Neema stepped forward, raising an eyebrow at her brother before he stepped aside with a huff. 
 
    Neema pulled out a small case, and I watched in surprise as she pulled out some lock-picking tools. 
 
    We could’ve just smashed a window or knocked the door down. 
 
    She was quick, her movements precise and skilled as she picked the lock in only a moment. 
 
    She moved aside as the door swung open, and I drew in Bianca’s fresh scent. 
 
    And blood. 
 
    “Bee!” Jace lurched forward, and Lawrence made no attempt to stop him. He must have been sure of his belief that there was only one person here, and judging by the scent, it was Bianca. 
 
    I waited until Lawrence and Neema had entered the cabin before following with Chris and Jaye. 
 
    What we found brought a small sense of relief to me. 
 
    Bianca was chained to the far wall, naked and bloody, but alive. Jace was murmuring assurances to her as she cried, and Neema got started on the locks on her chains. 
 
    “They were here recently,” Chris remarked as he eyed the abandoned coffee mugs on the wooden table.  
 
    I could smell the coffee too, not too old, but not hot anymore either. A few hours old. 
 
    “Bianca, you’re safe,” Lawrence murmured as he knelt down beside Jace as Neema got her locks undone. 
 
    Bianca threw herself in Jace’s arms, crying and clinging to him as he stroked her messy, dark hair. 
 
    “I know you’re upset, and things have been bad, but I need to know. Where’s Mary and Beth?” Lawrence asked, ignoring the dark look from Jace. 
 
    Bianca sobbed and sniffled as she tried to pull herself together, and Lawrence refrained from demanding answers. We were all worried, desperate to know where the other two were. 
 
    “They took them. They took both the trucks, they said they were going to kill the new Alpha. Said she ruined their way of life, took everything from them.They had guns too, hunting rifles,” Bianca sobbed, thanking Jaye as he handed her a blanket he’d pulled off one of the beds. 
 
    “Did they hurt the others?” Lawrence murmured as she wrapped the blanket around herself. 
 
    “They wanted to have Beth, so Mary and I agreed to… satisfy them, willingly, to keep them from hurting her. They still hit her though,” Bianca said through gritted teeth, shooting Jace a pained, apologetic look. 
 
    He growled but pulled her close, clutching her like he thought she’d vanish from his sight. 
 
    “Those bastards,” Jace snarled. “We’ll kill them for touching you.” 
 
    “I’ll call Tay, give her the heads up,” Lawrence said as he stood up. 
 
    “Jaye, Nathan, you guys take Chris’s truck and head over there. Neema, you go too,” Lawrence said as he raised his phone to his ear. 
 
    “What about me?” Chris asked, his lip pulling back in a displeased scowl. 
 
    “We need to take Bianca home, then I want you to bring men back to help out,” Lawrence stated. 
 
    Chris just nodded, but he did not look happy with the decision. 
 
    Lawrence waved us off as he started talking to Tay, and I shot Bianca a sad look before Chris passed me his keys. 
 
    Jace helped Bianca to the bed, holding her all wrapped in her blanket, stroking her face. 
 
    All I could think about was young Beth, and what they might do to her. 
 
    And Taylor. 
 
    She needed us right now. They intended to kill her. 
 
    The thought made me growl as I stormed out to Chris’s truck, Jaye fuming beside me as he climbed into the passenger seat. 
 
    They were going to die tonight. All of them. There was no question about it. 
 
    Neema climbed into the backseat and we took off, the truck sliding out on the dirt as I spun it around. 
 
    I reminded myself that Tay had Scott and the Pryce Pack with her, that she was well guarded now. 
 
    And yet I couldn’t shake the unease in my gut. 
 
    I needed to get there, and fast. 
 
    Taylor was in real danger now. 
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    Ray. 
 
      
 
    I was glad I’d parked my truck just a few yards from the lodge as Scott and two Pryce Pack members hurried after me. Uncertainty washed through me as I worried about the couple up near Firestone Ridge. Fiona and David were a sweet couple who I’d known since the day I was born, and their two sons, Quinn and John, had been good friends of mine growing up. 
 
    I just hoped they were fast asleep, unaware that we were trying to contact them. I was eternally grateful that Taylor had made sure to hand out all the satellite phones to the families until a cell tower was put in.  
 
    My old truck sputtered to life as the Pryce boys climbed into the tray, and then I took off, the old truck bouncing along the track that led into the mountains. 
 
    I glanced over at Scott, who sat stiffly as he stared hard out the windscreen. 
 
    “Taylor will be okay. She’s got a fair few of the Pack coming soon, and the remaining members of the Pryce Pack are just outside,” I murmured, trying to reassure myself as well. 
 
    The men who’d deserted our Pack were those that ran with Richard. Cruel, nasty men whom I’d had the displeasure of knowing. They’d goaded me into coming on a hunting trip with them all a few times, and I hated every foul minute of it. They were despicable men who thought women were nothing but things to be used. Not to be treasured and respected like I’d been raised to believe. 
 
    And I certainly didn’t doubt their ability to kill Tay, especially if they had guns. 
 
    I just hoped that she had enough protection right now. 
 
    I was torn as to whether I wanted to be by her side or checking on the couple I’d known my entire life. They’d been wonderful to Tay when she met them, giving her iced tea and relishing Richard’s end. They were pleased with the change, and wanted to support Taylor in her new role as Alpha. 
 
    Something niggled inside me, a feeling of despair and unease. Something was wrong, even if I tried to tell myself it was nothing.  
 
    Everyone knew to keep their satellite phones handy due to the deserters, and yet Fiona and David weren’t answering.  
 
    I pushed harder on the accelerator as we moved into the slopes up the mountain, my old truck struggling and groaning at the climb. 
 
    “Something’s wrong about this,” Scott mumbled as he glared forward. 
 
    The headlights were lighting up the old worn track, but with the moon clouded over, it was the only source of light tonight for us. 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. But hearing Scott feeling my same concerns only worsened the fear inside me for Fiona and David. 
 
    “When we get close, we should continue on foot,” Scott stated. 
 
    I just nodded, focused on the steep roads as we chugged up into the mountains. 
 
    We drove in silence for a while, the only sound was the groaning of my old truck, a hand-me-down from my father. He’d had this truck since I was a boy, and when I’d turned eighteen, he’d given it to me. Not that I actually had a license to drive. Very few members of the Pack had licenses as Richard didn’t allow us off the ranch. Only a select few, so there was no way for us to get our licenses. 
 
    I pulled up at the end of the dirt drive leading to Fiona and David’s old cabin, shutting the engine off as I flicked my headlights off. 
 
    The pines towered around us ominously, and when I climbed out, the utter silence that surrounded us made the hair on my neck stand up. 
 
    This definitely didn’t feel right. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” one of the Pryce men asked as the pair climbed out of the back.  
 
    He had on oversized grey jeans and a leather vest over his grey tee, while his companion had on frayed blue jeans and a leather jacket that was zipped up. He also had a black bandanna hiding his hair from view. 
 
    Nate and Aaron were their names if I was correct. Aaron was the slimmer man with the baggy jeans, while Nate wore the bandanna. 
 
    “We go on foot, stay alert and be on guard. It’s highly possible that they’ve been targeted by the deserters,” Scott said softly as he glanced around the towering pines. 
 
    An owl hooted overhead, and I shoved my hands into my pockets as an uneasy shiver coursed through me. The air was cooler up here on the mountainside, and I wished I’d grabbed a jacket on the way up. At least my werewolf heat would help, we burned hotter than humans. 
 
    Aaron and Nate nodded, and I didn’t object when Scott led the way. 
 
    We trudged up the drive, my breath coming out in smoky puffs before my face. I listened keenly for any telltale sounds, but the only thing that reached my ears was the odd scurry of a small animal in the underbrush. 
 
    Scott remained silent as he signaled for us to fan out when the drive came to a bend. 
 
    Further up, the cabin could be seen through the pines thanks to the lights on inside the home. 
 
    Aaron and Nate moved off noiselessly into the trees, and I stayed low as I followed Scott along the edge of the tree line. 
 
    The cabin was quiet, no laughter or soft chatter. But as we drew near, I hissed at Scott. 
 
    The deserters.  
 
    I could smell them strongly here. 
 
    Scott just nodded back at me as he moved silently, trying to glimpse through the window from our position behind the tree line. 
 
    A glint caught my eye from the corner of the cabin, and as I tried to make out what it was, a chill shook me as I turned to Scott with panic. 
 
    I barely even opened my mouth as the shot rang out and Scott roared in agony as he fell to the ground. 
 
    “Scott!” I snarled as I clambered over to him, using my full strength to yank him behind the cover of the pines he’d just been peering out of. 
 
    The coppery scent of blood filled my nostrils as Scott snarled and cursed in my arms. 
 
    The bullet had penetrated his shoulder, and judging by the sizzling flesh, it was a silver bullet. 
 
    Another shot fired, and I cringed as it took a chunk of wood from the pines we were hiding behind. 
 
    More shots followed, and I cowered down with Scott, locked into our position as gunfire rained around us. 
 
    “Those bastards,” Scott groaned as he held his shoulder, the sizzling sound sickening me to my core. 
 
    I sensed them coming our way, their guns pointed and at the ready. 
 
    Scott gave me a broken look, and then it hardened. 
 
    “Ray, run,” he growled. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here,” I hissed back. 
 
    Besides, I couldn’t outrun a bullet. 
 
    “Tay needs to be protected,” he hissed, crunching footsteps hurrying our way. 
 
    I nodded, understanding now. He was willing to die to protect her. 
 
    Too bad I didn’t get the chance to run. 
 
    Before I even got to my feet, two men had rounded the pines, their rifle barrels pointed at us. 
 
    The taller man laughed darkly as his gleaming yellow eyes fell on me. 
 
    “Well, well, if it isn’t the traitor,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Pearse,” I growled, feeling Scott stiffen as he refrained from groaning from his injury. 
 
    “It’s your fault that Richard is gone,” the smaller man spat. Caleb was his name, a balding man with fists like a pro boxer. I only knew that thanks to the women on the receiving end of them. 
 
    I didn’t say a word as Pearse knelt down before me. I considered if I’d be able to take him on, somehow get the gun from him and take on Caleb. But with Scott wounded, I was on my own to fight. And that thought was squashed when Gary, one of the other deserters, joined them. 
 
    “There were two others, outsiders, they fled once you two started shooting,” Gary sneered, his dark hair done up in a ponytail.  
 
    The Pryce boys had abandoned us. 
 
    No. That wouldn’t be true, they were warriors, true fighters. My guess was that they were reporting to Tay on the turn of events. They probably knew they were outnumbered and out-gunned. 
 
    Hell, we shouldn’t have come here without our own weapons, but there weren’t many weapons on the ranch. The odd ‘wolf had a hunting rifle, but we did most of our hunting in ‘wolf form. We had no need for weapons. 
 
    “So this is the one who helped out the she-wolf too, from her Pack,” Pearse mused as he eyed Scott. He smirked as he prodded Scott’s hand over his injury with his rifle. “Hope that fucking hurts.” 
 
    “I’ve had worse,” Scott said, and then he did something I knew he’d regret. 
 
    He spat on Pearse’s boots. 
 
    This earned him the butt of the rifle to his head, slamming him against the pine and splitting his eyebrow open. 
 
    “Get them inside, chain ‘em up too. We’ve got some fun to have,” Pearse chuckled as he stood back up. 
 
    Gary knelt down, and I dare not move as Caleb pointed a rifle at my head. 
 
    “We’ve got a satellite phone,” Gary said as he yanked the phone from my pocket. 
 
     My stomach dropped at this, and Scott groaned as he clutched his shoulder, but I knew it wasn’t from his injury. 
 
    We had Tay’s number on speed dial. 
 
    And Pearse was beyond thrilled to discover that as he took the phone and checked it. 
 
    “Well, well, looks like our little bitch will be in for a fun surprise,” Pearse clucked. 
 
    Gary hefted me to my feet, and as he rounded me around the pines towards the cabin, I spied Quentin, the fourth man. So the two down on the Southern border had regrouped and were here too. At least, I could only assume the fifth, Jared, was here too. 
 
    I didn’t fight them, knowing full well I’d wind up dead if I did. I needed to bide my time, to find a way to deal with this mess. 
 
    Scott snarled and groaned as he was heaved to his feet as well, and then we were both being marched into Fiona and David’s cabin. 
 
    Inside, the smell of blood hit me and my stomach knotted as I flicked my eyes around, searching desperately for the cause of it. 
 
    I withheld the groan of sorrow as I spied David. 
 
    He lay by the kitchen counter, blood pooled around his head. 
 
    But he was dead. That much was obvious. Especially considering there was a bloody bullet hole in his forehead. 
 
    I heard a muffled cry and turned towards the bedroom. 
 
    Through the doorway I could see Fiona, gagged and naked on the floor, her hands bound up behind her to the end of the iron-framed bed. 
 
    A teen girl was beside her, thankfully in underwear, her blonde hair a mess as she clenched her eyes shut. 
 
    And Jared was on the bed, having his way with the third woman, grunting and moaning as he pounded into her. 
 
    I averted my eyes, but Scott growled behind me as he glimpsed through the doorway. 
 
    “You should recognize those two, they’re from your Pack,” Pearse chuckled. “The mother is a good fuck, we’ve held off on the girl. Inexperienced women aren’t as much fun, but now that you’re here, well, we can make an exception,” he smirked as he sank into a chair at the kitchen table. 
 
    Scott tugged against his captor, but Caleb snapped at him and dug his fingers into Scott’s bullet wound, causing him to hiss and snarl in pain. 
 
    Jared’s grunts intensified, and he snarled and slapped the woman he was on top of as he came. 
 
    “You done in there?” Pearse called out as he took a swig of beer. 
 
    “Yeah,” was the grunted reply as Jared zipped up his pants. 
 
    I managed to glance back at Scott who was fuming as he glared through the doorway. 
 
    A woman’s cry and whimpers reached us and I gritted my teeth While I heard Jared tug the woman off the bed. 
 
    She hit the floor with a harsh thud as he moved her to what I assumed was her position at the end of the bed with the other two. 
 
    I wanted to console Fiona, to apologize and comfort her now that poor David had passed. 
 
    I could only imagine how broken she was, knowing her mate was lying dead just one room over. 
 
    “So, you caught the traitor and his friend?” Jared sighed as he exited the room. 
 
    Scott glared daggers at him, a rage burning within his eyes as he stared at the man. 
 
    “Yep, chain them up in the bedroom. We have a phone call to make,” Pearse instructed. 
 
    Gary shoved me hard towards the bedroom, and I gave Fiona a pained, sorrowful look as she caught my eyes. Those hazel eyes looked so lost and defeated. It killed me inside to see her like that, helpless, naked, and bound to the bed with wire. 
 
    While her mate lay dead on the kitchen floor. 
 
    I was marched around the bed and shoved up against the wall by the bedhead. 
 
    Gary’s arm dug into my back as he held me there, and then I heard the rattle of chains as one of the other men followed him in.  
 
    I did as told, allowing Quentin to chain me to the bedhead as I sat awkwardly on the floor, jammed against the bedside table and the edge of the bed. My arms were pulled up behind me in an uncomfortable, almost painful way as the chains were locked with a padlock. 
 
    Then he was helping Caleb with Scott, chaining him in the same fashion to the other side of the bedhead. 
 
    I carefully tested my bound hands, but they were done up tight, some of the chain pinching my wrists when I shifted to make myself more comfortable. Guess comfort wasn’t their priority. 
 
    And then we were left, the door shutting behind Caleb as he sneered at us one last time. 
 
    “Mary, Beth, you okay?” Scott whispered as he tested his chains as well, tugging at them. This resulted in a pained hiss as his shoulder sizzled from the movement. Silver poisoning would occur pretty soon if we didn’t get him help. He’d grow weaker and more useless if we didn’t think of a way out of this, and soon. 
 
    “No,” was Beth’s choked reply, her voice strangled. Her voice softened as she shuffled on the floor. “Mom, are you okay?” she murmured. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, we’ll be fine,” Mary rasped, and the sound made me picture ugly bruises around her neck. Much like Tay had had after her mating ceremony with Richard. 
 
    The thought made me pull against my restraints, anger boiling within. 
 
    “Please tell me you have others coming?” Mary murmured. 
 
    “Yes,” Scott growled, and I could picture him gritting his teeth against the pain. 
 
    “Fiona? I’m so sorry,” I said quietly, just able to see Fiona’s feet at the end of the bed from this angle. She was the closest to me, but she made no reply as she just huddled against the bed-frame. 
 
    “Is Tay okay?” Mary hissed as voices rose up outside in the main kitchen and dining area. 
 
    “She’s okay, for now,” I answered when Scott made no indication of doing so. I could sense the pain and uneasiness in him. The silver was now taking effect, and poisoning would happen within half an hour. After that, he would be able to barely move let alone fight. 
 
    I strained my head back at an odd angle to get a look at my chains. They were done up under an iron bar, so there was no lifting myself straight over the top. They weren’t that stupid, sadly. 
 
    Shifting into wolf form would result in a broken front leg, so that was not an option either. 
 
    “They were hoping she’d come up to check on us,” Fiona finally spoke, her voice low and monotone. 
 
    I froze at Fiona’s soft words. 
 
    David had died in order to draw Taylor out. 
 
    The thought crushed me, of the guilt it brought, and what it would do to Taylor. She’d blame herself for it. 
 
    Fiona said nothing else to indicate any feelings towards Tay, and I shifted myself to peer over the bed at Scott, who had his arms crossed uncomfortably over his head, chained to the bed. 
 
    “Got any ideas to get out of this?” I hissed. 
 
    “Wait,” he mumbled, sweat beading on his forehead as he managed to look back at me, his eyes bloodshot and strained. “Pryce Pack will get help.” 
 
    Obviously, but would it come soon enough? 
 
    I focused on trying to hear the muffled words through the door, to see just what the deserters were planning. 
 
    I ignored the nagging feeling of uncertainty and fear, pushing aside thoughts of them marching in here and executing us. 
 
    No. They wanted to use us. 
 
    They wanted to hurt Tay, and we were all just tools in doing that. 
 
    I stiffened as the bedroom door swung open and Pearse marched in with an ugly sneer. 
 
    I grimaced at the sight of my phone, raised to his ear as he strode around the bed to Scott. 
 
    "We've got this sack shit chained up, we may have shot the bastard too," Pearse stated as Caleb followed him and snickered. Pearse knelt down before Scott, cocking his head at his hostage. 
 
    "Say hi to your slut," Pearse barked as he thrust the phone into Scott's face. 
 
    I struggled to keep peering over the bed, but I could see Scott's defiant look as he kept his mouth shut. 
 
    "Caleb," Pearse sighed as he beckoned his companion over. "Make this 'wolf yelp." 
 
    Caleb grinned gleefully as he knelt down, patting Scott's cheek harshly as Scott glowered at him. 
 
    "Cry little 'wolf," he said in a singsong voice as he jammed his fingers into the sizzling flesh of Scott's shoulder. 
 
    Scott snarled and cried out as he struggled to back away from the pressure in his wound. The sound of his flesh burning made me shudder, a chill creeping through me as I imagined the pain he must be feeling. 
 
    "Poisoning will set in soon, bitch. So you best get that precious little ass up here. Your life for theirs, and if you're quick, maybe Ray will still be alive by the time you get here," Pearse arched an eyebrow as he turned his attention to me. 
 
    I grimaced at the dark look in his eye as he stood up. So I was the one they really wanted to hurt. I guess I should’ve known that, since I betrayed Richard. 
 
    "We've got lookouts and guns, so you come alone, got it?" Pearse snapped into the receiver. "We sense anyone else with you, and we fuck the young bitch and then slit her throat," Pearse said as he rounded the bed and stroked Beth's head. She growled at him but then whimpered as he caught her face in his free hand and forced her to look up at him. 
 
    "She's a pretty little thing. Maybe we'll have some fun with her while we wait," he suggested as he crouched down. 
 
    "Please," Mary begged as she tried to shield Beth with her body. It was hard to see exactly what was going on as I could only see the tops of their heads over the bed, but I could safely guess at what was happening. 
 
    "Such a good mother, sacrificing herself for her daughter. I always love it when they do that," Pearse sighed happily, taking pleasure in how Beth squirmed as he kissed her forehead. 
 
    Rage prickled my skin as I pulled against my chains, barely containing the growl at the back of my throat. 
 
    "See you soon," Pearse smiled as he clicked the phone off. "Looks like she'll be coming soon," he said as he straightened and looked over at me. He gave me a satisfied smirk as he patted Fiona on the head. 
 
    “Sorry about Dave, but he fought back. I told him not too,” Pearse sighed, like it was truly David’s fault. 
 
    Fiona whimpered as she turned away from him, and he just clucked his tongue. 
 
    "I can't wait to slide into that bitch, I've never fucked an Alpha," Caleb mused as he grinned at me. 
 
    This time the growl rumbled through my chest, and Caleb chuckled as he walked over. 
 
    "Don't worry. We'll let you watch as we take turns with that whore, and then we'll smash her head in. Justice served for our one true Alpha," Caleb murmured as he knelt down before me. 
 
    "Richard was no Alpha," I spat. I kicked out hard, my boot crunching into Caleb's knee and making him yelp as he crumpled to the floor before me. I'd put as much power as I could muster into that blow, and I sure as hell hoped I'd done damage. 
 
    "Maybe Ray won't be alive by the time she gets here," Pearse suggested as he just looked down at Caleb with a displeased look as he nursed his knee. 
 
    Caleb shot me a furious look as he scrambled closer, and I snarled as he unsheathed a silver blade from his belt. 
 
    I kicked out, struggling to keep him away, but with my arms tied up behind my head, there was little I could do to defend myself. 
 
    Caleb's eyes flickered yellow as he lurched forward, using his legs to pin my own down. 
 
    I snarled and bared my elongated fangs, snapping at him in hopes I'd catch him, maybe his arm or even his neck if I could reach it. I'd rip it wide open so that he'd bleed out on the floor. 
 
    The knife plunged into my shoulder as we struggled, and I cried out as the silver blade seared my flesh, fire and ice coursing through me as my body seized up. 
 
    Caleb scrambled off me, smirking as the hilt of the blade jutted from my shoulder as I hissed and gritted my teeth against the pain. 
 
    "Maybe I'll let you sit like that for a while before I cut your dick off, how's that sound?" Caleb growled as he used the bed to help him climb to his feet. He scowled as he limped away, and I took what little pleasure I could in knowing I'd hurt him. Too bad my injury was far worse. 
 
    I groaned and squeezed my eyes shut as Pearse strode out and closed the bedroom door.  
 
    Blood oozed and sizzled from my wound, and I bit my lip to keep from cursing and crying out. 
 
    "Hurts like a bitch doesn't it?" Scott managed a sharp laugh followed by a hiss. 
 
    I would have commended him for his attempt to make light of the situation if I wasn't in excruciating pain. 
 
    I held still, every movement sending blinding pain through me as the knife sizzled and burned my flesh. 
 
    I wanted to yank my arms down and tear the blade out, but that was impossible. 
 
    All I could do was wait. 
 
    Wait for Tay to come, or for them to kill me. 
 
    Tay wouldn't just waltz in knowing full well it was a trap. They'd given her rules, but they didn't know that Neema was probably already with her. They'd have a plan to handle this carefully. 
 
    And I sure as hell hoped that I didn't get my dick cut off in the meantime. 
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    Jaye. 
 
      
 
    I sat in the car with Nathan while Neema sat in the backseat. I glared at the road as the old truck rounded the corners, my inner 'wolf howling inside. These deserters were after Tay, and they intended to kill her. God knows what they wanted to do to her beforehand though. 
 
    I growled softly at that thought. I'd kill them before they even got close to her. 
 
    I'd never let someone hurt her like Richard had. 
 
    I’d make sure of it. 
 
    I intended to speak with Lawrence about stepping down from my prized position of beta to be by her side instead. So I could protect her and provide for her. 
 
    This thing with Ray was mildly frustrating, as things were working fine before. But he had saved her and taken care of her, which Nathan and Scott made sure to point out. 
 
    It still didn't mean I was enthused by his new place with us at Tay's side. I wasn't even sure I fully trusted him, even if he'd taken on Richard for her. 
 
    But I was told I had trust issues. 
 
    "She'll be fine, she's got the Pack there, she's got Scott," Neema assured us. 
 
    I glanced over at Nathan, at the vein jumping in his jaw and at the white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. 
 
    We could only relax once we knew for sure. 
 
    Tay was a good fighter, but she couldn't dodge bullets. 
 
    We drove in silence for what felt like forever, the only sound was the tires on the asphalt and the truck groaning with each rising crest. Why Chris had such a useless truck was beyond me as it struggled with the slightest of slopes. He could easily upgrade, the Pack funds could afford it and it’d be a hell of a lot better to have. 
 
    As we reached the main road into the ranch, Neema's phone sounded off, blaring into the tense silence like an ugly parrot. 
 
    "Hey Tay, everything okay?" Neema asked as she sat back in her seat with the phone pressed against her ear. 
 
    I glanced back at her, my stomach churning as she scowled, her eyes narrowing as she listened to Tay. 
 
    “All right. Just stay calm, we're about ten minutes away,” she said, shooting me a worried look. 
 
    Great. Just fucking great. Of course something was wrong. 
 
    "What's going on?" I asked instantly, clenching my fists as my mind jumped to the deserters. Were they attacking the lodge? 
 
    “Scott? Shit, okay. They’ve got Beth and Mary too,” Neema gritted her teeth as Tay’s muffled voice came through the phone. 
 
    "You can't go up there alone. They'll kill you," Neema hissed, cutting Tay off. 
 
    "Whatever it is, wait for us!" Nathan called over his shoulder. 
 
    “I know you’re worried for them, but that’s what they want. They want to hurt you Tay, make you suffer. If you go up there, I can’t even imagine what they have planned,” Neema’s voice rose as she tried to talk Tay out of doing something stupid. 
 
    Nathan shot me a frustrated look. How we both wanted to know what the hell was going on. 
 
    I bit my tongue from snapping at Neema to share with us what the hell was happening. 
 
    “Tay, please wait, we can figure something out, we need to think about this, how best to approach this so no one gets hurt,” Neema tried to reason. 
 
    I could just picture Tay stressing out, freaking over what was the right call. From the sounds of it, the deserters were holding Scott and the women, demanding some kind of trade perhaps.  
 
    How’d they even get their hands on Scott? 
 
    “Fuck!” Neema growled as she tossed the phone on the seat beside her. “She hung up.” 
 
    “What’s going on?!” I demanded answers as Nathan growled softly. 
 
    “They’ve got Scott and Ray, along with Beth, Mary, and a couple who owned the cabin they took over. They’ve shot Scott with a silver bullet and are planning to kill Ray. They want her to go alone to meet them. They’ve got guns and lookouts, and they’ve threatened to kill Beth if she doesn’t go alone,” Neema said, exasperated as she ran a hand through her short hair and huffed. 
 
    “She better not fucking go, they’ll string her up,” Nathan snarled. 
 
    “Scott will suffer from poisoning soon if he doesn’t get help. She’s worried for him and Beth, they’ve threatened to hurt her,” Neema said as Nathan slammed his foot on the accelerator. “Not to mention they’ve stated they want to kill Ray for his treachery.” 
 
    I clung to the door as the truck lurched forward, my nails lengthening into claws as panic washed over me momentarily. 
 
    Tay could be reckless. And these men had guns. They’d kill her with ease, even if she’d done all that Huntress training. 
 
    “Where is she going? We have to stop her, she’ll die if she goes,” I barked, my wolf howling for release. I could feel it churning and flailing inside me, begging to take over, seeping through a little. 
 
    Why would Tay do something so stupid? 
 
    No, I knew why. Tay would not let others suffer for her. She was no coward, and she wouldn’t let others take the fall for her. She couldn’t just sit by while Scott suffered, and she wouldn’t let anyone suffer the same fate she had. Especially not Beth. 
 
    Those bastards. Fuck, I’d kill them once we got there. They’d hurt Bianca, and Mary. And who knows if they’d hurt Beth. 
 
    “She said Fiona and David’s place. Apparently it’s up near Firestone Ridge, I should be able to get us there, I studied the map a fair bit, there’s only one cabin up that way,” Neema said as she chewed her lip. “I’m calling Lawrence, he needs to know about this.” 
 
    I cursed as Neema snatched up her phone and dialed quickly. 
 
    I ignored her conversation with Lawrence, my mind focused on Tay. What was she planning to do? Just march in there alone? 
 
    They’d have their way with her first like the sick bastards they were. They’d fuck her and slice her up, taking their sweet time and savoring it, probably making Scott and the women watch. 
 
    My stomach dropped as I realized that could be her plan. Distract them while the cavalry arrived. 
 
    “Have you got the Pryce Pack number?” I asked as I swiveled in my seat once Neema had ended her conversation with Lawrence. From the barks through the phone, he was mighty pissed. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll get them to head up there too. Ask for them to round up any guns they can find. We need to do this right and with no casualties,” Neema said as she punched in another number. 
 
    Guns. We needed them. Why ‘wolves still stuck to the old ways was beyond me. We needed to evolve with the times. 
 
    “I hope Scott’s okay, and Ray,” Nathan murmured as he focused on the road. 
 
    “Well, he was shot,” I said sarcastically, my yellow eyes glinting back at me in the side mirror as I glared out the window. 
 
    We’d come to one of the gates, manned by whom I assumed was a Pryce Pack member considering he wore a big leather jacket. Neema had told us about these muscle for hire ‘wolves. Good fighters apparently. 
 
    Neema rolled down the window as Nathan slowed enough for her to call out to the man. 
 
    He nodded and opened the gate for us, and we floored it through, gravel and dirt flying up behind us. 
 
    I bit my lip, my lengthened canines piercing through and drawing blood. Not that I cared right now. 
 
    My only concern was Tay. 
 
    And tearing those motherfuckers to pieces. 
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    My heart shattered when the man who called himself Pearce called through on Ray’s phone. 
 
    Scott’s cries had crushed me, and then I heard Beth and Mary. 
 
    I couldn’t let them get hurt. Not on my account. 
 
    I pursed my lips as tears stung my eyes, and Brian gave me a concerned look, one that turned to fury and uncertainty as he pieced together what was going on. 
 
    Pearce had made his demands before hanging up, and I had little choice left. 
 
    “Shit, what do we do?” Brian murmured as I dropped my arm to my side, the phone like a frozen brick in my hand. 
 
    “I go to them, or they die,” I murmured, hating the defeat in my voice. 
 
    Even if I went up there with the entire Pack behind me, people would die. 
 
    They had guns, and not just that, they had silver bullets too. 
 
    And Scott would succumb to poisoning soon if left untreated. 
 
    “They’ll kill you, and how do you know they’ll even let the others go?” Brian said as he gave me a bewildered look. 
 
    “I have to trust they will. I don’t doubt they’ll kill them if I don’t go,” I said. But my voice sounded distant, like I wasn’t even fully there now. I was too worried, scared for the others. 
 
    All I was thinking was of how all this started. How Richard had demanded me to be his mate. 
 
    Now those I loved had their lives on the line. 
 
    “They’ll usurp you and take your title, then this Pack is back to square one,” Brian snarled, disbelieving that I was actually considering this. 
 
    “No. My father would not allow it. As the Area Enforcer, he’d make sure things were set right,” I said firmly. My father would avenge me, as well as my boys. 
 
    But was I really ready to die? 
 
    To trade my life? 
 
    Beth’s sweet face, her vibrant laughter as she watched the kids play on the Fundays, it rang through my mind clear as a bell. 
 
    I’d not let such a sweet, innocent girl die. 
 
    “You shouldn’t go alone. Have backup ready, call them in when it’s clear,” Brian suggested, but I just shook my head. 
 
    “They’ll kill them if they sense I’m not alone.” 
 
    I raised the phone, dialing my Aunt. If anyone could come to my rescue unseen, it was her. I’d let her know what was going on, and pray she’d make it in time. 
 
    I’d fight if I could, but I doubted they’d let their guards down. They’d use my friends and lovers as insurance. 
 
    I couldn’t see any other way this could play out. 
 
    Neema was not impressed, and grew agitated as I tried to explain to her why I had to go. Time was of the essence, and I was out of it. 
 
    I ended up switching the phone off as she was still trying to plead with me to wait. 
 
    At least she knew now, and she’d come. 
 
    I just hoped that wasn’t a mistake. 
 
    “Did you bring your car?” I asked as I turned to Brian. He scowled and glared out into the darkness as he sighed. 
 
    “It’s over behind the trees. I still think this is stupid.” 
 
    “They’ve got Ray, Fiona, and David. If I do nothing, they all die,” I reminded him. 
 
    His shoulders sagged, and he nodded solemnly, understanding my issue. 
 
    “I’ll leave you my phone, call the Patrol. John and Quinn deserve to know about their parents. Tell them what’s going on though,” I said as I offered him my phone. 
 
    “Okay,” he mumbled as he accepted the phone. “Good luck.” 
 
    I nodded, turning back towards the lodge and biting my lip. 
 
    Should I tell Regina of the change of plans? Should I tell her about Ray? 
 
    No. She was resting with Ruben, and I’d only worry her madly. I would handle this. 
 
    “Can I have your keys?” 
 
      
 
    Brian’s clunky old 4x4 rumbled and sputtered as I climbed the steep slopes to Fiona and David’s cabin. My heart hammered in my chest, and adrenaline coursed through me, making me shift and flex my fingers with pent up energy. 
 
    I hoped Ray was okay. They’d threatened to kill him first. Surely they didn’t mean that, he was a bargaining chip after all. 
 
    But so were the others. 
 
    My heart choked in my throat as the old cruiser struggled with the climb. 
 
    Hell, I wasn’t too far off, it’d be faster on foot now. 
 
    I pulled off the road and pulled the handbrake on hard, cursing the old hunk of junk as I abandoned it. 
 
    Then I was running, pumping my legs as I followed the old worn track, thoughts of Richard atop me and of Scott and Ray covered in blood filling my mind. 
 
    I couldn’t lose them. 
 
    I wouldn’t. 
 
    Beth couldn’t suffer the same way I had. 
 
    The pines flew by me, and I was vaguely aware that my newfound power was assisting me in this mad dash. I was sprinting faster than ever before. 
 
    But I was more focused on what lay in wait for me. 
 
    The cabin came into view as I rounded the next bend, and I stumbled and came to a stop as a shout rose up. 
 
    “Hold it right there, bitch!” 
 
    I instinctively held my hands up non-threateningly as I searched for the owner of the voice. My keen eyes tracked over the pines and along the porch. 
 
    There, in the window, masked by a curtain as the barrel of his rifle sat on the windowsill, pointed at me. 
 
    “I came alone,” I called out. 
 
    No response greeted me, but I dare not move. I remained frozen in place, taut and on edge as I drew in the cool night air in steadying breaths. 
 
    Was Ray okay? What about Scott? Mary, and Beth? Fiona, David?  
 
    I wanted to demand answers, but I was in no place for that. 
 
    I sensed the presence behind me moments before he stepped into the clearing and called out. 
 
    “She’s alone!” was the shout from behind me as the man trudged up, his heavy boots crunching on the rocky drive. 
 
    “Richard was planning on sharing you with us, until you fucked that up,” the man spat as he drew up behind me. 
 
    I turned my head to draw in his scent, but I was in the dark as to who he was. 
 
    Well, there went my belief that Richard wouldn’t have shared his mate. Glad that hadn’t come around.
I quivered as he jammed the barrel of a rifle into my lower back. 
 
    “Walk. Try anything and one of us will shoot you,” he growled. 
 
    A second man joined him from the shadows of the pines, and he took up a position on the porch as I was marched inside. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the scent of blood and death, and my chest tightened as my stomach flipped.  
 
    “Good job, Quentin.” 
 
    That voice I recognized, and I scowled as my eyes fell on the man seated at the table. A lanky man with an angular face, he made me think instantly of a putrid ghoul. 
 
    My eyes drifted past him to the body on the floor, and a mixture of sorrow and relief washed over me. 
 
    It wasn’t one of my boys. 
But David was still dead. 
 
    Blood seeped from the back of his head, running along the cracks in the wooden floor. 
 
    His eyes were wide open, clouded over and unseeing, while his lips had started to turn blue. 
 
    And they’d just left him there. Not covered him or anything. 
 
    Sadistic bastards. 
 
    Another man stood to the side, and the scent of sex surrounded him. 
 
    Mary’s scent lingered on him, and I gritted my teeth as I bit my tongue from cursing him. He’d pay for what he’d done to her. They all would. 
 
    “You said my life for theirs,” I said as I planted my feet firmly apart, my eyes bouncing off the three men around me. There was one out on the porch too. So where was the fifth? 
 
    “I did say that,” Pearce smirked as his dark eyes trailed over me in a way that made my skin seethe. 
 
    “But how do I know that if I start letting them go, your men won’t come barging in here and put us down?” Pearce said as he took a swig of beer. 
 
    “I told them to stand down,” I growled. 
 
    “You came alone, that’s good. But we’ve got plans for you, and once we’ve had some fun, we intend to get out of here alive. So we need insurance for that,” he said as he shrugged. 
 
    My body stiffened as the man behind me, Quentin, lowered his gun and moved closer, inhaling my scent as he brushed my fiery red curls away from my neck. 
 
    Just as he was doing that, the door to my right swung open, and the fifth man leaned against the doorframe leading into the room. 
 
    I relaxed as I spied Beth, Mary, and Fiona, all alive and looking terrified. 
 
    But then the man sneered and moved away from the doorway, and I could see Scott chained to the bed head on the left side of the bed. 
 
    And he did not look good. 
 
    He was struggling to breathe as the veins in his neck darkened and spread while sweat plastered his shirt against him. The poisoning had set in. 
 
    “Caleb, why don’t you bring Ray out here?” Pearse suggested as he smirked at me. 
 
    The man who had come through the bedroom doorway nodded as he headed back in. He moved to the right side of the bed where I couldn’t see, and I heard chains rattling as he unbound Ray. 
 
    Ray groaned as Caleb heaved him to his feet, and ice ran through me as he was thrust through the doorway. 
 
    A knife jutted from his shoulder, and the obvious burning flesh made my nose scrunch. 
 
    Those animals. 
 
    “We were planning to cut his dick off,” Caleb said as he grinned over Ray’s shoulder. “But I wanted to see how he’d react to us having some fun with you.” 
 
    I growled softly as Quentin’s hot breath washed over my neck. 
 
    Four men were in this room now with Ray and I. And one was on the porch. The only way into the back room was through the kitchen. And only Quentin and the original man from the window had guns. The first man was still keeping a lookout. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Maybe I could use this. 
 
    I didn’t fight it as Quentin shoved me against the table and bent me over it. 
 
    “I wanted first go,” Caleb pouted, which resulted in Ray snarling. 
 
    This earned him a harsh shove to the floor by Caleb. 
 
    I shoot him a look, pleading with him to go along with this. I needed to protect everyone. 
 
    Ray just stared at me with pain and frustration as Quentin undid his jeans. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as his hands slid around my waist to find the button and zipper on my own jeans. 
 
    I turned my head, staring hard at Pearse as he sat just out of reach at the end of the table, smirking and swigging his beer. 
 
    He had a handgun laid out before him on the table too, just out of reach as well. 
 
    I’d have to time this perfectly if I was to get this right. 
 
    I grimaced as Quentin’s hands finally undid my zipper, and he harshly yanked my pants down as he used his other arm to keep me bent over the table. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking touch her!” Ray snarled as he struggled against Caleb. 
 
    Caleb barked at him to shut up as he hit the hilt of the knife in his shoulder, causing Ray to hiss and groan in pain. 
 
    I gripped the table like a madwoman as flashes of Richard filled my mind, and I whimpered softly as Quentin’s dick brushed my cheeks. 
 
    He used one hand to spread my legs, his fingers creeping up to touch me. 
 
    He growled in annoyance when no wetness greeted him. It wasn’t like I was in the mood for rape. 
 
    I drew in sharp breaths, preparing myself for the brutal pain that was about to hit me. I hated that I could hear Beth crying in the bedroom, with a full view of what was happening. Even Scott could probably see it. 
 
    “You’ll watch this,” Caleb snarled as he yanked Ray’s head up. 
 
    I cried out as Quentin forced himself into me, driving inside me despite the way my body protested. 
 
    I groaned and dug my nails into the table as my insides felt like they were splitting, and I could feel the blood he’d drawn. 
 
    I flicked my eyes to David on the floor, focusing on what I needed to do. I just needed the right moment. Even with my Alpha strength, these were four men trained to fight, and they’d use the others against me if given the chance. 
 
    Quentin moaned and thrust into me, forcing my head down on the table as I faced Pearse. 
 
    He just sneered at me, not breaking eye contact as Quentin raped me. As he defiled my body while Ray snarled and growled, helpless to do anything. 
 
    I couldn’t bare trying to turn my head to look at him, couldn’t stand the sight I’d find, of his heartbreak and distress for me. 
 
    “Do you like that?” Pearse growled as he leaned forward. I barely had the chance to spy the knife in his other hand from this angle until he was dragging it across my cheek. 
 
    The silver burned, and I gasped and cried out, which only resulted in Quentin moaning and driving into me harder. 
 
    I fought the urge to scream as Quentin held my hands down while Pearse continued slicing my flesh, dragging the deadly blade down my arm. It burned like hell, a pain I’d never felt before searing me as the silver dragged across my skin, leaving sizzling gashes in its wake. 
 
    Then Quentin was stiffening, rocking against me as he moaned and exploded inside me, a disgusting sensation washing over me as he finished within my body. Guilt gnawed at me, pain and self-loathing rearing their ugly heads as I fought the tears that wanted to well up. 
 
    “You know what I want to try? I want to slide this up inside you, carve you up in there and then fuck you, I want your blood all over me,” Pearse growled as he held the knife up to inspect my sizzling blood on it. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut as Quentin pulled out and slapped my ass hard. 
 
    “Damn, she’s already bleeding,” Quentin snickered as he pulled his pants up. 
 
    “Good,” Pearse said as he licked his lips, the disgusting smacking sound of his lips making me grind my teeth as I opened my eyes. 
 
    Utter dismay washed over me as he grabbed his handgun off the table before taking Quentin’s place behind me, while Quentin collected his gun off the floor. 
 
    Oh God no. This was not going to plan. 
 
    I’d needed that handgun. 
 
    I shot up straight, fear driving me to spin on Pearse as I snarled and lashed out with a deadly fist. 
 
    I relished the crunch of his jaw as my fist collided with the side of his face and he was sent sprawling to the floor. 
 
    “Don’t!” 
 
    I spun around and froze as my eyes fell to Ray, who was snarling thanks to Caleb just ripping the blade out of his shoulder.  
 
    Except now, it was poised against his throat, a thin bead of blood already sizzling as he pushed it hard against Ray’s neck. 
 
    “You fucking whore,” Pearse sputtered, but his words were distorted as he held his jaw, blood dripping from his mouth as the man by the window gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “Gary, hold her the fuck down,” he snarled as he spat a bloody mess on the floor. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The man by the window, Gary, abandoned his post, leaving the gun there as he came over. 
 
    “You fight us, he dies, then the others,” Pearse snarled. “And Quentin will shoot you last.” 
 
    I froze, my body refusing to move as fear and uncertainty washed through me. 
 
    I was the Alpha, I was stronger than this. I should be able to deal with this. Think, Taylor, think! 
 
    Gary turned me to face the table once more as he strode around it, smirking at me. He then yanked me down onto the table so my ass was in the air, pinning my wrists down as he moved to stand opposite me. 
 
    “You’re going to scream for me,” Pearse said confidently. 
 
    Hell, he wasn’t wrong. 
 
    If I’d thought Richard was bad, his men were far worse now. 
 
    Pearse yanked my legs apart and toyed with my folds with the tip of the knife. 
 
    I couldn’t mask the soft cry as he slid the tip inside me, my nether region burning at the silver penetrating it. 
 
    “You sick fucks!” Scott shrieked from in the bedroom, and I heard him struggling against his chains as he roared. 
 
    Beth was weeping loudly now, and I prayed that I could get the opening I needed. 
 
    But Pearse was right. 
 
    He did get me to scream. 
 
    The blade swiveled inside me, cutting into my walls as he pressed it inside me, the foreign pain splitting through me as a horrifying scream left my lips. 
 
    My body wanted to clamp my legs shut, to force the intruding object away, but doing so would only worsen it. 
 
    I shrieked as he sliced me, the pain like nothing I’d ever felt before. Ray roared and clawed at Caleb, and I watched as the knife drew more blood from his throat. 
 
    No, please don’t Ray. 
 
    The deafening shot rung out as the blade slipped out from inside me, and Quentin cursed as he spun towards the window. 
 
    I leaped at the chance. 
 
    I used my newfound strength to haul Gary over the table and hurl him to the side, disregarding him as everything began to move faster than I would’ve thought possible. 
 
    I screamed as that burning power coursed through me, overwhelming every nerve-ending inside me as I seemed to move faster than everyone around me. 
 
    I barely registered the sound of a second shot outside as I focused solely on my task. 
 
    I reached down, ignoring the gapping hole in the side of Pearse’s head as I snatched the handgun from his belt and spun around. Everything was in perfect focus, and I watched in satisfaction as Caleb’s face twisted into one of utter shock and confusion, but he wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    I fired, watching as Caleb’s forehead split open and his head snapped back from the impact. 
 
    Ray was already trying to pull his arm away, and the blade fell from his hand as Caleb crumpled to the floor. 
 
    I swung the gun around, smashing it into Quentin’s head just as he was aiming the rifle at me. He swore as he stumbled away, and I tossed the gun to the side. 
 
    No quick death for him. 
 
    I tore my shirt off as the shift overcame me, and I roared as my massive wolf form towered over him, knocking the gun aside. 
 
    I clamped my teeth onto his left arm as he shrieked and begged for help. 
 
    I tugged hard as I held him down with my paws, yanking his arm to the side. 
 
    The satisfying crunch gave way to tearing as he screamed and wailed like a banshee, flailing his other arm in an attempt to get me off. 
 
    I kept pulling, feeling the tendons and muscles giving way, the sinew snapping as the whole arm ripped away from his body by the shoulder. 
 
    Blood sprayed from the open wound, and I dropped the piece of useless flesh as I turned on him. 
 
    His face was white as he gasped and wheezed, the whites of his eyes showing as he stared up at me in terror. Shock was setting in, but I wanted to make him suffer. I knew he would’ve hurt Mary and Bianca in the same way he’d just hurt me. 
 
    I stepped back, my eyes falling to my new target as his free arm weakly flailed at me. 
 
    “No,” he sputtered, gasping as he realized what I intended. 
 
    I sunk my fangs into his groin, the scent of his fresh release and my own blood filling my nostrils as I crunched down. 
 
    I tore his dick clean off, dropping it on his chest as he just opened and closed his mouth like a fish, unable to scream. 
 
    Pain shot through my shoulder as a gun fired, and I spun on Gary. He stood beside the table, having retrieved Pearse’s gun. Too bad those bullets weren’t silver. 
 
    I didn’t get the chance to tear into him though. 
 
    A grey-white wolf knocked him down before I could move, and I watched with contentment as Ray tore his chest open with tooth and claw, blood spraying everywhere. 
 
    I allowed my body to shift back as I moved around the room, checking the pockets of the fallen men. 
 
    Caleb had the keys I was after. 
 
    I strode into the bedroom, Beth just staring up at my bloody, naked body in pure horror alongside her mother and Fiona. 
 
    I went past them, immediately honing in on Scott as he rasped and stared at me with bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I murmured as I unlocked his chains. 
 
    Movement behind me drew my attention, but I relaxed as Ray came in, covered in blood and stark naked. He got to work undoing the women’s bindings as I focused on Scott. 
 
    “That bastard,” he croaked. 
 
    “He’s dead. They’re all dead,” I said firmly. 
 
    Once I’d freed his hands, he slumped down, his body failing to obey. 
 
    “Tay!” 
 
    I let out a breath of relief as Neema flew into the room, and I moved aside as she instantly focused on Scott’s shoulder. 
 
    She gave me shocked looks as she worked on removing the bullet from Scott’s shoulder, but I ignored it. 
 
    I licked my lips, not caring about the coppery, warm blood still fresh in my mouth. 
 
    Jaye and Nathan were beside me in an instant, helping me to my feet as I began to feel the pain down below once more. 
 
    And dear fucking God, it hurt. 
 
    Nathan assured me Scott would be okay, that Melissa was with them and she’d take care of him. I didn’t budge from the room until she actually came in, and she immediately went over to Scott to take over from Neema. 
 
    I caught Beth’s eyes as Nathan and Jaye led me out of the house. Mary, Beth, and Fiona were all huddled on the porch steps, wrapped in blankets as some women checked them over. 
 
    Beth gave me a grateful look, managing the smallest of smiles as she huddled into her mother. 
 
    This horrid nightmare was finally over. 
 
    I allowed Jaye to clean me off, wiping the blood from my mouth and chin, cleaning up the wounds on my arms and face. 
 
    My shoulder was throbbing and aching, and Nathan got a Pryce Pack member to help him remove the bullet. Apparently he was their traveling medic. 
 
    Good to know. 
 
    Jaye wrapped me in a blanket as I sat on the tray of Chris’s truck. We were going to wait for Melissa to check over the damage inside my lady parts. 
 
    But looking around me disconnectedly, I was amazed that everyone had come. The patrol had arrived, and the crushing cries of John and Quinn reached me as I pulled the blanket tighter.  
 
    At least Fiona was still here for them. 
 
    The entire Pryce Pack was here save for Jude and a few others, who I assumed were manning the outposts and taking care of Jack. 
 
    Many of my new Pack had come, and Nathan informed me that it was Brian who shot Pearse in the head. Apparently Brian had been a trained sniper in the Army. An interesting piece of information. I owed him for that. He’d created the opening I needed. Neema had then shot Jared, the man on the porch. 
 
    I sat in silence, my body damaged and pained in areas, but a strange feeling settled on me. Maybe relief, but not quite. 
 
    Emptiness, numbness. 
 
    I was tired. 
 
    I barely realized Jaye and Nathan were talking to me as they stuck to my sides like glue.  
 
    “Mathew Shaw is dead, the deserter we caught. Said something about Beth that made Carlos snap. He’s on his way here now, we’ve told him they’re safe,” Nathan’s voice finally cut through the haze. 
 
    “Everything will be okay now,” Jaye assured me as he tucked some hair behind my ear. 
 
    Too bad he was wrong.  
 
    I knew better. 
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    Months dragged by painfully. I found my way into the recovery group for the women of my new Pack, and was told I’d suffered PTSD from the woman who’d been hired to help us on our road to healing. 
 
    Like I didn’t already know something was seriously wrong. 
 
    Nightmares of Richard and his followers plagued many of my nights, and I spent much of my free time training with Neema. The new lodge was nearing completion, we’d given the Pryce Pack some land to call their own for when Hannah gave birth and raised her baby. They’d always have a home base now, and we were forever indebted to them. 
 
    Jaye came to live with me, stepping down from his position as beta to be with me. 
 
    We’d actually managed to join the Packs together with little issue, and my father had taken over leading both of them, with me as second in command. I was not fit to lead, that was for sure, but I still had my Alpha powers, and I still lived on the new Ashwood Ranch. 
 
    We’d discussed giving it another name, but I couldn’t be bothered with that at this point in time. I needed to focus on getting better. 
 
    My vaginal injuries had healed, but since it was silver, there’d been some internal scarring.  
 
    I still hadn’t been with my boys intimately since that night in Fiona’s cabin. We’d knocked the whole place down after disposing of the bodies. David had been buried where Fiona had chosen, which was close to the site of her new home. 
 
    Fiona now lived in her own cabin closer to her sons, and they took care of her. 
 
    Scott was recovered, and he and Nathan visited me frequently. Scott couldn’t believe how close Jaye and Ray had become over their creative tastes, especially since Jaye had been the most uncertain about Ray joining our strange group of lovers.  
 
    Jaye was helping Ray with his photography business, and I’d just bought him a new camera for his birthday a few days ago. I’d wanted to give him something more intimate, but when I’d tried, I panicked and ended up curled in his arms as he whispered words of reassurance. 
 
    So much for taking the power back from Richard. The night in that cabin had only set me back even more. And Ray’s iPod was still helping, but not to the same extent. 
 
    I had a long road ahead, but at least I wasn’t alone. Mary and Bianca sometimes stayed over to join in the group therapy sessions. Beth had come along at first, but she didn’t cope well, so she was pursuing other help back at the old ranch. 
 
      
 
    Now I sat at the new barbecue area outside the new lodge as the builders worked to have it finished in the next few days. It looked amazing and welcoming, a perfect change from the old lodge, which I still resided in much to my dismay. 
 
    I bounced my leg on the concrete as I rested back, the hard edge of the wooden table pressed into my lower back. 
 
    I unfurled the earphones wrapped around the precious iPod I carried everywhere. It’s ability to fix me was no longer there, but it still comforted me and helped drive out the intrusions in my mind. It was still something. 
 
    Like right now, the feeling of that silver blade sliding inside me, slicing me and searing my broken flesh. It was like having a heated iron prodder jammed up in there, burning and tearing into me. 
 
    The memories of Quentin forcing himself inside me, overridden by flashes of Richard. 
 
    I shoved the earbuds into my ears and amped up some heavy rock music. I needed to drown out the ghoulish thoughts, the vivid memories. 
 
    My skin crawled as I felt ghostly hands brushing my skin, and I flinched as the hot air brushed my neck. 
 
    A glance back revealed no one. Just a phantom memory. 
 
    I pursed my lips, hating how badly this affected me still. I was stronger than this. I was almost a true Huntress. I’d been training so much with Neema, and soon I’d be going back out on hunts with her to gain my true rank. She’d hand in a report and sort it for me, and I’d then undergo a trial to see if I was deemed fit for the duty. 
 
    And yet, here I was, tortured by my own mind. By ghosts. 
 
    I balled my hands up as I drew in a sharp breath, allowing the Alpha power inside me to flare to life. 
 
    I had taken the power from my first attacker. And the others were dead. 
 
    So why couldn’t I shake it? 
 
    I relaxed, the tension easing from inside me as the energy radiated through me. 
 
    I’d handled the situation with those deserters, even if it had meant making a sacrifice first. My Pack had come through, and everyone was rescued. 
 
    I turned my head as I sensed someone coming, and I withdrew one earbud as I spotted Ray headed my way. 
 
    “Hey, how you doing?” he asked as he joined me, sliding onto the bench beside me and giving me a small smile. He already knew, he could see my pain. 
 
    “I’m getting there,” I sighed as I took out the other earbud and shut the iPod off. 
 
    “Yeah, you will,” he agreed as he wrapped one arm around my shoulders and gave me a peck on the cheek. “I know it’s hard. You can’t just get over something like that. But seeing everyone, all the other women, they’re all slowly getting better with the help they’ve got now. And you will too,” he promised as he pulled me closer and nuzzled my head. 
 
    “I hate that they’re all dead and they’re still hurting me. It sucks ass,” I muttered as I played with the earphone cables. 
 
    “Your nightmares aren’t as consistent. You’ve had a few good nights,” Ray tried to remind me. 
 
    He was right. I was slowly recovering, just not fast enough for my liking. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” I murmured. 
 
    “Well, I thought today, we could have a picnic,” Ray tried to ease my mind. “Down by the horse fields, there’s a nice old oak there, I thought you might like the spot.” 
 
    “What’s on the menu?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “Well, I went for traditional ham and cheese sandwiches with a few side snacks and soda,” he grinned and chuckled. 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” I said. 
 
    I shoved off the bench and followed Ray over to his truck tucked behind a cluster of trees. 
 
    He held open the passenger door for me like a true gentleman, and I smiled and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek before clambering up into the truck. 
 
    He shut the door with a boyish grin and darted around to his side to climb in. The old truck sputtered to life, and we bounced down the old dirt road. 
 
    I nestled into my seat, watching as we passed the playground area, where the extensions had been finished quite some time back. There was a climbing pyramid now, more swings, a flying fox, and a large sandpit. 
 
    I smiled as I spied May and her two children playing in the sandpit, building castles and laughing. 
 
    We continued past them, and I watched as the pines flew by and the scenery changed to a large horse field. 
 
    The loggers were still working on clearing more fields for us, and the Pack men were busy building fences, shelters and moving cattle around. Nathan was helping with the horses, breaking them in along with some of the other Pack breakers and selling them on. 
 
    My father had had men come in and teach some of the men about investing, studying the market and knowing where to put their money. The Pack’s finances were on a steady rise, and life for all of my people was becoming more normal. 
 
    Well, for most of them. 
 
    The women needed counseling, and some children who’d been scarred by Richard and his men’s actions. 
 
    But this ranch was a safe haven now, and I enjoyed spying some of the Pryce Pack out in the field herding the horses into the next field. 
 
    Ray turned onto another road, and we drove for a small distance before he pulled off the track and let the engine shut off. 
 
    I stared in wonder at the gorgeous old oak set in the corner of the horse field. I could picture many horses seeking shade beneath its far-reaching limbs. 
 
    “C’mon, I bet you’re hungry,” Ray grinned, and I managed a soft laugh as he climbed out of the truck. 
 
    He came around to let me out, and instructed me to make my way over to the oak while he gathered up the picnic gear from the back of the truck. 
 
    I did as told, trudging through the overgrown grass, drawing in the warm midday air as the sun kissed my skin. 
 
    I climbed through the wire fence, noting how the bottom strand would need straining again soon. I’d make a note of that with Ray, he’d make sure the right people were informed. 
 
    I slipped into the shade of the oak, dancing my fingers across its old, rugged trunk. My eyes moved to the mares in this field, their young foals frolicking in the sun and playing games of tag. 
 
    A small bay foal led the group of youngsters, leaping high into the air and kicking out as he threw himself around. 
 
    It was a beautiful sight, something I’d always enjoyed about living on a ranch. 
 
    “They’re adorable, aren’t they?” Ray said as he clambered through the fence. 
 
    I nodded as I looked back at him, and a grin spread across my face at the checkered blanket he had slung over his shoulder. What I truly adored was the old wicker picnic basket. He’d really put in the effort. 
 
    He set the blanket up in a perfect spot in the shade so that we could lean against the withered tree trunk if we so desired. 
 
    I joined him as he patted the spot beside him, and I stretched out as I lay down on the blanket. 
 
    “You don’t want food yet?” Ray asked as he moved the basket aside. 
 
    “I just want to enjoy this,” I murmured as I closed my eyes. The sun filtered down through the branches overhead, and I soaked up the warmth that danced across my face and body. 
 
    Ray didn’t say a word as he moved to lie down beside me. 
 
    I smiled softly as his fingers carefully intertwined with mine. 
 
    We lay in silence, a soft cool breeze prickling my skin before the warmth seeped back in once it dissipated. 
 
    I focused on the soft nickers of the horses, the singsong of birds.  
 
    The peacefulness of it all. 
 
    My mind moved to the soft hold on my hand, and I gave Ray’s fingers a gentle squeeze. He returned it, and I chuckled as he rolled onto his side to look at me. I kept my eyes closed, tingles running through me as he tenderly stroked my face. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. 
 
    I finally looked at him, melting at the utter love in his eyes as he stared at me. 
 
    “Too bad I’m so broken right now,” I sighed. 
 
    “Nothing broken can’t be fixed,” he said as his fingers trailed down my arm. “And you’re well on your way.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I mumbled as I reached out to touch his face. The stubble on his chin was rough, and I dragged my fingers over it, enjoying the sensation. 
 
    “Look,” Ray flicked his head ever so slightly to the side, and I turned my head to see. 
 
    That same bay foal from earlier was slowly drawing near to my side, his neck outstretched as he sniffed the ground carefully. 
 
    His buddies hung back, watching us carefully from a safe distance. 
 
    I smiled as the youngster stepped closer, his spindly legs stiff and uncertain as his nostrils flared. 
 
    I slowly outstretched my hand, inching it closer as the foal quivered and tensed. 
 
    But he was braver than his playmates, and he took one more step forward to prod my hand gently with his muzzle as he drew in my scent. 
 
    “That’s a good boy,” I breathed. How I wished we had some carrots in that picnic basket now. The foal’s tail flicked as he relaxed, and I moved my hand up to stroke his face. 
 
    He seemed to like the touch as he rubbed his head against my hand. 
 
    But then one of the mother’s neighed out, and all the foals turned back. 
 
    My sweet little bay foal nickered as he turned his head, and then he pranced off with his friends happily. 
 
    “So innocent,” I murmured as I watched the foals rush back to the group of mothers. 
 
    “Nathan has been talking about moving the mares and foals to a field closer to the main lodge so that they can be better socialized. The foals are still quite wary of us,” Ray remarked as he sat up. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a good idea,” I agreed as I pushed myself upright. 
 
    “Sandwich?” Ray offered with a grin. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Ray handed me a sandwich and a can of soda as we watched the foals drink from their mothers before continuing their play. 
 
    “Still having flashbacks?” Ray asked as he sipped his soda. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured before taking a bite of my sandwich. 
 
    “You know they can’t hurt you anymore. You’re safe,” Ray said softly. 
 
    “Yeah, but they did hurt me,” I said after swallowing. I quivered as a cold chill ran through me. It had nothing to do with the breeze. 
 
    “And now they’re dead,” he reminded me. 
 
    I nodded, although it wasn’t very reassuring. 
 
    I knew they were dead. I knew my nightmares and memories were unnecessary, but that didn’t stop them. 
 
    “You saved their lives, you know?” Ray said as he finished off his sandwich and moved onto a packet of chips. 
 
    “Who?” I questioned as he tossed some chips to me. Plain salt. My favorite. 
 
    “Beth, Mary, Fiona,” Ray stated as he popped open his packet. 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Ray just gave me a sad smile as he threw some chips back into his mouth. 
 
    I ate the last piece of my sandwich before taking a sip of my soda and moving onto the chips. 
 
    “So, I watched you train this morning,” Ray remarked as I crunched on some chips. 
 
    I just raised an eyebrow at him, wondering where this was going. 
 
    “You beat Scott in a sparring match yesterday when he popped by. Easily. I think Neema believes you’re almost ready to become a full-blown Huntress.” 
 
    I nodded as I slowly ate my chips. I knew I’d improved a lot over the past few months. I’d thrown myself into my training. Just another distraction from my own mind. 
 
    I fought and trained not just to become a Huntress, but to become better. I fought my own mind every time I sparred with Neema or practiced my moves with blades. I’d taken up rifles too now, and Neema had even brought someone in to teach me some basic sniper training. That way I didn’t always have to get up close and personal to dangerous targets.  
 
    “Jaye’s helping me get a showing next week. Just a small one, but he has good contacts in the business. And the camera you got me, it’s amaaazzzing,” Ray exaggerated with his hands. 
 
    “I’m glad,” I smiled, grateful we were straying from me being the focus. 
 
    “What should we do for dinner tonight?” he flipped the subject again. 
 
    “You literally just ate,” I laughed. 
 
    “So? I can still think about it,” he pouted. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe Jaye will pick up pizza on his way back from his big meeting,” I suggested. Jaye was out hand-delivering an expensive portrait he’d painted of a rich family. A few hours away, but it was worth the small fortune they were paying him. 
 
    “Good idea,” Ray grinned as he pulled out his phone. 
 
    The cell tower had been erected over a month ago, and almost all the Pack had new phones, save for the children. Finally having easy access to the internet was opening up so much of the world to them. I had a feeling Brayden was trying to court Beth, gently, of course, considering her kidnapping, which she still struggled with.  
 
    And Regina and Charles had taken Ruben on a holiday to Canada. Ray chose to stay with me despite their offering. 
 
    Many Pack members had gotten jobs outside the territory, but many still worked here, keeping the place running.  
 
    My father stopped by on occasion to check in on me and to make his presence known as the main Alpha. He made all the big calls now, I just helped manage any issues that arose. To be honest, Ray, May, and Neema handled most of it. Being an Alpha wasn’t what I really wanted to be. 
 
    “Jaye said he’ll pick up wood-fired pizzas on the way back,” Ray said as he checked the text that just pinged on his cell. 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    “Hey, I hear your dad has been paying Fiona’s a few visits, what’s going on there?” Ray asked with a skeptical look. 
 
    “He felt guilty about David. He wants to make things right. I dunno, maybe there’s more going on there. It’d be good if he finally found a good woman, and Fiona is sweet and kind,” I murmured. I knew my father had been visiting Fiona whenever he came by. They were getting close, and Fiona’s sons seemed grateful for his willingness to spend time with her. She’d shut herself away at first, mourning her husband, but with my father’s help, we got her mingling with the Pack once more. 
 
    I hoped it flourished into something. They both needed to move on. Fiona’s was still so fresh, but I didn’t doubt my father understood that and was being mindful. But it was about time he started living again. Even if it meant picking up the broken pieces of someone else who’d suffered like he had. 
 
    “So, the new lodge will be done soon. Francine has completed her basic teacher training, as have a few other women. It’ll be good to get some classes going properly. Right now they’re still doing home-schooling. And the self-defense training has been a real changer. Everyone is becoming so much more confident, you can see it in how they move and walk. No longer looking over their shoulders as much. They know how to protect themselves now,” Ray said in satisfaction, delighted at the new change. 
 
    It was just what I’d wanted. I wanted this Pack to feel whole again, to feel safe. 
 
    And I was accomplishing that slowly, with help. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got a surprise for you,” Ray said as he placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “What is it?” I frowned. 
 
    “Come, I’ll show you!” he said with glee as he leaped to his feet. 
 
    I laughed at his excitement but allowed him to pull me to my feet. 
 
    He rolled the picnic blanket into a ball and handed me his half-empty can of soda before snatching up the basket. We both hurried over to the truck, and I laughed at his childish haste to get me into the vehicle. 
 
    “You’re going to love it,” he grinned as the truck rumbled to life. 
 
    “Love what?” I queried, but he just waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    We pulled up out the front of the stable, and I just frowned in confusion at the wooden building. 
 
    “C’mon, close your eyes as soon as you get out!” Ray said eagerly as he shut the engine off. 
 
    “Seriously?” I guffawed, but rolled my eyes when he gave me a broken look. “Fine.” 
 
    I climbed out and closed my eyes as Ray slammed his door shut and hurried around to my side. 
 
    “Are they closed?” he asked. 
 
    “Duh,” I chuckled, and he took me by the arms and led me. 
 
    “Keep them closed,” he instructed. “Step here.” 
 
    I sensed the step without him even telling me, and I walked over the threshold into the stable. 
 
    The familiar scent of horses, leather, and hay filled my nostrils, and a calm settled over me at the known aromas. 
 
    “You ready?” Ray asked as we came to a halt. 
 
    “I guess,” I shrugged, utterly curious as to what we were doing here. Anxiety had twisted in my gut though as I remembered back to Nathan inviting me to our barn for some deliciously sweet sex. I hated that the thought of it scared me now. 
 
    “Open,” Ray murmured. 
 
    I bit my lip as I opened my eyes, frowning as I just stared at Ray before me. 
 
    He flicked his head, and I followed his indication to the stall beside me. 
 
    “Belle!” I gasped. 
 
    The grey dapple mare was standing at ease as she pulled hay from her feeder. 
 
    “Nathan had her transported over. Said she might help with your recovery. Said he should’ve done it sooner,” Ray said as I leaned against the stall to pat Belle. 
 
    She accepted my affection, her ears perking forward as she munched happily on her hay. 
 
    “I’ve ridden her a few times, I guess I was getting a soft spot for her,” I admitted. Belle was a fiery dapple grey mare, a horse who loved to run when given the chance. She’d been a cross-country mount before my Pack bought her from some sales, and then she joined the mustering horses. 
 
    “Who’s a sweet girl,” I murmured as I stroked her muzzle. Those large brown eyes just stared at me contentedly. 
 
    “Maybe we could go for a ride?” Ray suggested. 
 
    “We should let her settle in after just moving here,” I said as I tussled her hair hanging into her eyes. She had such a long white-grey mane, it was beautiful. 
 
    “We could ride some of the others then?” he offered. 
 
    I mulled over the idea. I hadn’t been in the saddle for a long time it felt. Since back before all of this, before I came to this ranch. 
 
    Before Richard and his men. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I stayed with Belle, entering her stall and stroking her as she ate. I checked her over, running my hands over each leg to make sure she’d handled the transport well. She seemed unfazed with the attention, pre-occupied by her food. 
 
    Ray was gathering up two riding horses from the field. The mustering horses were kept in the main field attached to the back of the stable to keep them close and ready for use.  
 
    “How’s everything back home, hey?” I murmured as I moved to her shoulder to run my fingers through her mane.  
 
    I didn’t expect a reply, and she didn’t make any sound apart from the soft munching on her hay. I drew in her scent, loving the horse aroma. It was something I’d fallen in love with as a girl. I’d sometimes dreamed of becoming a show-jumper or barrel racer like Nathan, but I always got pulled away by commitments. Being the Alpha’s daughter meant I’d undergone training in various areas. I may have failed at most business and finance classes. But the fighting and mustering, I’d been good at that. 
 
    Nathan had shown me how to barrel race a few times. Many of the horses knew the drill, knew the pattern of the barrels. I’d loved the speed and adrenaline rush, but I got caught up in my schooling too much. I hadn’t been good with my standard classes, so I’d undergone tutoring to bring me up to par. After my schooling was done, my father tried to get me to study business or finance, pushing me to learn more about leading a Pack. I was the child of an Alpha, and if anything happened to my brother, who was next in line, I’d take his place. I tried, hard, to understand and get my head around the business and finance side of things, but I just couldn’t get it. My mind wasn’t made for it. At least, that’s what I believed. I enjoyed fighting and working. I’d gotten a job as a bartender almost right after school, and I took on more hours to avoid my father and my duties. And then I’d left to train with Neema. I’d come to the decision that fighting was something I loved, and I still wanted to be a Huntress. 
 
    And now, here I was. 
 
    “Do you think things would’ve been different if I’d studied finance? If I’d somehow got my head around it?” I mused aloud.  
 
    Belle snorted as if in answer, but I had a sneaky suspicion she’d just poked herself in the nostril with hay. 
 
    It wouldn’t have changed a thing. Richard would still have demanded me, and I would’ve ended up in this same position. Or maybe I’d be dead, since I wouldn’t have the extra fighting skills from my training. 
 
    “I saw some foals today. I wonder if you were ever a mother?” I murmured as I braided a section of Belle’s mane. Her calm presence relaxed me. She was a unique kind of familiar. All the other horses, despite being bred in the vicinity of wolves, were more skittish than our own. I guess they hadn’t received the same extensive desensitization training as our horses had. 
 
    I was surprised that bay foal had even come up to me today. He’d make a fine horse in a few years. Maybe I’d get Nathan to break him in.  
 
    I wondered what a foal from Belle would look like. Would they take on her coloring? Or the father’s? Would they have her fiery attitude?  
 
    “All right, I’ve got Braveheart and Rudolph saddled up,” Ray announced as he entered the side door of the stable. 
 
    I snorted at the unique names. 
 
    “Who named them?” I asked as I gave Belle a farewell pat. She didn’t seem too fussed about my leaving as I exited the stall. 
 
    Not like my old horse I’d had as a kid, Beauty. He’d loved being with me. 
 
    “Some of the kids I think,” Ray shrugged. 
 
    “A kid named a horse Braveheart?” I said in disbelief. 
 
    “Okay, maybe not,” Ray rolled his eyes. 
 
    I followed him outside to the two chestnut geldings saddled and ready. Their reins were carefully thrown over a rail and they were waiting patiently for us. 
 
    “That’s Braveheart, you can ride him,” Ray pointed to the smaller gelding with the blaze down his face. “And this is Rudolph. He’s still a bit skittish with ‘wolves, so he can use extra riding.” 
 
    I eyed the large gelding with his chunky quarter horse butt. The breed was known to be built like tanks, nothing like Belle who was a thoroughbred cross. 
 
    Rudolph threw his head back and quivered as Ray approached him. He wasn’t lying about the horse being skittish. 
 
    “He’s still young too. Braveheart is about eight years old. He was bred right here,” Ray chuffed as he climbed up into the saddle. 
 
    Rudolph danced on the spot as Ray leaned forward and hoisted his reins up. 
 
    I pursed my lips at the timid horse. I’d never ride such an unpredictable mount. Belle had a mind of her own at times, but she was never downright dangerous. 
 
    I approached Braveheart slowly, but he just flicked an ear in disregard as I drew up beside him. 
 
    “You’re a handsome fella,” I remarked as I stroked his mane, the skin quivering beneath it as if he was trying to rid himself of a fly. At least he didn’t look on edge like Rudolph. 
 
    I pulled myself up into the saddle and gathered up the reins. 
 
    I still winced whenever I did certain things, as if I expected that hot pain to sear through my nether regions again. I’d had Melissa check me over a month ago when I was having phantom pains, and she told me I was all healed up, just some internal scarring. It shouldn’t hurt at all anymore she’d said. 
 
    But my memories still hurt. 
 
    Ray led the way, Rudolph tossing his head and jittering for a while before he finally settled into a steady walk. Braveheart plodded along happily, but I couldn’t feel the same tension Belle had beneath the saddle. The muscles taut and ready to release at the drop of a hat. It was something I loved about her. Racing was something she loved. 
 
    I settled into the saddle, content to finally be back in a familiar position.  
 
    Braveheart was an easy mount, happy to just follow along behind the horse in front. 
 
    “Has Braveheart done anything other than mustering?” I asked as I pushed him to draw up alongside Rudolph and Ray. 
 
    “Not really. He wasn’t into any of the competitive stuff, and not many of us take part in it. We couldn’t, not with Richard. Nathan has shown some of the teens how to ride, and some of the men and even women have gotten back into riding more. John wants to take up barrel racing, and Isabella wants to do showjumping. We’ll be setting up a proper arena soon enough so that the children can learn in a controlled environment, and then we can get some jumps too,” Ray said as he relaxed back into his saddle. 
 
    “That’s good. I did some jumping on my old horse Beauty when I was younger. I used to dream of doing more, barrel racing or jumping. Dressage never caught my fancy, but I never pursued the others. Too caught up with other stuff I guess,” I shared. 
 
    “I’ve never done proper jumping, just the odd stuff out on trails,” Ray said as he squinted against the afternoon sun. We moved the horses into the shade of the pines as we continued along. 
 
    “We should check out how the new fields are coming along. The loggers should be done within the next week if all goes well,” I said as I gave Braveheart a gentle kick. He was falling back a little. Definitely too lazy a horse for what I liked. 
 
    Ray nodded and turned Rudolph towards one of the field gates in the corner. 
 
    He somehow managed to open it despite Rudolph prancing on the spot as Ray leaned down to undo the latch. 
 
    I probably should’ve offered to do it. Too late now though. 
 
    I squeezed through the opening as Rudolph’s butt kept getting in the way as he tittered about despite Ray scolding him and trying to pull him into line. 
 
    “You should’ve grabbed another horse,” I remarked as he struggled to get Rudolph to stand still long enough for him to close the gate. 
 
    “Someone needs to get him into line. My Dad taught me to ride when I was a kid, so I can handle a skittish horse,” Ray laughed as he finally did the latch back up. 
 
    Rudolph chewed at the bit, stomping his foot in agitation. He really needed some more hours under saddle. 
 
    “We’ll take the trail through the forested area, it’s quite beautiful,” Ray said as he drew Rudolph back out in front. 
 
    Braveheart kept in even step behind him, and let out a disgruntled snort when Ray pushed Rudolph into a trot. Braveheart begrudgingly complied, but his movements were not as high and taut as Rudolph’s. It really felt more like it was too much effort for the smaller gelding. 
 
    “C’mon, you’re acting like you’re old,” I muttered as I gave him a soft kick to hasten his pace. 
 
    His ears flicked back, and he got some more spring to his step with the extra urging. 
 
    I rose in the saddle in time with his trot, unable to withstand the sitting trot that some people did. How they could just bounce around in the seat was beyond me. 
 
    We spoke about Ray’s photos he’d selected for his showing, including some gorgeous shots of the herd racing through the pines and a zoomed in shot of a sleepy barn owl. 
 
    And when the pine trees gave way to an open field, Ray gave Rudolph his head, and he shot off. With quite a lot of coaxing, Braveheart followed. 
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    The wood-fired pizzas Jaye brought back were absolutely delicious. Freshly made and cooked to perfection in a nearby town. 
 
    We all sat on the couches in the living area of the original lodge, stuffing our faces as Jaye told us about the rich family. 
 
    “Their daughter, damn, she was infuriating. So spoilt and rude. She turned her nose up the painting. It was a gift from her father to her mother, a family portrait. The mother adored it, she actually cried, so I guess that was all that mattered,” Jaye said as he took a hefty bite of his hot pizza. 
 
    “Well, that’s good the mother liked it. And ignore the daughter, it wasn’t for her anyway,” I said as I took a swig of my water. I’d traded in soft drink for something healthier, not a choice my two boys made as well. 
 
    “It took you, what, over a week to paint it?” Ray asked through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jaye nodded, his blue eyes flicking to me under the hair that fell into his face. One day I’d trim that back. 
 
    Jaye had set up a corner of the living area here for his painting endeavors until the main lodge was completed. 
 
    “So, Ray said that Nathan had Belle transported here?” Jaye raised an eyebrow as he finished off his piece of pizza and dove in for another. 
 
    “Yeah, we let her out into the field after our ride today. We checked out how the loggers were doing clearing new fields. They’ve done well, we’ll just have to wait for the land to be cleared of all the felled trees and for the grass to grow well before moving the cattle in. We’ll get started on fencing in the few areas that still need it. The Pack has been on top of fencing each area that’s been cleared so far,” I said. 
 
    “It’ll be good to grow the cattle herds,” Jaye nodded. 
 
    “I think it’ll be great to get the kids to help out with some more ranch duties now that they can, even like some musterings and such. The older kids, I mean. Richard never allowed for that sort of thing, and I think they’d find it good, knowing they’re of use to the Pack,” Ray suggested. 
 
    “Of course, let the men know to try to involve the teens if they can, and women are welcome to join in too. I know it was a bit stereotyped for a while where they did only the cleaning and child caring duties. This is a place of equality now,” I said as I chomped into another slice of heavenly pizza. The cheese melted in my mouth, and the chicken and pesto topping was delicious as all hell. 
 
    My phone sounded off in my pocket and I rummaged for it. Neema had returned it to me after she’d practically moved to this ranch, although she was away for a while hunting down some rogues. Something I was a little bummed about. She hadn’t asked me along. 
 
    I eyed the caller I.D and smirked. Speak of the devil. 
 
    “Hey Neema, what’s up? How’s the hunt?” I answered. 
 
    “Good, I’ve found them. There’s two rogues hiding out on the outskirts of town, I was hoping you could come join me.” 
 
    I caught my breath as I glanced at my two companions who were watching me curiously. 
 
    “Um, okay, where should I meet you?” I asked, my mouth going dry as my heart hammered. 
 
    Finally, I could go back out on a hunt. 
 
    Neema gave me an address, and the phone clicked off as I stared down at my half-eaten slice of pizza. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Yeah, she wants help on a hunt,” I managed a soft smile. 
 
    “You think you’re ready for that?” Jaye asked with a frown. 
 
    “I’ve been sitting them out for a while, Neema wanted me to recover from everything else first. But I need to put my skills to use, no more fake fights. I need to know I’m capable out on the job,” I nodded, although some doubt slipped into my mind. 
 
    Was I really ready to face this now? To get back out there? I’d hunted rogues with Neema before all of this. And I’d killed at least a handful myself with her help. 
 
    “You can take my truck if you want?” Ray offered. 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. I definitely needed to get my own vehicle eventually. 
 
    “I’m not too convinced you should be doing this,” Jaye murmured as he set his soda on the coffee table and stared at me with concern. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’ll have Neema,” I reassured him as Ray tossed me his keys. 
 
    “Still, there’s two rogues,” he argued. 
 
    “And we’ve had proper Huntress training,” I shot back with a scowl. Why was he trying to stop me from what I wanted to do? I mean, I was nervous, but I needed to do this. I needed to get back to normal, and a Huntress was what I’d been training for. I wanted to do that.  
 
    “I can’t stop you, but I don’t have to feel great about it,” he sighed, a look of defeat washing over his face. He was right there. Since when had they ever been able to stop me from doing what I wanted to do? 
 
    I huffed as I stood up, smiling at Ray who at least wasn’t questioning my ability. 
 
    “I’ll call you afterwards,” I said as I marched out of the room. 
 
    “Stay safe!” Ray called out after me. 
 
    I could feel Jaye’s worried eyes following after me as I stormed out the door. 
 
    He needed to let me do this. This was not the time for him to suddenly get all protective.  
 
      
 
    I arrived at the meeting spot in Ray’s old truck almost an hour after the sun had set. I’d make sure to fill it with some gas before heading back as it was down to a quarter of a tank. 
 
    I jumped as knuckles rasped on my window, and I managed a weak smile at my aunt as she peered in my window with a concerned expression. 
 
    I climbed out, slamming the door behind me and locking it before shoving the keys in my back pocket. 
 
    “You up for this?” Neema asked as she ran a hand through her pixie cut hair. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, but she smiled gently at me. 
 
    “I know you’re nervous. It’s been a while since you’ve been in the field. But I have faith in you, and you need this. You’re strong, and powerful. You’re training has prepared you. You’ve killed other rogues too, don’t forget,” she reassured me as she rested one arm on my shoulder. 
 
    “I know, it’s just…” I sighed, not sure how to finish that. 
 
    “You doubt yourself ever since what happened to you. But you’re stronger than that. You killed Richard, and you stopped his men. Sure, you got hurt in the process, but you survived. You fought and you pulled through,” she said. “They have no power over you anymore. I want you to remember just how capable you are. What you’re capable of.” 
 
    I nodded, her words filling me with some confidence. She was right. I’d pulled through. Sure, I still suffered from nightmares and phantom memories, but I was overcoming it. I was beating it. 
 
    “You are an Alpha too, you have more strength than you know. You’ve seen it in our spars, I’ve felt it,” she laughed, and I winced as I remembered the badly bruised ribs I’d given her. I’d launched one hell of a roundhouse kick and broke right through her block and sent her tumbling to the ground. 
 
    She’d been getting my father to guide her in training me more effectively with my newfound strength, and I’d even sparred with him a few weeks back on a visit.  
 
    I’d almost beaten him too, almost. 
 
    “So, what’s the deal with these two rogues then?” I asked as I hopped from one foot to another. 
 
    “Brother-sister pair. They killed a biker who hit on her and took things too far. They then got a taste for killing. They’re not complete rogues yet though, not like what we’re used to. Council caught wind of these two early and sent me the files. They’ve killed a few people so far, the most recent was a young girl, still in middle school. Tore her chest apart,” Neema went over the info. I could almost see her reading the memorized pages in her mind. 
 
    “Woman is a Trish Boyd, the brother is Tony Boyd. Our orders are to put them down on sight,” Neema said firmly. “And this, this is yours, to keep.” 
 
    She handed me a small black sheath with the hilt of a blade hanging out. 
 
    “Really?” I breathed, amazed at the gift. I’d always had to borrow equipment from her for the hunts beforehand. 
 
    “Yes, it goes on your ankle, specially made like my own so that you can carry it in either form,” Neema grinned. 
 
    I withdrew the silver blade, mesmerized by the intricate carvings into the solid metal hilt. It was a tribal design that morphed into a wolf at the end. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I murmured as I traced the carving and then tested the blade’s sharpness. The silver irritated my skin, but I pushed it aside as I tested my thumb carefully. 
 
    “Hand-crafted,” Neema said proudly. 
 
    “Thank you,” I grinned as I stepped forward to hug her. She chuckled as she patted my back, and I made sure to hold the blade to the side, away from her. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it. Now, with this pair, I’ve been thinking we’ll use guns. You’ve shot rogues before with a handgun, but now you’ve learned to wield a rifle and sniper rifle. I’ve scouted the area, they’re holed up deep in the forest, away from civilization. I think it’s best to find a high spot and take them out with that bad boy,” she flicked her head back at her truck. 
 
    I followed her gaze and grinned stupidly at the sniper rifle resting on the hood. 
 
    “You up for that?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I only got a few lessons with the sniper rifle,” I said as I chewed my lip. I wasn’t sure just how confident I was using one. Even the slightest breeze could screw up the shot. 
 
    “Well, I can take a high spot, and you can take a rifle, get a closer shot. We need to try to take them both out quickly in succession,” she said, staring at me with those sky-blue eyes. Right now they were focused and hard, waiting for my reply. 
 
    “Got it,” I nodded as I leaned over to attach my new sheath and blade to my ankle. I hiked my jeans up and did up the special elastic belt before covering it again carefully. 
 
    “If for some reason I miss, you need to finish them both off quickly, because once I fire, they’ll know they’re being hunted, and they’ll come for you,” Neema stated. 
 
    I nodded, biting my tongue at saying anything. Neema miss? That wasn’t something I would’ve even considered. 
 
    But I guess with the sniper rifle, anything was possible. 
 
    We moved off, and Neema got me sorted with a rifle loaded with a silver bullet and some extra bullets in case I needed them. 
 
    She checked over the sniper rifle before placing it back in its bag and slinging it over her shoulder.  
 
    And then we were off. 
 
      
 
    I drew in a calming breath as I stealthily moved in on the position. I crouched low, my rifle at the ready as I drew near to the camp Neema had specified. 
 
    She’d informed me they may be distracted as they’d brought back a victim to their camp, and he was long since dead. They were still eating pieces of him when she found their camp. 
 
    Now she was finding a higher vantage point up on some ridges overlooking the area. 
 
    And I was to continue on and fire as soon as I came across them.  
 
    This didn’t sound right, but when I’d questioned her, she told me not to worry, she’d be in place. 
 
    How would I know that she was though? Normally we used earpieces, but not tonight. 
 
    Something was off about this whole thing, and I was on guard.  
 
    I tread carefully as I listened, hearing the targets laughing further ahead. They’d started a fire, and I could just see it through the trees now, like a beacon. 
 
    I crept closer, scanning for movement through the trees. 
 
    There. 
 
    I froze, steadying myself as I raised the rifle and looked through the scope. 
 
    A woman was laughing as she danced before the fire, waving an arm around. 
 
    Not her own arm though. 
 
    She was holding a bloody, mangled arm and waving it, laughing as she took bites out of it, blood staining her chin, chest and grey tee. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I scanned past her, searching for her brother. 
 
    There he was. 
 
    Perched in a camping chair with a human leg, biting into it and happily eating the human flesh. 
 
    This pair really were different from the usual rogues I’d hunted before. They’d been fully gone, bloodthirsty, killing and mauling bodies, but then moving on to another. They almost never ate more than a quarter of their kill before looking for something else fresh. 
 
    But these guys, they were still there, still had relatively normal minds. They hadn’t fully succumbed to the blood-thirst. Not yet anyway. 
 
    I lowered my scope to see the mangled mess of a body lying between the pair, a tent strung up behind them that had blood splattered on it. 
 
    Insane. That’s what they were. 
 
    I drew my rifle back up, breathing carefully as I rested my finger on the trigger. 
 
    I’d take out the brother. He was sitting, therefore a more difficult target for my aunt, wherever she was. 
 
    I hoped she was in place, because once I fired, his sister would know I was there. 
 
    I tried not to examine the man sitting in the chair, covered in some poor man’s blood. No need to think of him as anything more than an animal that was sick and needed to be put down. 
 
    I relaxed, settling into the task at hand. It was strange, like everything had slotted into place and I felt at ease all of sudden. My mind was quiet, no shadows dancing at the corners, threatening to hurt me. I was the hunter now. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath, and as I let it out, I squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The shot rung out, and I watched as the man’s head flew back, blood spraying from the impact.  
 
    His sister shrieked, and I waited for the shot to ring out from Neema. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed as the woman began hurtling in my general direction, snarling and screaming as she ran. 
 
    I reloaded, hearing the woman’s frantic cries and crashing growing closer. 
 
    I pulled the rifle up, not needing to use the scope this time as she screamed towards me. I fired, but I hadn’t taken correct aim. 
 
    She shrieked as the bullet pierced her shoulder, her eyes flashing yellow as she bared her teeth, her blonde hair a wild mess and soaked in blood. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” she wailed. 
 
    So much for Neema handling her. 
 
    I dropped my rifle as I lurched backwards, falling into a defensive position as the rogue woman launched at me. 
 
    I struck out, my fist colliding with her cheek as she howled and stumbled to the side. I could feel my Alpha energy pulsing through me, and I dropped low to pull out my new blade. 
 
    The woman shot to her feet, her eyes glowing and claws showing as she came for me again. 
 
    I dodged her swipes with ease, seeing her movements slow down as my Alpha energy took over.  
 
    It was almost too easy as I caught one of her wrists, her face twisted into a bloody snarl as she bared her fangs. 
 
    I used her momentum to pull her forward, slicing up with my other hand and driving the blade between her ribs like I’d been taught. 
 
    I drove it deep, making sure it plunged right into her heart. 
 
    Her face dropped to shock and disbelief, like she hadn’t expected such a thing was even possible. I hated the look on her face, but the blood marring her mouth and chest were the reason for this. She was a killer. 
A rogue.  
 
    She gasped, sputtering once and then collapsing against me as the life left her body. 
 
    I dropped her to the ground, unmoving and limp as her yellow eyes stared up at the sky. I just stared down at her, watching as her eyes glassed over and blood soaked through her grey tee, mingling with the other blood staining it. 
 
    Her face could have been sweet once, and she couldn’t be much older than me, but now it was stained with blood. 
 
    How had someone like her become a rogue? Why’d she continue to kill after the first one? Becoming a rogue was not exactly something that happened randomly. It was like becoming an addict to drugs. You did it once, but you could stop, if you really wanted to. The more you did it, the harder it got. 
 
    I sighed as I knelt down and cleaned my blade off on her tee. No point in dirtying my own. 
 
    Where was Neema anyway? We needed to report this to the Council so that they could get a clean-up crew out here. 
 
    I chuckled at the thought of them trying to make their trained Hunters and Huntresses clean up after themselves. I’d almost give the job away if I had to lug around the bodies and either burn or bury them. 
 
    That wasn’t our job, we did the killing, end of story. 
 
    “You did well.” 
 
    I smiled as I turned to Neema, a smirk taking its place at her pleased expression. 
 
    “This was a test, wasn’t it?” I asked. I now knew why she’d been so unusual, having no earpieces and suggesting her possible miss. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted as she cocked her head. “And you passed.” 
 
    “What was the test for?” I asked as I checked my blade to make sure I’d cleaned it enough. I’d give it a proper wash once I got home. 
 
    “To see if you would still doubt yourself in action. To see how you’d handle it on your own. I think you’re ready,” she said with a bob of her head. 
 
    “Ready?” I frowned, and then it dawned on me. “You really think I’m ready to become a proper Huntress?” I murmured, my heart hammering at the prospect. 
 
    “You handled this situation well, your training paid off. And with your Alpha power, you’re more than capable,” Neema said as she glanced at the dead rogue she-wolf. 
 
    I stared down at my kill, not feeling sorry at all for her. Something I’d wondered if I’d struggle with when I first began training with Neema. But it was their own choices that had led them here. They brought it upon themselves. 
 
    “I’ll do up my reports and feedback and send it in. You’ll have to be prepared for the trials,” Neema said as she pulled out her phone. “Now, how about you call this in, let them know we have a clean-up required?” 
 
    I nodded as she handed me the phone. I’d memorized the number for the clean-up crew request line, and I punched it in and waited for it to ring. 
 
    “Hi, you’ve reached Madison,” was the cheery answer. 
 
    “This is trainee Taylor Ashwood reporting in,” I said. 
 
    “Let me check,” the woman’s voice dropped immediately, switching to business in a split second. It was a safeguard they had in case someone else happened to call. The woman, ‘Madison’, if that was her real name, would pretend to be a wrong number if needed. 
 
    “Right, Taylor, do you need a crew at the gps co-ordinates of this call?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. They tracked our calls to save us trying to explain the location. It used to be that we needed to give them the longitude and latitude of the location, but now with today's technology, they just tracked us. 
 
    “Location locked, you should have a team there within the hour.” 
 
    She ended the call, and I handed the phone back to Neema. 
 
    “Good job,” Neema congratulated me. “I can wait around if you want to head on back, you’ve done great.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I hesitated. I did want to go home and wash off the blood that had gotten on me, and throw my bloody shirt in the wash. 
 
    “Of course. I’ve got it from here,” she smiled warmly and I sheathed my blade. 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll see you back at the ranch,” I said. I almost went to hug her, but decided against it. I wouldn’t ruin her clothes too. 
 
    “When I get back, you’ll be cleaning that,” Neema said as she pointed at the discarded rifle.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    My welcome home involved a scowling Jaye, and a relieved Ray. They’d busied themselves watching some Netflix, which we’d gotten as soon as possible to help entertain us some nights until the new lodge was built. With me being unable to perform in the sexual department, nights were rather boring now. 
 
    “Went good?” Ray asked liked an eager puppy. 
 
    “Yeah, Neema is actually putting me forward for my rank,” I grinned. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the right call?” Jaye asked. 
 
    I turned on him in a huff, and he bit his lip as I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “It’s her call. I did well tonight. Despite being a bit nervous, everything fell back into place. I felt the most normal that I have in a long time,” I snapped. 
 
    “Look, I was just worried,” Jaye said as he threw up his hands non-threateningly. 
 
    “Why? Because I’m some wounded animal that needs protecting now? You’re all so careful with me now, I see how Scott and Nathan look at me, like I’m something they pity. You didn’t, not really, but now…” I huffed, clenching my fists as the scent of blood washed over me again. 
 
    I needed a shower and some new clothes. 
 
    “I don’t pity you. I was just worried. I didn’t want anything making you freeze up,” Jaye softened. 
 
    I sighed, rubbing my arms as Ray stood awkwardly to the side biting his cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just know you’ve struggled, a lot. The nightmares, the memories. I just want you to be yourself again,” he murmured. 
 
    “And I felt like I was tonight,” I admitted softly. 
 
    It was true, before I’d pulled that trigger, there was no darkness in my mind, no disgusting laughter or faces. Just a focus and a task at hand. And to feel my Alpha energy flow through me, reminding me of who I now was, it had strengthened me. 
 
    “That’s good,” Jaye said in relief. “If it helps you, then I won’t stop you. It’s what you’ve always wanted to do.” 
 
    I managed a small smile as he relaxed now that we’d cleared the air. I knew he was just concerned for me. I’d been quite a mess after Richard and his men. But this duty I had, this drive, it did help. A lot. 
 
    “I need a shower, how about you guys find us a good movie to watch?” I suggested as I let my shoulders drop. I didn’t want to be annoyed, not tonight. Not when I was so close to becoming a Huntress finally. 
 
    “Of course, they’ve got this awesome one, Guardians of the Galaxy, I vote for it,” Ray grinned. 
 
    “What’s it about?” I asked as I unsheathed my knife. I needed to give it a good clean first. 
 
    “Well, it’s a superhero movie, I don’t want to spoil it, but Bradley Cooper plays a raccoon apparently,” Ray said as Jaye strode over to the couches. 
 
    We’d gotten a nice new plasma on the wall, and we planned for this lodge to become a men’s area for the Pack, set up the living room with pool tables and such. 
 
    “Mm, Bradley Cooper,” I mused. Now that was a good-looking man right there. Probably not so much as a raccoon though. 
 
    “We’ll get it ready,” Ray stated as I headed into the kitchen. 
 
    I gave my new knife a proper clean before leaving it on the counter to dry. 
 
    Then it was shower time. 
 
    I went back to my room, the same room where all this had started. 
 
    As I stepped into the room, I caught my breath as I looked around. I’d hated it for so long, hated what memories it had. 
 
    But those memories, they were just acts of survival. I’d survived, I’d fought and won. 
 
    I smiled softly to myself as I felt for the iPod in my pocket. I dumped both it and my phone on the bed before gathering up some clothes and heading into the bathroom. 
 
    And for the first time in a long time, I showered in peace, not a single ugly thought slipping into my mind as I rinsed off the blood. 
 
      
 
    “New knife?” Ray asked as I joined them on one of the couches. I slotted between the pair as I looked over at the plasma screen to read the blurb of the movie. 
 
    “Yeah, hand-crafted silver blade. Neema gave it to me,” I said. Ray had obviously picked it up, and I’d left the sheath for it in my room. 
 
    “Nice,” Ray nodded as he handed it to me. 
 
    “The design is beautiful,” Jaye remarked as he leaned into my side, his warmth seeping into me. I relaxed between the pair as I set the knife down on the coffee table. 
 
    “It is, it came in handy tonight,” I sighed. 
 
    “How so?” Jaye questioned gently. 
 
    “Neema tested me. She made me fend for myself with both the rogues. I shot the brother first, since he was bigger and more of a threat, not to mention he was seated. Neema was meant to use a sniper rifle to take one of them out, but she didn’t. Then his sister came for me. I ended up stabbing her in the heart,” I said. 
 
    Ray fell quiet as he took it in, but Jaye just managed a smile. 
 
    “You really are a Huntress,” he said. “I’m not sure how I feel about Neema just dumping that on you though. I mean, I guess she would’ve come to your aid if you needed her.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. 
 
    “Did you hesitate? What was it like?” Ray asked carefully, as if it was a tender topic. 
 
    “No. Rogues are dangerous, they chose that path, and once they go beyond a certain point, there’s no going back. These two, they enjoyed killing, they weren’t going to stop. The woman, she was dancing around the fire holding some poor dead guy’s arm, while her brother was eating his leg,” I shrugged. “By putting them down, we’re saving lives.” 
 
    “That’s fucked,” Ray recoiled, shuddering at the image. 
 
    “Yeah, it is. Usually when they go full rogue, they don’t even eat all their kill, only a quarter at most, then they move on. They like everything just fresh,” I spat. 
 
    “Monsters,” Jaye agreed. 
 
    “Are there any rogues who don’t choose it?” Ray asked. 
 
    I bit my lip at this. “To be honest, I’m not sure. You have to eat human flesh in order to become rogue.” 
 
    “Are there any who don’t turn full rogue?” Ray asked.  
 
    “Well, there are those like the pair tonight. Somehow they don’t completely reach full rogue, where they’re just crazed killers. I mean, these guys were crazy tonight, but you could tell they were still capable of thought. True rogues only have one thing on their mind. And that’s to find their next kill. Somehow, instinct keeps them from just killing publicly in open places, they usually take victims in alleys or out camping. It’s like they’ve retained the part of their mind that knows that they’ll die if they do that, that they still have to hide what they are from mankind,” I explained. It was interesting that Ray didn’t know much about rogues, it was normally taught a bit in the schooling systems. Then again, home-schooling had been the norm here. 
 
    “Huh, interesting,” Ray murmured. 
 
    “How about we watch the movie?” Jaye suggested as I sunk into the seat cushion between the pair. They were so warm and pushed against my sides, it was perfect. 
 
    “Right,” Ray nodded as he reached for the remote. 
 
    I settled between them, holding Ray’s hand as I rested my head on Jaye’s shoulder.  
 
    And we sat in a comfortable silence as the old music started up. 
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    I sucked in the cool morning air as I leaned over, holding Belle’s reins tight. I know I’d said I should let her settle in, but in the early hours of the morning, I’d slipped away from the comfort of my two men and headed to the stable. Belle had been standing nearby, and her ears perked up when she saw me. 
 
    We both could use the escape, the mad dash of freedom. 
 
    I clung to her with my thighs as her legs stretched out, cantering through the pines along the same trails I’d explored yesterday with Ray. 
 
    Belle’s muscles rippled and moved fluidly as she shot through the forest, and I grinned stupidly as I spied the fallen long coming up. Braveheart had forced me to walk him around it, refusing to jump the small obstacle. 
 
    Not Belle. 
 
    She soared over it with ease, landing and doing a small kick out before taking off once more. The wind tore at my clothing, and I laughed as we raced, completely free and wild. 
 
    How I missed this. 
 
    “Such a good girl,” I murmured, my voice lost on the wind as we rocketed through the forest. 
 
    Eventually, Belle slowed, falling back to a walk as sweat lined her neck and she panted softly. I settled back into the saddle, drawing in the scent of horse and pines, listening to the birds and the breeze, the strong clip-clop of her hooves on the worn path. 
 
    No shadows today either.  
 
    I was surprised when I noticed that, and I frowned, not wanting to push my luck by exploring the corners of my mind.  
 
    Right now, I felt at peace and right where I belonged. 
 
      
 
    When we returned to the stable, Belle was excited to be given an early feed as I stuck her in her stall and gave her some hay and topped up her water. I’d make sure she was let out later into the field, but at least in here she didn’t have to fight the others for food. 
 
    I entered her stall, brushing her after having given her a quick hose outside to rid her of her sweat. 
 
    I hummed softly as she focused on eating, and I slipped into a peaceful moment of methodical brushing. Belle’s sides heaved softly as she breathed, snorting as she ate and turning to glance at me here and there. 
 
    I’d told her some time back that I’d want her to be mine one day, if possible. And now here she was, as my mount. 
 
    “So you liked your gift?” 
 
    I jumped and Belle stomped her hoof at the intrusion, drawing a laugh from Nathan as he leaned against the gate of the stall. 
 
    “Yes, she’s perfect,” I smiled as I walked over to him. 
 
    I caught his lips, those soft, delicious lips, and he cupped my face as he deepened the welcome. 
 
    “I thought you would,” he breathed as he broke the kiss. 
 
    “Here, let me out,” I indicated for him to step aside, and he obeyed. 
 
    I exited Belle’s stall, leaving her to eat in peace as I gave Nathan a once over. Wearing those tight jeans that made his fine ass prominent and the long-sleeved blue button-up tee, he looked like the usual Nathan, ready for ranching. 
 
    And those forest green eyes were pleased as he stared right back at me. 
 
    “How’s home?” I asked as I led the way out of the stable. 
 
    “Good, real good. Had some foals born, sold off a fair few steers. Nothing much exciting since last time I saw you,” he shrugged.  
 
    It’d been almost a week since I’d seen him last, and Scott was nearly the same. My father hadn’t taken on a third beta yet, so the pair had to handle some extra workload. Not that Jaye had been enlisted with much anyway, mostly just making sure people were fulfilling their duties and the investing was being done. He’d also take over some security shifts, watching the monitors and participating in leading patrols. 
 
    “Jaye texted, said you hunted two rogues last night,” Nathan sighed, and I scowled. Here we go again. 
 
    “Yeah, Neema said I did well, she’s putting me forward for my rank now,” I said brightly, and Nathan’s face darkened. 
 
    “You know it’s dangerous, Tay. Should you really be doing that now that you’ve got such an important position here?” 
 
    “I think it’s my choice, I’m a better version of myself when I’m out there. It’s my job, my purpose,” I said. 
 
    “I know it’s your choice, I just worry about you. You could get hurt, or worse. Rogues are dangerous,” he continued. 
 
    “And I’m an Alpha now. Last night was ten times easier because of that fact. I move faster, I’m stronger, more powerful,” I said with an eye-roll. 
 
    “Okay,” he growled, his shoulders slumping. He wasn’t going to win this one. 
 
    “Here I was thinking you missed me, but instead you’re here to lecture me about my life choices,” I mused as I sat down on one of the picnic benches nearby. 
 
    I could see the playground from here, but it was deserted this early in the morning. And I could see the new lodge build through the sparse of trees, construction still going as machinery beeped and whirred. 
 
    “I do miss you,” he sighed as he sat down beside me and stroked my hair. 
 
    “Well, focus on that rather than the lecture,” I groaned, but I couldn’t help enjoying the soft strokes of my hair. 
 
    “Fine,” he managed a chuckle as he shuffled closer and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. I drew in his intoxicating rancher scent, the horses, the hay, the leather, all mixed with his own unique musky smell. 
 
    “How’s Scott?” I asked as I rested my head on his shoulder. 
 
    “He’s good, he’ll pop down in another day or so, he’s stuck building an extension again,” Nathan said. It seemed a few of my old Pack mates were falling pregnant now. 
 
    “Done any barrel racing?” 
 
    “Had a competition over the weekend, Dasher and I came second,” he said proudly. 
 
    “That’s awesome, congrats!” I grinned. 
 
    “Would’ve been better with my girl watching,” he murmured as he kissed my neck sweetly. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed, savoring the sensation of his lips on my skin. 
 
    “How are things in… that department, anyway? I remember you saying it was Ray’s birthday, and you wanted to try…?” he asked with a sad smile. 
 
    “I couldn’t,” I mumbled as I glared down at my hands. I hadn’t been able to have sex with Ray. I hadn’t slept with any of them since what had happened with Richard’s men. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help? Maybe do something for you, just to get you back into things? Only if you really want to, we could just see how it goes, you can say no or stop whenever you want.” 
 
    I looked at him, at the genuine desire to help me overcome this. My boys had been so patient with me while I fought this, understanding and accepting what had happened to me had ruined it for me. 
 
    But it had to have put some strain on them. Before all this, while I was training, I could still at least have phone sex with them, now even that was not possible. 
 
    I frowned, expecting flashes to slice through my mind like they always did when I considered trying again. 
 
    Not this time. Only the distant sense of unease, but no vivid images or laughter. No growling or grunting. 
 
    “I think, maybe we could try,” I murmured, my voice barely audible as I chewed my lip.  
 
    “Okay,” Nathan breathed as he kissed my temple.  
 
    “Sucks this barn isn’t set up like ours,” I managed a smile and he laughed. 
 
    “I’m sure we can figure something out,” he said sweetly. “Jaye’s gone out to patrol for the next few hours, and when I popped by the lodge, Ray was about to head out to get some morning photos. We could always just go back to the lodge? Unless… it’s too difficult there?” he cocked his head as his eyes searched me. 
 
    “No, it’s just a building,” I shook my head. A distant memory of the rape that had happened there in the hall tried to resurface, but I was able to stomp it down. That was new, and it surprised me that I could fight it off so easily. 
 
    Had things suddenly changed for the better? Did it have something to do with last night, or Belle? Hell if I knew. 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s head back and I’ll make you some breakfast, scrambled eggs and bacon sound good?” he offered, and the tenseness in my shoulders fell away. 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” 
 
      
 
    I lay on the bed beside Nathan after a delicious breakfast cooked by him, tracing his bare chest and trying to override my anxiousness. 
 
    “Relax, it’ll be okay,” Nathan reassured me as he kissed my forehead. “I can feel how tense you are, how nervous. You can end this at any time. I just want to help,” he murmured. 
 
    “I know, it’s just, it’s been a while,” I mumbled as I nuzzled into him, soaking up his heavenly warmth and scent. 
 
    “When you fall, you get back up again, you get back on that horse and you take control. That’s how I was raised,” he chuckled. 
 
    “I know,” I groaned. 
 
    “How about this, close your eyes, and focus on your senses. Focus on the feelings, the emotions, the sensations,” he purred as he leaned over me. 
 
    I caught my breath at those genuine green eyes. He’d never hurt me, I knew that. But I couldn’t shake my unease. 
 
    No one had been down there since, and I was worried about the damage I’d endured too down there. When that blade drove inside me. 
 
    “Don’t think, just feel,” Nathan growled as he caught my chin in his fingers, as if he could see my worries surfacing. 
 
    I managed a weak nod and closed my eyes. 
 
    I’d stripped down to my bra and panties to begin this, and Nathan was in his tight black briefs. 
 
    “You are so beautiful, Tay,” he murmured as he dipped down and kissed my neck. 
 
    “Right back at you,” I retorted, and he chuckled at my sarcastic defense. I couldn’t help it, I was nervous, and sarcasm came easy. 
 
    I tried to force my body to relax, for the muscles to uncoil and settle as Nathan began littering my body in kisses. 
 
    The soft pecks made me quiver, and I focused on the tingles and warmth it filled me with. 
 
    I needed to move past this, to finally fix what had been broken. 
 
    I needed to be me again, and sex was as vital a part to me as breathing. 
 
    I gulped as Nathan’s lips trailed down my abdomen, kissing along the top of my panties then down my thighs. 
 
    Warmth was slowly building up inside me, flooding to that delicious spot downstairs as he worked his mouth all over my bare flesh. 
 
    Then he was back up, claiming my mouth, kissing me passionately and deeply. The fire ignited inside me, and all the tension eased from me. 
 
    I cherished his body pressed against mine, my hands running down the firm muscles of his back. 
 
    I gasped as he broke our kiss and ducked down to my breasts. 
 
    “Can I?” he asked, his eyes flicking up to watch me for a response. 
 
    I nodded, and he lifted me up to unclasp my bra and tossed it aside. 
 
    I quivered in delight as his mouth circled my left nipple while he fondled my right, stroking the bud with his thumb. 
 
    I moaned as he suckled on my perk pebble, and the scent of our arousals mingled in the air, filling my nostrils with desire and drive. 
 
    Shadows danced at the corners of my mind, begging to ruin it and race to the forefront. But I kept them back, holding them at bay. 
 
    I wanted to enjoy this. God, I needed this. I hadn’t even touched myself since that horrid night. 
 
    I arched as Nathan gave my nipple a gentle nip, and the deep chuckle that resounded through him made me smile in delight. 
 
    “You like that?” he murmured huskily as he shimmied up to my face. 
 
    “You know I do,” I breathed as I leaned up to kiss him. 
 
    I drank him up, exploring his mouth as his barely clothed body moved against mine. 
 
    The hunger and need flushed through me, and I growled into his mouth as I slid a hand down to the bulge in his briefs. 
 
    He moaned as I teased him, stroking him through the thin fabric. 
 
    “Damn, you’re a difficult temptation,” he groaned as he broke the kiss with raspy breaths. 
 
    I chuckled as I kissed his neck, falling back onto the pillow as he dove down to explore my body once more with his mouth. 
 
    This time he delicately made his way down to my panties, nuzzling into them and drawing in my scent. 
 
    My cheeks flushed as he hooked a finger under the edge of my panties and gave me a questioning look. 
 
    I managed a nod with a weak gasp as he tugged them down. 
 
    And then his lips honed in on my clit, nuzzling it and suckling, the desperate desire flooding through my nether region as I moaned and trembled in anticipation. 
 
    I lolled my head back, closing my eyes as he worked his magic, sliding a finger into my wet folds to test me. 
 
    “Does it… feel different?” I gasped as he removed his mouth from my clit to focus on me. I opened my eyes to gaze down at him, biting my lip uncertainly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he frowned, his shadowed green eyes dilated and needy. 
 
    “Inside,” I breathed, barely wanting to say it. But I needed to know. 
 
    “Not really, tighter, I guess,” he cocked his head at me. “It’s scarred, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not sure if that’ll make it… different,” I murmured as I turned my head to the side. I’d been embarrassed about what it could be like down there too. Could he feel the difference? 
 
    “It doesn’t feel different now, does it feel different for you?” he asked. 
 
    I was going to say I wasn’t sure, but then he gently stroked against my g-spot as I arched in pleasure. 
 
    “I think it’s fine,” he chuckled. 
 
    I squeaked as the bedroom door opened, and I stared dumbly at Ray, who just stood hesitantly in the doorway. 
 
    Nathan looked over at him, then flicked his eyes back to me with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    Ray didn’t say anything as he just stared at my naked form, his eyes trailing over me before settling on my face with his nostrils flared. 
 
    I reached out, offering him my hand, not sure what to say exactly. But I wasn’t going to leave him out. I owed him for his birthday. And he was someone who I trusted to be gentle with me the first time back into things. 
 
    Ray glanced at Nathan, who just shrugged and smirked at him, before awkwardly making his way over after closing the door behind him. 
 
    “We’re…um…” I pursed my lips as he sat on the bed beside me, and I could see his excitement evident in his jeans already. 
 
    “Tay wants to try to fix her issues, wants to get back on the horse, so to speak,” Nathan said, still perched between my legs with a finger inside me. 
 
    Not weird at all. 
 
    “Maybe, you can help,” I murmured as I reached for the front of his shirt. 
 
    Ray’s eyes widened as I tugged him down gently, and he allowed me to pull him down to meet my lips. 
 
    Nathan took the opportunity to dive back between my legs, and I moaned into Ray’s eager mouth. 
 
    I struggled to tug his shirt over his head, distracted by Nathan’s mouth working wonders on my clit and drawing mews and moans from me. 
 
    Ray couldn’t stand it. In just a moment he’d stripped down to his good boy white briefs and ducked down to suck my breasts. He sat on the side of the bed, and I slid my hand over to touch his arousal. Damn, he was still as big as I remembered. Not that Nathan wasn’t, but I hadn’t expected it from him. From the young, timid ‘wolf I’d met months ago. 
 
    Ray nipped my nipple, and I arched into him as Nathan dove to taste my arousal, sliding his warm tongue inside me to savor my juices. 
 
    Ray continued suckling as he tugged his briefs down, and I quivered in delight as I wrapped my fingers around his throbbing length. 
 
    He moaned against my left breast, his other hand gripping the right one gently as I began pumping his cock. 
 
    I moaned and rocked against Nathan, the bliss and pleasure building up inside me as his tongue flicked over my clit and he suckled away while his fingers caressed my g-spot inside. 
 
    Ray continued ravishing my breasts, switching between them to equally appreciate each one, nipping and suckling and driving me mad with lust. 
 
    I cried out as the orgasm hit me, washing over me in a mind-numbing bliss as I spasmed and arched. 
 
    So goddamn good. How I missed it, the pleasure and satisfaction.
Nathan moaned as he lapped up my climax, and Ray grunted as my hand slowed on his length, too caught up in my own finish. 
 
    “Ray, go inside her while she’s still fresh,” Nathan instructed. 
 
    I was surprised he didn’t want to penetrate me instead, but he’d accepted Ray as one of them now, he’d taken his time to get to know him over the past few months. He’d even trained him in combat, but I was skeptical that that was more for my benefit. He wanted me to have a capable partner with me. He’d even sat me down one time and admitted that he was a good man to be with us, to join our frisky little group. 
 
    This act of real acceptance was heart-warming, and I would’ve appreciated it more if I wasn’t still coming down from a breath-taking climax. 
 
    God, how I’d needed that, craved such a finish. 
 
    Nathan moved around, and I allowed him to move me to the edge of the bed. 
 
    Ray positioned himself between my legs, and I smiled lovingly as he froze and looked to me first. 
 
    “Is this okay?” he asked softly, his nostrils flaring as he glanced down at my wet folds, spread open and waiting for him. 
 
    “Yes,” I moaned, already imagining him sliding inside. 
 
    Ray managed a relieved, boyish smile before slipping inside me with ease. I shuddered and moaned as he filled me up, my wet walls hugging him tight as he moaned and cursed at my readiness. 
 
    It felt so good to finally have someone inside me again. Someone I loved and cherished, someone who belonged with me.
I turned my head to where Nathan stood beside the bed, and I bit my lip with a blissful smile as I realized why he’d positioned me on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Here,” Nathan helped prop me up on some pillows so I’d be the right height, and I quivered and gasped as Ray began slowly thrusting into me. 
 
    Nathan’s erect length was ready, and he held it, pumping it softly as his eyes wandered over me. 
 
    “Why don’t you put it somewhere useful?” I suggested with a chuckle, which was overcome with a deep moan as Ray began to speed up. 
 
    Nathan stepped forward, and I drew his length into my mouth, loving the small drop of pre-cum on his tip. Goddamn, I wanted to taste him now. I wanted that seed to flood my mouth so I could drink it up. And I wanted Ray to fuck me hard and fast. 
 
    I was too pre-occupied to even notice that the shadows at the edges of my mind had faded away, completely. 
 
    I used one hand to cup and massage Nathan’s balls as he thrust gently into my mouth. I moaned around his engorged length as Ray hefted my hips up to drive deeper into me. 
 
    Nathan’s hand fisted in my hair as he moaned and lolled his head back as he face-fucked me. But I loved it. 
 
    I wanted to make Ray speed up, to fuck me as hard as he could now that the pleasure was coiling inside me once more, but I was trapped with Nathan’s length in my mouth, thrusting faster and deeper. I was lucky I’d learned to take it on this angle otherwise I’d probably be gagging with how deep he was going. 
 
    “Fuck,” Ray grunted as he began driving into me faster, our hips grinding together as he buried himself deep inside me over and over again. 
 
    “Come for us, Tay,” Nathan rasped, his breaths coming in short bursts as he held back from finishing. 
 
    I moaned and gasped against his length as Ray pounded into me, and the sheer orgasmic bliss exploded through me as I arched and shook.  
 
    “God yes,” Nathan moaned as his release flooded my mouth. I somehow managed to gulp it down despite the waves of pure pleasure rocking through my body as Ray still ground into me. 
 
    He cursed and thrust into me once more, driving as deep as he could as he came inside me, finishing along with us. 
 
    My chest heaved as I caught my breath, and Nathan slid out of my mouth and chuckled before climbing over me to lie beside me. 
 
    I sighed as I closed my eyes, and Ray slipped out of me, his semen dripping from my swollen slit. 
 
    I moved over with Nathan to make room, and Ray climbed in on my other side, pulling the now bundled blanket up over us. 
 
    “It’s like, what, 10am?” Nathan chuckled. 
 
    “Your point?” I breathed lazily, still savoring the blissful orgasm. 
 
    “Nothing, I guess we can spend a while in bed,” he gave me a satisfied grin. 
 
    “Damn, I missed this,” I sighed as I closed my eyes. “And Ray, happy birthday.” 
 
    Ray snorted and Nathan just chuckled as we all settled under the covers. 
 
    This moment was everything I’d wanted. 
 
    The perfect reintroduction I needed. 
 
    And despite the time, I ended up drifting into a light sleep, with a dream of hot and heavy sex with my four men. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to have them all together. 
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    2 and a half years later… 
 
      
 
    “C’mon, we have to be quick!” Ray grinned back at me as he dragged me along by my hand. 
 
    I laughed as he led me up the stairs, leaping up the steps after him excitedly. The new lodge was our home now, and I adored the welcoming feel of the communal areas here. 
 
    But right now, I had something else on my mind. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Ray insisted, and I chuckled as I did as asked. 
 
    He led me into one of the rooms, and judging by the soft smokey smell, there were candles lit. 
 
    “Happy birthday!” a chorus of voices said. 
 
    I opened my eyes and burst into laughter at the three men in nothing but their underwear. 
 
    Our king sized bed was littered with rose petals, and only candles lit the room, giving it a sensual quality. 
 
    But my three grinning man were what made my night, all standing tall in their briefs and boxers. 
 
    “Tonight is your night,” Ray said huskily from behind me, and I turned to see he’d stripped to his white briefs too. 
 
    Well, now I was certainly giddy. 
 
    Scott had given up his position as my father’s beta two years ago to come live with us, and Nathan acted as the consult between the two joined Packs. He was still my father’s beta, but he spent most of his time here now. Thankfully, my father had taken on two new beta’s, including Carlos, whom I thought was a perfect fit. 
 
    “How do you want tonight to go, sweetness?” Nathan asked, his voice velvety smooth. 
 
    Hot damn, the sight of my men standing around the bed almost completely naked was turning me on something bad. 
 
    “I’ve got a few ideas,” I murmured, running my tongue over my bottom lip. This caused a round of soft growls, and I smiled slyly at my men as Ray kissed my neck. 
 
    “I think, I want two of you in me, and I’ll use my hands on the other two, and then we’ll take turns switching it up,” I purred, my mind already hurling a million positions at me. 
 
    I’d long since overcome my issues brought on by Richard, and only once in a blue moon did the memories of him and his men come back to haunt me. 
 
    But my life was complete now. 
 
    I’d passed my Huntress trial two-and-a-half years ago, and I now hunted and came home to most, if not all, of my men. 
 
    And the sex was heavenly. 
 
    Ray led me over to the side of the bed, and I moaned as he and Jaye began to slowly undress me, their hands exploring me and taking advantage of the loss of clothing. Nathan and Scott just climbed onto the bed, waiting patiently until I was fully naked and being urged onto the bed. 
 
    “Who wants to go first?” I mused, my eyes rolling over my delicious men as they all sat on the bed around me. 
 
    “I will,” Jaye growled, and I managed a seductive smile as I flicked my head for him to lie down in the middle. 
 
    “All of you, underwear off,” I instructed. 
 
    My four men obeyed, and I caught my breath at the sight of all their excited members bursting free. 
 
    Tonight was going to be fucking fun. 
 
    Jaye lay down in front of me, and I waved for Ray and Nathan to lie on either side of him. 
 
    They didn’t argue, doing exactly as they were told like the good men they were. 
 
    My men. 
 
    Scott, on the other hand, took up a position behind me, and I got onto all fours over Jaye’s body, trailing kisses down his naked body and playing with the light feathering of hair on his chest. 
 
    Nathan and Jaye were both reaching out, stroking me and dancing their fingers across my sides as Jaye focused on my boobs. 
 
    With my ass poised in the air, Scott slid a hand between my legs, not hesitating as he delved a thick finger inside my wetness. 
 
    I shuddered as my breath hitched, and Jaye gave one of my nipples a pinch to draw a moan from my lips. 
 
    Scott pulled his finger out and slid my juices up into my other entrance, gently prodding and lubing it up. 
 
    I focused on Jaye’s body with my mouth, but my hands wandered to the throbbing lengths of Nathan and Ray. I traced their members, caressing them and fondling their balls. Ray was already pumping himself, not able to withstand the teasing so easily, while Nathan was laying stock still, savoring my touches. 
 
    My fingers slowly wrapped around both their lengths, drawing a sharp intake from Ray as I used my mouth to plant kisses around Jaye’s twitching length. 
 
    I slowly pumped my two men and captured Jaye’s shaft in my mouth, slowly sucking it in as he cursed. 
 
    Scott continued working on my ass, and I moaned in delight as he was able to slip a finger into the tight entrance. 
 
    I worked slowly, wanting to drag this out as Scott got me ready, gently fingering my ass as he loosened me up for the main event. 
 
    Jaye couldn’t hold back from thrusting slightly into my face, but I loved it as his clawed fingers dug into my shoulders, struggling to hold back. 
 
    “You’re ready,” Scott’s husky voice rose over the soft grunts and moans filling the room. 
 
    I stared down at Jaye, at the glimpse of a yellow flicker in his eyes as I bit my lip. 
 
    I released my other two men’s cocks despite their groans, and slowly slid onto Jaye’s waiting length. 
 
    I quivered and threw my head back as he slipped inside, and Scott moved forward to ready himself behind me. 
 
    I leaned forward, my naked body covering Jaye’s as I caught his hot, needy mouth. 
 
    I kissed him, moaning and gasping as Scott slowly pushed his thick length into my ass. 
 
    And then I was caught between the pair, both their cocks buried inside me like pure heaven as Scott began slowly thrusting. His movements made it easy to ride Jaye, and I didn’t forget to find the waiting dicks of my two other men with my hands. 
 
    Ray sighed as I began pumping him once more, and a glance over at him revealed he was watching me be double penetrated, his eyes dark and full of desire. 
 
    Nathan’s hand slipped down between Jaye and I, and I mewed as he began rubbing my clit for me. 
 
    He was going to end this quicker than I thought if he kept that up. 
 
    But I didn’t stop him as I rode Jaye hard, his clawed hands digging into my hips as he thrust into me, grunting and growling as his wolf shone through. 
 
    I loved it, I loved seeing him so wild, and my other boys had grown accustomed to it. 
 
    “God dammit!” I moaned as they both buried themselves deep into me over and over. 
 
    I gasped and bounced between the two, struggling to keep up the pumping motions on my other two men as I was fucked hard and fast. 
 
    I writhed and mewed as my own climax drew near, and Nathan didn’t let up as he worked my clit, knowing the incoming orgasm was worth it. 
 
    I cried out, arching back into Scott as I came, my body shuddering and quivering as the waves of pleasure rocked through me. 
 
    Ray came almost immediately at the sight, his seed shooting out and dripping onto my hand. 
 
    Jaye snarled as he thrust hard into me, taking advantage of my convulsing walls as he, too, exploded inside me. 
 
    Scott needed a few more thrusts, but with me arched up against him now, he took the chance to give my boobs a hard squeeze as he drove into me a few times. His body went rock hard behind me as he cursed, and then the warmth filled my ass as he came as well. 
 
    “My turn,” Nathan growled, still fighting off his finish. 
 
    Scott pulled out of me, and Nathan sat up, getting into a prayer like position beside Jaye as he offered his cock to me. 
 
    I accepted it into my mouth, and he face-fucked me for a few moments before he moaned and climaxed. 
 
    Need and desire tore through me like wildfire, and my four men all growled and grunted as my arousal wafted through the air once more, mingled with all the semen and sex. 
 
    Well, now that was a pleasant turn of events. 
 
    I moaned as I moved back onto the bed, and Ray lurched forward, twisting me on all fours so my ass was pointed at him. 
 
    He slammed inside my wet walls, and I gasped and drove back against him hard and fast. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time they’d brought on a heat. 
 
    I moaned and writhed, bucking against Ray as he growled and gripped my hips hard. I happily accepted Jaye’s offered cock before my face, and I finished him with ease as Ray brought a second round of intense bliss coursing through me. 
 
    Fun fact, being on heat makes orgasms so much easier. 
 
    Ray moaned as he finished, and Scott lurched forward, tearing him away from my rear so he could thrust inside me instead. Jaye and Nathan were ravishing my body, awaiting their turn to fight for the next turn. 
 
    Scott bucked against me, pounding into me as I gasped. 
 
    Nope, I wanted two of them again. 
 
    I snarled as I tore myself away from Scott, who frantically came after me along with the others. 
 
    “On the wall Nathan!” I snapped, and he eagerly darted over to lean back against the wall. 
 
    Scott knew right away what my thought was, and he slunk behind me as I shot over to Nathan. Nath’s hungry eyes drew me in, and he pulled me against him as he hoisted me up. He slipped inside me, and Scott drew up behind me, carefully sliding into my ass as Nathan fucked me. 
 
    Ray was beside me instantly, caressing my boobs and pumping himself, while Jaye joined me the other side. 
 
    I could just reach down to use my hands on the pair on either side of me, and I sloppily pumped their hard cocks as Nathan and Scott fucked me hard. 
 
    I gasped and moaned as Ray slid a hand between Nathan and I to pleasure my clit, knowing that the sooner I came, the sooner my boys would finish and he’d get a turn. 
 
    I writhed between the pair as another wave of pleasure washed over me, and then Scott was hoisting me up into the air and handing me off to Jaye. 
 
    He bent me over the side of the bed, and slammed into me as Ray clambered in front of me, sitting before me with that gorgeous, slick cock waiting for more attention.  
 
    I accepted him into my mouth, moaning around his length as he thrust carefully into my face, holding my head steady as he growled and moaned. 
 
    Jaye’s claws were digging hard into my hips, and the sensation only made me more wild. 
 
    I rocked hard back against him, feeling him slam deeper into me as I quivered and caressed Ray’s balls with one hand. 
 
    Ray came only moments before Jaye did, the pair of them howling as they climaxed. Scott and Nathan took over, and the scent of sex was almost suffocating now as all the hot, sweaty bodies battled for me, growling and snarling as they took turns ravaging my body. 
 
    It was a hot, needy mess of writhing bodies on the bed as we all made love repeatedly. I had dicks in both my ass and vagina, and I’d swallowed my fair share of cum by the time we collapsed in a rasping heap of exhausted bodies. 
 
    My body had been ravaged, and it ached, filled to the brim with a colorful mix of semen. The bed was a sticky mess, but I sighed contentedly as Nathan nuzzled into my left side, one arm thrown over my boobs while Jaye was on the other side with a protective arm over my belly. 
 
    Ray was sprawled along the end of the bed, already drifting off, and Scott was on the far side of Jaye, facing the wall as he caught some sleep. 
 
    I closed my eyes, satisfied and content in my little slice of heaven. 
 
    Surrounded by the men I loved and cherished with all my heart. 
 
    My body felt completely spent, used up and in need of some time to recover. 
 
    And my momentary heat had passed, thank God. It’d happened a few times with my boys, and it made for one epic night as they fought and snarled, stealing me away as one member finished. I was grateful they never actually fought, they just snarled and growled as they demanded turns with me. 
 
    I rolled over to hug Jaye, and Nathan spooned me as I drifted off into a peaceful sleep. 
 
      
 
    I sat in the large living area with my men, enjoying a delicious breakfast of waffles and ice-cream. It was my late birthday present from Nathan since he’d only arrived last night, unable to spend the day with me. 
 
    I dug in, savoring the hot waffles mixed with the vanilla ice-cream, a perfect blend of hot and cold, delicious flavors. 
 
    “Look who May dropped over,” Scott cooed as he joined us from the hallway. 
 
    My heart melted at the sight and I abandoned my breakfast at the large dining table to stride over. 
 
    Scott chuckled as he handed me the baby, and I relaxed as love and warmth flowed through me as I stared down into her face. 
 
    “Morning Kira,” I murmured as I held her close. She gurgled with glee as I nuzzled her face, her soft brown locks something she got from her biological father. 
 
    But she wouldn’t grow up with just one Dad. 
 
    Kira was ours. And my four men all treated her as if she was their own, spoiling her rotten and spending so much time with her. 
 
    “Hey princess,” Jaye murmured as he joined me, his bright blue eyes overjoyed at the sight of his first child. He grinned as he waggled a finger in front of her, and she reached out to grip it tightly as she laughed, the sound plastering a grin on my face. 
 
    I’d chosen Jaye to father my first child. 
 
    Despite all his concerns, he’d been my first, and I wanted him to father my first child. The other men had accepted my choice, and I’d spent an entire heat with him, having hot, animalistic sex. And this bundle of joy had been conceived. 
 
    “Here, I’ll take her,” Jaye offered, and I happily handed her over, her pink shirt and purple pants making her look utterly adorable. May had agreed to take her for the night so I could get some alone time with my men for my birthday. 
 
    “Don’t tell Mom, but I’ll give you some waffles,” Jaye murmured, and I rolled my eyes as he carried her over to the table. 
 
    I watched as Ray and Nathan both greeted her, Ray reaching out to tussle her hair and Nathan giving her a tiny wave, which she returned. This caused him to grin and clap his hands, and I melted at the sight of my four men surrounding her. Scott had followed Jaye over, and was smiling contentedly as he stood behind Jaye, who was offering Kira a small piece of waffle. 
 
    “You guys will be okay watching her tonight?” I asked as I joined them at the table once more. 
 
    “Of course,” Ray piped up as he scooted closer to Jaye to pull faces at Kira. 
 
    “Momma’s gotta work tonight,” Nathan sighed, “But you’ve got all of us to keep you company.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll watch some Saw or something,” Scott suggested, and he laughed wholeheartedly when I gave him a dubious look. 
 
    “How long do you think you’ll be away?” Jaye asked as he bounced Kira on his lap. 
 
    He was a brilliant father, he’d been so scared throughout my pregnancy, and my men had tried hard to reassure him everything would be okay. And when she’d finally been born, I’d never seen so much adoration and utter love in him. All his worries melted away, and he did everything to keep her happy, from staying up nights with her when she couldn’t sleep, and helping me change her diapers. The others had dodged this task for a while, but I intended to bear a child to each of them, and they would have to pull their own weight. 
 
    “Only a day or two at most. It’s just one rogue,” I shrugged as I dug back into my breakfast. 
 
    “Well, we’ve been on our own longer than that,” Jaye said in a babyish voice to Kira as she giggled and reached for the ice-cream on his plate. 
 
    I just grinned at him. Jaye had opened up so much more ever since she’d been born, and I was seeing a whole other side to him. A fatherly side. As with the other three. They all had stepped up. 
 
    Not to mention I’d done my best to normalize such relationships in the Packs now. Well, Pack. It was considered a joint Pack, but with two territories. And there were a few she-wolves who were exploring the option. Bethany had both Brayden and a young ‘wolf from my first Pack. They’d accepted the new relationship style, and she was dating a third in hopes he could be accepted by her two chosen men. She’d been texting and calling me for advice a lot, and I was doing my best to help. 
 
    I froze, my fork raised to my lips as I captured the perfect moment, wanting to burn it into my mind. 
 
    Kira was staring up at Jaye, her small hand holding his cheek as he stared at her, a look of pure love and happiness filling his face. Scott was smiling down over the top of them, and Ray was grinning at the scene as he reached for his camera on the tabletop. Nathan was just staring quietly at the father and daughter, his mouth curved into a gentle smile. 
 
    My four men and my beautiful daughter. 
 
    A perfect family. 
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please take a few moments to leave a review. Reviews help other readers find my books and keep me motivated to continue my stories.

Leave a review?

This concludes the trilogy, but I do have many more series in the works!

Stay up-to-date by following me on facebook, or, better yet, join my readers group!
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