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    I awoke to an earsplitting headache, my ears ringing as I groaned and tried to sit up. The attempt only made my body ache and struggle, and it took me a moment to realize my hands were bound behind me. The pain in my wrists, especially with them roped behind me, made me hiss as they throbbed with pain. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths, focusing on my surroundings and what had happened. My stomach was tight and bruised, and every movement hurt both my abdomen and my head, and my wrists were too pained to struggle against my bindings. 
 
    The fight with Richard tore through my mind like another smack to the head. The heartbreaking sight of him straddling me, grinning triumphantly as I looked up at him in defiance and fury. I managed a weak smile as I remembered I’d gotten him good in the nose. Broken it. 
Serves him right. 
 
    My mouth was dry, but I tasted the lingering blood as I swallowed, running my tongue over my split lip. 
 
    My left eye was having trouble opening, and the dull throb and ache around it was starting to worsen, the pain increasing. 
 
    I flicked my eyes around, trying to discern where I was. 
 
    The bumps and jostles informed me I was in a vehicle. But the more my eyes adjusted to the dark, the more I came to a conclusion. I was in a trunk. Go figure. 
 
    What had happened when I’d fallen unconscious? 
 
    Sickness washed over me as I realized I must be in Richard’s car, deemed too risky to be in the backseat. Gadion would’ve stopped my family, my father and brother, and my boys, from interfering. At least, I hoped he did. I prayed they were okay. They must be pissed beyond measure, and worried. 
 
    Hell, I was worried. And in pain.  
 
    Would’ve been nice if the prick could’ve bound my hands in front of me to alleviate some of the pain. 
 
    I blinked as another wave of pain swept over me and I gritted my teeth. My head was pounding with a vengeance, and my swollen eye was throbbing. 
 
    I’d heal though, I just needed to think of what I was meant to do. 
 
    I was being claimed. I was to be Richard’s mate. 
 
    The thought made me gag. 
 
    I could never be with that ruthless, disgusting man. 
 
    I had my mates, my wild Jaye, my sweet Nathan, my burly Scott. This was not how my life was meant to go. 
 
    But considering I was bound in the trunk, there was little I could do about that right now. 
 
    I needed to think, to come up with a way out of this mess. Considering I was now, technically,  a part of the Williamson Pack, I couldn’t kill Richard. That was punishable by death, killing a Pack mate. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    I closed my eyes as the pounding in my skull intensified, as if it was slowly splitting open. 
 
    Great way to start your life with a new mate, by punching her in the head. 
 
    Even if she broke your nose. 
 
    My boys had told me repeatedly that they wouldn’t allow him to have me, that they’d find a way. I didn’t want to rely on that though. This was my problem, I’d lost the fight. And considering I’d trained hard to be a Huntress, I wasn’t too sure I wanted my father taking Richard on. I was too worried he’d lose, and Richard wouldn’t let him survive that fight. 
 
    How long had I been out for anyway? The Williamson ranch was quite a fair way away from our ranch, a few hours. And we’d met between the two territories for the battle, so if I was still in the car, then I hadn’t been unconscious too long. 
 
    My mind jumped to my boys, remembering how they roared when Richard punched me in the head, and I hoped they hadn’t come after him. For all I knew, they could be hurt. 
 
    Or worse. 
 
    My chest tightened at that sudden thought, and I clenched my jaw. 
 
    No, they weren’t that stupid. I had to trust Gadion and my father wouldn’t have allowed them to interfere. Like I could trust a vampire Councilman whom I’d only known from one phone call. Still, as the member of the Council dealing with werewolf issues, it was his duty to make sure that laws were followed and ‘wolves were safe. 
 
    I could only hope that was enough, but the worry that wriggled into my mind, the doubt and the fear, it was crushing. 
 
    All I could do was wait in agony until we reached Richard’s home. Surely he’d brag if one of my boys had gotten hurt. Or worse. 
 
    The minutes dragged by like an eternity, and I desperately wished my pain away, my head woozy and my vision blurring from the monstrous migraine. 
 
    Every bump in the road and every turn made my body ache and cry out in pain as I jostled around the trunk, crammed into it in an uncomfortable fashion. Not to mention it was getting mighty warm in here. 
 
    By the time the car rumbled to a stop, I was on the brink of passing out once more from the pain and probably the lack of oxygen in the trunk. Guess he’d forgotten that I needed to breathe. 
 
    The trunk clicked open and was heaved up, and I gasped in fresh air as the cool night breeze washed over me, soothing my aches and clammy skin. 
 
    I snarled as Richard looked down at me, a proud, smug smile marring his face. I wanted to knock it clean off, but instead I looked to his bruising nose, the stain of blood around it making me smirk. 
 
    “How’s the nose?” I asked with an arched eyebrow, loving the pissed off scowl that overcame him. 
 
    He raised a fist, and I waited for the incoming hit. 
 
    Nothing happened as who I could only assume was a Pack member stepped forward. 
 
    “This she-wolf will become your mate, we may have to postpone the ceremony if she’s so badly wounded,” the man said, shooting me a distressed look, as if he was pleading for me to keep my mouth shut. 
 
    He didn’t know me at all. 
 
    But the sincere look of fear for my safety in his eyes made me do a double take. He was roughly the same build as Nathan, but had a more sweet face, a young face, I realized. He’d be lucky to be over twenty. His black hair was crew cut like Richard’s, and his deep brown eyes were worried. An ugly scar cut down through one eyebrow and sliced across his eyelid, ending midway down his left cheek. I could only wonder how he’d obtained such a horrid injury. 
 
    “Take her inside, get one of the bitches to clean her up. Keep her tied up, we don’t need her trying to escape,” Richard snapped as he glared down at me. 
 
    “On it,” the young man dipped his head as he reached into the trunk. He slid his arms underneath me carefully, and I withheld any display of pain, refusing to show Richard that I was struggling. 
 
    “We’ll have the ceremony at midnight, make sure she’s ready,” Richard growled as he thumped the trunk down once I was in the young man’s arms safely. 
 
    “She’s injured, maybe you should wait a few days,” the man argued softly, but he averted his eyes when Richard towered over him, rage flashing through his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you dare question your Alpha! This little ‘wolf is mine, and I’ll have her tonight. I need children, and I’ll make sure she bears them,” he growled. 
 
    I closed my eyes from the throbbing pain in my body, not wanting to see that ruthless, despicable man’s face. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the man managed a pathetic bow with me in his arms before he turned away. 
 
    I heard Richard muttering and growling behind us, but I took the moment to look up at the man carrying me. 
 
    “Name’s Raymond, you’re Taylor Ashwood, from the Ashwood Pack,” he said softly once we were out of earshot of Richard. “I’m so sorry about all this. I wouldn’t wish our Alpha upon anyone,” he murmured as he caught my gaze. 
 
    “Well, he’s your Alpha, you have to listen to him,” I managed to say, but my mind was stuck on something else. “Did anyone from my Pack get hurt?” 
 
    “No, one of the betas nearly wolfed out, the other two looked ready to jump right in, but your Alpha there kept them in check, said you wouldn’t want them throwing their lives away. Your Alpha and brother were distressed, but they managed to withhold their emotions, I guess,” he assured me. 
 
    I relaxed only slightly at this knowledge. My boys and family were safe. I was grateful for Raymond telling me that. He had no idea what a relief it was to know. But then my mind wandered to what Richard had said, and an icy chill ran through me. 
 
    Tonight he wanted the ceremony to mate us. The thought terrified me. I needed more time, time to escape, to flee from here. To figure all this out. 
 
    “I don’t want to be his,” I mumbled, wincing as Raymond climbed some steps and had to change his hand positions on me. 
 
    It wasn’t easy carrying me considering my arms were still bound behind my back painfully, but he somehow managed it. 
 
    A glance around revealed that Richard’s home was set right in the woods with a decent clearing around it, a large lodge from what I could make out. Raymond was taking me through a side door, and the outside world gave way to a wooden interior. 
 
    “No one does. But no one is strong enough to overthrow him. His family has Alpha’d this Pack for generations. Although, rumor has it that he poisoned his own father to gain the position sooner. Wouldn’t surprise me. His mother died shortly after he became Alpha, suspicious circumstances, but no one was willing to question him. He’s ruthless, those who defy him end up badly beaten and on the brink of death. Some never fully recover,” Raymond said softly as he carried me carefully down a hallway, the gentle light from the ceiling fixtures giving the lodge a cozy feel. Well, it would feel like that to anyone else who wasn’t in my situation. 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” I said, my voice croaky and dry. 
 
    “I want you to not get hurt even more. Please don’t try to escape, we’re bound by Pack loyalty, and many of us are his children, we can’t turn on him. If you get away, and trust me, some of us would even want to help you, he’d bring harm to us. Including the children,” Raymond sighed. 
 
    “He’s your father?” I asked in disbelief. “And he’d seriously hurt children?” 
 
    “It was he who impregnated my mother, but he is not my father. My father raised me as if I was his own despite where I came from. I would never consider the Alpha my father,” Raymond scoffed. “And not even children are unscathed by his fury. I got this from him when I was nine,” he flicked his head left, and I realized he was talking about the scar down the left side of his face. “He nearly took out my eye. My mother went into heat and fell pregnant to my actual father. The Alpha had ordered to have her the next time. My mother disobeyed, so he punished her through me.” 
 
    “What a goddamn monster,” I hissed, followed by a whimper as Raymond shifted my body to open a bedroom door. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’ll undo your bindings, as long as you promise not to run away. Please. You might be our only chance at salvation. Maybe a strong woman like you can help… I don’t know, change him,” Raymond looked exasperated as he trudged into the bedroom and lay me down on the double bed. The sheets were an olive green, and the pillows were a dusky grey. Not the colors I would’ve chosen, but whatever. It wasn’t my main concern right now. 
 
    The room was large but sparse, a bed and wardrobe were the only objects inside. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone could change him,” I gave a sharp laugh despite the way it made my head drum. 
 
    “Will you stay, please? I know it must terrify you what’s going to happen tonight, I can’t promise you what kind of experience it’ll be. But I know if you run, he’ll have you hunted down and probably shot before you make it to our borders,” Raymond said as he sat on the bed beside me. 
 
    I stared hard at him, feeling sorry for the young man. He couldn’t be older than me, and the sincere lost look he had, the worry in his eyes, and the tense way he carried himself, it pained me. As much as I wanted to test my luck escaping, I couldn’t fathom him paying the price of my escape. He’d suffered enough. 
 
    “I won’t run, I’m not exactly in a fighting fit state anyway,” I managed a soft smile. It was true, even if I wanted to, my head was pounding and my stomach was bruised and sore. Not to mention I could barely see out my left eye. I was in no state to make my escape. 
 
    “Thank you,” Raymond let out a relieved breath before undoing the ropes on my wrists. 
 
    I groaned as I slowly pulled my arms around to my chest, the jarring pain in my shoulders from them being forced behind me so long only added to the list of problems with me at the moment. 
 
    “You can call me Ray,” he said after a moment of watching me gingerly touch my already bruised and swollen wrists. 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled, the realization of exactly what was to come dropping onto me like a freight train.  
 
    I trembled as I closed my eyes, forcing back the tears that stung them. I wouldn’t cry, I wouldn’t pity myself. I would handle this. And I’d find a way home. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ray mumbled as he stood up. “I’ll give you some time to get yourself together before I send one of the women in. They’ll patch you up.” 
 
    I didn’t trust myself to say anything, so I remained silent as Ray left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    The resounding click of the lock made me grind my teeth as I drew in a sharp breath. There was a row of small windows along the top of the wall behind the bed, none of which were big enough for a person to squeeze through. A precaution, perhaps, but I doubted they’d built this room just for me. It probably was just so the room stayed warmer in winter. 
 
    I curled in on myself as I wallowed, refusing to let the tears spill forth as I thought about my boys and my family. 
 
    At least they were safe now. Richard would be too focused on me to go after my father’s position just yet. He’d never challenged my father before, only attempted raids on our ranch. Perhaps he wasn’t too confident he’d win. My father was a strong man, quick and light on his feet, but packed a deadly punch. But I’d gotten first hand knowledge of Richard’s brutality and strength. I could see why my father hadn’t ever intervened with his Pack despite being the Area Enforcer and knowing the extra tidbits about the Williamson Pack. Did he know that Richard hurt children? I doubted my father would stand by and let that happen, but he knew of Richard’s theft of mates within his own Pack during heat, and how he ruled them with an iron thumb. 
 
    I agonized over my night ahead, of the binding ceremony. I’d been to enough of them to know what they entailed. Tonight, Richard would claim me in blood and body, and the ceremony would seal our union as mates. It was like a wedding, but everything, including the animalistic honeymoon and exchanging of blood, was on display before the whole Pack. Children excluded until the age of sixteen. 
 
    The idea of his huge, meaty hands touching me, of him forcing himself upon me, having me to himself, it filled me with hopelessness. How would my boys ever look at me the same? Sure, they shared me, but that was different. Would they forgive me for this? 
 
    I had no choice, I’d lost the fight. 
 
    I couldn’t contain the soft sobs any longer as they wreaked my body, the tears burning in my left swollen eye. 
 
    I only cried for a few moments before the excruciating pain in my head took over and I groaned in despair. 
 
    A woman entered my room after unlocking the door, and I glared at her with my one good eye, giving her a careful once over. She was around thirty, her dirty blonde curls tied up in a messy ponytail, and she wore a sweet little navy blue dress. 
 
    She gave me a sad smile as she strode over, a pile of clothing over one arm and a first aid kit in the other. 
 
    “Hey,” she said softly, as if I was a wounded animal she had to gain the trust of. “I’m May, I’m here to patch you up,” she murmured, her voice soft and soothing. 
 
    I swallowed as I sat up, wondering if she had the same feelings as Ray towards the Alpha. 
 
    I wanted to move away from her, to hide in my sorrow, but by the tender look she gave me, I knew she only wanted to help. 
 
    “Ray will be in with painkillers and water in a moment. I’ve got some ointments that’ll help with your wrists, they look pretty sore. I’m sure you’re aware of the special herbs that help us ‘wolves heal,” May said as she slowly joined me on the bed, making sure I was comfortable with her doing so. 
 
    Herbs for our kind were special. Ancient human tribes used them because of what ‘wolves had taught them, although the effects weren’t as strong for humans. 
 
    I allowed her to gingerly take my arms and inspect my wrists. She’d set the pile of clothes beside her on the bed, and the old tin first aid box was on her lap. 
 
    She pursed her lips and delved into the tin, an array of homemade ointments and tonics inside it. Little brown bottles with handwritten labels, small balm tins and a sewing kit, along with disinfectant, were the items it contained. 
 
    She pulled out a balm tin with the handwritten label of ‘Swelling/Bruising’ and got to work gently running the cool balm over my wrists. Her fingers were careful and soft, but it still hurt as she ran them over my green and blue bruises that were already making themselves known. Once she was satisfied, she moved to my left eye, careful to keep the balm away from my actual eye. I hissed and gritted my teeth as she smoothed the balm over the swollen, tender flesh, but my wrists were already cooling in a soothing way. 
 
    “Your lip is split too, that should heal on its own though. Anywhere else it hurts? Ray said you caught a nasty blow to the stomach too,” May frowned. 
 
    I nodded, not stopping her as she gave me a questioning look as her fingers caught the edge of my shirt. She lifted it up and frowned, her green eyes unhappy as she gingerly touched my bruising abdomen. 
 
    “He got you real good. I can’t believe you took him on, I mean, that’s so brave of you,” she said in disbelief, a strange look of satisfaction crossing her face as she began carefully smearing the balm on my stomach. “You did what many of us want to do. And you broke his nose.” 
 
    So she wasn’t a fan of her Alpha either. 
 
    Ray came in with a glass of water and some painkillers, and I accepted both graciously before tossing the pills back and gulping down the cool, refreshing water. My throat was tight and parched, and this was heaven, washing away the taste of blood in my mouth as well. 
 
    “I brought you some clothes to change into. I can wash the ones you’re wearing and have them ready for you after… you know. Thought you might want something familiar,” May’s face dropped to a troubled one. 
 
    I nodded slowly, understanding what she meant. I was grateful she’d thought about my comfort. They were sweet people despite their horrible Alpha, and I truly felt sorry for them. They deserved a proper leader, someone who acted like a true Alpha, not a tyrant.  
 
    “You should try to rest before then. I’ve got some numbing cream, you know… for down there, if you want it,” May said softly, shooting Ray a questionable look. He nodded and left the room, leaving us alone to speak about what was to come tonight. 
 
    “Do you know… what will happen?” I had to bite my lip, wincing when I caught the split in my lip instead. 
 
    “His last mate, whom you know passed in childbirth, well, it was different. He wasn’t as cruel back then, sure, he was still hard on us, but nothing like he is today. I think when she passed, he lost it,” May murmured. “So as to what to expect, I have no idea. I imagine he’ll be rough, and it won’t be over fast. The women he’s had while they’re in heat, even though they’re being driven by hormones, he has hurt them. Made them bleed down there from his brutality, especially those who are used to gentler partners. He’s rough and aggressive, likes his women to submit to him.” 
 
    I pulled my knees up to my chest, the pounding in my head letting up ever so slowly. God bless Ray for those painkillers, they were some strong ones. 
 
    “I won’t submit to him,” I said stubbornly. 
 
    “I know,” she said with a soft chuckle. “But for your sake, fake it tonight. If you don’t, I’ll be patching up a hell of a lot more injuries on you,” she murmured, her eyes pained as she looked over me. “Such a pretty young woman, you don’t deserve this, even if we’re meant to consider your Pack the rivals, I wouldn’t wish this on anyone.” 
 
    “When the raids happened, did those men even want to be a part of it?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really, but we do have a deeply rooted need to continue our lines, to expand the Pack, and our Alpha makes sure to push that onto us, even if he steals the females away from their mates sometimes. Even when he had his own mate, he still did it. His father did it before him as well. So there are a quite a few of our Pack who are of his lineage. Luckily, my own father had my mother during her heat when I was conceived,” May said as she tested her ponytail with a soft furrow on her brow. 
 
    “It’s wrong, you need to keep the Pack lines strong. With him breeding with the she-wolves like that, surely there have been some… unnatural unions,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yes, we have some of our young who are falling for each other. My niece, Gretle, has fallen for the young ‘wolf Ethan, but they share bloodlines. Her mother was conceived from the Alpha’s father, and Ethan is Richard’s child,” May sighed, her jaw set in dismay at the way the Pack was turning. 
 
    “It’s another reason why he’s realized he needs to join the Packs. He’d rather that than to stop stealing she-wolves in heat. But for him to rule another Pack like he does this one, I wouldn’t want that. It pains me to say this, because this is my home and my family, but I surely hope that when the time comes… your Alpha will put him down,” she whispered, as if she might be overheard of this treasonous talk. 
 
    “I’m surprised there hasn’t been a coup. Many of you must feel strongly against his ways.” 
 
    “There was talk about it, years ago, but those who intended to lead it wound up mysteriously dead. No one is willing to even think of it now. And there are still those completely loyal to the Williamson family. They’d do anything for their Alpha, they’ve grown accustomed to the ways of his family and how they rule the Pack.” 
 
    I shook my head, sickened so much more by this pig of an Alpha. But to hear of his brutality and willingness to kill his own Pack mates for talk against him, it also terrified me. I was an outsider, even if I was supposed to be a part of this Pack now, what would happen if I went against him? I obviously couldn’t fight him again, not in this state.  
 
    “I’ll go along with it all, for now. But I can’t stay here, I already have someone I consider my mate, although we weren’t yet properly mated. I don’t want to lose them,” I murmured, my voice breaking. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” May’s face dropped to one of sympathy and heartache as she carefully wrapped her arms around me. 
 
    I took comfort in her warm embrace, but it did little to drive off my worries and undeniable fear of what would come tonight. 
 
    I would find a way out of this, but for now, I had to deal with tonight and then focus on recovery. In order to do that, I needed to play along to avoid falling to the terror of Richard’s fists.  
 
    And it seemed like I had help, ‘wolves who’d help me in whatever way they could. Even Ray, despite his fear of what Richard would do to his Pack mates. He would probably want to help me, and May certainly would. Hell, she wanted her Alpha dead. 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone left? Gone lone wolf?” I asked as I pulled back. 
 
    “A few have, even successfully, moving far away, but we’re family here, and some of us are stuck. We’ve got children, and we can’t be on the run forever. Richard has money, and he pays bounty hunters to round up his abandoners. Those he gets back are severely punished. Others he orders to be shot and returned dead, if he’s pissed enough,” May spat, fury  flashing through her emerald eyes. “My brother tried to leave. He’d already pissed off Richard plenty. Spoke out against him at communal nights despite the beatings. He was hunted down and shot. We buried him two years ago. He makes sure those ordered dead are brought home to be buried, says it’s their home so they should be buried here, but I know it’s because he wants to remind us what will happen if we go against him.” 
 
    To say I was utterly mortified at this ruling of the Pack was an understatement. This was exactly the type of thing my father and the Council were around for, they were meant to stop such tyrannies and select a new Alpha. 
 
    “I guess, with my father, the rival Alpha of this Pack being the Area Enforcer, no one went to him for help,” I murmured. 
 
    “No. We’ve had it drummed into us from children that the Ashwood Pack is the enemy, and now Richard wants to join the Packs. Some have tried to go to the Council, but they refuse to interfere due to Richard’s family history and the ancient lines of our Pack. I don’t know if they just fear us, or if they don’t care.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous! It’s the Council’s job to protect us all and help us deal with issues among our kind!” I growled, ignoring the dull throb in my head. 
 
    “I know, but the Williamson Pack is one of the oldest, just like yours. We’re considered royalty to many other Packs throughout the region, an ancient Pack with strong lines. They don’t want to risk tearing this Pack apart.” 
 
    I just stared at May, pissed at the Council. How could they just turn the other cheek on such an abusive Alpha? It was wrong, on so many levels. But it was also why Area Enforcers had been chosen, to help handle matters the Council didn’t deem enough of their problem. 
 
    Too bad the Area Enforcer was considered the enemy. 
 
    “Do you have a phone?” I asked, wishing desperately I had my cell. 
 
    “No, there’s no signal out here. Another fun reason why it’s hard for us to try to get help. We can only use the landlines, and they’re monitored,” she sighed, but then a look of thought washed over her. “Although, I may know where there’s a satellite phone. Why?” 
 
    “I need to call my father, tell him everything. With knowing what Richard has done, he’s not fit to be Alpha. My father could maybe even go to the Council and get support to usurp him.” 
 
    “You really think the Council would help him?” May gave me a disbelieving look. 
 
    “Maybe, but if not, he’ll still find a way to get this sorted himself. My father wouldn’t look the other way against this,” I promised. My father was a family man, Pack came before everything. Sure, he could be firm and tough at times, but nothing like Richard. He’d never hurt his Pack members for speaking against him, besides, they had no reason to. And the odd times there were disagreements, my father encouraged that all opinions be heard and considered on certain subjects. He was a true leader, worthy of his title. 
 
    Richard was scum, and if it wouldn’t result in my own death, I’d kill him myself. 
 
    I wished so badly that I’d completed my training as a Huntress, that I had the authority to make that kind of call. My father could call in his sister to help with Richard. Between the two of them, they could end all this. 
 
    They could save this Pack. 
 
    “I need to go, I have to start making sure preparations are made for tonight. You should try to get some rest, the painkillers should make you a bit more drowsy. I’ll come see you before it’s time. Give you some numbing cream if you want,” she said with a sad smile. “As for the phone, I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, May,” I murmured and gave a soft nod as she stood up and gathered her first aid kit. 
 
    “Oh, should I help you change first? So I can wash your clothes?” she turned back. 
 
    “That’d be great, thank you.” 
 
    May helped me undress and change, my aching body protesting, but once I was in the clean, loose clothing, I was grateful. No tight jeans making my stomach hurt even more.  
 
    “They’re just some pajamas I had, they’re loose, so I figured that’d be good for you. Richard will probably want you dressed in something else for tonight, but hopefully it’ll give you some relief for now,” May said as she bundled my clothes up under one arm and picked the first aid kit back up. “Catch some rest, talk soon.” 
 
    I nodded as I lay back against the pillows, glad that they were comfy and soft. She was right; the painkillers were starting to make me drowsy, and I was glad that the throbbing in my head had dulled down. 
 
    But sleep evaded me for some time as my mind whirled with thoughts of tonight. There was no way out of this, I’d just have to grit my teeth and make it through this wretched night. 
 
    I’d think of my boys, about how this was protecting them, protecting my father, and how I’d use my time here to gather knowledge about Richard. If I could find his weaknesses, I could be of help when my father came. But first, I needed to call him. 
 
    I just hoped May could get her hands on that satellite phone. I was putting my faith in a woman I’d just met.  
 
    I prayed I wasn’t making the wrong choice. 
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    When Richard landed that horrendous blow on Taylor’s face, my body split, the wolf inside me howling and clawing, wanting to rip the man apart for harming her. The blood that dripped from her lips and the way her head lolled to the side, I thought for a heart stopping moment he’d killed her. 
 
    I shot forward, my eyes flashing yellow and my claws extended, ready to shift and tear into him as I howled with rage. I didn’t care if he killed me. I’d do my best to take him with me. But I would not stand by and watch him take the only woman I’d ever loved from me. 
 
    Nathan’s furious howl rung out as well, but he remained frozen in place. 
 
    I roared as my Alpha stopped me, fury and fear swirling in his darkened eyes. I wanted to push past him, ignore his commands for me to stand down. 
 
    I could feel Nathan bristling beside me as he, too, wanted to go after this treacherous man who’d hurt our sweet Tay. Scott’s eyes were glowing yellow, and blood dripped from where his claws dug into his hands as he held himself back. 
 
    “If you interfere, you could die. You’re no good to her dead,” Lawrence growled, his voice barely audible over Richard’s triumphant howl. 
 
    It took me a moment to understand what he was saying. This wasn’t yet over. 
 
    But seeing Tay locked under that beast of a man, her face already swelling and blood pooling from her mouth; it killed me inside. 
 
    “You three need to leave, Chris, take them away from here,” the Alpha instructed his son. 
 
    Chris looked broken, confused and pissed, all at once. He moved sluggishly, disbelieving what this lost fight meant for our Tay. 
 
      
 
    I was grateful afterwards that Lawrence sent us away. 
 
    I doubted we could’ve stopped ourselves from all going after the Alpha when he’d loaded Tay into his trunk after tying her up. Carlos was the one who told us about that afterwards, and Nathan had smashed his windshield upon finding that out. It was one of the few times I’d seen him show his emotions so strongly,  unable to hold them back. 
 
    Scott helped stitch up the deep cuts in Nathan’s hand as we all gathered inside the mansion, sitting in the living area while we waited for our Alpha to return. 
 
    “This is fucked,” Nathan spat, shaking his head as Scott tidied up his bloody hand from punching his windshield. 
 
    “We’ll get her back. I doubt Lawrence is just going to accept this,” Scott mumbled. He’d been rather quiet during the drive home, and I can’t say I was too quiet. I was pissed as all hell, and there was no way I’d rest until she was home and safe. 
 
    And to think that she’d undergo the mating ceremony with him, having to have her body raped like that, it sickened me and sent me into another round of pacing as I fought off the raging wolf inside me. If I didn’t focus on keeping it at bay, I knew it’d break through, and I was no use to Tay as a Feral wolf. She needed me a man and in my right mind. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lawrence has a plan, he gave me the heads up before we left. He has no intention of letting Richard keep her, I’m sure he would’ve preferred if we’d all just killed him right then, but with a Councilman present, we couldn’t. He was a vampire after all,” Carlos said from his perch on the steps leading down into the sunken living area. 
 
    “He’s going to mate with her,” I spat, my canines drawing blood as they dug into my lips. It helped center me though, and I took a deep breath as I focused on Tay, imagining her guiding me back from my Feral mind. 
 
    Her sweet smile, her laugh, her defiant spirit right to the end. Despite how she’d lost the battle, I couldn’t help but be proud of her, even if I thought it was a stupid idea to challenge an Alpha. And that final act of defiance, breaking his nose, that was the Tay I knew. 
 
    I took comfort in knowing she’d make Richard’s life hell until we got her out. There was no way she’d let him take her without one hell of a fight. 
 
    “I hope she’s not scared,” Scott murmured as he carefully worked on stitching up the worst of Nathan’s cuts, ignoring the grimaces and winces Nathan made at the jab of the needle. 
 
    The thought of Taylor scared and alone with that man made my inner wolf roar and snarl, screaming to be released so it could hunt her down and bring her home. But I needed to be logical, not driven by my ‘wolf. I’d die before I crossed into their borders in a Feral state. 
 
    “Lawrence will have a plan, you boys need to keep your heads about you. Taylor needs you all in your right mind if we’re to bring her home,” Carlos admonished. 
 
    He was right. We were all maddened and enraged, but that wouldn’t get her back. 
 
    I resigned to pacing the living area, waiting painfully for Lawrence to return. Gadion was bringing him back apparently, Lawrence had sent Carlos back here to check on us, not trusting us to not do anything stupid. 
 
    “I won’t let him keep my sister. She belongs here. I knew that once she’d done this Huntress thing, she’d make her way home to us, after all, we’re her Pack,” Chris mumbled from his seat on the far couch. 
 
    He was staring at the floor, lost and broken. He wasn’t as fiery as the rest of us, but I could see his unease and anger in the way he clenched his hands together, the whites of his knuckles showing. 
 
    He was the Alpha’s true son, the next in line to the position. He’d been trained from a young age to keep his emotions in check, to think ahead and to consider the Pack before all else. He’d been more able to manage his emotions than Tay, who let them rule her quite often. 
 
    Time passed slowly as we all waited in agonizing silence for our Alpha to return. 
 
    And when he finally did push through those front doors, he was pissed. The look in his eyes made me relax. 
 
    Taylor was coming home, there was no question about it. 
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    Nathan. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Tay fall, the look of despair as she realized she was going to lose the fight, it crushed me inside. I’d finally started to believe she could beat the giant Alpha, with her quick feet and swift blows. 
 
    But then she was pinned down, and the desperate last attempt to save herself by breaking his nose cost her as he punched her in the face. 
 
    The resounding thump of his fist hitting her made me freeze up, snarling as my wolf surged forth, protective of my sweet Tay. 
 
    Jaye’s wolf nearly broke through as he shot forward, but Lawrence was quick to step before him and halt him. I couldn’t contain my howl for my love, my desperate cry of sorrow and fury, but I remained in place, knowing there was nothing I could do. 
 
    I could see Gadion watching us curiously, and I knew if I made any move to aid her, he’d be on me in the blink of an eye. 
 
    We knew the rules of this fight. 
 
    Didn’t mean I had to agree with them. 
 
    My chest tightened as Richard howled in triumph, and I fought the urge to race over and hit him upside the head, to drag him off Tay and whisk her away to safety, to watch over her and tend to her injuries. 
 
    I’d told her she’d be asking for trouble, challenging an Alpha, but she truly believed she had a chance. And her Huntress training had paid off, just not enough to make her victorious. 
 
    Lawrence sent us away, ordering Chris to remove us from the area. Drawing my eyes away from Tay’s bloody face was the hardest thing I’d ever have to do. This couldn’t be it. 
 
    We’d get her back, somehow. 
 
    I voiced my anger and rage as we’d driven home, Jaye just as vocal and pissed, while Scott sat silent and rigid in the backseat with Jaye. Chris drove, thankfully, as I doubted I was in any state to be behind the wheel. 
 
    When we arrived back at the mansion, Carlos was quick to join us, having left Lawrence behind. 
 
    When he told us that Tay had been bound and loaded into the trunk, the white rage that shot through me brought my fist down on the windscreen of my jeep, the glass cracking and caving from the blow. 
 
    I ignored the sharp pain in my fist; the blood pouring from my hand as I snarled and turned away from my Pack mates. I needed to rein in this raw emotion. Being this pissed wasn’t going to help anyone. 
 
    Scott ushered me inside as he went off to find a first aid kit, and I cupped my other hand underneath my injured one to save from dripping blood all over the floor as we headed for the living room in tense silence. 
 
    “This is fucked,” I spat as Scott began cleaning the nasty cuts on my hand, shaking my head in anger. We needed to head over to that Pack and bring her home. 
 
    “We’ll get her back. I doubt Lawrence is just going to accept this,” Scott mumbled. I was taken aback by how silent he’d been all this time. But I could feel the uneasiness rolling off him in waves. 
 
    Then the thought of that wretched man mating with her, undergoing the mating ceremony to unify them in blood and body, it made me grit my teeth, the pain slicing through me as I shook with rage. Not Tay. She didn’t deserve that. She was too free spirited and sweet. She did not belong with such a horrendous man. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lawrence has a plan, he gave me the heads up before we left. He has no intention of letting Richard keep her, I’m sure he would’ve preferred if we’d all just killed him right then, but with a Councilman present, we couldn’t. He was a vampire after all,” Carlos said from his perch on the steps leading down into the sunken living area. I was glad he was here, he was the older male we needed right now, someone not as close to this who could remind us why we needed to stay sane and strong. 
 
    “He’s going to mate with her,” Jaye spat, still pacing around the room. He’d been unable to stop since we arrived, and I knew he was fighting off his Feral wolf. To be honest, I was quite surprised he’d been able to keep it under wraps. 
 
    “I hope she’s not scared,” Scott murmured as he carefully worked on stitching up the worst of my cuts. I grimaced and winced as he drove the needle through my skin, knowing that there was no need for numbing cream right now, I was too amped up with adrenaline for it to work properly. 
 
    I clenched my jaw as I closed my eyes. I prayed to anyone who would listen, if there was a God or some greater deity who watched over us, that they’d keep her safe. That they’d drive away any fear she had and console her. 
 
    “Lawrence will have a plan, you boys need to keep your heads about you. Taylor needs you all in your right mind if we’re to bring her home,” Carlos said sternly. 
 
    He was right, but it didn’t stave off my anger and frustration. The image of Tay’s bloody face kept flashing through my mind, and I could feel my canines lengthening as I growled. He’d pay for what he’d done to her. 
 
    “I won’t let him keep my sister. She belongs here. I knew that once she’d done this Huntress thing, she’d make her way home to us, after all, we’re her Pack,” Chris mumbled from his seat on the far couch. 
 
    He stared at the floor, like it would reveal to him the answers we needed. The way to bring our Taylor home. He was collected and cool headed, an Alpha’s son through and through. The only sign of his anger and unsteadiness about this situation was the whites of his knuckles as he clenched his hands together. 
 
    We waited for what seemed like forever in tense silence, and I simply nodded to Scott when he’d finished stitching up my hand. 
 
    When Lawrence did return, a wave of relief washed over all of us at the look in his eyes. We all knew right then and there that Taylor was coming home. Nothing would stand in our way. 
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    Scott. 
 
      
 
    My body went numb as Taylor was pinned to the ground, and that heart-wrenching sound of her head being punched by that monstrous man broke me inside. 
 
    Blood trickled from her mouth as she lolled her head, and I watched in dismay as the fight came to an abrupt end. 
 
    My beautiful little Taylor. 
 
    Jaye howled with rage as he shot forward, but Lawrence was quick enough to stop him from doing something stupid. We couldn’t interfere, they were the rules. 
 
    Even Nathan let out an agonized howl, but he remained beside me, bristling and seething. 
 
    I wanted to be angry, but only despair washed through me at the sight of Tay beneath that man as he howled in victory. 
 
    I knew quite well that there was nothing we could do here, that with a Councilman present, we couldn’t go to her and fend off that brute. 
 
    It crushed me as I stared at her, my eyes flashing yellow and my claws growing as my canines threatened to protrude from my mouth. 
 
    I dug my claws into my hands to fend off any idea of running to her, of hurling that hunk of muscle off her and fleeing with her. 
 
    We were bound by our laws and ways. 
 
    I struggled to draw my eyes away from the woman I’d fallen for so many years ago, the woman who ran free with me in the woods as wolves, who laughed and joked like she was one of the boys, the woman with so much fire and energy inside her. 
 
    Chris managed to herd us into the Jeep and drove us home, and my mind fell quiet as I succumbed to the numbness. I didn’t want to think or feel; I wanted to slide into my memories, to frolic in the forest with Tay, to kiss her and hold her close. 
 
    But if I allowed myself to feel, a red hot rage would overcome me, and I’d want to feel that despicable man's windpipe crush beneath my hands as I took his life for hurting her. That darker part of me was what I wanted to avoid, so I focused on the numbness, on not feeling at all for the moment. There was nothing that could be done right now. We’d have to wait until the Alpha returned home. I barely even registered my companions raging and voicing their fury with snarls and harsh words. 
 
    We pulled into the parking bay beside the mansion, all of us sitting in silence, fuming and seething. 
 
    After a while, Chris was the first to climb out, and we all followed suit. 
 
    The cool night air was what woke me up from my zombie state as it caressed my cheek. 
 
    We stood around the car, all lost in our own anger and minds until Carlos showed up. 
 
    His news only fueled everyone’s rage, and Nathan punched his windshield, caving it in and the glass tearing up his hand badly. 
 
    It was the distraction I needed as I moved into work mode, herding everyone inside as I loped off to retrieve a first aid kit from one of the bathrooms. And then I was cleaning up Nathan’s hand in the living room, knowing we would need stitches for two of the nasty, deep cuts. 
 
    “This is fucked,” Nathan spat as he shook his head in anger.  
 
    “We’ll get her back. I doubt Lawrence is just going to accept this,” I mumbled.  
 
    I was putting all my faith in our Alpha to return our sweet Tay to us. We needed her; she gave us all so much joy, laughter, and tended to our other desires and needs. She was everything to me, to us, and not having her would destroy all three of us. I’d only just started getting used to having her home, to seeing her around the place, that zest in her step and that soft smile she unknowingly always wore. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lawrence has a plan, he gave me the heads up before we left. He has no intention of letting Richard keep her, I’m sure he would’ve preferred if we’d all just killed him right then, but with a Councilman present, we couldn’t. He was a vampire after all,” Carlos said from his perch on the steps leading down into the sunken living area. At least one of us was able to think straight. 
 
    “He’s going to mate with her,” Jaye spat, still pacing around the room. It was obvious he was struggling to contain his ‘wolf, and I felt sorry for him. This was not a situation for a once Feral ‘wolf to be in. I’d have to keep an eye on him, make sure he didn’t flip out. Yes, that could be my job. I needed a focus, and caring for my two other betas was as good as any. 
 
    “I hope she’s not scared,” I murmured as I carefully worked on stitching up the worst of Nathan’s cuts. He grimaced and winced, but I ignored that as I worked, trying to fend off the painful thoughts of Tay, locked in a trunk and terrified about what was to come. When would they have the ceremony? Could Lawrence get her out in time? 
 
    “Lawrence will have a plan, you boys need to keep your heads about you. Taylor needs you all in your right mind if we’re to bring her home,” Carlos admonished. 
 
    I let his words calm me a little, but it wasn’t easy. Putting all my faith into someone else, it was hard. But our Alpha would sort this. That was his duty, and considering she was his daughter, he would save her. There was no doubt about it. 
 
    “I won’t let him keep my sister. She belongs here. I knew that once she’d done this Huntress thing, she’d make her way home to us, after all, we’re her Pack,” Chris mumbled from his seat on the far couch. 
 
    He’d held it all together well, and I knew he’d make a fine Alpha one day. Little Jamie would then be first in line for the title after him. 
 
    Children, so sweet and innocent. I’d wondered if I’d ever have them one day, if Tay would settle down and come home. I liked the idea of all of us having our own cottage somewhere. I’d do my best to work and provide the extra pay needed for us to travel and explore beyond the ranch. But I also liked the idea of seeing a child of my own in her arms. Nathan and Jaye had spoken about it, Jaye was scared about it, worried about his Feral side, if it’d scare a child or if he could somehow pass it on despite our reassurances that it wasn’t hereditary. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence settled on us, and Nathan gave me a curt nod when I finished up tending to his hand. 
 
    I sunk down into the couch beside him, holding my knees and struggling to keep my mind from wandering to Tay and filling with dark thoughts. 
 
    And then the Alpha returned, a man sturdy and strong, filled with fury and power. We all settled at the sight of him and the way his lips were set in a grim line.  
 
    Tay would come home. We’d make sure of it. 
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    I awoke groggily as someone called my name softly, pulling me from my dreamless sleep. 
 
    My left eye was swollen shut, but I managed to peer at the woman perched beside me on the bed with my good eye. May. 
 
    “Hey sweetie,” she murmured as I struggled to sit up, my body protesting with a vengeance. 
 
    At least my wrists had shrunken, the swelling settling thanks to the balm. Not so lucky with my eye, but I hadn’t expected a miracle. 
 
    “I brought you the numbing cream, if you want it. And he wants you to wear this,” May waved her hand over a yellow dress at the end of the bed. Of course he couldn’t pick a better color. Then again, it would probably ruin the color for me. 
 
    I sucked in a shaky breath as I realized it was all happening now. This was it. 
 
    “As for the phone, no such luck. It got confiscated from my cousin, and she’s got a black eye for having it. Richard probably has it locked up somewhere,” May slumped forward in defeat. “I’m sorry, I really wanted to help you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I breathed, but my stomach twisted and threatened to send me to the bathroom to hurl. Wherever the hell the bathroom was. I just had to hope my father would still figure something out. 
 
    I eyed the numbing cream in her hand, wondering if I truly needed it. 
 
    No. 
 
    I wanted more reason to hate this bastard. I was not going to give him that pleasure of knowing I was afraid of what he’d do to me. He’d smell it easily and know he’d scared me enough. 
 
    “I don’t want the cream,” I growled as I looked away. 
 
    “I understand,” May said with a soft smile, a sparkle of admiration in her eyes. 
 
    “Can I do my teeth or something beforehand? I have to pee as well,” I muttered, hating how my chest tightened in dread and sickness bubbled in my stomach. 
 
    “Of course, come with me,” May stood up quickly, grabbing my ugly yellow dress as she helped me climb to my feet. 
 
    My body groaned, but it wasn’t as bad as earlier. I just felt bruised and sore. 
 
    May led me out into the hall and into the next room over, a large, luxurious bathroom with a claw-footed bathtub and spacious walk-in shower with additional jets in the wall. 
 
    A door led off to the right, and May informed me it was the toilet. 
 
    I hurried inside to relieve myself, trying to fight off the urge to wail and scream at my upcoming ceremony with that vile man. Instead, I dug my nails into my knees as I hissed, repeating to myself that I was stronger than this, that I could keep it together and take tonight, that I’d break free from him and find my way home in time. I just needed to get through tonight, to focus on the relief of getting home, on trusting that I could find a way out of this mess and I could contact my father. 
 
    I finished up and headed back into the bathroom, drawing in a deep breath as I washed my hands and finally looked at myself in the mirror. 
 
    I looked like shit, and the sight made my throat tighten. 
 
    A black bruise was forming over my left eye, the ugly, swollen flesh making my face look alien on that side. My lip was swollen too, but the split was already healing. My hair was a disheveled mess despite being tied back, the fiery red hair needed a desperate brush. 
 
    May showed me where a spare toothbrush was, and she then perched on the edge of the tub, averting her eyes as I carefully brushed my teeth, doing my best not to hit my lip. 
 
    Once I’d spat and rinsed, May offered to do my hair, and I stood still as I allowed her to. 
 
    Her fingers were thorough but gentle as she took my hair tie out and ran them through my curls before reaching for a brush. She was careful as she brushed my hair, not wanting it to pull on the swelling around the left side of my face. I was grateful for her care. 
 
    “I have a daughter, Maria, she’s six now. Her father is taking care of her and her brother. Wade, my two-year-old, is Richard’s. I didn’t get much of a choice there,” May said, wanting to fill the silence with light conversation as she brushed my hair. “Maria has curls like you, something she got from Mark’s side. So thick and wild, but I’ve learned how to deal with it.” 
 
    “Does Mark care that Wade isn’t his?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it’s not like Wade chose who his father would be, and Mark treats him like his own. For that I’m grateful. Richard has claimed me in my last two heats, but thankfully I haven’t fallen pregnant.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, wishing Richard would just drop dead. We went into heat less often than humans, who cycled monthly. Ours was quarterly, unless we were pregnant already. Periods happened right after our heat if we didn’t mate or if it was unsuccessful. Or if you were like me and took the morning after injection because it wasn’t time. 
 
    I’d heard forced matings during heat were more unsuccessful, as the she-wolf had to be willing and susceptible, and being stressed and forced lowered the chances of it sticking. Luckily for those in this Pack. 
 
    “When’s your next heat due?” May asked quietly. 
 
    “Not for another month, although my partner managed to draw one on this weekend after I hadn’t seen him for two years. I’ve been training to be a Huntress,” I admitted. I wasn’t ready to confide in this woman about my three lovers.  
 
    May drew in a sharp intake of air as she slowed her brushing. 
 
    “You were going to be a Huntress? Now I see why you fared so well in battle with Richard. Ray was there, he said he almost thought you could do it,” she said in amazement.  
 
    “My mother succumbed to the ‘wolf disease, and my Aunt, a Huntress, stopped our Pack from getting hurt by putting her down,” I murmured. 
 
    “And you decided to be like her? Even after she put down your mother?” May frowned at my reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “She saved us. No one was willing to attack the Alpha’s mate, not even in self defense. And my father couldn’t bring himself to stop her. If it weren’t for my Aunt, many could’ve gotten hurt, or died,” I said firmly. 
 
    May just nodded, her nose scrunched deep in thought. 
 
    She finished making my hair presentable and delicately tied it back up for me in a loose bun. 
 
    Then she was helping me out of the light blue pajamas and into the ugly yellow sundress. It was extremely unflattering and had frills along the bottom, something I’d never consider wearing. And the spaghetti straps were frilly as well. 
 
    I felt like a child going to playdate. No such luck there. 
 
    “Just… I don’t know, don’t fight him. He’s hurt you enough. It’ll be over quick. He’s not the kind to hang around once he’s had his way, although he might want to have you more than once. He’s rough… “ May looked lost as she tried to prepare me for what was coming. 
 
    Seeing the look of contempt and despair in her eyes made me turn and wrap my arms around her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled into my hair, her voice breaking as she clutched me close. 
 
    “Don’t be. You’ve endured far worse from him. If you’re still able to show me kindness and have such love for your children, then I know I’ll be okay,” I murmured. 
 
    “I grew up expecting this, knowing it was the way of the Pack. You’re an outsider, you aren’t accustomed to it,” May sighed. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” I reassured her despite the uneasiness inside me. 
 
    But I meant what I said. If the other she-wolves of this Pack had been abused and still managed to live their lives, then I could handle this too. I had to. 
 
    She nodded, her eyes glittering under the warm bathroom lighting as she took my hand. 
 
    “It’s time to go.” 
 
      
 
    I refrained from shuddering as I stepped into the cool night air in nothing but my ugly sundress. My bare feet wiggled against the wooden wrap-around porch as I looked around. 
 
    A few other she-wolves were standing by, watching me with sad and pained eyes. 
 
    They’d been in my place before. 
 
    They all moved in around me, a group of comfort and warmth as they herded me into the surrounding forest. 
 
    May held my hand the whole way, trying to distract me by telling me about the child play days the women organized. A group of the fathers had built an amazing play area with a jungle gym and swings and a large rock-climbing wall out in a clearing in the forest. They’d all paid for the building supplies out of their own measly allowances and wages from their outside jobs. When she told me their allowances from the Pack, I baulked. It was not even a third of what our own Pack members were given to help them thrive and live, and it was difficult for them to get extensions on the homes unless they saved up and paid for the materials themselves. Richard was an arrogant, greedy prick who didn’t want to help his Pack grow and survive. And their communal dinners were organized by Pack members, not the Alpha, and they supplied a dish or two to contribute as they couldn’t use the lodge kitchen. 
 
    They’d have a small fire and hang out in the woods, and Richard would look the other way as they socialized while he feasted alone in his lodge with his few she-wolves whom he’d have tending to him. 
 
    The more I learned about the ways of the Pack, the more I wanted to rip Richard’s throat out with my teeth. 
 
    And yet I was walking to my mating ceremony with him. 
 
    The group hushed as we neared a clearing, and I stepped out with the women still circling me protectively. 
 
    Roughly fifty or sixty grown wolves filled the area, all standing around idly, silent as they watched me being led forth. 
 
    A platform had been hastily built, I could tell from the fresh scent of wood and sap. It hadn’t been allowed to dry out yet before being used. Probably another way to cut costs. Surely Richard could afford to help out a bit, his family had quite a fortune. 
 
    But it didn’t surprise me that he was a greedy, stingy bastard. I’d expect no less from a ‘wolf who went through the Council to steal a she-wolf from another Pack in an attempt to usurp said Pack’s Alpha. 
 
    My stomach flipped and clenched, and I tightened my grip on May’s hand as my eyes trailed up the looming beast of a man on the platform. He wore only a pair of baggy grey jeans and was barefoot as he stood before the crowd, towering over them all in his smug superiority. 
 
    The hungry, vile look in his eye made me want to tear my hand free and flee, to race towards home and to my boys, to curl up between the three of them and feel safe once more. 
 
    Instead, I jutted my chin out defiantly, which only made Richard smirk. 
 
    I was grateful there were no children present, and I could only assume a few adults were supervising them somewhere. 
 
    The crowd was silent as the surrounding women all gave me gentle touches and squeezes of reassurance before dispersing into the silent crowd. 
 
    “As you all are aware, I will be taking a new mate tonight!” Richard’s harsh voice boomed through the clearing, making me flinch at the statement. “None other than Taylor Ashwood, daughter of Lawrence Ashwood, our rival Pack Alpha!” 
 
    There were murmurs in the crowd around me, but when Richard threw his arms up, demanding an applause, they obeyed, cheering and clapping. But I could sense their hearts weren’t in it. 
 
    Why had they not all turned on him? Were they so trapped and scared? No. I knew it was the children. He’d target them first to make the adults comply. They were protective and fearful for their children, and it broke my heart that they had to live like this. 
 
    A Pack elder joined Richard on the platform, hunched over as he hobbled over to stand beside the Alpha, his white beard scruffy and his snowy hair wild and unruly. He held in his hands a union cup, and I shifted uneasily at the sight of it. 
 
    I didn’t want to do this. I wanted to piss bolt out of here, to take my chances trying to escape. 
 
    But one last squeeze from May before she released my hand and moved away from my side squashed that thought. I wouldn’t put this Pack through more pain at his hands. 
 
    “Come, Taylor Ashwood,” the elder called out, his voice raspy and frail as he extended a bony hand. 
 
    I held my head high as I marched up the steps, glaring at Richard in utter disgust and contempt. I hoped a bolt of lighting would strike him down, burning that smug look off his face. 
 
    The elder took my hand and gave it a soft squeeze, and I caught his old, tired blue eyes, the look of misery and resignation in them made my heart squeeze. He managed a soft thin-lipped smile for me before he reached for Richard’s hand. 
 
    “Tonight, we celebrate the union of two great ‘wolves, a new chapter in both their lives, and the promise of healthy young pups for the Pack. We will bind them in blood before they will unify in flesh, as is the sacred ways of the ‘wolves,” he called out. “Tonight, we are one, and we are all.” 
 
    “Tonight, we are one, and we are all,” the crowd reiterated, their chorus of voices making a shiver run through me. 
 
    I swallowed as I looked at Richard, at his huge frame, the way his muscles rippled as his nostrils flared, drawing in my scent.  
 
    “We must begin the binding with blood,” the elder said as he turned my hand palm up in his. Richard held his hand where the elder had left it, waiting for his turn. 
 
    I grimaced as the elder produced a knife from the back pocket of his jeans and dragged it across my palm quickly. He moved fast, turning my hand over the union cup, an ancient red chalice that many Packs had from long ago. 
 
    He squeezed my hand, and I bit my tongue from saying anything as he forced more blood into the cup until he was satisfied. 
 
    Then he did the same to Richard’s hand, drawing a grunt from the monstrous man as he cut his hand. 
 
    Once the elder was content, he set the chalice on the floor and joined our hands, our cuts squishing together to share blood. 
 
    He then collected the chalice and swirled it before offering it to me. 
 
    I stared hard at him for a moment, wanting to rip my hand from Richard’s meaty grip and throw it in his face. He must’ve sensed my rage as he gripped my hand tightly, almost making me gasp from the crunch of bones in my hands. 
 
    I accepted the chalice begrudgingly and sipped the blood, hating the coppery taste as it swirled in my mouth. I wanted to spit it back out, but I forced myself to swallow as the elder moved to offer it to Richard. 
 
    He drank the rest of it, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth and smearing the blood across his cheek as he grinned eagerly at me. 
 
    I clenched my jaw as the elder raised the chalice in the air. 
 
    “Bound by blood,” he called out, and the crowd reiterated it once more. 
 
    My heart hammered as the elder moved off the platform, leaving me alone with the Alpha. I hated how close he was to me, the way he stared at me, undressing me with his eyes. 
 
    “Lie down,” he commanded. 
 
    I growled in defiance, unable to stop myself. 
 
    The flash of annoyance in his eyes was the only indication I had before he yanked me forward and spun me around. 
 
    He shoved me to the floor on all fours, and I heard as he unzipped his jeans and pulled them down. The material rustled as it fell to the wooden boards, and I shuddered as tears pricked my eyes. I wouldn’t cry, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. And as much as I wanted to scramble off that platform, I fought the urge as I dug my nails into the wood and gritted my teeth. 
 
    Claws tore at my sundress, ripping it clean off me and leaving it tattered beside me. 
 
    Now I was in nothing but a bra and panties as the whole crowd watched on. 
 
    I managed to turn my head and scan the crowd. So many faces, so many grim expressions. Why wouldn’t anyone stop this? Why couldn’t someone get ahold of a gun and shoot him? Surely the Pack would forgive them despite our laws?  
 
    I bit down on the whimper as Richard snarled and ripped the edges of my panties and removed them in one quick motion. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    I caught May’s eyes in the front of the crowd, the utter horror in her eyes as she watched on silently. 
 
    I couldn’t stand the looks everyone gave me, and I turned my head away as I closed my one good eye. 
 
    There was no stopping the shriek as he slammed into me, not even bothering to prepare me for it. 
 
    I felt my lady parts tear painfully, and I whimpered as he drove into me hard and fast. 
 
    “Bound in flesh!” Richard roared as he pounded into me, holding my hips steady. 
 
    “Bound in flesh!” the crowd echoed quietly, and I couldn’t stop the tear sliding down from my one good eye. 
 
      
 
    I lay dazed and broken on the platform; the crowd having dispersed once Richard was done with me. 
 
    I curled in on myself, pathetically pulling the tattered remains of that putrid dress over my body. 
 
    May and two other women were sitting with me, trying to comfort me as I trembled. 
 
    Blood marred my skin from our bloody hands, and his claws had left deep punctures on my hips and ass from where he’d grabbed it. My lower areas ached and throbbed, and the pain made me want to cry. 
 
    Blood trickled out of my nether region, and semen covered my inner thighs and other parts of my body. 
 
    He’d thought it good fun to mark me as his once he’d raped my body by finishing a few times on my skin. 
 
    I was too broken to care by then, wishing I’d just die so I could escape the pitying looks of the crowd and his brutality. 
 
    “Ray, can you carry her?” May asked. 
 
    Ray had stayed behind as well, knowing he may be needed. I was in no shape to walk, and I just wanted to disappear. 
 
    “Everything’s going to be okay,” May murmured as Ray slipped his arms under my frame and lifted me up. 
 
    I barely cared that he was getting blood and semen over him, and I clutched the yellow remnants of the dress close in an attempt to cover myself. Even my bra had been torn off and cast aside, and my breasts ached from his harsh hands as he molested me. 
 
    May and the two other women followed after us as we headed back to the lodge. I groaned and turned into Ray’s shirt as I heard Richard’s rumbling voice at the lodge. 
 
    “Don’t worry, he lives at the other end, he won’t come back for you tonight. He’s too busy celebrating with some of the men and drinking,” Ray reassured me. 
 
    I abandoned holding my dress to clutch his shirt instead, grateful for his kindness. But my throat hurt, and I knew it was bruised and swollen. Richard liked it rough, and he’d pinned me down by my throat at one point when I’d fought him, his large penis too much for my unprepared body. 
 
    Ray took me to the bathroom and held me close as May drew a bath for me. The two other, women, Francine and Charlotte I think they’d said were their names, brought in a towel and my clean clothes. 
 
    Once the water was ready, Ray gently lowered me into it, and I shuddered as the warm water stung my nether region. 
 
    But I was grateful, and I caught his hand as he went to move away to give me privacy. As if that even mattered after what they’d all seen. 
 
    “Thank you,” I barely managed to rasp, the effort making my throat ache and protest. 
 
    He just gave me a sad smile and patted my hand before he pulled away, leaving me alone with the women. 
 
    Charlotte, a brunette with ocean blue eyes and a gentle smile, moved to work on washing my hair for me, taking care with my bruised and battered body. She was not as slim as the other two, bustier and older. She looked like she’d mothered a few children, and it had taken its toll on her body. 
 
    Francine was younger, probably not even thirty, and she had dirty blonde hair that was shaved short, and her hazel eyes were perplexed and agitated as she began washing my arms and upper body. 
 
    May took my lower body, asking politely if I was okay with her cleaning me up down there. 
 
    I was beyond the point of feeling any sort of self consciousness, and I just managed a weak nod. 
 
    They washed me so carefully, murmuring soft words of comfort, but they fell on deaf ears. 
 
    I hated myself. I hated what I’d had to endure, and I hated the thought of what my boys would think, of the disgust they’d have, of the betrayal they’d feel. 
 
    By the time May got me to bed in my own shirt and clean panties and her light blue pajama pants, I was ready to unleash it all. 
 
    But no tears or sobs came forth as she carefully dried my hair with a blow-dryer, instead, a numbness swept over me, and I stared at the wall. 
 
    I knew she was speaking to me softly, but I couldn’t focus on her voice. 
 
    I just wanted to be left alone. 
 
    Once she was content my hair was dry enough, she sighed and finally retreated, knowing I needed some time with myself. 
 
    I was grateful to be left alone. 
 
    It was what I deserved. 
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    Nathan. 
 
      
 
    We all sat in the living area right into the night as we discussed our options. Carlos had gone home to his wife and daughter while we came up with a plan. A discussion was one word for it. There was plenty of shared words, shouts and snarls as we debated on what to do. 
 
    Jaye and I wanted to just march right on in and snatch her away, have all the men partake in a raid on the Williamson territory. It was naïve and stupid, but we were struggling with our emotions. 
 
    Scott was a bit more down to earth, and he sided with the Alpha and Chris about how we needed to do this right. We didn’t want to stoop to Richard’s level in order to get Tay back. 
 
    We all simmered down as Lawrence bellowed, his Alpha aura forcing us to quieten and listen. 
 
    There wasn’t really much choice in how to proceed. Gadion had hinted that the joining of the Packs was desired, but how it was achieved wasn’t the big concern. 
 
    And to avoid casualties on both sides, Lawrence believed the best way forward was with an Alpha challenge. 
 
    And he’d asked me to be his second. 
 
    I was honored to be asked, and I accepted without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    A second in an Alpha battle would focus on dealing with the other second, and if they were able to defeat the other second, they could then assist the Alpha in battling the rival Alpha. 
 
    But the issue we were having was how unconnected the Williamson Pack was. Richard’s father had cut the Pack off from the outside world, no internet except in the main dwelling, no cell phones, although Lawrence was under the impression they had no reception anyway so relied on satellite phones. 
 
    He’d already tried to make a call through on their direct line to the main building in hopes of arranging the Alpha challenge, but there’d been no answer. 
 
    He was considering the possibility that we may have to go there and challenge him, but meeting on his territory posed many risks, as we couldn’t be sure he’d honor the ‘wolf code. He could have us killed on sight with automatic weapons loaded with silver.  
 
    We all fell silent as three consecutive knocks resounded from the front door. 
 
    Jaye was the one who opened it, and old man Frank sauntered in, his balding head glinting under the harsh overhead light, his pot belly pushing against his button up green shirt as he glanced around us. 
 
    “So what’s the plan, eh?” he grunted as he shuffled down into the sunken living area and plopped into an armchair. 
 
    “Um… I just looked at the old man, baffled by his sudden visit. 
 
    “C’mon, out with it. We need to get that sweet young ‘wolf home. You’re probably thinking about the best way to do this without involving too many of the Pack and risking lives,” he mused as he stroked his overgrown beard. 
 
    Considering he was nearly seventy, I was surprised at his ability to have gotten here so easily, and how well he was still able to get around. He’d had some close calls due to his stupid decisions, and it looked like he wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “Now Frank, I do think we should keep this up to the fighters of the Pack, we’ll figure something out,” Lawrence started, but Frank growled and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Everyone thinks I’m a useless old man. I’m not. Did you know I’ve got an old friend in that Pack? Old Reggie, we met back when that fire happened in town. He and I battled those flames and pulled people out of that burning building. We didn’t care that we were from rival Packs, we were ‘wolves and we were the only ones who could do it. We kept in contact after that. I see him, every second Tuesday, we meet up in town for a beer and talk about how our Packs are going. He warned me of Richard’s interest in Taylor, but I didn’t think it was true, until now. He thinks she’ll give him the advantage in an Alpha fight, that he can use her to cloud your emotions,” Frank clucked his tongue as his hand twitched, as if the thought had him itching for a beer. 
 
    “I heard rumors of his interest in Taylor as well before he made the offer,” Lawrence admitted with a low, disgruntled growl. 
 
    “I’ll be seeing Reggie Tuesday afternoon, he’s not fond of Richard’s rule, he may be willing to get you guys across the border. He’s a crafty old thing, many old ‘wolf tricks up his sleeve,” Frank grinned, his smile missing a number of teeth. 
 
    “No, we will do this by the code. We will make our challenge known and wait for his response. That’s the way of the Packs,” Lawrence’s voice was stern, but Frank just scowled. 
 
    “He don’t care for no Laws or ways, he only care for himself that brute. Most of the Pack fear him, he’s a tyrant, nothing more,” Frank spat. 
 
    “But we follow the Laws. And as an Area Enforcer, it is my duty to be a role model for all Packs,” Lawrence reminded us all as he eyed us carefully. 
 
    “Shouldn’t Tay come first, Dad?” Chris murmured hesitantly from his seat on the couch. 
 
    “She is my daughter, and if I could bring her home right now without any consequence, I would. But there is an order to how these things work.” 
 
    I growled in annoyance as my mind wandered to Tay. What was she up to now? Had that monster touched her? Hell, for all I knew, he’d decided to get the ceremony done and dusted right away, and the thought make me snarl. 
 
    “We can’t wait! He could be raping her right now for all we know!” I snapped. 
 
    Lawrence flinched at my words, seething as he stood up, his fists clenched as he gritted his teeth. 
 
    “You think I don’t know that! She’s my daughter, but as Alpha and the Area Enforcer, I can’t act on emotions alone! I need to take in all considerations for the Pack and our kind,” he snarled, the assertive tone in his voice making my shoulders slump. It was an ability he had on his Pack members to help keep them in line in times of conflict. I guess now was as good as any. 
 
    I backed off, averting my eyes at his outburst. 
 
    “Chris, call your Aunt, tell her we need her here immediately. Having a Huntress backing us will be a good start,” Lawrence finally said. To hear him request his sister’s presence was enough to make me shut my mouth. He was willing to put aside his quarrels with his sister to request her help. Taylor needed her, and Lawrence was not about to put his pride before his daughter, and it made me admire him more. 
 
    “I’ll get a messenger to inform the Williamson Pack of our challenge. Sending any of our own is too risky,” he added as he paced around before us all, his hands flexing as he retained his frustration. The anger and sorrow simmered beneath the surface, and I knew that he would stop at nothing to bring Taylor home. 
 
    Chris shot up from his seat and hurried off down the hall to find a phone. It barely registered with any of us just how late it had gotten after our arguing and vented frustration. Not that Neema would care. She was used to late night calls in regards to her job as a Huntress. 
 
    “You best be prepared to leave at first word back from the Williamson Pack. The messenger will give him our number, and if we don’t hear back within three days, we go to him to confront and challenge him. I hope it doesn’t come to that, that he’ll seek out a mutual ground to do battle on. But I won’t hold my breath,” Lawrence said, his voice dripping with venom and distrust. “I’ll want all of you there, and Carlos and a few of the others. We need to be ready should he try anything dirty. 
 
    Frank, you find out what the go is tomorrow. And see if there’s another way to contact your friend should we have no choice but to cross into his territory. Richard may want just that, drawing us onto his home ground to fight, using his Pack to handle a situation. He has no respect for our laws or the fact that I’m an Area Enforcer. And I’m uncertain as to whether the Council will investigate if I am to fall by foul play,” Lawrence said seriously. 
 
    The thought of foul play had crossed my mind. It wouldn’t surprise me if Richard attempted something like that. He’d already gone over Lawrence’s head to proposition Taylor despite how our ways were to address the Alpha or Area Enforcer before seeking out the Council. 
 
    “You really think we’d need to sneak into the territory if we’re challenging him?” Scott asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes. He may have guards at the gates with orders to shoot on sight. It’d save him a heap of trouble, and they could use the defense that they didn’t know it was a challenge, they could say they thought it was an attack or raid. If it comes to it, we may need to sneak in and confront him before his Pack. With witnesses of his own people, he’ll be less likely to fuck us over,” Lawrence growled. 
 
    “So we’re meant to just sit around waiting?” Jaye snarled, his eyes flashing yellow. 
 
    “Yes, there’s nothing more that can be done right now. Three days at most. Keep busy and focus on the Pack. We will get her back. I won’t lose to that pathetic excuse of a ‘wolf,” Lawrence assured us. 
 
    Jaye huffed and turned away, fuming as he stormed off down the hall. 
 
    Patience was not something we had much of. 
 
    And to even contemplate sleep was impossible. How was I supposed to sleep when I knew Tay could be getting raped and molested? 
 
    I growled as I gritted my teeth, struggling to force the thought out of my mind. 
 
    She was strong, she could handle herself. I had to have faith in her; I needed to believe that she’d be okay until we came for her. 
 
    And I hoped to God that Lawrence would kill that son of a bitch. 
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    I stayed in bed way past morning, unable to force myself to climb out of the sheets even when May tried to coax me out for breakfast. 
 
    She gave up after I grumbled and wished her away, my body sore and aching after last night. I wanted to crawl back into the bathtub and scrub myself raw, to peel off my skin and remove any trace of that despicable beast. 
 
    Instead, I wallowed in self-pity and loathing, hiding away as I wept. 
 
    Ray came in at some point with some bacon and eggs, but I pulled the blanket over my head until he left. 
 
    I knew they only wanted to help, but I couldn’t stand the sight of anyone. Especially after what they’d witnessed. 
 
    Despite my self-hatred, I forced myself to nibble on the bacon, knowing I needed to keep my strength if I was to escape eventually.  
 
    As depressed and broken as I was, I finally pulled myself out of the bed and sat on the floor, needing to remove myself from the sheets as my body was beginning to ache even more from lying down. 
 
    I stared at my bruised wrists, not even caring that my left eye had started to open, the swelling having gone down a bit. 
 
    I reached for the glass of water on the bedside table and took small sips of it, my throat bruised and sore as well. I didn’t even want to inspect my body, to see the tattered and bruised flesh all over me. 
 
    Memories of the night before kept flashing through my mind, Richard’s snarls and grunts as he forced himself upon me. The pain as he drove himself into me, grabbing me in places with vicious force, as if his whole intention was to leave his fingerprints bruised into my skin. 
 
    I pulled down my blue pajama pants to inspect my thighs, the ugly blue marks were the perfect imprint of his rough fingers. 
 
    My panties had dried blood on them, and my lady parts ached and protested with every move. I’d felt the tear reopen when I rolled away from May this morning, wincing at the sharp pain down there. 
 
    Tears stung my eyes once more, and I carefully pulled my pants back up as they trickled down my cheeks. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I sat on the floor for, numb and broken. 
 
    May returned, and by that time my eyes were dry and I was drained, unable to shed another tear for my tattered body. 
 
    “Hey,” May murmured as she sat on the bed beside where I sat huddled on the floor. 
 
    She stroked my head gently, and the sensation miraculously eased me a little. 
 
    “I brought something for you. Figured you’d want it,” May said softly. 
 
    I looked up at her, watching as she carefully untucked some folded tissues from between her bosom. 
 
    She unfurled the tissues to reveal a needle that resembled the morning after injection. 
 
    “I stole some of these some time back from the infirmary, I didn’t want to bear another of Richard’s children,” she muttered. “I love my son, but I cannot do that to my mate again.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I rasped as I heaved myself up gingerly to sit beside her. 
 
    She took my arm tenderly and found the right spot on my upper arm. I didn’t even flinch when she stuck the needle it, grateful for her quick thinking. I’d been too focused on what had happened rather than on what the result could be. 
 
    “There, all done,” May smiled as she rubbed my arm gently and tucked the needle away again. “Now, I think we should get you some fresh air. Maybe some fresh fruit too from the kitchen. Richard has gone out, he’s pissed about something so he’s taken some of the men out hunting. I also told him to refrain from taking you again as you’ll need to heal first, and in your current state, you won’t be able to take. He wants you to mother his children, but we all know the chances are lower if you're forced and stressed,” May gave me a soft smile. 
 
    I turned and wrapped my arms around her, forever grateful. I owed her so much for her kindness and thoughtfulness. I’d make sure to find a way to free them from his iron rule, to give them the chance to have a normal Pack life, like the one I grew up with. The one I took for granted. 
 
    I allowed her to lead me outside, my mind slowly clearing as I sucked in fresh air and blinked from the afternoon sun. 
 
    My body ached and groaned, but the feel of the sun kissing my skin, burning away the memories of Richard’s hands upon my flesh, it was a blessing. 
 
    May sat me down, and Charlotte joined us with a plate of fresh, cut apples and pears, and a decent amount of strawberries. My mind instantly went to Nathan, of our tender, sweet night in the barn, of his gentle hands and complete love.  
 
    I fought off the urge to scream in dismay, to wish upon the hills and earth that Richard would befall a tragic accident and perish on his hunting trip. That a wild boar would tear him open and trample him. 
 
    Instead, I accepted the company of Charlotte and May as we ate the fruit and sweet berries, and I managed to slowly allow my body to relax as the two women gossiped and laughed. It was almost like nothing had happened. 
 
    But it had. And the hatred and anger inside me, I wasn’t sure how I’d ever deal with it. So I just bottled it up as I listened to the women talk, grateful that they were doing their best to make everything feel normal for me, to comfort me in this horrid time. 
 
    Their conversation about their children and the next play day was cut short when Ray hurried over, casting wary glances over his shoulder. 
 
    “What is it?” May asked instantly when he reached us, a wild look in his eye. 
 
    “Richard’s pissed because a messenger came this morning. The Ashwood Alpha is challenging him for his title. Three days he has to choose the battle grounds. No one can refuse an Alpha challenge.” The words tumbled out of Ray’s mouth like they were fire, and my stomach knotted and twisted in horror. 
 
    “No,” I hissed as I clenched my fists. This was exactly what I didn’t want. My father couldn’t challenge him alone. He needed to take him down as the Area Enforcer, with backup and the backing of the Council. Not as an Alpha seeking the title. 
 
    “Shhhh, it’s okay,” May reassured me as I clenched my eyes shut. She rubbed my back, careful to avoid any areas she knew were bruised and tender. 
 
    “No, Richard is brutal. My father’s mind will be clouded with emotion. He’s strong, but he’s not as young as he was,” I muttered, my chest tightening in anguish as my throat throbbed. How would my father stand a chance against him? I’d had my ass handed to me. Sure, I knew my father was a good fighter, but I doubted he was as quick as he used to be. 
 
    “There’ll be a second too. I imagine Richard will ask Caleb to be his,” Ray added as he sat down on the other side of Charlotte. We were all sitting on the steps to the wrap-around porch as we soaked up the sun. But I felt cold now as I rubbed my arms. 
 
    A second. I couldn’t decide which of his betas that would be. They were all good fighters. Hell, maybe he’d even ask Chris. 
 
    The thought riddled me with guilt. They were putting their lives on the line for me. 
 
    Such idiots. 
 
    “Three days, that’s not long at all,” Charlotte remarked. 
 
    “Guess they want her back, I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t wish anyone to be his mate,” Ray muttered. 
 
    “Careful with that talk, if someone hears you… he’s our Alpha, remember,” Charlotte hissed, but I could hear the fear in her voice. She was just scared for the young man. 
 
    “I know,” Ray nodded solemnly. “But from the sounds of things, he’s going to wait for them to come to us, he doesn’t want to choose a mutual battle ground.” 
 
    “Those are the rules, our way,” I gave him a distressed look. Forcing my father and the others to come here, that would put them at greater risk. Richard could order his Pack to kill them. 
 
    “Don’t worry, everything will be fine. I’m sure your father has a plan,” May reassured me as she took my hand and squeezed it. “Now, I told Maria I’d take her to the playground, I thought you might like to join me and keep an eye on Wade for me? Mark’s gotta head off and fix some fences down in the back fields, some of the young steers are causing some trouble and breaking through.” 
 
    I was grateful for her attempt to distract me, but my mind was anywhere but here. I needed to warn my father. He could be heading right into a trap. 
 
    “I’ve got some housecleaning to do, and I’m sure I remember your mother saying you were on patrol duty,” Charlotte said sternly to Ray. He gave her a sheepish smile as he stood up. 
 
    I guess I didn’t have a choice, unless I wanted to go back to my room and mope. And I sure as shit wasn’t going to do that. I needed to find a way to alert my father before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    Maria swung on the swing as I sat on the grass with Wade. He was content to just play with his stuffed dinosaur toy as he sat before me. I could see Richard in him though, in those dark eyes of his. The brown was so deep, almost black. But Wade was completely innocent, and I couldn’t despise him for whom his father was. He’d had no say in the matter. Hell, May hadn’t. 
 
    And his sweet gurgles and chirps as he made the dinosaur dig its face into the grass brought a slight smile to my lips. 
 
    What life would he lead under Richard’s rule? How many times would he befall Richard’s fury and be punished? 
 
    I wanted to sweep the little boy up and hide him away, to protect him from the brutality of his Alpha, of his true father. 
 
    Maria’s shrill laugh broke me from my mind as May laughed and pushed her on the swing. You could also believe there was nothing wrong, with how they smiled and laughed. But if you looked close enough, there was the unmistakable tenseness, the flick in the eyes as they were wary, the air of uncertainty when they dropped their guard. 
 
    This was no way to live. 
 
    I pursed my lips as Wade turned to me, his dark eyes inquisitive as he crawled the small distance and looked up at me. 
 
    I stroked his soft hair, loving how his face lit up at the kind hand. 
 
    “You’re too good,” I murmured. My throat was already beginning to loosen up after May had put a decent dollop of the balm all around my neck to speed up the healing and bring the inflammation down. She was a lifesaver. 
 
    Wade mumbled something in baby gibberish as he climbed onto my lap. My heart squeezed as he nuzzled into me, and I wrapped my arms around his tiny frame and held him close, a deep sense of protectiveness washing over me. 
 
    I wouldn’t run from here, I wouldn’t abandon those who wanted their freedom from Richard. I made the silent promise to Wade as I held him. 
 
    Night fell quite quickly, and I realized I’d lost track of time as we spent time at the playground. Another group of kids had come along and played with Maria, and May had joined me and smiled in satisfaction as Wade sat in my lap happily. 
 
    But with the fading light of day, May called Maria over and took Wade from me. We walked the old worn track back to the lodge where Ray waited for me. 
 
    She gave him a curt nod before making Wade wave to me with promises that she’d come back tomorrow. Maria even gave me a shy wave, and I wished I’d had the chance to speak to the young girl, but she’d been too pre-occupied at the playground. 
 
    “I’ve made some burgers, figured you might be hungry,” Ray said, shifting nervously as he looked around. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked, keeping my voice low. 
 
    “Yeah, just not sure when Richard will come back, that’s all,” he admitted.  
 
    I just nodded and followed him inside. We continued past my room and the bathroom until we came upon a large living area with what would be considered a commercial kitchen off to the side of it. The wall that separated them had a large serving window cut out, and two burgers sat on a platter with some fries. 
 
    “Thank you, Ray,” I said graciously as he fetched the platter and led me over to one of the beige couches. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he waved it off as he bit into his burger. 
 
    I dug in, loving the homemade patty with all its herbs and spices. 
 
    “Who makes the patties?” I asked through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Charlotte made these. She’s the main housekeeper here, does everything for Richard that he wants done in the lodge. Her cottage is nearby, and her mate takes care of the children most of the time. Her son is technically next to inherit the title, so she feels obliged to do everything to keep him happy. Richard had two sons with his mate, the third, a daughter, died along with his mate in childbirth. His two sons died as well. His eldest died when he got into a bar fight a few towns over. Got himself shot, the poor fool. He was an asshole, but still, no one deserves a bullet to the head. The authorities locked the man up, but that was a tough time, having the police coming around, questioning the community here. I’m surprised Richard didn’t hurt any of them. His second son died quite suddenly one day, poisoning we believe. We never learned how or why, but some believe that a Pack member did it out of spite. Who knows, no ever talked. Hell, maybe it was food poisoning, that boy ate like a trooper,” Ray shook his head in wonder. 
 
    “The Pack must really despise him if someone went as far as poisoning his son,” I murmured. I’d never wish that on anyone, even a monster of a man like Richard. 
 
    “My momma thinks it was a she-wolf whom he’d taken in heat. Or their mate, but that’s just here-say.”  
 
    “I can see how they’d want to, but I don’t agree with taking a child away like that,” I murmured. 
 
    Ray just gave me a strange look as he finished his burger, as if he was seeing a part of me he hadn’t yet seen before. 
 
    “You’re something else. To be abused like that by him last night and to still not wish such a thing upon him. You really are a kind woman,” he said softly. 
 
    “I want him to pay for what he’s done, but those around you should not be punished for your sins,” I said firmly. 
 
    Ray just nodded in agreement. “I wish he thought that way.” 
 
    He frowned as he contemplated something before finally giving in and asking. 
 
    “What’s your Pack like? How do you all live? Your Alpha, how’s he treat everyone?” he fired off the questions. 
 
    “My Pack,” I sighed. “Well, they’re family. We all look out for one another, much your Pack. But we live freely, working together to keep the ranch going, having communal gatherings and dinners, and the occasional hunt. My father leads the hunts, and he runs every gathering and dinner. He’s not taken a mate since my mother died, I wish he would, he deserves it, but he hasn’t,” I said. “There’s a theater for the children in our mansion, and we’re all welcome to the large kitchen, but most of the Pack just cook at home. We have fundays quite often, where the focus is on the children, and my father works hard to keep the Pack happy and working together. He settles disputes carefully, so no one is left feeling like they got burned, but he’s busy quite often, dealing with outside Pack issues since he’s the Area Enforcer too.” 
 
    “What are the dinners like? We just handle communal stuff ourselves, Richard wants no part in it,” Ray pouted, but he leaned forward eagerly, pulling his legs up to sit cross-legged. He was like an eager puppy, desperate to know more. 
 
    “We have big feasts, some of the men use the big barbecue out back while the women use the big kitchen to make all sorts of yummy goodies. And the desserts, damn, they’re amazing,” I moaned in memory of the countless delicious cheesecakes I’d had. They were by far my favorite.  
 
    “Wow, that sounds amazing,” Ray sighed as he closed his eyes. It was like he was picturing such a thing here with his own Pack. It made my heart ache for him. 
 
    “It’s quite the way of life to be honest,” I admitted. And I’d just walked away from it so easily. How I was kicking myself now. My father had been right all along. I’d never known just how lucky I was. 
 
    I could only imagine if I’d been born into this Pack instead. 
 
    I pushed the thought aside as I helped Ray finish the fries in a comfortable silence. I was glad for his company; he was sweet and kind. I was surprised so many of this Pack were so kind after the lives they’d lived under Richard’s rule. 
 
    “Must be hard finding yourself a potential mate if so many of you are related,” I murmured through a yawn. 
 
    “Yeah, it is. And I don’t know how I’ll fare knowing they’ll be taken from me by Richard,” Ray said as he stared hard at his hands. 
 
    “Yeah, it’d be hard.” 
 
    “Have you got someone back home? May said you had someone,” Ray asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. 
 
    “They must miss you something fierce, I hope this gets resolved. The way he treated you last night, no she-wolf should ever be treated like that. My momma raised me to respect a woman, to know that without them, we are nothing,” he frowned. 
 
    “You’re momma is a good woman,” I remarked. “And I know I’m missed, I just hope they don’t get themselves killed.” 
 
    “This Alpha challenge, do you think Richard will try something dirty?” he leaned back into the couch with a perplexed look. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it. He didn’t follow our ways in asking for me as his mate, why would he respect the rules of an Alpha challenge?” I growled. 
 
    Ray just nodded sadly before rising and clearing away the platter and crumbs. 
 
    “Want a drink?” he asked as he headed for the kitchen. 
 
    “Just water, please,” I managed to call out, the extra force making my throat protest. 
 
    He returned in a few moments with a glass of water and a tall glass of milk for himself which I grinned at. 
 
    “I hear the Ashwood Ranch has some fine horses. We focus on cattle mainly here, but we’ve got some horses too,” Ray said. 
 
    I nodded and proceeded to tell him about our stud and the many foals we’d had over the years. Our ranch worked with a different breed of cattle to the Williamson’s, so that helped relieve the rivalry a bit between the two Packs. 
 
    I told Ray about many things from home when he asked, how Scott was one of the main builders and woodworkers, and how Jaye was an artist. We had women who crafted and knitted clothing for the younger ‘wolves, others that sewed. We grew a lot of our own foods in a large veggie field on the way down to the river, off to the right behind the mansion. It was a communal field, so anyone could come take what they needed, as long as they gave something in return, be it some weeding or watering, or trimming away anything dead. 
 
    Ray was silent for the most part, enjoying what I had to share about my home. I could see his gentle smile as he wondered what such a life would be like. 
 
    I grew tired as the hours passed, with Ray telling me about their own ways of dealing with things. They had a communal veggie area as well that they all tended to, and many of them hunted their own food. Deer were scarce now, and he worried they’d hunted them down to only the last few in the area, but since few were allowed to leave and work in the towns, there were little other options. There was one worker who could pick up fresh meats in town, but it took a decent chip out of everyone’s allowances, which they clung to like a lifeline.  
 
    It was sad and wrong, but there was nothing I could do for now. 
 
    I told him how my father made sure to bring in new deer to replenish the wild ones, and Ray was shocked and awed at such an idea. Richard would never even listen to a thought like that. 
 
    We talked for ages, swapping tales about our families and friends, but sleep crept up on me, and before I knew it, he was carrying me to my room, telling me how I didn’t deserve this, that I should be home with those I loved. 
 
    He tucked me in, informing me he was leaving the door unlocked in case I needed the bathroom. He’d be back in the morning. I wanted to ask him to stay, not wanting to be left alone in this strange lodge, knowing Richard could return at any minute. But he had his own family to worry about, and May had already told Richard to let me heal. 
 
    I just hoped he listened. 
 
      
 
    The need to pee woke me from my slumber, drawing me from my dreams of laughter and jokes with my three men. How I wanted to be with them so badly. 
 
    I groaned as my body argued against rising, aching at the mere thought. Werewolves healed faster than humans, but it’d be another few days until I was myself again completely. 
 
    I fought off dark thoughts as images of Richard ravaging me seared through my mind.  
 
    I focused on feeling for the bedside lamp and flicking it on, blinking as my vision came into focus. 
 
    I carefully stood, stretching slightly as I yawned and wincing as my body throbbed with soft pain. 
 
    I headed out into the darkened hall, using the flood of light from my room to locate the bathroom next door. 
 
    I did what I needed to and came out, still groggy and ready to go back to bed. 
 
    I felt his presence before I saw him. 
 
    My heart leaped to my throat as I turned around, the hulking figure before me grunting as I stood frozen. I wouldn’t run away from him, that’d only make it worse. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you quite the perfect little fuck,” he slurred. 
 
    I just frowned, the stench of alcohol hitting me and making me nearly gag. 
 
    Before I could make any move, he lurched forward and pinned me to the wall. 
 
    “May says to let you heal. You won’t fall pregnant if I keep taking you this way. Well, fuck her, what does she know. If I do it enough, you’ll catch,” he grunted. 
 
    I didn’t move as I just glared at him, forcing my body to not tremble as he held his arm against my already bruised and sore throat. 
 
    Then I was flipped, my face against the wall as he yanked my pants and underwear down. 
 
    I bit down hard on my lip to refrain from whimpering. 
 
    I needed to heal; I needed to be capable of telling my father that this challenge was a trap, that Richard would disregard our ways and kill him somehow. 
 
    I gasped in pain as he slammed into me from behind, my body sliding up the wall from the force and my area splitting once more. 
 
    “You are mine now, you little bitch,” he grunted into my ear, one hand latched onto my arm behind me to keep me in place. “He thinks he can challenge me. I’ll have him shot before he even crosses my borders. I’ll kill him, and I’ll take his Pack.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth against the pain as he thrust into me, my legs shaking from the brutal force. The feel of the wood pressed against my cheek was something I’d never forget. That little nail a few inches before my eyes that jutted out slightly, the way the light spilled from the doorway of my room. 
 
    Thankfully, maybe because of his alcohol infused stated, he finished with a snarl and slid out of me, dropping me to the floor like a rag-doll. 
 
    “That’s all you’re good for,” he spat as he pulled up his jeans. 
 
    I just stared at my pants still tangled around my ankles, the painful throb between my legs rocking through my body. 
 
    He left me there in a heap on the floor, staring numbly at my legs as he retreated down to his end of the lodge. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, unfeeling, no tears coming forth from the pain and loathing. Instead, I sighed and pulled my pants up weakly, my mind slowly returning as I replayed his words. 
 
    He had the full intention of having my father killed before a challenge. 
 
    And then he’d take my Pack, my home. The thought fueled me, and I managed to climb to my feet as I used the wall for support. 
 
    I would never allow that monster to become our Alpha. 
 
    I stood in the hall, my mind struggling to fight off the ugly thoughts as I tried to think. I needed to do something, now. 
 
    Him being drunk and in this state, now was as good a time as I was ever going to get. 
 
    And despite knowing that if I killed him, my life would be forfeited by Pack laws, I didn’t care. He’d taken my honor and my pride, he’d raped my body and left me broken. 
 
    And not even the thought of my three loving boys could stop me now. It only made me more determined. 
 
    I would not let them suffer the same fate as this Pack. 
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    Scott. 
 
      
 
    Forcing ourselves to keep busy and not seek out Tay was the hardest thing we’d ever had to do. I struggled to focus on the dresser I was making for Beth now that she was moving into her own separate room after sharing with her younger brother since they were young. I couldn’t find the drive to work, and I found myself spending most of my time just staring at it, trying to quell the anger and fury inside me. And the sorrow. I couldn’t stop thinking about Tay, about what was happening with her right now, how she was being treated. 
 
    The day dragged by, and Nathan visited me in the workshop, unable to focus either. He’d fixed a few fences and moved the cattle, but his mind was too chaotic, stressed about Tay and furious about Richard. 
 
    Even when we decided to have lunch and Jaye joined us, we were abysmal. We sat in brooding silence, barely tasting the cooked steaks and fries. Jaye had tried to paint and ended up with a destroyed canvas. At least it wasn’t the commission for the rich woman, whose painting he’d already had shipped out. 
 
    “What do you think she’s doing right now?” Jaye muttered as he played with a fry. 
 
    “Hopefully she’s meeting the Pack, getting to know everyone, seeing the children,” Nathan said, but his heart wasn’t in it. 
 
    “I think she’s being raped by that pig,” Jaye snarled. “We should be there, we shouldn’t be just sitting here waiting. The longer we wait, the more harm could come to her!” 
 
    “The Alpha has made his decision, we have to trust in him,” I said, but Jaye’s words were like a knife to the gut. Hearing my own worries out loud only made my own emotions more chaotic. 
 
    I clenched my fork with unnecessary force, struggling to keep my emotions from spilling out. One of us needed to be calm and collected, and I hated feeling like I was the only one capable of it right now. I wanted to shout and vent my own fears and worries, just like them, but I refrained.  
 
    “How do you think Frank’s meeting with Reggie is going to go this afternoon?” I tried to move the topic away from dangerous waters. 
 
    “Who knows, although Lawrence is making sure he takes a satellite phone to give him in case we need to contact him urgently,” Nathan said as he pushed his plate away, his half-eaten steak of no interest to him. 
 
    “We should head off now while he’s busy, go there and bring her home,” Jaye growled. 
 
    “We could get shot on sight. We need to be smart, Tay wouldn’t want us throwing our lives away,” I grumbled. I set my fork down, worried I might bend it beyond repair if I kept holding it like a vice. 
 
    Jaye grunted and averted his eyes as he crossed his arms, pissed and impatient. He wasn’t the only one, but he was the main one to show it. 
 
    “Neema should be here soon, she said she had one last Rogue issue to deal with and then she’d be here after lunch. Having her here is good,” Nathan nodded. 
 
    “That prick needs to die. He’s no good,” Jaye muttered. 
 
    “And he may very well fall in battle with the Alpha, we don’t know,” I said, annoyed with him. He was making it hard to keep a cool head. 
 
    I left the pair to their own devices as I headed outside to continue attempting to finish the dresser for Beth. I needed to keep my mind occupied until we heard back from the Williamson Pack. 
 
    But I was also itching to hear from Frank when he returned home from seeing Reggie in town. Maybe he could fill us in on what had been going on at the Williamson Pack with Tay. 
 
      
 
    By the time Jaye came to fetch me, I’d miraculously managed to get some actual work completed on the dresser. I’d carved the wooden stand on top that would hold a mirror, and the drawers had the rollers put on and everything had been sanded. All I needed to do now was put a coat of oil on it, screw the knobs on, and put the mirror in. 
 
    “Frank’s back,” Jaye informed me, his brow knitted together. “Says he’s got news for all of us. Nathan has called Chris, he’ll be here shortly, we’re all meeting in the living area. Neema is there too.” 
 
    I set my tools down, clenching and unclenching my hands as I pursed my lips. Why did I feel like the news would be anything but good? 
 
    I followed Jaye back to the mansion and through the front doors. Lawrence and Nathan sat on the first leather couch, so we took the opposite one. Frank had settled into an armchair, but he had a scowl on his face as he drummed his fingers on the arm of the leather chair. Neema stood off to the side, looking like the mighty Huntress she was, already dressed in her jeans and tight black top. She had a silver hunting knife tucked into its sheath on her belt, and I suspected it wasn’t the only knife she was carrying. Her earthy brown hair was pixie cut to keep it from interfering with her work, and her sky-blue eyes were cold and pissed. She was none too pleased with the turn of events in regards to Taylor. 
 
    I knitted my fingers together, fighting the urge to demand knowledge from Frank. We had to wait for Chris. 
 
    Nathan had a hand over his mouth as he bounced his leg impatiently, and Lawrence had a blank look, expressionless. It made me uneasy. 
 
    Jaye sat beside me, tugging at his shirt and shifting uncomfortably as he growled in annoyance. 
 
    Thankfully Chris arrived shortly, and he had a grim look on his face. Somehow we all knew already that the news wouldn’t be good. 
 
    “Well, we’re all here now, you can tell us what Reggie informed you,” Lawrence finally said as he rested his hands on his knees, leaning forward to hear what the old ‘wolf had to say. 
 
    “It ain’t pretty,” he growled as his eyes flicked around to all of us. 
 
    “Just tell us,” Jaye snapped, and Frank just let out an exhausted sigh. 
 
    “He claimed her last night before the Pack, Reggie said he was brutal, forced himself on her, hurt her.” 
 
    The words had barely finished leaving his mouth before we broke into chaos. Rage tore through me as images of Taylor bruised and injured filled my mind. How dare that bastard hurt her? I howled along with the others in anguish and pain, the fury and deadly anger that hummed in the air only revved me up more. Yellow eyes flashed all around as snarls broke out, and Jaye was shaking uncontrollably beside me as we stood.  
 
    It took some time before Lawrence gathered himself and reined us all in. It was a miracle no one tore out of the house to head over there right away. Even Neema’s eyes were blazing yellow, but she was withholding her wrath, standing firmly with her arms crossed, her claws digging into her arms as her jaw set. 
 
    “There’s more,” Frank murmured once we’d all settled to soft growls and cracking of knuckles.  
 
    I wanted to kill something. Someone. I wanted to rip that brute limb from limb and shove his cock down his throat. I wanted to make him suffer and experience the most excruciating pain imaginable. I could already taste his blood as my teeth tore into his throat, and I’d leave him to die slowly, bleeding out as we tortured his body. 
 
    “What?” Lawrence urged Frank on, raising a hand to silence us. It wasn’t easy, the air was thick with desperation and wild animal, the desire to kill and destroy exuding from us, riling us all up. 
 
    “He intends to wait it out, force you to go to him and have you shot on sight. Explain it away as an accident to Council,” Frank’s eyes flashed yellow, and we all vibrated with barely restrained rage and savagery.  
 
    “Well, I guess we speed things up then,” Lawrence growled as he stepped before all of us. 
 
    The Alpha exuded power and authority, an influence that made us all shut up and listen. The air about him had changed, and the dangerous tension that filled the room made my skin prickle and seethe. 
 
    “We go to him tonight. Neema comes with us. And we handle this. I will challenge him still, before witnesses, and Neema will have my back, the authority to put him down if he breaks the challenge rules,” he said, his voice ringing out in the large room and causing us to stir in excitement and anticipation. 
 
    “I will call Reggie. Tell him we require access tonight. He can smuggle us in, he’s got an old van he uses for collecting supplies in town. He can take us in the back of that, we’ll have to be careful though, now that Richard has made it clear he wants us shot on sight, his men will obey,” Frank said as he stood up, refusing to back down from this. I imagined he’d tag along, he had to, only he knew Reggie. 
 
    “The fact that he’s refused the challenge and ordered a kill shot on Lawrence goes against our ways. It would be something I’d investigate anyway, so there will be no question as to why I’m there,” Neema finally spoke up, her voice low but powerful. She was not a woman I cared to cross. I was surprised Tay got along so well with her, she was so very different from how I knew Neema to be. The only thing they had in common was their strong, fiery spirits. Neema was cold and brutal, as was to be expected in her line of work. 
 
    And Tay had every intention of becoming like her. I just hoped it didn’t darken her spirit like it had Neema. 
 
    As we all moved about the mansion in an urgent fashion, preparing ourselves as Frank called ahead, I wondered what Tay was up to right now. Was that wretched beast with her? Abusing her once more? 
 
    I snarled and struck down a lamp in the hall, grateful that I was finally alone. I stared hard at the broken fixture on the floor; the bulb shattered and beyond repair. 
 
    Exactly how I wanted Richard. 
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    I edged my way down the hall and into the kitchen, my heart pounding in my ears as my body ached and begged for relief. My mind was made, and I knew what had to be done. 
 
    I was more than willing to pay the price. 
 
    I drew in a calm breath, allowing my eyes to adjust to the darkness now that the light from my room was gone. The moon seeped in through some windows on the far side of the kitchen, and I slipped around the steel top benches silently, searching for a weapon. 
 
    I spied the knives hanging on the wall, stuck onto a magnetic band that ran the length of the bench. 
 
    I picked a long, narrow knife, wanting something I could conceal. A silver knife would be more ideal, but I doubted they’d have one just lying around. 
 
    I tiptoed around the kitchen, my mind going over itself, making sure there was nothing else I could need. 
 
    No. Only the knife. 
 
    I didn’t have much of a plan; I was relying on the fact that he’d drunk a bit too much, and praying that would hinder his senses enough. 
 
    I moved out of the kitchen, the light seeping into the large living area through the wall length window. I looked out at the moon, slowing down to admire its beauty and perfection. I was a creature of the night. I ran under the moon with my Pack, I was true to my nature, and this situation, I knew how to handle it. For the good of the Pack. 
 
    I slunk down the far hall to the other end of the lodge where Richard resided. I opened up my senses, flaring my nostrils as I drew in his alcohol infused scent. I followed the easy scent trail down the hall, silent and stealthy like I’d been taught, holding the cool blade against my thigh. 
 
    I froze as the sound of soft snores reached me, and adrenaline and fear coursed through me, making me shudder as I drew in a sharp, shaky breath. 
 
    I moved onward, calming myself with inner words of reassurance and deep breaths. 
 
    I slowed as I reached the slightly adjacent door, his scent strong. 
 
    I bit my lip, steadying myself as I stood in the darkness, the only light was from a window at the far end of the hall, the dim moonlight just providing enough light for me to make out shapes of furniture. 
 
    I peeked my head around the doorframe slowly, my breath catching as my eyes fell on the sleeping form in the massive king bed. 
 
    Richard was sprawled in his sheets, obviously naked. The sheets were only draped over his muscled stomach and one thigh, and I could see his member jutting out from under it. 
 
    He was asleep on his back, his chest rising and falling with his soft snores. 
 
    I surveyed the room, going over my best options. 
 
    As much as I wanted to head right on in there and stand over him as I plunged the blade into his chest, I didn’t doubt that even in his intoxicated state he’d sense me and waken.  
 
    I could dash in and leap onto the bed, hoping I’d have the advantage of being quick and agile, but it was risky too. I’d have to have my aim perfect, and he’d have to move in a certain way for me to sink the blade into him. 
 
    There was one other option that came to mind. And considering how he’d raped me in the hall, I had a feeling I’d have more luck with that than anything. 
 
    I hated the ghastly, despicable thought, but I would do what had to be done. 
 
    I ducked my head back, gritting my teeth as I closed my eyes. 
 
    I slipped my shirt off, allowing my breasts to fall freely from the confines of my top, and then I slid my pants and underwear off. 
 
    I wrapped the blade up in my pants, knowing the scent of himself on my underwear would mask the scent of the blade. We could still smell things like stainless steel, and considering my survey of the room hadn’t spied anything metal apart from the lamp, I didn’t want to take my chance of him questioning the scent in his room. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, reminding myself of all the pain and heartache he’d caused, of the continual abuse he’d dish out, and the murder of my father that he intended. Who knew what he’d then do with my Pack. If my boys stood against him, he may kill them too. 
 
    And I was not about to remain his mate forever, nor would I run. 
 
    I stepped through the doorway, inching past the half-open door, not wanting to alert him until the right time. 
 
    I circled the bed to the vacant side, every treacherous step was slow and painful as I listened to his snore slowly fade. His breathing was still even and deep, but he was rousing. 
 
    I slipped my hands under the pillows to tuck my clothing there, and no sooner had I removed my hands that those dark eyes opened, his nostrils flaring as his lip pulled back into a snarl. 
 
    I gave him a sultry smile as I looked down at myself brashly. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he snarled as he raised himself up into a sitting position. His voice was no longer slurred, but he still reeked of alcohol. 
 
    “I…uh… I don’t know,” I mumbled as I twirled a strand of my hair nervously. My ponytail had come loose, and I pulled it completely free to let my fiery curls tumble down over my breasts. 
 
    The moonlight reached down through the overhead window to show me his naked body, the sheet having fallen away as he’d moved to eyeball me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes over him, biting my lip as I forced myself to stare at his dick before looking down shamefully. 
 
    He just watched me with a predatory look, his nostrils flaring. 
 
    No, he needed more enticing. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I closed my eyes, dragging forth every breath-taking moment with my boys, begging my body to respond in some way, to give off even the slightest whiff of desire. 
 
    I focused on the heated moments as Jaye made animalistic love to me, the way he slammed into me with ferocity, or the sweet touches of Nathan as we made sweet love in the barn. I thought of Scott as he took me down by the river, of how we lay in each other’s arms afterwards, filled with bliss and contentment. 
 
    Richard chuckled, a sound that shook me to my core. 
 
    “I knew you’d come around, my little ‘wolf,” he growled. 
 
    He reached out to me, and I eyed his sudden erection, shuddering at the sight as I chewed my lip. He took this as excitement, and held his hand out to me. 
 
    I managed a weak, forced smile as I took his huge hand and allowed him to guide me onto the bed. 
 
    Those dark eyes drunk me up, scouring my body as he ran a rough hand down me and squeezed my already tender breast. I made a sound in protest, but he just smiled and pulled me closer to his naked body. 
 
    “Please,” I whispered, and he just scowled. 
 
    I pushed him back, struggling at first when he refused, but then curiosity won out and he allowed me to lay him back. He watched me with keen interest, focused on my face as I hesitantly climbed on top of him. 
 
    He moaned and chuckled, grabbing my hips and driving me down onto him with no warning. I gasped and held back the cry of pain as he buried himself in me, grunting at the sensation. 
 
    I wanted to reach for my hidden blade and slam it into his eye, to drive it deep into his brain and kill him. 
 
    But I needed him completely distracted, and with the way those dark eyes watched me so intently, I knew he was still questioning this. 
 
    I needed to keep going. 
 
    I forced my body to relax as I moved against him, and he shuddered as I ran my hands up his muscled chest, dancing my fingers over his shoulders as I felt the muscles ripple beneath the surface. 
 
    “Will you protect me from all things?” I breathed as I rocked against him, forcing a gentle moan from my lips. 
 
    “You will be the mother of my children, it’s my duty,” he grunted, although a spark of anger flared in his eyes at the question. I doubted he cared much for protecting me, but I was hoping to play on his selfishness. He’d want no one else to have me. 
 
    “You’ll stop the others from having me?” I murmured as I ground down against him, ignoring the pain it brought my battered and bruised body. 
 
    “You are mine,” he growled as he slammed me down on him hard, grunting as he began moving me faster against him. 
 
    “Mmm,” I moaned, pretending the words brought me contentment and satisfaction. 
 
    He growled as he drove into me, thrusting and yanking me hard down against his hips. 
 
    “Fuck me like an Alpha,” I snarled. 
 
    It was the right push. He roared, baring his teeth at me as he brought me down on him hard and fast, his fingers digging painfully into my hips as I gasped and lolled my head back. 
 
    His body tightened and his hands stiffened, and I drew in a sharp breath as I felt his length expand inside me. 
 
    He moaned loudly and followed it with a deep, rumbling growl as he climaxed, his seed shooting into me as he tossed his head back against the pillows. 
 
    I moaned as I leaned down and kissed his chest, my hand slipping under the pillows as I felt for the blade tucked in my clothing. 
 
    It happened in only a split moment. 
 
    I yanked the blade out, pulling back as I brought it up over his chest. Despite his ecstatic state, his head rolled forward and his eyes widened as utter hatred and rage made them glow yellow. 
 
    I brought the knife down with all the force I could muster as he roared and raised his arms. 
 
    I screamed as his arm knocked my hands, but I drove the blade down, burying it into his flesh. It sunk in as easily as it had with the Rogues I’d hunted with Neema, blood bubbling around the hilt of the blade. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time as I scrambled off him, staring at his writhing body in shock. 
 
    I whimpered in dismay as the realization hit me. 
 
    I’d missed his heart. 
 
    He shrieked and flailed, then those violent, deadly eyes fell on me, burning yellow as he yanked the blade from his chest. 
 
    Adrenaline surged through me and I turned, pumping my legs hard as I shot out of the bedroom and sprinted down the hall. I cut through the living area, thanking my lucky stars when the door next to the full-length window was unlocked. 
 
    The inhuman howl and roar that rose from behind me spurred me onward, and I ran as fast as my legs would carry me. 
 
    I’d hit him in the chest still, maybe closer to the shoulder, and even if he was Alpha, he’d take time to heal. Chasing me down would only make him bleed more. Maybe I’d get lucky and he’d bleed out. 
 
    I hurtled into the forest, allowing the excruciating shift to overcome my body. My bruised and pained body protested and wept as my limbs cracked and changed, fur sprouting all over me as my snout elongated. 
 
    I tore through the forest, my four legs carrying me as fast as they could. The monstrous howls that sounded more like roars still rose up from behind me, closer than I found comfortable. 
 
    Hurry up and fucking die. 
 
    I had no plan now, my only desire was to not die by his hands. My mind was frenzied, pissed that I’d fucked up my one chance to kill him, sickened by what I’d done to get him off-guard.  
 
    I growled as I launched over a log, reaching out with my senses to see how close my pursuer was.  
 
    From the distant howls, he was falling behind. Thank God. 
 
    I didn’t slow as I hauled ass, racing through the pines, dodging shrubs and boulders in my mad dash. 
 
    I was panting now, my body begging me to stop, to rest and recover for just a moment. 
 
    I snarled. There was no goddamn way I was stopping now. 
 
    I didn’t have a choice when I nearly collided with a man standing in the clearing. I’d been too focused on what lay behind me that it hadn’t registered that there was someone out in front. 
 
    I snarled and snapped as I went to dodge around him, but he threw his hands up non-threatening. 
 
    “Taylor, it’s Ray!” he said quickly, and I slowed as I took in his half naked form in the woods. 
 
    “My father was hunting with Richard, when they were coming home, he overheard what he intended to do with you when he got here. He mentioned it to momma, and I heard. So I started heading over when I heard him roaring. I figured you’d be heading in a straight line, hopefully, and decided to try to catch you in this general area.” The words flew out of his mouth in exasperation as his dark doe eyes shot around the clearing in fear. 
 
    I gave a soft snort and growl, wondering why he’d come to catch me. 
 
    “If he catches you, you’re dead. We need to get you out of the territory. Those manning the gates and border know to stop you. I know a way through, up near Firestone Ridge. It’s up on the mountain, come, I’ll show you.” 
 
    Ray stripped his pants off and shifted, a grey-white wolf standing in his place. 
 
    I drew in deep breaths, listening for the sounds of Richard in pursuit. Just when I’d almost thought he’d turned back, a howl rose up, closer than I anticipated. 
 
    Ray shot off like a rocket, and I had no choice but to trust him. I tore after him, pine nettles flinging up behind me as I kept in step with the lean wolf in front. 
 
    Every muscle ached and burned, my bruised body struggling to continue racing onward, but survival kept me going. 
 
    We ran for our lives, and I realized if Ray got caught now, he’d suffer the same fate. He was risking his life to help me. 
 
    The howl rose up again from the pines behind, but I didn’t look back. Maybe I was wrong, maybe his injury wasn’t as bad as I hoped and he’d already dealt with it. 
 
    No. I’d got him good, he was just mighty pissed, intent to kill me before he’d fix himself up. That sounded more like him. 
 
    The moon filtered down through the branches, dousing patches of the forest floor in a serene glow. Wildlife scurried out of our way, and with each inhale I drew in the scent of the wild, the fragrance of the pines, the spicy and sweet scents of other plants and shrubs, the unique warm smells of the odd wildlife in the vicinity. 
 
    I ignored it all as I dashed onward, miraculously keeping up with Ray as he ran like a panicked, mad wolf. 
 
    I had no idea how long we ran, but my legs were struggling by the time we reached the stream coming down off the mountain, the trickling water reaching my ears only moments before we darted into the clearing. 
 
    Ray plunged into the water, shooting a perplexed look back at me. Upstream. That’s what he was trying to say. We could lose his scent in the water, buy us some more time. 
 
    I leaped into the icy water, shivering as it soaked through my fur and chilled me to my core. 
 
    We loped upstream, unable to hurtle through it as it pushed back at us. It was up to my belly now, and soon we’d be swimming as I realized it widened further up. 
 
    I growled as the water washed over me, my paws slipping and sliding on the creek bed as the current worked against me. 
 
    Ray dropped back to push his side against me, aiding me as we moved onward. Then my paws lost contact with the bottom and I had to power on, my legs striking out in the water as it splashed over my head. 
 
    We swam against the current, struggling until Ray pushed me closer to the bank while I found my footing. Reeds reached up around us, and we pushed on. 
 
    No howls rose up behind us, and I wondered if Richard had lost our scent. I prayed he had. 
 
    We continued upstream, the night air growing colder the higher we went. 
 
    Th stars guided us overhead, and I wanted to raise my snout and howl in agony and dismay, my body stumbling as I kept losing my footing. I was drained and exhausted, my beaten body no longer able to continue on without a break. 
 
    Ray realized this after urging me on with his snout and getting nowhere. 
 
    He scanned the area, and then he prodded me gently towards the bank. 
 
    We clambered up and I collapsed just past the water’s edge, gasping and panting as my legs refused to cooperate. We couldn’t stay here long, but I needed a moment to recover. 
 
    I shuddered as a strong breeze swept through the area, and Ray moved in to lay beside me, pushing his warm body against mine. If I wasn’t on the run for my life, his warmth may have lulled me into a gentle sleep. But instead it just comforted me as I gulped in air and trembled. 
 
    We rested for a few minutes until that heart-shattering howl rose up from downstream. He was pissed, probably struggling to find our scent. 
 
    Ray nudged me until I was on my feet, and then we took off into the forest once more. The trees were spread thinner here, and the air was frosty the further we went. 
 
    We loped for a while until I was ready to run again, and then we raced like hell was on our heels. 
 
    The wind whistled through the pines, tugging at my damp fur and making my body shudder. The moon bounced off the patches of snow that now speckled our path, and I drew in the icy cold air in short bursts. 
 
    We were truly in the mountains now. 
 
    I wondered how far Firestone Ridge was. Not that crossing the border was going to suddenly save me.  
 
    The howls and roars had died down now, but I dare not believe he’d given up.  
 
    I’d tried to kill him. There was no way he would just accept that and let me live. 
 
    I needed to escape. 
 
    Or I’d die. 
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    Nathan. 
 
      
 
    The drive to the Williamson territory was tense and quiet, all of us fuming and seething uncomfortably. 
 
    Richard would die tonight. Our Alpha would make sure of that. 
 
    I worried how Lawrence would fair in the Alpha fight if his mind was clouded with emotion, but a part of me believed it would only make him more powerful. 
 
    That he’d not stop till he took that monster down. 
 
    Frank and Neema drove behind us in Neema’s faded green truck. Lawrence’s Jag was silent as it traversed the winding country roads. Mountains rose up to our right, and we’d been driving for almost two hours, and I knew we had to be getting close. 
 
    Frank had organized to meet Reggie at a lookout away from the territory, he’d then smuggle us all in. 
 
    My heart pounded in anticipation and distress. I couldn’t shake the thought of Richard hurting Tay, of him having his way with her while she struggled. 
 
    We wouldn’t allow this. She was our family, our woman. She needed to come home. 
 
    I stared out at the night sky, the moon dousing the road in a shimmery white glow. The agitation and fury radiating from the other passengers made the very air choking, and I wound down a window to let some cool night air in. It was heating up in the backseat with two other fuming ‘wolves, but we had to control ourselves.  
 
    We were nearly there. 
 
    Lawrence pulled off onto a side road, and he followed it to the small lookout over a river. 
 
    An elderly man, older than even Frank, stood outside his van, hunched over and waiting patiently. His snow white hair and beard shone in the moonlight, and he looked up with relief when we rumbled into the parking lot. 
 
    Lawrence shut the engine off just as Neema’s old truck pulled up beside us. 
 
    We all climbed out, and Frank introduced Lawrence to Reggie as we all joined the frail old man by his van. 
 
    “I was the elder asked to unify the pair in ceremony,” Reggie rasped, his voice weak and his skin weathered with age. “I’d hoped Richard would never take another mate. He is no good.” 
 
    I wanted to howl and yell at the man for unifying them, for allowing that monster to have her. But I kept my mouth shut, knowing full well that he hated what he’d done. It was evident in his sad, broken face, those blue eyes dull and dismayed. 
 
    “You’ll get us across the borders to challenge his rule?” Lawrence asked, his greying brown hair catching the moon’s glow and making the silver hairs more prominent. It made my stomach twist. No, he could do this. He may be older now, but he was still an Alpha, with all the Alpha strength and power. 
 
    “Yes. Richard’s reign has brought only pain and anguish to the Pack. It is time for a new Alpha,” Reggie nodded firmly. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” Jaye grimaced as he sniffed the air, his nose scrunching at the distasteful scent. I could smell it too, I’d smelt it as soon as we stepped out of the Jag, but I knew there were more important matters than the assault to my nose. 
 
    “I will need to pass through some gates to cross into the territory, all roads in have manned gates. In order to mask your scents, I’ve brought a special spray, and an old trick of my family. I’ve also got a dead deer in the van, she’s been there for the past few hours, so her scent will be what you can smell,” Reggie cracked a grin. 
 
    I clenched my jaw at the insight. So we were going to be traveling with a dead deer that was already beginning to smell. Great. 
 
    I focused on the thought of Tay, and it overrode any pretenses about the ride in the van. 
 
    “You’ll all need to put this on,” Reggie said as he opened the passenger door of his van and pulled out a spray bottle. His spotted old hand shook as he offered it to the Alpha, and the act of aid and equality made Lawrence smile and nod to Reggie. He just dipped his head in return as the Alpha began spraying himself. It was an intriguing scent, like a mix of herbs and flowers, but it was making it impossible to catch Lawrence’s scent. 
 
    We all followed suite, even Neema, who was remaining quite silent. Frank voiced his aggravation about Richard, and Reggie agreed. They both believed the rival Alpha to be a brute whose time was long since gone. 
 
    And then we were shuffling into the back of the van, avoiding the deer carcass as we all knelt down around it. Once all seven of us had clambered in, Reggie closed the doors. 
 
    The deer was beginning to smell, and not in a good way, which was obvious when Scott gagged softly. Frank muttered in annoyance but shut up when Lawrence shot him a dark look. 
 
    Having us all cramped around the deer was not ideal, but it was all we could do.  
 
    I rested one knee on the floor of the van, dodging the coagulated blood from the deer’s neck. Neema was to my right, and Jaye was on my left. Lawrence, Scott and Frank were on the other side of the deer, pressed against the van wall as they stayed low. And Chris sat poised and ready at the back door. 
 
    The van rumbled to life, and I took the chance to draw in a deep breath. I couldn’t smell the ‘wolves around me, only the overwhelming scent of deer and the faint herbs. I couldn’t even scent the silver Neema was carrying, something we were all easily aware of considering it was a deadly thing to us. To be honest, stabbing us with a normal knife hurt too, but silver needed treatment, otherwise we could develop poisoning from the silver. 
 
    “We all stay silent, no movement. No one goes rushing off, I know we’re all worried about Tay, but we need to stay vigilant and on guard. This is enemy territory, and there is a death warrant on our heads right now. We just have to hope that once we’re in, others will obey the challenge rules and step aside.” Lawrence’s voice was low and deadly serious, and not even Frank made a smart comment back. 
 
    Reggie called back to us when we were getting close to the borders, informing us it was time to shut up and not move a muscle. 
 
    Only a few minutes passed before Reggie slowed down, and I was grateful the back of the van was divided by a metal grate. It did make me wonder what Reggie transported back here. 
 
    But it only helped obscure the view of us, and Reggie had taken the time to even throw up a canvas to cover most of the grate. The only way I knew that we’d come to one of the gates with a small building was because the extra light shone through the top of the grate where the canvas didn’t cover. 
 
    “Bit late for you to be out,” a young, rough voice said. 
 
    “Richard and the boys went hunting. One of the youngin’s took down a deer, asked me to fetch it and bring it back to carve up if it was still good. It’s been out there a while, I’ll have to see what Petey thinks,” Reggie’s voice was casual and held no sign of distress.  
 
    I did question if we should be putting so much trust and faith into an enemy ‘wolf though. For all we knew, he was signaling for them to round the back of the van. 
 
    My heart pounded as my eyes darted between Scott and Lawrence. I waited for someone to rip the back of the van open and hail down bullets on us. 
 
    “Who took down the deer?” the man asked. 
 
    “Think it was Brett, it was Charles, Ray’s old man that told me to fetch it,” Reggie said. 
 
    “Good guy, must’ve got lucky,” the man chuckled. “Well, we’re just keeping an eye out, my Pa said even us boys have to help watch the borders now. The Alpha has us on a tight watch ever since he got that Ashwood she-wolf. Worried that Alpha Ashwood might show up, wants us to shoot him on sight. Although, rumor has it, that Mr Ashwood challenged Mr Williamson. Isn’t it that we’re meant to butt out of an Alpha challenge?” the man asked. 
 
    From the way he spoke, I guessed him to only be young, maybe sixteen or seventeen. Why they were charging such a young one to man the gates was beyond me. Maybe there were others there too, there was no way to tell. 
 
    “Well, yes, our rules and laws say that, but because he’s Alpha, he believes he can force us to look the other way. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that, but he is our Alpha,” Reggie sighed. 
 
    “I dunno, me and the boys have been talking. The way he treated that new she-wolf last night, my Pa said that’s wrong. That we should respect and cherish the women of our Pack. I think it’s unfair that he got his hands on her,” the man sighed. “But some of the older man, those who’ve been by his side for so long, they don’t see it as wrong. It makes it hard, we can’t say anything, and I don’t want to be like that.” 
 
    “Then don’t. It’s a choice you can make, Brayden,” Reggie said firmly. 
 
    “I hope so, I feel that the Alpha doesn’t always give us a choice,” Brayden sighed. 
 
    “That is quite true, son,” Reggie let out an exasperated sigh. 
 
    “Well, I best let you go, don’t want that deer getting any worse. I can smell it from here, you’ll be lucky to get much good meat from it now.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll see. Have a good night.” 
 
    The van lurched forward once more, but yellow eyes glistened all around me in the back of the van. Once we’d rumbled on for a few moments, the soft growls were released. 
 
    “That fucker hurt Tay, God knows how bad it was,” Jaye snarled. 
 
    Lawrence didn’t say a word, but I could see he was seething, barely managing to keep it all under control. This was his daughter we were talking about. I could only imagine the horror and heartache he was feeling at his only daughter being raped and abused.  
 
    I was seeing red as I clenched my teeth together, the pressure in my jaw becoming painful. 
 
    “He’s not going to survive tonight. I’m sorry Dad, but if he defeats you, I’m still going to fuck him up. I don’t care what it costs, I will not let that piece of shit get our Pack. To think of what he’ll do to our family, to our children,” he growled, the muscles in his neck twitching as his eyes glowed. 
 
    “Good. For what he’s done to your sister, you can all kill him,” Lawrence finally growled, his voice lethal. 
 
    A chill ran down my spine as Neema shot him a look, but Lawrence just challenged it, his yellow eyes daring her to go against him. 
 
    She kept her mouth shut, but I could feel her tension and uneasiness beside me. It was her duty to obey all laws and make sure they were abided by. Lawrence was declaring he’d break them right before her. 
 
    I didn’t know how to feel about that. I could see why he wanted to, but I also knew that as Alpha, he was meant to lead us and remind us of our ways and laws, of the rules we followed to keep our kind safe and out of the human eye. He’d even said that, and now he was contradicting himself. We followed strict rules when it came to the Pack, otherwise we could become ruthless, wild animals, more ‘wolf than human. Then we’d endanger all our kind.  
 
    “We’ll head up to the main lodge where Richard lives. He has Taylor there,” Reggie informed us. 
 
    I clenched my hands together, praying that Tay was okay, that we’d get there and defeat the Alpha. I didn’t even know what we’d do about the Pack itself, since Lawrence would become their new Alpha, or whoever killed Richard. They’d claim his title and power of the Pack. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Lawrence?” Neema demanded as she shot us all looks. Looks that screamed don’t break the laws, for then she’d have to deal with us. 
 
    To be honest, I’d never seen Neema fight, only the time she took down Kate, Lawrence’s mate, when she’d gotten sick with the wolf disease. 
 
    “I challenge him before a witness of his own Pack and see if he accepts. He’ll be forced to. But if he chooses to use his Pack to fight his battle, then we all take him down,” Lawrence’s voice resounded throughout the back of the van. 
 
    “You really think he’ll use his Pack?” Chris asked. 
 
    “He hid behind the Council, he only accepted Taylor’s challenge because she is a young she-wolf, someone he deemed easily beaten. I don’t doubt he’ll save his own hide if he can,” Lawrence smirked, a dark look in his eyes. 
 
    “She almost had him too,” Jaye scoffed. “He can’t be that great of an Alpha.” 
 
    “Taylor is very well-trained as a Huntress, she still has much to learn, but her fighting skills are more than any average ‘wolf,” Neema said. 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked, not liking her tone. 
 
    “I’m saying, don’t underestimate him. Taylor may have had the upper hand for a moment, but you can thank her intense training for that. She’s an assassin, not a Pack warrior. She stood a better chance. That goes for you too, brother. Don’t overestimate yourself. Be careful. You were an incredible fighter when we were younger, but you’ve never had an Alpha fight before,” Neema reminded him. 
 
    “I’m the Area Enforcer, I’ve had to muscle my way through some situations,” Lawrence argued. 
 
    “I’m not saying you’re not capable. What I’m saying, is that you can’t afford to lose this fight. And your emotions may cloud your mind. Don’t get cocky and don’t let him goad you. Be smart, and win,” Neema said slowly but firmly, her words carrying more power and strength than they would if anyone else said them. She was the one who knew Lawrence the most, she’d grown up with him. And she was his equal in their titles. 
 
    Lawrence’s lip pulled back in a snarl at his sister, but he didn’t say a word. I could tell he was pissed that she’d spoken such words before his betas and son, but he was taking them in.  
 
    She was right. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence settled over us, and my legs ached from crouching down, huddled with the others. 
 
    The only sound was the deep, ragged breathing of Jaye, who was clenching his eyes shut as he battled his Feral wolf, and the sound of the tires on the old dirt tracks. 
 
    It seemed like forever before Reggie called back to us, informing us that we were nearing the lodge. 
 
    We took the chance to ready ourselves, some of us standing, which wasn’t easy and we had to bend over oddly. We were hot and flustered, not much airflow coming in from Reggie’s open window, and too many hot-blooded werewolves in such a confined space. 
 
    When we rolled to an abrupt stop, Reggie swore and leaped out of the van without any explanation. 
 
    “Everyone out, now,” Lawrence ordered after a few moments waiting. We had no inclination as to what had happened, so we all prepared ourselves for the worst. 
 
    Chris shoved the door open and snarled as he launched out, tossing his head as he searched our surroundings for the issue. 
 
    We all shot out after him, our glowing eyes flicking everywhere. 
 
    There was no danger, just the soft sobs of a woman. 
 
    I turned back, spying the woman sitting out the front of the lodge whom Reggie was comforting. 
 
    Lawrence was the first to stride over, and she stared up at him with confused, tear-filled eyes. 
 
    We all followed, and then we stiffened. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    And Tay’s scent. 
 
    “What happened?” Lawrence asked as he stood over the woman. 
 
    “This is Lawrence Ashwood,” Reggie murmured as he wrapped an arm around the woman’s shoulders. Her dirty blonde hair was falling from a loose ponytail, and her green eyes were filled with dismay. 
 
    “I’m here to challenge the Alpha,” Lawrence stated. 
 
    “He’s not here,” the woman sobbed. 
 
    “May, where is he, what happened?” Reggie coaxed her, his voice soft and tender. 
 
    “I came over when I heard him roaring. I’ve been tending to Taylor, and I was worried. When I got here, I found a knife with his blood on it. I think she attacked him. Her scent came out here, and so does his. I think he’s gone after her, he’s going to kill her,” she whimpered as more tears spilled forth. 
 
    “May!” 
 
    We all snapped our heads as a man came sprinting out of the forest. 
 
    “Charles!” May sobbed as she stood up with Reggie’s help. 
 
    We all tensed, unsure how to treat this newcomer as we all shifted and watched him carefully. 
 
    He glanced around at us, but he seemed more concerned with something else. 
 
    “Please tell me Ray’s here,” Charles begged, his face strained. 
 
    “No, he’s not,” May whispered, drawing in a shaky breath as she glanced around at us. 
 
    “Fuck,” Charles cursed as he held his hands up behind his head. “He’s taken a liking to the girl. I accidentally told him what I overheard Richard saying, he seemed worried. I told him to stay in his room, but when I checked on him, he was gone. He must’ve come here…” Charles’ voice trailed off as he looked around in horror. 
 
    “What did you overhear?” Lawrence growled. 
 
    Frank was standing awkwardly beside him and Reggie, while me and the other boys stood facing Charles. 
 
    Neema was hanging back, watching everything play out. 
 
    “He intended to have her again, even though we all told him to let her recover after the mating ceremony,” Charles blubbered, lines of worry marring his face. 
 
    “That fucking piece of shit,” Lawrence spat. 
 
    “Do you really think Ray would’ve come here?” May whimpered. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Charles said, his voice shaking and broken. 
 
    “Come, we’ve got her scent, we’ll track her,” Lawrence barked as he began stripping down. 
 
    We didn’t argue as we too tore our clothes off. 
 
    We all froze as a horrendous roar rose up in the distance, up in the mountains. 
 
    Reggie and May instantly shuddered and cowered, and I knew immediately that it was Richard. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Charles stated. 
 
    Lawrence looked ready to order him off, but instead he caught himself and shook his head. 
 
    Charles took this as a sign that he could come, not that I thought we could stop him anyway. He was beyond stressed about who I assumed was his son. 
 
    The next thing I knew, we were all racing through the forest in wolf form, our senses locked onto Taylor’s trail. 
 
    Frank had stayed behind, too old to keep up with us. 
 
    We tore through the pines, our Alpha leading us in his giant, black wolf form. I was surprised we were able to keep up, barely. 
 
    We were silent, not wanting to alert Richard to our presence. One part of me wanted to in hopes he’d turn and come for us, the other part knew he’d know he was outnumbered and it’d spur him on to catch Tay, if he hadn’t already. Then he’d use her as a hostage to save himself. 
 
    Jaye snarled and snapped, struggling to stay quiet as his Feral side came through. His movements were jarred and sporadic as he weaved around before me, struggling to stay on track. 
 
    I just hoped his love for Tay would drive him onward to her. 
 
    I opened my lungs fully, drawing in her scent, along with two males, one obviously the Alpha. And judging by Charles whimpers off to my side, the other was his son, Ray. 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or not. I didn’t have time to be annoyed that this strange ‘wolf had gotten a soft spot for Tay, for all I knew, he was the one keeping her alive. 
 
    I relished in the fact that I could practically taste Richard’s blood. Taylor had wounded him, and it made me both equally proud and terrified for her. 
 
    Lawrence shot off like a rocket when another roar rose up, and we all just had to hope he’d get to her in time while we followed. We’d do our best to get there too. 
 
    I pumped my legs harder and faster than ever before. I’d never run with such force, driven by fear and terror, imagining just what Richard would do if he caught Taylor. 
 
    I couldn’t lose her. The thought alone made me draw alongside Jaye, whose erratic movements had dissipated. I rolled my eyes to glance at him, and I could see the determination and utter fear in his glowing yellow eyes. He’d regained control, but he was petrified for Taylor. 
 
    I gave a soft growl to attempt to reassure him, but it was pointless. He could sense my own terror as we ran like wildfire, our white coats flashing through the pines like bullets. 
 
    We’d reach her in time. 
 
    We had to. 
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    I panted hard, my tongue lolling out of my mouth as I struggled to keep up with Ray. He was growing tired too as we clambered up the rocky mountainside, our way forward a steep incline with boulders and rocks jutting out. 
 
    I know Ray hoped the bigger, heavier Alpha wolf would struggle up this climb, but it was also barely possible for me to traverse. 
 
    I could tell by his excited yips and the wag of his tail that we were getting close to Firestone Ridge. I just had to keep going. 
 
    My paw slid on a boulder, and I slipped back down, yelping as a jagged rock caught me in the ribs. 
 
    Ray was down by my side in an instant, using his body to nudge me forward, and I was able to push off him to gain some traction once more. 
 
    I ached all over, drained and exhausted, and a piece of me wanted to just collapse and accept my fate, unable to continue on. 
 
    But that stubborn, strong-willed part of me defied that, forcing me to continue the treacherous climb. 
 
    I clambered up the rocks and boulders, small pebbles tumbling down the slope as I moved forth. 
 
    Ray stayed at my side now, and I could feel his worry for me rolling off him in waves. He was scared, both for me and of Richard. I could never thank him for this, for risking his life like this. I doubted I would’ve made it this far without him urging me on, guiding me. I’d not known where to go without him. 
 
    My blood ran cold and Ray let out an ungodly shriek as a victorious howl rose up from down below. 
 
    I couldn’t help but dare a peak down at the gigantic grey wolf staring up at us. His chest was bloody, closer to his shoulder, I inwardly punched myself for missing the shot. 
 
    He snarled as he began the precarious climb, and a new wave of adrenaline washed over me as I scrambled up. Ray was jittery, and I almost thought he was going to take off and abandon me. 
 
    But he stayed, glued to my side as he helped me climb. 
 
    Desperate, furious snarls rose up from below as Richard struggled with the steep climb, his huge Alpha form making many of the rocks and boulders crumble and tumble around him. Not to mention he was being too brutal, leaping up with no care for how his weight would affect the terrain. 
 
    We needed to be careful and surefooted here, and I was beyond thankful that he was too out of his mind to understand that. 
 
    It felt like I was dancing with death as we scaled the steep slope, one wrong step and I could tumble down into his waiting jaws. Would he go straight for my throat? Rip my jugular out and be done with it? Or would he take his time, tearing me limb from limb, fucking my dying body just to make a point? What about Ray? He’d not go unharmed for aiding me. How would he tear Ray apart? 
 
    All these thoughts only spurred me on, and relief washed over me when I spied the ledge just further up. We’d be back on easier ground in just a moment. One more painful moment. 
 
    Ray whimpered with relief as we clambered onto the ledge, gasping for air. We didn’t take the chance to catch our breath. 
 
    Ray shot forward, making sure I stuck with him as we tore down the rocky track through some massive boulders. Rocky walls rose up around us, and I shuddered at the realization that we were caged in. We had to keep going forward, there was nowhere else to go. I hated being confined like this, trapped with an enemy on our heels. 
 
    Ray better know where the hell he was going. 
 
    We weaved through the track, dodging rocks and logs that had gotten caught in this ravine.  
 
    Would there be something that symbolized the edge of the territory? How would I know when we crossed the border? And where the hell were we going? 
 
    If we could find a road, we could hail down help. That would be my first thought. We needed a way to escape him, and we needed it soon. As much as I wanted to keep going, eventually my body would give out. Hell, it nearly had. The only thing driving my battered paws was adrenaline, and it wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    The mind-shattering howl that rose up behind us made me stumble, my paws tripping over themselves as I tumbled to the ground. 
 
    Ray whimpered and yipped as he urged me to get up, and I scrambled back to my feet, looking back down the ravine. We’d weaved around many curves and bends, but I knew he was coming, and he was racing to get to us. 
 
    He’d be upon us in no time. 
 
    I shot forward, ignoring the pain and strain in my body as I flew down the narrow ravine with Ray, our sides brushing each other as we stayed side by side in the narrow gap. 
 
    The roars increased, louder and more excited. 
 
    He was just behind us now. 
 
    The ravine opened up, and there was a gentle slope we had to clamber up before we were back into open space, no more crushing walls on either side suffocating us and locking us in. 
 
    I only got the chance to glimpse the top of the ridge before Ray barreled into my side and sent me tumbling. 
 
    I yelped and turned to give him a shocked look, but then I understood why. 
 
    Ray was yanked off of me by rough, crushing jaws that crunched into his side as he screamed out, his wolfish cries breaking my heart. 
 
    Richard hurled him aside, and Ray’s body hit the ravine wall with a sickening thud. 
 
    I stared up at the monstrous grey wolf towering over me, my body weak and refusing to budge. 
 
    This was it. There was no escaping now. 
 
    And yet the little voice inside me screamed and begged me to fight back. 
 
    I would not roll over and die. 
 
    I snarled as I struggled to stand, and Richard just shoved me hard with his snout, hurling me a few feet back. 
 
    He growled, a menacing, deadly sound that rocked me to my core. 
 
    He circled me, his head low as he bared his fangs, his yellow eyes gleaming with delight and fury. 
 
    He lurched forward, those jaws opening wide. 
 
    I rolled my body, kicking out with my paws with everything I had. They hit him in the chest, making him cringe as my claws scraped his open wound, tearing it open even more as fresh blood tricked forth. 
 
    And then excruciating pain tore through me as those deadly jaws clamped down on my back leg, crunching down on my thigh. 
 
    I shrieked and howled in agony, writhing and snapping, trying desperately to latch onto him anywhere, to draw blood and bring him equal pain. He picked me up with ease as I screamed again, the pain searing through me as I dangled from my leg. 
 
    I scrambled with my front legs, desperate to gain some traction so I could stand and spin around to sink my fangs into his face. 
 
    My left paw caught a boulder, and I used it to propel myself around, thanking my not so lucky stars that I was capable of bending in such a way. My muscles strained as I pulled my upper body around to my side, and I snapped my jaws into his flesh, feeling the satisfying pop as my canine tooth dug right into his eye. 
 
    He let out a blood-curdling scream as he dropped me and tore his face from my grip. 
 
    I crumpled to the ground, watching as he shook his head, blood pouring from his eye-socket along with some other nasty goo. His exploded eye, I imagined. 
 
    If I died right here, at least he’d be half-blind. 
 
    I tried to move, but yelped as pain tore through me, my left back leg refusing to obey.  
 
    And then the whole scene changed right before me. A strange sensation washed over me as a big black wolf tore into the area, howling and baring its teeth, moving with such ferocity and hatred that it shocked me. 
 
    It knocked Richard off his feet, ripping into him with tooth and claw. 
 
    I stared in utter amazement as my boys and brother came rocketing into the area, bursting through the ravine and joining my father in tearing into Richard. 
 
    I gasped and shook as the shift overcame me, unable to hold onto my wolf form any longer as pain coursed through me. 
 
    I spied a brown wolf rushing over to Ray’s side, whimpered and nudging him. Relief washed over me as Ray made a sound in response. 
 
    He was alive. Thank god. 
 
    Richard howled and snarled, shaking off my boys and brother as he fought my father. But he was fighting a losing battle, none of them would allow him to live now. Not after everything. 
 
    I spied the sleeker black wolf as she shot into the area, rushing over to check on me. 
 
    Neema shifted back to a woman, her terrified eyes rolling over my bruised and broken body. Her hands twitched and fluttered, but she didn’t dare touch me, like she expected me to crumble at the slightest touch. 
 
    “That fucking monster,” she spat, catching her breath as she stared at my leg. 
 
    My father howled in triumph and my boys and Chris all backed off as my father stood over Richard, who lay in a pool of his own blood, gasping and struggling for air. 
 
    His grey fur was splashed with his own blood, and I looked up at Neema. 
 
    My eyes fell to the sheath that still clung to her ankle, the sliver blade attached by a flexible sheath that allowed her to retain the weapon even in wolf form. 
 
    I reached for it, and Neema didn’t stop me as I pulled it out. 
 
    “Please!” I shouted, stopping my father just as he was preparing to deliver the killing blow. 
 
    He looked at me, his eyes breaking at the sight of me as he whimpered. 
 
    I dragged myself over, my bloody, mangled leg dragging behind me as I crawled. Everyone watched me silently, and I could feel the horrified stares of my boys as they took in my battered body. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, ignoring the agony and weakness in my body. 
 
    I had to do this. To help move on from him, to recover and find some comfort. This would be for all the women and children of his Pack, all those he abused and forced himself upon.  
 
    This was for them as much as it was for me. 
 
    I stared down at Richard, the cool hilt of the blade in my hand was like gripping death itself. He wheezed and sputtered, those dark eyes confused and scared. 
 
    Good. He deserved to be afraid. To be terrified, like I had been, like his Pack had been. 
 
    I held the knife up, clutching it with both hands, struggling to ignore the excruciating pain shooting through my leg as I raised myself up. 
 
    Richard’s eyes dulled as he realized it was all over. 
He’d lost. This was the end of the road for him. 
 
    I screamed, a sound that tore from deep within my very soul, a cry that shattered my being and echoed all around. The blade plunged into his chest, and I drove it hard and deep, right until the hilt was all that jutted from his flesh. Richard’s body tensed and spasmed as steam rose from the knife, the blood bubbling and boiling as it burned around the silver. 
 
    And then he fell still, and I drew in shaky breaths as tears streaked down my cheeks. 
 
    I just stared at him, the life fading from his eyes, taking with it all the hate and destruction he’d caused. A strange feeling washed over me as I sat back, the pain in my body a distant thought as I just stared. 
 
    He was dead. This was over. 
 
    I gasped as the blue light hit me like a truck, coursing through my body as it departed Richard’s, snaking down to my injured leg and filling me with an intense power. My body pulsed with the energy surging through me, my fingertips tingling with the incredible sensation. I gasped as the power and strength exploded inside me, filling me with something I’d never felt before. Strength and power, the deep connection to all of my new Pack, the sense of protection and family. It warmed me inside, burning like blue fire through me. 
 
    Then it died down just as suddenly as it came, leaving me cold and naked as I collapsed back. 
 
    The last thing I saw was the worried faces of my boys, all their glowing yellow eyes as they looked down at me. 
 
    Then I drifted into the darkness, glad to fade away from the pain. 
 
      
 
    I awoke in the same bed I’d been in for the past two days. The ugly olive green sheets were wrapped around me, and I groaned as my head pounded and my leg ached. 
 
    “Hey sweetie.” 
 
    I turned my head, staring through one good and one still swollen eye at my father. He perched on the edge of the bed, watching me quietly with intense emerald eyes. He looked haggard and worn, but he looked relieved. 
 
    The night before shot through me and I sunk back into the pillows as I blinked numbly. 
 
    “He’s dead,” I murmured, the words barely believable. 
 
    “Yes, Richard is dead. You killed him,” my father nodded as he rested a hand on mine. 
 
    “I felt it,” I breathed, recalling the surge of intense power through me. 
 
    “Yes, the Alpha’s power, and his title.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as I closed my eyes. My body was aching something fierce, all my muscles heavy and tight. Considering the mad race for my life yesterday and my abuse, it was understandable. 
 
    “Ray, he helped me. Is he okay?” I rasped, my eyes searching around and falling to the glass of water on the bedside table. 
 
    “He’s okay, got a pretty bad bite on his side and hit his head good, but he’s recovering,” my father said as he understood my pleading eyes and offered me the water. 
 
    It hurt to just raise my head and sip the water, and I brushed aside the idea to attempt to raise my arm. 
 
    My body felt like it’d been hit by a train, thrown off a cliff, and then someone had attempted to drown me. 
 
    I felt like death had brushed its hand over me and gotten distracted. 
 
    “The boys are all worried. Jaye’s managed to keep himself right, we had some issues while tracking you where he went a little Feral, but he pulled himself together. Chris is here too, Nathan and Scott are just outside. I wanted to be here when you woke up,” my father said softly. 
 
    I just stared at him, at the love and pain in his gentle eyes, the fierce protectiveness that lay beneath it. He’d come for me, and he’d saved me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to say as my voice broke. The tears spilled forth, and I sobbed as the last few days' events crashed down around me like a landslide. 
 
    My father just patted my hand, not confident enough to touch any of my fragile body or to hold me, which I was grateful for, considering the sobs were only making my body hurt even more. 
 
    I cried and wept, letting out all the bottled up emotions, all the fear and heartache, all the pain and despair.  
 
    It was an excruciating struggle to sit up, but my father helped me and I wrapped my arms around him, clinging to him for dear life. If he hadn’t come; I didn’t even want to think about it. 
 
    I held onto him like he was going to fade away, soaking his navy button up tee in tears and snot, huddling against him as his strong, protective arms engulfed me.  
 
    I was safe. This was over. 
 
    “My precious Tay, you’re so brave. I’m so proud of you, of all you did. You’re one of the strongest people I know,” he murmured as he stroked my hair, the gentle caress soothing me. 
 
    We sat like that for quite some time, and I sniffled and calmed myself as he handed me tissues. 
 
    He called for my boys, and they all burst through the door like crazy, clambering over one another to rush to the side of the bed. 
 
    Nathan knelt down to my left, while Jaye and Scott sat on the right side. My father stood up and gave me a soft smile before leaving me alone with them. 
 
    Their pained, broken eyes made me want to cry once more. I couldn’t even imagine what I looked like. Hell, I wanted to know how my leg was. 
 
    “That lady, May, she gave you a tonne of painkillers to help you sleep. They’re probably wearing off, so she’ll be back soon with more,” Jaye said, the first to break the silence. 
 
    “We were so worried,” Nathan murmured as he reached out, his fingertips gently touching my good cheek. 
 
    “I was scared for you guys. I knew what Richard would be like if he defeated my Dad in the Alpha challenge,” I croaked. 
 
    “He wasn’t going to win. We made sure of that, it was agreed we’d all kill him for what he’d done to you,” Scott said, his face drawn. 
 
    “Your leg was pretty bad, we were lucky Reggie had an idea where Ray may take you, he brought the van up with Frank and May. We got you back to their doctor as soon as we could, which was lucky. He grazed your femoral artery, you could’ve…” Jaye’s words cracked, and he glared down at the bed, his fists clenched on the sheets. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I murmured in reassurance. He was right though, the painkillers were wearing off, and the pain within me was beyond anything I’d ever felt before. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do? Anything we can get you?” Nathan asked as he leaned against the end of the bed, his sweet sage green eyes tender and concerned. 
 
    “No. Just knowing you’re okay is enough,” I murmured as I closed my eyes, fighting against the pain searing through my body. 
 
    Those extra painkillers would be damn good right now. 
 
    “Let me get May then, you need more painkillers. She’s got some tonics to help speed up your healing too,” he offered, but didn’t wait for a reply as he stood and strode off. 
 
    “How’s Chris? And was Neema here? I saw her,” I mumbled, recalling how Neema had been there, and how I’d used her knife to kill Richard. 
 
    “They’re both fine. They’re out in the living area, would you like me to get them?” Scott asked as he gave me a thin-lipped, strained smile. 
 
    “Yes please.” Scott went to pat my leg then decided against it as he rose and headed out. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Jaye sighed, a flash of yellow flickering through his sapphire eyes. 
 
    “Feel like it too,” I managed a soft chuckled but instantly regretted it. 
 
    “So, you’re the Alpha of this Pack now,” he murmured. 
 
    “Apparently,” I groaned as I struggled to look at him. The faint lighting was killing my head, and I resorted to just closing my eyes. 
 
    “Lawrence is handling it for you for now. You’re in no shape to deal with being Alpha. There were a few who were pissed, older male members of the Pack, but mostly everyone seems relieved. Neema has spent most of the day taking statements about his abuse and rape. She’ll be taking evidence to the Council in regards to his fall. Due to his treacherous ways, she’s pretty certain they’ll turn a blind eye to how we handled it,” Jaye explained. 
 
    Just as he finished speaking, the door creaked open, and I opened one to see Neema peering inside. She looked tired, black circles under her eyes and her mousey brown hair was pulled back in a haphazard bun. 
 
    “Hey gorgeous, how you holding up?” she asked as she walked over, followed shortly after by Chris. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” Jaye promised as he stood headed out to give us some privacy. 
 
    “I’m not dead, so that’s a start,” I cracked and Chris broke into a relieved grin as he plopped down beside me. Neema remained standing, planting herself firmly beside the bed. 
 
    “You’re a strong woman. Richard messed your leg up bad, but with the Alpha energy inside you now, it’ll heal up fine,” Neema said. 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re safe,” Chris murmured as he leaned forward and planted a gentle kiss on my forehead. “You had us shit scared.” 
 
    “It seems Richard was a tyrant, so he won’t be missed. We’ll figure out what happens next once you’re better,” Neema said as she turned to spy May walking in. 
 
    May’s eyes welled as she saw me, and she hurried over with a broken smile as she sobbed. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay, I was so worried,” May babbled as she dabbed her eyes with a tissue. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me while I was here, for treating me with kindness,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, darlin’, I’d do it all again if I had too,” she said. “Here, I’ve got an injection for you to help with the pain, and some tonics to boost your healing.” 
 
    I winced as she injected the blueish tinged fluid into my arm, the coolness slowly seeping through my body. 
 
    “I gave you the morning after injection too… I could smell him on you,” she murmured. 
 
    My throat tightened as I thanked her, barely able to form the words. She was a godsend. 
 
    Then she was urging me to down two small bottles of tonics. The first smelt like pepper and spices and tasted bitter and harsh, making me cough and choke once I’d swallowed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, this one’s nicer, figured we’d do it second to get rid of the crappy taste,” she smiled as she handed me the second one. 
 
    I scrunched up my nose but tossed it back, the sweet, honey-flavored syrupy tonic rolling down my throat. I was grateful she’d given it to me after the first one. 
 
    “I should go check on Ray, see how he’s doing. That boy got lucky, he’s a fool, but we’re all glad he helped you out,” May said as she tucked the empty bottles in a small kit and rose to her feet. “You focus on resting and recovering.” 
 
    I watched as May disappeared back out into the hall. 
 
    Chris spoke with me of our old spars as children, how much he admired my courage and bravery. I mentioned my training with Neema, and she just waved it off and said we’d deal with that later.  
 
    They left after a short while, and my three boys came back to provide me with company. 
 
    Jaye laid beside me, the presence of his familiar body a welcome comfort. Scott sat at my feet, and Nathan perched on the edge of the bed. 
 
    They spoke to me of all the wonderful things they had planned with me, the picnics and dinners, the movie dates in our own theater, the camping trips. 
 
    I drifted off into a restless slumber, feeling safe and at home with my three men around me. 
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    Days dragged by as I wallowed in discomfort. Not even my beautiful, sexy men could lift my spirits as I remained bed bound for days. I begged my father to allow me to return home, that Chris could deal with this Pack while I got back on my feet. 
 
    He waved it off, saying we had to address the Pack once I was well enough. I couldn’t run from my newfound responsibility. 
 
    I battled with ugly thoughts, thoughts of self-hate and loathing. What Richard had done was unforgivable, and I struggled with it each day. My boys did their best to comfort me, to remind me I was loved, beautiful, and cherished. 
 
    It did help. 
 
    May visited me often, treating me with her balms and tonics, and I was slowly recovering with each passing hour. 
 
    Nathan brought me pumpkin soup and soft foods to enjoy without aggravating my bruised throat. 
 
    Jaye sat with me for hours at a time, sketching me in various ways, racing through the forest as a woman with her three wolves, flying through the sky on unseen wings, relaxing in a river. 
 
    Scott dropped in and gave me flowers twice a day, telling me stories of the young children from this Pack. 
 
    Lawrence had ordered that they mingle with them, and Scott was actually enjoying meeting all the new people. Many were beyond relieved that Richard was no more, even Charlotte, whose son was next in line. She didn’t care, and considering he was a teen with no idea that the title was meant to be his to claim one day, she didn’t think it necessary to ever tell him. Fresh blood was taking the throne, and the Pack had relaxed. 
 
    My father was organizing a communal dinner on Saturday night, and wanted to make every third Sunday night a joint communal night with both the Packs. They’d rotate where the dinners were done. 
 
    Neema visited me and spoke to me about how everything would be moved into my name, the territory, the land, the assets. 
 
    It was all too overwhelming, and I was beyond grateful when Ray knocked on my door. 
 
    Neema gave me a kiss on the top of head before leaving to give us privacy. 
 
    Ray looked tired, but also free. Like the weight of the world had been lifted off his shoulders and he could finally breath.  
 
    “You look like you’re on the mend,” he sighed as he came and sat by me on the bed. He wore some loose khaki shorts and a grey top, and I could see his side was still giving him some grief. 
 
    “I’m alive, thanks to you,” I murmured. 
 
    “I have no doubt you would’ve fared okay on your own. You’re a strong ‘wolf,” Ray said earnestly. 
 
    “You got me to the border, you did everything you could to get me to safety. And you could’ve died,” I said as I shot his side a look. As he’d sat, I’d seen the bandage around his waist as his shirt rose. 
 
    “You don’t deserve to be hurt,” Ray murmured, averting his gaze. A powdering of stubble covered his jawline, a sign that he’d been taking it easy now that the tyrant was gone. It suited him, gave him less of a young, boyish look. Instead, he looked like a handsome young man. 
 
    “I can never thank you enough,” I sighed as I sat up, wincing when my leg moved. 
 
    Ray saw my struggle and shifted closer, propping the pillows up behind me. 
 
    “May told me of your strange relationship with the betas. Is it true?” he hesitantly asked. 
 
    I couldn’t contain the chuckle and relaxed with a smile, enjoying how his cheeks reddened and he looked away. 
 
    “It’s not uncommon in newer Packs for she-wolves to have more than one partner. Females are not as common as males in our kind, so they make do, and it works well for them. I wasn’t happy settling for only one of the few men I fell for,” I explained. 
 
    Ray just frowned, baffled as he shook his head. 
 
    “So you love them all the same? And they’re okay with that?” he looked perplexed, struggling with such a concept. 
 
    “Yes, I love them all the same. And I asked them if they’d be okay with it, that it was not possible for me to choose and that I’d prefer to have them all. I don’t know what I would’ve done if they hadn’t made it work,” I frowned. “But they accepted it relatively well.” 
 
    “Wow,” Ray breathed as he gazed at me, as if he was seeing me in a new light. 
 
    “And I guess, now that I’m Alpha, I will introduce it as a possibility, that it should no longer be something we are unsure about. It’s time to get with the program, so to speak. Our Packs have been very traditional and stuck in our old ways, we need to evolve and grow.” 
 
    “So you really are going to be our new Alpha then?” Ray’s shoulders sagged as his gaze turned to admiration. 
 
    “Apparently so. I’m not sure how I feel about it yet. It’s so sudden and new. I had other plans with my life, and I’m not sure if I can still do them now,” I divulged.  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be good at it. We’re just happy to be free from Richard’s rule. Some of us don’t know what to expect…” he trailed off as he chewed his cheek. 
 
    “No more abuse. No more living in fear of the Alpha. This is a Pack, and a family. It’ll be treated as such,” I said firmly. 
 
    “What about your Pack, your family?”  
 
    “They are still my Pack as well. I’ll speak to my father about joining the two Packs as one. It’ll be good for everyone here, to eventually merge with my old Pack. May told me that the bloodlines here were getting tainted with Richard taking so many of the she-wolves. That will no longer happen, and by combining the Packs, it’ll open up the young to more potential mates. And members of this Pack are no longer held here. If they wish to leave or work or travel, they’re more than free to do so.” 
 
    Ray just grinned, and I gave him a confused look. 
 
    “What?” I frowned. 
 
    “Nothing. You’re just speaking like a leader already. So many plans, so much goodness. I hope it goes smoothly. Your father is dealing with those who aren’t happy with the change in leadership. Some of the men have been sent away, or they’ve left of their own accord. Your father said they can return if they change their mind. There’s not a single she-wolf who wanted out. They’re all more than grateful of this change, to no longer be terrorized by him and for their children to finally be safe,” Ray murmured. 
 
    His dark chocolate eyes were warm and happy, and I cocked my head as my eyes wandered over him. He was sweet and kind, and I owed him my life. To be so selfless, so willing to sacrifice everything for me, it left me with no words. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re going to be our new Alpha, and I’m excited for the changes to happen around here. No more living in fear. It’ll take time for everyone to come round and warm up to y’all, but they will, they can’t help to be untrusting,” Ray smiled, his dazzling white teeth making my heart flutter. He was a charming young man, and so very kind. And damn, now that I was really able to look at him, he was quite attractive, even with that crew cut. 
 
    “Hopefully I’ll have you to help me with your Pack, you know them all well, they’re your family. I’ll need all the help I can get in changing things for the better,” I hinted. 
 
    “Of course,” Ray nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Thank you, again,” I sighed as I closed my eyes. 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” Ray said softly. 
 
    He left me to rest after that, and I couldn’t help the intrigued thoughts I was having about him now. It helped battle the guilt and hatred I felt inwardly. 
 
      
 
    Scott collected me at dinner, informing me he was taking me to dinner with everyone in the living area. They’d rounded up some fold-up tables to use since the two large tables wasn’t quite enough. My father was none too pleased that the lodge was not really a communal place, it was supposedly out of bounds to most of the Pack. And it had been designed to house only the main family by the looks of things, along with guests. The kitchen was excessive when I thought about it that way, and I pushed away the negative thought about Richard. He was gone, dead and buried with his families remains in a remote spot in the mountains. Despite how we felt about him, it was customary and therefore something we chose to do. We were not above the ways of our kind like he’d been. 
 
    It was a slow, difficult journey down the hall to the living area, but I was surprised at how well my leg was handling the weight. With some assistance, I was actually able to walk with only some pain. I guess my Alpha power and werewolf nature made for some extreme healing. 
 
    I was so surprised and pleased to see my father, Aunt, brother, and lovers all seated with Ray, Reggie, Frank, May, Mark, Charlotte, a man I didn’t recognize, Charles, a woman I could only assume to be Ray’s mother, and the children. I recognized Maria, and Wade, who was propped on May’s lap, and then there were two boys, one looked to be sixteen and the other around eleven, who resembled Charlotte and her partner. And then there was another boy who looked like a younger version of Ray with a rounder face and twig-like body, probably twelve. 
 
    “Nathan made all the food with Charlotte’s help,” Scott murmured as he helped me to my seat at the head of the table. The delicious aromas of freshly cooked meats and other assorted goodies made my mouth water, and all my aches and pains were momentarily forgotten. 
 
    They’d shoved all the tables into a long row so we could all see one another. I doubted it would be easy to converse with Reggie and Frank at the far end, and I was grateful that those I knew, my family, boys and two new friends in my new Pack were seated close to me, with their families spread out further. 
 
    “To a new era for this Pack,” Lawrence announced as he raised a beer. I spied my glass of red wine and reached for it, holding it high with everyone else. “May you be guided and blessed in your newfound position.” 
 
    The table all cheered and drank their assortment of drinks, and I sipped my wine only to place it down and look to Scott seated at my side. 
 
    “Why’ve we got the families here?” I asked quietly as the table erupted into soft murmurs and conversation as everyone began helping themselves and passing dishes around. 
 
    “They wanted to be more involved in assisting you with your transition to leadership. Charlotte and her mate Henry have a son who is actually Richard’s. He was supposedly next in line for the title, but they’re thankful you’ve come along. And Ray and his father helped us, so they’re more than welcome, same with May and her family,” Scott explained. 
 
    “Good, I was just curious,” I murmured. “Can you pass me the chicken?” 
 
    The dinner was light-hearted, and I spoke with Ray about his family. His brother’s name was Ruben, and his mother was Regina, a plump woman with a bubbly personality. I could see where Ray’s kindness came from, and he was close to both his parents. It was sad that Charles wasn’t his biological father, but you wouldn’t have even known with how friendly and relaxed they were with each other.  
 
    I was able to ignore my healing injuries as I delved into the scrumptious meals, getting Jaye to pass me some roasted pork and Nathan made sure I got my veggies despite my scowl. 
 
    Neema and Lawrence spoke with the families of my new friends in regards to their thoughts of change, but ultimately it was up to me. I was grateful that they were stepping in, I wasn’t ready to be thrown into being Alpha like this.  
 
    The children seemed uneasy at first, but as dinner moved to dessert and the night dragged on, they settled and opened up, laughing and joining in the conversations. Wade had drifted off at some point, oblivious to the noise surrounding him as he slept against May’s chest while Maria stuffed her face with chocolate mousse and ice-cream. 
 
    I learned that Charlotte’s two boy’s were Joshua and Brayden, Brayden being the eldest. Brayden was more intrigued at the prospect of meeting young she-wolves from our Pack than by the change in leadership. I was thankful they were so easy-going about it, it would make the transition that little bit easier. 
 
    Charlotte, May, and my boys helped clear everything away as the group continued conversing, and I could see Frank and Reggie laughing after one too many beers like old buddies. It made me smile softly, seeing Frank so joyful and happy. This was good for him, and Reggie looked alive now, nothing like the defeated man who’d mated Richard and I. 
 
    The thought made my mind spiral, and the smile on my lips faded as my thoughts moved to a darker place. I clenched my teeth, trying to pull the cheer and happiness into me that surrounded me, but all I did was drift away more, feeling distant to the bustle and life around me. 
 
    “You okay?” Ray asked as he moved down to take Scott’s seat. 
 
    “Um, yeah,” I mumbled as I stared down at the chipped wood in the corner of the table. 
 
    “You don’t look okay,” he said softly, not wanting to draw attention to us. 
 
    “Still trying to get over Richard and what he did,” I admitted quietly. 
 
    A wave of guilt and pain washed over his features before his face hardened. 
 
    “None of that was your fault, and you cannot be angry or upset with yourself. You did what you could while protecting those around you,” he reminded me. 
 
    A chill had swept through me, and I wanted away from this lively group. I wanted to hide away with my mind and sit in the dark, the numbness washing over me. 
 
    “I couldn’t stop him,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Hey, how about we get you some fresh air?” he suggested as he pushed his chair out and stood. 
 
    I didn’t argue as he helped me stand and led me out through that same door I’d made my escape through after driving the kitchen knife into Richard’s chest. 
 
    I felt the eyes on me, but no one called out or made any scene, which I was grateful for. I knew my boys would be concerned once they were out of the kitchen, but I needed to be away from them too, they couldn’t understand this. 
 
    Ray sat me down on a small bench on the porch, plopping down beside me and wrapping an arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “It’s hard. I’ve watched so many of our she-wolves battle with their demons. What Richard did broke many of them. They all reacted in different ways, dealt with it in their own way. I can’t even begin to imagine how you feel, but you’re not alone in this. You did nothing wrong, and there’s nothing wrong with you because of what he did,” Ray said softly. His words were sincere and full of understanding, and I took comfort in it. My boys didn’t grow up under a tyrant who did this, they didn’t understand. But Ray did, and for that I was grateful. I wished it had never existed for him, but there was no rewinding the clock. 
 
    “I feel dirty, like he took something from me,” I sniffled, hating how my eyes stung with unshed tears. 
 
    “You probably feel like he took your power, your strength. But you took it all back when you killed him,” Ray said firmly, catching my chin in his fingers to stare at me in awe. “You took him down, you saved us all. Your brother, lovers and father may have helped, but it was you who took his power, you took everything from him.” 
 
    I stared into Ray’s strong, dark eyes, a sense of relief flooding through me. 
 
    His words were true, and I knew it. He may have taken my power, proved me to be weak for a moment, but I took it back. I was not worthless and incapable. I had to remember that, cling to it like it was my lifeline. Because with the way my mind had spiraled so often lately, it was. 
 
    “Thank you, for everything you’ve done,” Ray gave me a small smile as he pressed his lips to my forehead.  
 
    I sucked in a shaky breath as I nuzzled into his warm chest. 
 
    “Your mother seems nice, very cheerful,” I murmured. 
 
    His chest rumbled as he chuckled, and I smiled stupidly at the sensation. 
 
    “Momma focuses on us, her two boys. She says that despite what Richard did, the gods favored her and gave her me. And I was nothing like him.” 
 
    “She’s right, you’re nothing like him. You’re sweet and kind, selfless and brave,” I murmured as I raised my head to look at him. 
 
    He caught his breath at our sudden closeness, and I searched his eyes slowly as I inched closer. 
 
    His lips brushed mine ever so lightly, and those chocolate eyes dilated as he gave me a confused and questioning look. 
 
    I closed my eyes as I moved my mouth against his, and it was all the permission and coaxing he needed as he kissed me deeply. He moaned as his hands fluttered down my body, uncertain as to where to rest them for fear of hurting me. He settled for just holding my face steady as he drank me up. 
 
    We broke for air, and I quivered as heat rushed through my body. 
 
    “Wow,” he chuckled sheepishly as he moved back. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...” he looked away shamefully. 
 
    “I wanted to kiss you,” I frowned. Did he really think he’d taken advantage of me? 
 
    He just smiled, his eyes flicking to me with an innocent look. 
 
    Then it hit me as a grin broke across my face. 
 
    “You’ve kissed a girl, right?” I teased, and his face flushed as his eyes darted away. 
 
    “Yes,” he grumbled. “Once.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, quite surprised by this. He was a fine-looking young man, surely he’d played around. The look of innocence and utter anxiousness made it painfully clear. 
 
    “Oh.” My face dropped to one of pity. He was Richard’s son, and he probably shared blood with many of the other young ‘wolves, women included. 
 
    “We should head back inside,” he said as he shot to his feet, wiping his sweaty palms against his jeans. 
 
    “Ray,” I murmured.  
 
    He stiffened as I carefully climbed to my feet, my body still aching and my leg protesting at bearing so much weight. 
 
    He caved and slid an arm around my waist to help me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t help myself sometimes,” I apologized. “You’ve been so wonderful to me, the kind of guy any girl would be lucky to have,” I sighed as we started for the door. 
 
    “I wanted to kiss you too,” he finally whispered, almost inaudible. 
 
    I looked up at him, adoring the small smile playing at his delicious lips. 
 
    We got back inside, and Nathan was straight over and taking me from Ray carefully. I went to protest but caught myself. 
 
    My boys had accepted one another, but how would they feel about this new interest of mine? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Ray rejoined his family at the table, his eyes lingering on me as Nathan asked if I wanted to stay or call it a night. 
 
    I wanted to stay. I’d been stuck in bed long enough, I was in no rush to return to it. He led me over to a vacant armchair alone by the old stone fireplace. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Chris asked in a hushed tone as he walked over to stand beside me. Some of our group had moved to the couches while Neema stood off to the side speaking with Charlotte and Henry. Ray and his family had stayed at the table as they spoke with my father. 
 
    Scott and Jaye had taken the two fold-up tables away and were getting everything back in order. 
 
    “I just needed some air. The last few days haven’t been too great, but Ray helps clear my head. He’s lived with this his whole life,” I said softly. 
 
    It took my brother a moment before he realized what I meant. His whole body tensed as the muscle along his jaw spasmed in frustration and helplessness. 
 
    “Dad already spoke to May about starting a program for the women. To help them recover and move on,” he growled, unable to hide his anger for me. 
 
    “Good, that’s good,” I breathed. It was something they could all use. Maybe even I could use. 
 
    “To use and abuse the women in your Pack like that, it makes me sick,” he hissed. 
 
    “There was something deeply wrong with him,” I agreed. 
 
    Chris scowled as I settled into the armchair, my gaze slowly finding its way back to Ray. He was joking with his brother while their mother chided them both. I liked seeing him with his family. 
 
    I’d seen Nathan with his plenty of times, when he’d taken me out to visit them. He had siblings, a younger sister called Caroline, and two younger brothers, Benjamin and Travis. Then there was Thomas, his older brother. The way they got along only made me fall for him more. 
 
    Scott and Jaye had to adopt their families here. Scott having been a lone ‘wolf for some time when he was banished from his Pack after his mother passed away suddenly. He was deemed too much of a threat to the Alpha title, so they kicked him out. My father found him and took him in, and he became a valued member of our Pack in no time. And his way with children, his tenderness and love for them, it was beyond anything I could’ve hoped. He spent many days tucked away in his workshop building some of the most exquisite toys, from trains and carved animals to little wagons and go-karts. My favorite had been when a little boy begged him for a cart for his little shetland pony they kept in a field by their cottage. Scott went out and measured that hectic little creature and made a cart to size, and when it was done, he got Nathan to help him train the little terror to pull the cart without being an ass about it. The little muddy brown shetland had been a tough one to break, but Nathan got him good after a while. The little boy was beyond grateful, and I’d seen him ride that little shetland and cart around the ranch plenty, delivering ‘goods’ to everyone. This was mostly flowers and pretty objects he’d found. He eventually outgrew the pony and cart, and his parents gave him to another family on the ranch. Sadly the shetland passed away after a bad case of founder and colic. I still treasured the sight of that boy in his beautifully hand-crafted cart. 
 
      
 
    By the time I was delivered to my bed by a worn out Jaye, I was exhausted. I collapsed into the ugly olive green bed, my body groaning and aching as I curled up, ignoring the throbbing in my leg. 
 
    Jaye stood up, but I latched onto his arm. 
 
    “Stay, please,” I murmured. 
 
    I didn’t want to be alone in this room, this horrid lodge with such shitty memories. I wanted to go home, but the realization that as Alpha of this Pack, I had to stay here now. 
 
    So many questions came with it, too many for me to handle and deal with tonight. 
 
    For now, I wanted to feel safe and loved. To drift off into a peaceful sleep if possible. 
 
    Jaye obeyed as he slipped into bed behind me, pulling the covers up to cover us. 
 
    He gently slid his arm around my waist, and I shuffled back so he could spoon me properly. It was one of my favorite places to be, nestled in the arms of one of my boys like this.  
 
    Jaye nuzzled my back as he held me close, his warmth easing me as I closed my eyes. 
 
    I was not alone. I was safe. 
 
    I was alive. 
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    I awoke to Jaye’s soft snores, and I snuggled into his side as he lay on his back. He’d abandoned his shirt at some point, and I played with the soft feathering of chest hair as I thought back to my dreams. Thankfully not nightmares. 
 
    I was racing through the forest, the power and energy of the Alpha surging through me, filling me with all its divine strength and essence. The rush and sheer power I felt, it fought off the darker thoughts that begged to come to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    I had taken back the power, as Ray had said. I was in control of my life, no one else. 
 
    “Good morning,” Jaye mumbled, his eyes still closed as his arm gently pulled me closer. “How you feeling?” 
 
    “Better, much better,” I answered honestly. I felt the best in days, my body only filled with soft aches here and there, easily dismissed. My swollen eye had healed almost fully by yesterday, the bruising almost gone too. I imagined it was completely back to normal now, as were most of my bruises and injuries. The only thing that still seemed to be recovering was my leg. He’d really done a good job mangling that. 
 
    “We should head out, I imagine everyone else is up. Tonight is the feast to celebrate, the first communal gathering and the night to share all the information around that has been discussed,” Jaye yawned. 
 
    “What if I’m not ready to be an Alpha?” I murmured as I clung to him. 
 
    “I don’t think many are ready. But sometimes it’s just time. You do what you can and stay true to yourself while doing what’s best for the Pack,” Jaye said as he pulled himself into a sitting position. 
 
    “How do you think it’ll go?” 
 
    “The dinner? I’m not sure. May told us that the Alpha never joined them for communal dinners, and they were all self-prepared and set out in the forest. Scott, Chris, Nathan and I will set up the eating area today. There’s enough of a clearing outside the lodge to hold everyone, and May has offered to gather up some women to use the kitchen. They’ll bring some ingredients as the kitchen wasn’t really stocked too great. All members of the Pack will be there, it’s a mandatory meeting followed by dinner,” Jaye explained. It felt strange that I was supposedly Alpha but knew nothing of what was happening. I really needed to talk to my father and Neema about the plans they’d discussed. 
 
    Jaye begrudgingly moved to perch on the edge of the bed as he yawned and stretched. 
 
    “C’mon, I’m sure Nathan will be eager to get some breakfast sorted for you,” he mumbled as he stood up and offered me his hand. 
 
    I stared down at the disheveled clothing I wore from yesterday. But food sounded good, I’d change after. 
 
    Jaye didn’t need to help me walk this morning despite his attempts. I just brushed him off, stating I wanted to do this myself. 
 
    My leg managed fine, and I knew that it was the last piece of me that would be fully healed in a few days. You’d never know what had happened to me. 
 
    But I’d know. I’d know how that monster defiled my body, how he had had his horrific way with me. 
 
    I shoved the thoughts aside as we reached the living area. Neema and my father were at one table enjoying some breakfast while Scott and Chris sat on one of the couches conversing animatedly. 
 
    “Pancakes?” Nathan called from the kitchen as he peeked out the window. 
 
    “Sounds great,” Jaye called back, giving me a sideways glance to which I nodded. 
 
    We joined my father and Aunt, and I stretched and gave them a groggy wave good morning. 
 
    “You’re looking much better,” Neema remarked as her eyes twinkled with delight. 
 
    “I feel it too,” I mumbled as I slumped against the table. God, I was still tired. Maybe I’d crawl back into bed after breakfast. 
 
    “So, tonight you properly take the position of Alpha. Reggie will make it known as he’s an elder,” my father said as he pushed his empty plate of crumbs to the side. 
 
    “Where is he?” I asked. 
 
    “Home, Frank is staying with him. I think that old ‘wolf may even want to stay here. We don’t have many elders back home, most have moved on, and the next generation is too young. Frank has a good friend in Reggie,” my father said with a bemused smile. 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. 
 
    “We need to figure out what your first few steps will be as Alpha,” my father went on, and I groaned. 
 
    “Can’t we talk about something else until after breakfast, hell, I need a goddamn coffee,” I grumbled. 
 
    “On it,” Jaye shot up and was off to the kitchen before I could protest. I was capable of getting my own coffee, but everyone seemed determined to handle everything for me. 
 
    “Fine, we’ll talk after,” my father sighed as he sipped his morning coffee. I could smell the rich, black coffee from here, the fragrance alone waking me up a little more. 
 
    “We’ve agreed I’ll stay here with you. Join this Pack and help advise you. Besides, I wasn’t sure if you wanted to continue your training,” Neema cocked her head at me curiously. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if I even could,” I murmured. “If I’m Alpha, how can I be a Huntress as well?” 
 
    “With Richard gone, there are no other Packs around the area who’d dare try to raid and intrude. The place is much safer now, both Packs are safer now. But Hunters and Huntresses are always needed, and even if you’re Alpha, you can still be a Huntress. You will have to take on betas who can take care of the Pack in your absence if it’s truly what you want to do,” Neema’s soft voice and revealing words made me sit up. I hadn’t forfeited my chance to be a Huntress? That made my heart soar as I grinned and let out a relieved breath. 
 
    “I do want to still become a Huntress. It was what has pushed me for so long, something I can do to make a change, be something greater,” I said as I bit my lip. 
 
    “Putting Richard down and becoming the Alpha is a pretty big thing. But Neema can still train you. Being a Huntress and the Alpha can be two things that go well together. You’ll be equipped to take care of your Pack in a way I never could. The way you fought Richard that first time, it made me proud,” my father smiled as he leaned back in his wooden chair, resting his arm over the back of it. “I was so worried about you becoming a Huntress, especially since the stuff with your mom, but I know it was necessary. Without Neema, it could’ve become something quite ugly,” he said as he chewed his lip and frowned at the fireplace, avoiding both mine and Neema’s surprised gazes. 
 
    “I never thanked you for saving us that night,” he murmured. “And you left because you no longer felt like you belonged. I’m sorry I made you feel that way.” He finally met Neema’s eyes with a sad smile. 
 
    I sat stunned as Neema just nodded and patted his hand, but it felt like an old shadow had been lifted from their relationship. Neema’s eyes twinkled in delight and relief, and I could see how much this meant to her. 
 
    I was beyond happy for this sudden change. 
 
    “You are both welcome home anytime,” he added as his gaze shifted to me. 
 
    “I don’t want to stay in this place,” I frowned. Was he saying I had to live here? In this damned lodge where the walls held secrets and dark memories I didn’t want to stir. 
 
    “We’ve spoken about this, I think it’s best we tear this place down and build something more suitable as a communal building. Like our home,” my father said, his tone back to ringing with authority now that he’d gotten things out with Neema. I could tell it had been hard for him, it was not easy for him to admit he was wrong or apologize, but I sure was grateful he had. 
 
    “I don’t want it built here then,” I said as I shook my head stubbornly. 
 
    “Fine. We’ll find a new spot to build the main building, make sure there are offices, a big, well-stocked kitchen, a movie theater, all the things that are of use to the Pack. No more of this out-of-bounds shit,” my father waved a dismissive hand at the thought. 
 
    The conversation was cut short as Jaye returned with a hot coffee for me, and I could smell the cream and sugar he’d remembered I liked. Nathan followed him with a stack of fresh pancakes, and my mouth went slack at the sight. Damn, they looked delicious. He’d made plain ones, blueberry ones, banana, and it even looked like there were chocolate chip ones. 
 
    Scott and Chris were quick to join us, despite Nathan scolding them since they’d already had breakfast. There was plenty enough to go around though. 
 
    I heaped a bunch of them onto my plate, not picky about the flavors as I poured some thickened cream over the top and delved in. 
 
    The hot, delicious pancakes were perfect, and I made a sound of enjoyment to prove to Nathan that they were utterly incredible. 
 
    Neema and my father moved to the couch to let us eat in peace, and the boys all talked quietly about their plans for setting up today.  
 
    They wanted to make a kid friendly area as well, so they were discussing their options there. 
 
    Nathan suggested making a trip home to collect up a projector and screen so the children could watch something in the living room as we all moved onto the more adult antics after dinner. It was customary for our people to do so, but I wondered if that was how this Pack had done things. 
 
    Scott wanted to get some toys and games set up for the children, and Jaye offered to do face painting as it was always a hit.  
 
    I wolfed down all my pancakes in record time, nodding along as the boys ran their ideas past me. 
 
    I left them to their own devices as I joined my father and Neema over by the couch. I sunk into the beige armchair. 
 
    “So, what is it I need to do tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “Make a speech as their new leader, tell them all the plans you have, your intentions with them. Don’t bombard them, just stick to the main issues. Work, freedom, safety. Speak about the plans for the new main building, be it another lodge or full mansion. I think a lodge would work best out here, you can get the lumbar needed right here. 
 
    Make yourself known and learn about everyone, find out who everyone is, what they do. They need to trust you and accept you,” my father spoke softly as he ran down the list of things to do. “You need to find out how things have been run, and if possible, choose your betas. They don’t have to be fighters, I chose fighters due to this feud with Richard, I needed ‘wolves I could trust to defend the land if we came under attack while I was away for business. Now that it’s finished, you could take on someone who can advise you more for the Pack.” 
 
    “Like May,” I murmured. “She took such good care of me, if it weren’t for her…” I cast my eyes down, not wanting to think of it. I owed her so much, Ray too. 
 
    “Yes, like May. Think about it, then tonight, ask those you want to join you, see if they’ll accept the position,” he nodded. 
 
    “May is gathering some women today to start the dinners and deserts for tonight. I think we should use that time to speak with them about starting up a program for the abused women and children, hell, even the men if they think it’s necessary,” Neema said. 
 
    “Right, we’ll handle getting tonight set up. I’ve asked Ray to come by, he’s a good man, we owe him so much. He’s promised to introduce you to the families today, to take you around to visit everyone if he can. This Pack only has seventy-eight members, many are families,” my father informed me. “It’ll be best if they can get a chance to meet you one on one before tonight.” 
 
    As if on cue, Ray arrived, slipping in through the door over by the large window. 
 
    “Go get dressed, I’ll talk to him,” Neema shoo’d me away. 
 
    I shot Ray a warm smile before heading off, feeling my boys giving me quizzical looks. I’d need to talk to them later. For now, a shower and a change of clothes sounded good. Not to mention I seriously needed to brush my teeth. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve met May’s family, but I’ll take you to see them anyway. We’re going to go see May’s family, mine, and Charlotte’s all first, and then we’ll go see everyone else. There’s Francine, who you’ve met. She’s May’s half sister, she’s got a daughter, Gretle. Her mate is Brian. Then there’s a few lone males, all in their twenties or thirties. There’s Brett, Grayson, Quinn and John. Brett is Harrison’s and Danielle’s boy, although Richard is his actual father. Harrison and Danielle have got two teenage sons too, Gregory and Vance. Grayson’s parents died a few years back in a car accident, although there was talk of foul play. Maybe even hunters. Quinn and John are brothers, their parents, Fiona and David live up in the mountains, retired now. There are a few other families, including Tatiana and Roman, who have two sons, Ethan and Luke, and a daughter, Isabella,” Ray fired off the long list as we drove in his beaten up old black pickup truck. It bumped and jolted down the dirt tracks, and he shot me a knowing look as he laughed. 
 
    “I know you won’t remember them all right away, it’ll take you a while to get to know everyone,” he grinned. He spoke so lovingly of all the people in the pack, and the way his face lit up as he spoke, the twinkle in his eye and the upturned corners of his mouth, it made me happy. He was so full of life and cheery despite everything, and I loved his eagerness to introduce me to everyone. 
 
    “I’m just worried about the bloodlines. Richard and his father really fucked everything up,” I sighed.  
 
    “They did. Many of our Pack are related in some way, although thankfully there are a few that aren’t. I know May and Francine are worried about Gretle, who’s fallen for Ethan. Thankfully it’s not as bad as Ivy and Jason, who are both Richard’s children but have different moms. They fell for each other before they knew, and they’re not keen on the idea of ending things. Thankfully they’re still young, in their twenties, so…” Ray just shrugged sadly. 
 
    “That’s so terrible. Poor things,” I murmured. I’d be distraught if I discovered after being with one of boys that they were actually related to me. Richard had fucked this Pack up so badly. 
 
    That was something I’d overheard Neema and my father discussing. How the communal Sunday of the two Packs would be to hopefully join the two eventually, and have the bloodlines fixed in this Pack. We had a few young she-wolves in our Pack who hadn’t settled yet, as they hadn’t found a suitable mate. I knew Charlotte’s boy, Brayden, was eager to meet new she-wolves. He’d made that clear at dinner last night. 
 
    We’d find a way to help this Pack, and now that they were free to come and go as they pleased, maybe they’d find a mate while traveling or something. There wasn’t exactly a tinder for ‘wolves. 
 
    But if they started traveling to the cities, there were plenty of lone ‘wolves or members of Packs there. It was standard belief that if a man found a woman in another Pack that he fell for, he’d join that Pack to take her as his mate. And if a she-wolf found a male, he’d leave his Pack to join hers. It was opposite to how humans worked, where women would take the last name of their man. ‘Wolves ran on family ties, and women preferred to stay with their families and Pack for comfort when they bore children. They were also cherished, being less common than men but necessary to continue the Packs. 
 
    I was sure many of them would be excited at the prospect of travel now, since Richard had made sure very few ever left the territory.  
 
    Ray spoke to me about the families some more as we drove, but I tried not to focus too much on the names. I’d have better luck remembering them by seeing them face to face and talking. 
 
    When we finally pulled up out the front of May’s little cabin, I was pretty well-versed in the different families and their roles. 
 
    May’s mother, Melissa, was the on-site doctor and ran an infirmary down  by a seasonal creek. Reggie got her most of the supplies she needed as Richard paid little regard to the welfare of his people. In turn, they all chipped in, donating money to Reggie to be spent on necessary supplies. I informed Ray that that would no longer be necessary, the funds and assets from Richard would fund the infirmary now, and allowances would go up. My father was getting some of our boys to come and help with some start up investing ideas to help keep the money flowing.  
 
    Charles, Ray’s father, was one of the builders, along with Mark, Brett and the two brothers, Quinn and John. Harrison was the main plumber, but Brett dabbled in it if needed. Many of the other men focused on running the place, tending to the cattle and fixing up fences. The stables and barn were set down in more of their community area, which Ray was going to show me. 
 
    It was the center of the whole place, and many of the cabins and cottages were located around it. The lodge had been built a fair distance away, which just baffled me. 
 
    I told him of the idea to build a more communal main building that would become my home, and he said he knew a good site near the center that would work well. It was where they already did their communal dinners, a large clearing in the forested area. He said how the Pack had wanted to clear more land for fields as there were only few and far between patches of good grazing for the cattle. I took it under consideration. 
 
    “Taylor!” May shot out of the front door before I’d even fully climbed out of the truck. 
 
    She enveloped me in a hug, fussing over me as Maria came out to greet me as well. 
 
    “Come, come, would you like a lemonade or something?” May asked as she ushered us both in. 
 
    “That’d be wonderful, thanks,” I said as I followed her inside the quaint little cabin. 
 
    The area we walked into was an open-plan kitchen and dining area with the children’s beds at the far end. A door led off past that to what I assumed was the main bedroom and bathroom. 
 
    “So, you’re making the rounds today to get to know everyone then?” May asked as she headed to the fridge. Mark sat at the table struggling to get Wade to eat his breakfast. 
 
    “Morning,” he nodded, pursing his lips as he tried to coax Wade to eat his morning cereal. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been telling Taylor about everyone out here, their duties and relations,” Ray said proudly as he puffed his chest out. 
 
    “Yeah, the relations are funny,” May sighed as she poured us two glasses of lemonade. “Sit.” 
 
    I did as told and took the seat to Mark’s right while Ray took the next seat over. Maria perched on the edge of her bed as she watched us. I smiled and cooed as Wade grinned at me, his face lighting up. 
 
    “Why don’t you try?” Mark asked as he offered me the spook with cereal. 
 
    “Um, sure,” I accepted the offer and bopped Wade on the nose with my finger. He giggled and I grinned as I held the spoon before him. 
 
    “C’mon, your parents need you to eat, you little rascal,” I chuckled as I offered him the spoon. He just watched me curiously for a moment before opening his mouth and accepting the spoon. 
 
    “Was that so hard?” Mark asked as Wade chewed. 
 
    “He’s a good boy,” I noted as I handed the spoon back. 
 
    “Yeah, he is,” Mark smiled. He had thick brown curls like Maria, although his were kept rather short and close to his head, where Maria’s tumbled down past her shoulders. Wade had his mother’s dirty blond hair and Richard’s dark eyes, but all I saw in them was sweetness and innocence. 
 
    “So, anything you need to know before you head off to meet the others?” May asked as she sat down in the remaining seat and set our glasses down on the wooden coasters. The table was a solid pine piece, but the clear protective coating on top was peeling in areas. I’d make sure someone re-sealed it for them. 
 
    “Anyone who I might have trouble with?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Those men left, Gary, Caleb, Pearse, Quinton, two others. Those who remain seem okay with the change, nervous and unsure, but not nasty or hateful,” May said after a moment of thought. 
 
    Wade gurgled and giggled as Mark continued the battle to feed him. He was getting somewhere now though, thankfully. 
 
    “May tells me there are some good changes to be made around the place to bring everyone together and develop more trust. To unify the whole Pack again,” Mark murmured. 
 
    “We have some ideas, which we’ll put forth tonight at the meeting and dinner,” I said. 
 
    “Good, good,” Mark nodded as he focused on Wade. He bounced the baby boy on his knee as he scooped up more cereal. 
 
    “I’ll be getting some of the other women together, Charlotte, Francine, Fiona, Danielle. Maybe some of the others. I’m excited and nervous all at once, tonight will be interesting,” May said as she chewed her lip. Her green eyes showed her anxiousness, but there was delight in them as well. 
 
    “The boys are making sure there’s plenty to do for the children too, maybe a movie set-up as well,” I informed them. 
 
    “Oh, they’ll love that!” May’s face lit up in a broad grin as she called Maria over. “Did you hear that sweetie, there’s going to be some fun activities tonight,” she told her. Maria grinned and bounced on the balls of her feet at the prospect. 
 
    We talked for a short while about some of the ideas, all the while I sipped the sweet lemonade. Ray was the one to pull me away, apologizing and saying we had to make the rounds in a timely manner. 
 
    May waved his apology off and grinned as she expressed her anticipation for tonight. 
 
    I hadn’t told her yet that I was considering asking her to be a beta for me, to help me lead and run this Pack. I wanted to ask Ray as well, for he was more than capable of handling it, and I trusted him. 
 
    When we climbed back into the truck after Maria and May waved us off, I chewed my lip nervously. I hoped the rest of the Pack was just as welcoming and optimistic. 
 
    “I’ll leave my family till last, my mother will make her own dessert for tonight at home as she’s got some sewing to do. She and Fiona handle the repairs of clothing and other materials, while Tatiana and Roman are good with their leatherwork,” Ray informed me as he started the engine. 
 
    I caught myself staring at him, at the strong line of his jaw, the way his angular chin jutted out. His nose looked like it had been broken a few times, but it only added to his handsome features. It made him look like a true man, someone who’d known bad but chose good in his life. Someone, who despite all the shit thrown his way, was kind-hearted and soft. 
 
    There was no denying the attraction I had for him. 
 
    Ray’s nostrils flared and he frowned at the steering wheel. His jaw hardened and he gave me a quick glance before focusing his eyes on the wheel again. 
 
    “Umm… your scent…” he said hesitantly, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. 
 
    “Sorry,” I groaned. “It happens.” 
 
    “Right,” he breathed, but he pursed his lips before finally catching my gaze. 
 
    I caught his scent, an instant reaction to my own. His arousal only made mine worse. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled as I closed my eyes, willing it to die down. 
 
    Ray moved the clutch and rumbled the truck forward, driving away from May’s cottage as he drew in deep, ragged breaths. 
 
    Then he pulled into the pines, and before I could say a word his mouth was against mine, needy and hungry. 
 
    I moaned as I melted into his soft, luscious lips, tasting the lemonade still evident in his mouth. 
 
    “Damn,” he growled as he pulled away, glaring out the side window away from me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” I started, but then stopped myself. I certainly meant to. I was interested in this ‘wolf, in his sincere, sweet ways, in that sturdy, muscular body that had carried me and defended me. I wanted to pay him back, and I had some ideas of how I wanted to do that. It involved naked bodies too. 
 
    I groaned at how horny my mind and body had become. Stupid. Why couldn’t it just act normal for once? I hated my high sex drive sometimes. Normally it worked well with my three boys, but not now. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Ray rolled his eyes. “It’s just… it’s not the right time, besides, you’ve got… the others,” he shook his head, still not quite used to the idea of me with my three men. 
 
    “We’ve got some rounds to make too,” I agreed, wishing my body would listen to my mind and get a grip. 
 
    “Yes,” Ray nodded firmly, as if he needed more reason to keep his dick in his pants. The thought of his cock, throbbing and needy, only spurred me again. I could only wonder what he looked like under those clothes. I’d glimpsed him naked when he’d been hurt and my leg was mauled, but it wasn’t like I was in the state to be checking him out. 
 
    Ray wound his window down fully and blasted the pathetic AC in an attempt to drive the scents out. I copied suit, knowing full well I had a job to do today. I needed to bring trust and reassurance to the members of this Pack. 
 
    It was going to take a lot of willpower to keep my hands off the handsome ‘wolf with me. This was going to be interesting for sure. 
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    Ray was a blessing to have with me, he knew exactly what to say to reassure those who were still uncertain about the changes to come. The lone ‘wolves, all men, were a little difficult, less willing to trust me and my Pack mates, but Ray helped me with them. He was confident and at ease with them, and they trusted him. 
 
    With his backing, they were willing to give me a go. 
 
    He drove me through the community area where a small building had been erected by the builders as a communal laundry. There was a playground tucked within the tree-line, and I realized it was the same one I’d gone to with May and the children. I hadn’t realized that beyond the trees was an open area where the crossroads met and where picnic tables had been set up with small shelters. 
 
    Ray took me to the clearing, which was in the top-left corner of the crossroads hidden behind a nice cluster of pines. The clearing was huge, and I wondered if it had once been the planned site for a home and horse yards or something. It would be the perfect place to build a new home, somewhere they could all come and feel welcome. The horse stables and barns were just on the other side of the crossroads, and I was curious to learn of the breeding they did. Their focus was quarter horses, a chunky, stocky breed that I quite liked. Short distance, they were capable of out-running a thoroughbred. A quarter of a mile they outdid other breeds, hence the name. Thoroughbreds were bred for endurance and speed though, whereas quarter horses were bred for cow work. 
 
    We found our way to Ray’s family home, and Regina was sitting on the porch hand stitching some overalls. Regina’s dark hair and tanned skin made me think she had some native heritage, but I wouldn’t ask for fear of offending. 
 
    Charles and Ruben came out when we pulled up, Ruben looked so much more like Ray and his mother than his father. Charles was a lanky man, a strong contrast to his bigger wife. Not that I cared at all. His skin was sun-kissed from his time working, and his combed back dusty brown hair was streaked with grey. 
 
    Regina called out in greeting and Charles came out to greet us both in a warm hug. He smelled of cinnamon and apples, and I got the impression he and Regina shared the cooking. 
 
    “We were just about to have some afternoon tea. Freshly cooked apple pie,” he grinned as he stepped back from hugging me. “You’re more than welcome to join.” 
 
    That explained his scent, and pie sounded good. It was mid-afternoon now, and I’d had the odd tidbit and bite at the homes I’d visited. It was the polite thing to offer, but for ‘Wolves, it was a sign of acceptance and trust. It made me feel more confident in this new position. 
 
    Ruben sauntered over and hugged me in greeting, and then proceeded to punch Ray in the arm. 
 
    They bantered and laughed as they headed inside, and Regina nodded politely before following me in. 
 
    The cottage was quaint and cozy, a small flat-screen TV in the corner of the living room, but it looked rarely used. The plush floral printed couches looked old and worn, but the forest green cushions decorating them looked new. 
 
    I followed everyone through to the kitchen and combined dining area. 
 
    Ray rounded up another seat, a wooden stool from one of the rooms, before he perched on top of it at the small wooden table. 
 
    I took up the seat beside him, enjoying the way Ruben goaded his father about a group game they’d played a few days ago. Ray had told me how some of men and boys got together for a game of football every few weeks. 
 
    Ruben was paying out his father’s lack of sports athleticism. 
 
    Charles just waved him off with a grin as he argued that he was a builder, not an athlete. 
 
    “Pa makes the best pies. Momma handles the main meals, but my Pa makes some awesome desserts,” Ray murmured as Ruben joined us at the table. “Ma says he’ll be the death of her with all the sweets,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Drink? Juice, milk? We’ve got some cola too,” Regina offered as she shot Ray a displeased look at his remark. He just grinned at her and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Juice would be great,” I smiled and Regina shuffled over to the fridge while Charles cut up the pie after removing it from the oven. 
 
    “Pass the custard too hun?” Charles asked. 
 
    Regina handed him the custard before pouring glasses of juice and setting them around the table. 
 
    I chugged down a few gulps of the orange juice, the warm weather making me a little parched. 
 
    “So, Taylor, what should we expect tonight?” Charles asked as he served up some bowls of pie and custard. 
 
    “Just a meet and greet, and dinner. I’ll let everyone know the ideas I’ve got to make this Pack even greater, to offer more comfort and peace to the people here,” I stated. 
 
    “Change isn’t always easy for everyone to accept, it’ll be a rough few months I’d imagine,” Regina said as she slid into the seat on my other side. Ruben sat across from me, and Charles would take the remaining seat between the two boys. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it. But I hope it’ll make everyone happier and more relaxed. The way it’s meant to be,” I said as Charles brought the bowls over. 
 
    I thanked him as he set one down before me, the warmth and a delicious aroma wafting from it. 
 
    “What’s the schooling here like?” I asked as I picked up my spoon. I hadn’t yet asked anyone yet. 
 
    “Some of us home-school, Francine sometimes takes some of the children on for a day each week to do some classes. She always wanted to be a teacher,” Regina smiled sweetly. “Would be nice to have a proper classroom though.” 
 
    I smiled at the hint and nodded as I dug into the incredible pie doused in custard. It was cooked to perfection with just the right amount of cinnamon. The custard was just the cherry on the top. 
 
    We followed the afternoon tea with more light conversation. Charles informed me that Ray loved photography, that he’d take many great pictures with a small canon camera that he’d gotten on his eighteenth birthday. They could only afford a second hand camera, but it did the job. This led to Regina shuffling around and pulling out photo albums to show off his beautiful shots. 
 
    My favourite was a perfectly captured scene where one of their young quarter horse geldings was rearing up. Ray informed me he’d been watching two geldings play and dash around the field, and took his time waiting for the perfect shot. 
 
    The sunset that filtered through the flaxen horse’s mane was utter beauty, and the quality despite the aged camera was incredible. 
 
    Ruben pointed out a picture of wolves tussling in the dirt, explaining that it was the teens that had just come of age. They were testing out their wolf bodies in a supervised play time. 
 
    The scene made me smile, and I sat for some time slowly going through the photos of various Pack members. Some he’d captured prepared for the photo, others were not posed for. He’d caught May laughing as she and Mark sat on a picnic blanket with the children reading books. The tender moment that he’d caught made my heart squeeze. He was capturing the true beauty and emotions in those he loved. 
 
    “Damn, look at the time. We best let you two go and prepare for tonight. May put the word out that we should all be there around six tonight,” Charles remarked as he glanced at the clock. It was nearly 5pm, and I knew my father would want to go over tonight with me. 
 
    “Right, thanks Ma for getting these out,” Ray thanked his mother with a sweet kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “I can’t help but be proud,” she chuckled as she tussled his hair. 
 
    “They’re stunning, Ray,” I smiled, causing him to look away bashfully as his cheeks flushed. 
 
    Then we were heading outside, waving goodbye as we climbed into the truck. 
 
    “Hey, when you guys have your communal dinners, do things change to more... adult stuff afterwards?” I asked hesitantly. If they didn’t follow our same customs there, I wouldn’t throw that curve ball at them. 
 
    “Ah-ha, um, well,” he chuckled nervously as he scratched his cheek. The truck pulled away from the quaint cottage as Ray chewed his cheek while he chose his words. 
 
    I just watched him with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “It does, I’ve never partaken,” he said as he cleared his throat. 
 
    “So, couples start having sex? Do the children go home?” I pushed. 
 
    “One of the lone wolves or older couples usually take them away for a few hours. Give them puzzles and board games in one of the designated homes,” he said. “Sometimes I’d even watch over them.” 
 
    “So what did you do when that happened?” I asked with a puzzled look. I was genuinely curious as to what he did while everyone else was getting their sexy on. 
 
    “Me and the lone guys usually have some beers and stay around the bonfire. We would sometimes...” he pursed his lips together as his hands tightened on the steering wheel. 
 
    “Sometimes... what?” I coached him. 
 
    “Watch,” he mumbled in embarrassment.  
 
    I grinned as his ears reddened, something I was beginning to notice happened before his cheeks flushed. 
 
    “How did it make you feel?” I purred, the thought of tonight kicking my body into drive once more. It was hard to fight it, Ray just had a unique attractiveness that caught me. 
 
    He grunted as he flared his nostrils, refusing to take his eyes off the road. 
 
    “Not going to answer?” I pouted. 
 
    “It made me... hot, horny,” he growled. 
 
    “It does that to everyone,” I shrugged, but I couldn’t keep the devious smile from my face. 
 
    “We need to get back for the dinner,” he said firmly, but it sounded more like he was stating it to himself. It only interested me more. 
 
    “Does my scent make you... interested?” I murmured. 
 
    Ray clenched his teeth as he gave me a sideways glance. 
 
    “How can it not?” he answered honestly. 
 
    “Do you like me in that way?” I asked as I looked vacantly out the window, pretending the question was innocent. 
 
    A moment of silence passed before he replied. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I grinned as I turned to him. I had something devilish in mind. Something to thank him with, while not making us lose too much time. 
 
    “Pull over up here, please?” I said. 
 
    He obeyed with no question, pulling off the side of the road and into the pines. It was far enough in to obscure us from any passerby’s. Besides, the sun was setting soon, and we were falling into shadows. 
 
    “I owe you, and I want to do something for you, if you don’t mind,” I said sweetly. 
 
    He didn’t say a word as he stared at me with wide, dilated eyes. 
 
    “Is this okay?” I asked as I rested my hand on his knee. 
 
    He tensed, and an inkling of doubt seeped into me. But then he nodded, and I relaxed. 
 
    “How about this?” I murmured as I moved my hand slowly up his thigh. “You can stop me any time, I only want to do this if you want to,” I made sure to tell him. 
 
    He was breathing harder now, and I couldn’t help the devilish smirk at the bulge in his jeans. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” I asked sweetly, not taking my eyes from his as my hand moved to dance over his arousal straining against his jeans. 
 
    “No,” he finally answered, breathless as he just watched me. He was trembling, and I leaned over to kiss his neck to try to relax him. 
 
    He moaned as I unzipped his jeans and littered soft kisses down his neck. 
 
    He caught my chin and moved me so that his lips brushed mine. I couldn’t contain the soft moan as I kissed him deeply, my hand sliding into his jeans and feeling the rock hard erection jammed beneath his briefs. 
 
    He moaned in delight against my lips as I teased him, tracing his arousal through his briefs. I could feel a spot of dampness on them. Someone sure was excited. 
 
    “Pull them down for me,” I murmured as I broke the kiss. 
 
    He was more than happy to oblige as he shifted awkwardly in his seat to pull his jeans and briefs down. 
 
    I bit my lip at the huge shaft that bounced free from his briefs, standing tall and ready.  
 
    He caught my mouth again, desperate and needy as I ran my fingers through his dark curls down there. I gently touched his length, chuckling as he quivered and moaned. 
 
    He gasped as I wrapped my hand around his length, lolling his head back as he gripped the door. 
 
    “With one this big, I’m surprised you haven’t been with anyone,” I purred as I brushed my lips against his earlobe.  
 
    He gasped and moaned as I began stroking his cock, pumping my hand gently as he rocked against my hand. 
 
    “You saved my life,” I breathed as I licked his neck, a shiver coursing through him from my touch. “I want to do this for you.” 
 
    He moaned and murmured soft curse words as I ducked down, licking the tip of his throbbing penis. 
 
    “Fuck,” he breathed, and I took it as a signal to keep going. 
 
    I drew his engorged length into my mouth, sliding my tongue around it as he stiffened and arched against his seat. 
 
    I wanted to play with his balls too, but from this angle, it wasn’t too easy, so I resigned to just holding his thigh in one hand as I used my other hand to pump him while I sucked him. 
 
    “Oh God,” he growled, drawing in sharp, shaky breaths. 
 
    I wanted to drag it out a bit, give him one damn good orgasm if I could. Each time I felt him tensing and readying himself to unload, I slowed my movements despite his groans and hisses. 
 
    Not until he was practically begging me for his release did I allow it. 
 
    “Fuck, please,” he gasped as I slowed one final time. 
 
    I sped back up, pumping my hand and twirling my tongue along the underside of his shaft as I bobbed my head. 
 
    He moaned and rolled his head back, arching into my mouth as he exploded his seed. I drank him up, sucking down the not too amazing tasting semen. I loved getting my boys off, but I would never enjoy that unique tasting, thick seed. 
 
    I cleaned him off with my tongue before moving back and sitting up. He just looked at me with hooded eyes as I licked my lips. 
 
    “God damn,” he murmured as he sucked in deep breaths. 
 
    “Haven’t had that before?” I teased. 
 
    “Hell no,” he managed a chuckle as he relaxed back into his seat. 
 
    “Beats the hand any day,” I grinned. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed, still breathless and recovering from his intense orgasm. 
 
    The only thing I could think about was having that hard cock inside me. 
 
    Not now, I scolded myself. 
 
    “We should head back when you’re ready, we’ve still got to make the dinner,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Right,” he sighed, coming to his senses as he blinked. “I hope your guys aren’t upset about this.” 
 
    “They’ve accepted that I want all of them, they’ll be okay,” I waved him off. But it did sit funny with me. I wanted Ray, I wanted to ride him and show him what he’d missed out on, I wanted to take that innocence from him and show him a world of bliss and love. 
 
    Guilt twinged inside me and I pushed it aside. I’d deal with that later, for now, I had to focus on addressing my Pack. 
 
    Ray started the truck back up, and I couldn’t keep from smiling as he kept giving me stunned glances, as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened. And the newfound lust and desire in his eyes, it only made me more determined to make him mine as well. 
 
    I wanted him, and I’d have him. 
 
      
 
    Before I headed into the living area to greet my father and Aunt Neema, I made a pit stop in the kitchen to toss back some blueberries from the fridge to mask my little heated session with Ray. He’d dropped me off and was eager to see me again later. He’d wanted to kiss me, but withheld when he spied Scott and Jaye finishing the last touches of the marquees.  
 
    I dodged them, thankful that May had them too pre-occupied with placing fairy lights up. She was guiding them excitedly, instructing them on where to hang them. 
 
    When I came into the living area, a grin spread across my face. The whole area had been cleared and blankets and pillows strewn about in an orderly fashion before the projector screen. 
 
    “Nathan went and picked the projector up from home, along with a few other things. Reggie let us borrow the van so we could bring over the marquees,” Neema explained when she spied me standing in the kitchen doorway. She was sitting on the edge of the wooden table that was pushed to the wall to make extra room for the children. 
 
    “It looks great. They’ll love it!” I breathed. 
 
    “Nathan should be back any minute, he was getting extra supplies for the barbecue. Scott picked up a barbecue earlier too,” my father said as he strode over, having uprooted himself from the far couch. 
 
    “Great,” I nodded. 
 
    “So, did you want to go over what you want to say at the gathering?” my father asked, and I caught the amused glint in his eye. Oh, god, he knew. Somehow, he knew. Not even my blueberries could hide my little fun with Ray. Thankfully, he remained strictly business. 
 
    “A welcome to everyone, then a brief rundown on the changes that would benefit them. How there will be freedom now, so work opportunities for those wanting to go into the local towns. How this Pack is safe, and we’ll improve the border protection. Ray informed me there are cameras set-up around the border and manned checkpoints, but not all of the cameras are working and only Richard and one or two men were able to keep an eye on the screens. How I want to start up a proper schooling regimen, how a new main house, lodge, whatever, will be built in the old communal gathering area and will be the heart of the ranch. It will contain offices, a library, an art room, a theater, a commercial kitchen. We’ll build a proper barbecue area and expand the playground. And I guess I’ll name some betas,” I rattled off the rough speech I’d thrown together in my mind on the way over here. And I’d given more thought about who I wanted me betas to be. I’d chosen my three, and I hoped they’d accept the roles tonight. 
 
    “Good, it sounds good,” my father softened, the crow's feet tugging at his eyes as he smiled. 
 
    “Ray informed me that the communal dinners do take an adult turn, so that’s good. I didn’t want to accidentally upset them by assuming so,” I added. 
 
    “Yes, it’s pretty common for Packs,” he said. 
 
    “The dining area is set up, and Jaye will be doing face-painting when the children arrive. There is an activities table set up for the children too. Board games, coloring in pages, books, and some toys for the younger children,” Neema jumped in. 
 
    “Dinner and desserts are nearly done, Scott’s making his famous cheesecake too, I know you love that,” my father grinned, and I lit up at the prospect of it. 
 
    “I’ll duck into the kitchen and see how May and the others are faring,” I said as I already started walking. 
 
    “No eating beforehand,” my father scolded me. 
 
    Ugh, I was Alpha and he was still trying to tell me what to do. It would never change. 
 
      
 
    I sat at the center of the main table as I looked out at the surrounding tables set up under the large main marquee.  
 
    The other tables were positioned so everyone could see me with ease, and I gulped as I stood, fighting the shakes that wanted to overwhelm me before the Pack. Many of the painted children’s faces were disinterested as they read their books or colored in pages, but those who had been playing board games or cards had been instructed to stop for a few moments when Neema had called for silence. 
 
    Standing before the Pack, my Pack, was nerve-wreaking, and I flicked my eyes around at all the faces I’d come to know over the course of the day. Many of them were intrigued, curious as to what I was going to say. I knew many of them doubted my ability even though they hadn’t stated that in my visits. I could see their misgivings due to my age, and female Alphas were uncommon. But at least I knew those faces now, and I could remember most of their names. I’d have to thank Ray for that, who was sitting at a close table with an interested smile. I could tell his mind was still caught on what had happened earlier, and the corner of my mouth curved up at the memory. 
 
    “As you all know, I’m Taylor Ashwood, daughter of Lawrence Ashwood. Richard brought me here to become his mate, but as things have turned out, I’m now your Alpha. I know this may be difficult, as change is never easy, and I know many of you may doubt my abilities. I won’t lie, I’m not experienced in leading, but I have some wonderful role models, and I intend to defend this Pack with tooth and claw no matter what. I want this Pack to become something greater, I want to bring peace and joy to all those who call this ranch their home.  
 
    I know that things were not run with your best interests in mind, but that ends here. From this day forth, we are all equal. The allowances will jump to a more comfortable amount, and you are free to come and go from this ranch as you please. If you wish to work in the local towns or travel, take holidays, then you are most welcome to. This place is your home and is meant to be a place of safety and love. I intend to make it as such. 
 
    Today I had the chance to meet many of you face-to-face, to chat with you and even bring up some of my plans for you all. My first order of business will be to build a new main house, a large lodge in the old communal gathering area. This will serve as the main hub for all Pack activities, and is located at the heart of this territory. It will contain offices, an arts room, a library, a theater, and a commercial kitchen. I’m sure there is more we will add, and all ideas and thoughts are most welcome. Everyone will have their voice and is urged to have a say as we move forward. Your opinions and wants matter, so don’t feel that you can’t disagree or make a request.  
 
    Communal dinners will now happen weekly on Saturdays, and we will have a barbecue area constructed outside the new lodge. Fundays, days specifically tailored to the children, will happen every second week, and the playground will be expanded and added to.  
 
    From my understanding, there is a seasonal creek running through the property and many dams for the cattle. We will make sure there are supervised days and swimming gear available for the children, especially in summer. More land will be cleared to work more cattle, and more jobs will be made for Pack members.  
 
    We will have voluntary classes set up daily as well in the main lodge for the children, and I will help those interested to obtain some teaching degrees or qualifications. These will be paid positions as well.” I ran through my speech carefully, choosing my words wisely as I went over all the points I wanted to touch on. The Pack murmured here and there, and there were many approving nods throughout my spiel. I chose not to bring up my future plans to join the two Packs. I wasn’t even sure how that would work. Would I still Alpha my side of the whole big Pack?  
 
    “I will reinforce the border security, and homes will be expanded more freely to make room for growing families. Oh, and a cell tower will be brought in, and every family will be given cell phones. This will be a free Pack, no more restrictions and oppressing rules. There will still be Pack laws and rules, but no more need to look over your shoulder. These are the main changes that will be implemented asap, and I hope many of you are willing to help with the construction and improvement of this Pack.” I drew in a deep, shaky breath as I completed my long-winded speech. I stared at the Pack before me, and a grin broke out as May stood and clapped her hands loudly. Mark joined her, and then, one by one, the entire Pack was applauding me and calling out. Their joy and excitement at my plans was obvious, and many looked relaxed and settled after they learned just how I intended to run this Pack. 
 
    Murmurs and animated conversations broke out as I sat back down, relief washing through me as my body relaxed after being so tense and jittery before the crowd. 
 
    “You did good,” my father murmured from his seat on my left. 
 
    “We’ll help where we can,” Nathan said from his position to my right. 
 
    My three men sat on my right, and my father, brother and Aunt sat to my left. 
 
    “Don’t forget to announce your betas, if you’ve chosen some,” Neema reminded me as she leaned forward to talk past my father. 
 
    Damn, I’d forgotten that. 
 
    I sighed and stood back up, and Neema rung her glass to quieten everyone. 
 
    “Sorry, there is one more thing before dinner will be served. I’ve decided to make some requests, as being Alpha generally means you take on some betas, whether it be the strongest fighters or advisors. I’ve selected a few whom I’d like to ask,” I said, and the crowd hushed as they all watched me carefully. 
 
    “May Somners, I’d like to ask for your assistance in leading this Pack, and would gladly request for you to join me and become my beta,” I called out as I focused on May. She looked shocked and confused at first, but then she smiled and blinked as she stood. 
 
    “I would be honored, thank you,” she said as she gave a small curtsy. 
 
    I relaxed, grateful that she hadn’t turned down the proposition. She’d done so much for me and knew this Pack like the back of her hand. She’d be a wonderful woman to have by my side, advising me and helping me. I wanted her to assist me in the program we’d start for the abused women too, I knew she’d be perfect for that too. 
 
    “As for my second beta, I wish to request my loving Aunt, a Huntress and an asset to this Pack,” I turned to look over at Neema, who frowned as she leaned back, not expecting the offer. She stared at me for a moment, not quite believing me, but then she softened and smiled as she stood. 
 
    “I’ve trained you for a few years, and I intend to help you finish that training to turn you into a Huntress and a powerful Alpha. I’d be honored to help you lead this Pack,” she said with a bow. 
 
    But when she looked back up at me, I could see the delight and joy in her eyes. I was asking her to stay here with me, to help me lead this Pack into a better future, to help me become who she believed I could be. 
 
    I looked out at the expectant crowd, who were waiting for my final choice of beta. Three was the standard number, and there was one more person I wanted to call upon. 
 
    “As for my final beta, I wish to call upon the one who showed me the first kindness in this Pack, who proved his loyalty to his Pack when his Alpha no longer took care of the people. Pack comes before the individual, there is no room for selfish acts and greed in a Pack. So I’d like to ask Raymond Wayford to join me in making this Pack greater than ever before,” I said. 
 
    Ray’s face lit up in surprise and honor at the request, and he shot to his feet with a bow. 
 
    “I humbly accept the privilege to help you serve and protect my people,” he said. 
 
    Charles and Regina looked stunned, but they grinned happily at the honor bestowed on Ray. He deserved it, and I wanted him by my side in this new chapter. 
 
    The crowd clapped and cheered for the betas, seemingly satisfied with my choices. 
 
    As I sat back down, Nathan stood and beckoned to May, who called out to the other women. 
 
    And then they were off to collect dinner, and Nathan was onto the barbecue with Charles as he cooked the sausages and meats. 
 
    Francine put on some background music using the iPod dock that Scott had supplied, and the crowd settled into cheery banter and conversation as dinner was placed at a self-serve buffet table. Everyone took turns collecting their food and refilling their glasses. Beer was on offer tonight, along with wines, champagnes, and soft drinks and juices for the children and those not interested in alcohol. 
 
    I made my way around the tables at my father’s urging, and many of the Pack were beyond pleased with the ideas for going forward. I could tell some were skeptical, but I looked forward to proving to them that I meant what I said. 
 
    Regina was ecstatic that Ray had been chosen, and thanked me over and over for choosing him. Ruben was excited about having a library and proper schooling, and I laughed as he spilled his cola in excitement. 
 
    I collected some napkins for him, Fiona coming over to thank me for my choices for the Pack. She looked to be in her late fifties, with greying blonde hair, and David was a few years older and balding. Both were lovely people whom I’d sat with today in my rounds, drinking iced tea as they relished in the ending of Richard’s rule. 
 
    Scott found me as he held a small pie to his mouth. 
 
    “They love you it seems,” he said through a bite of pie, and I rolled my eyes as he didn’t bother to cover his mouth and instead gave me a lovely show of the chewed up pastry. 
 
    “Yeah, seems they’re okay with this change,” I agreed as I sipped a glass of Fanta. I was standing off to the side in an attempt to catch a break from the crowd. 
 
    “I’m glad you chose Ray as a beta, he’s more than worthy, he already saved you once,” Scott said as he looked over to where Ray sat with his family, laughing and conversing over their meals. 
 
    “Yeah, actually, I need to talk to you guys about that,” I said as I chewed my lip. I wasn’t even sure how to ask, or to express my growing interest in him. Scott was the most easy-going and least protective of my three, so I hoped he’d be more reasonable and even help with Jaye and Nathan. 
 
    “What about?” he asked as he took the final bite of his pie and dusted his hands off. 
 
    “I like him. He saved my life… and I…” I struggled to find the words. What would I even say? I want to have sex with him and add him to my crew of mates? 
 
    “You want him, the same way you have us,” Scott finished for me. 
 
    My shoulders sagged in shame as he said it, the guilt gnawing at me. To ask such a thing of them, it wasn’t easy. They’d grown up together, so it’d been easier for them to share me, they were like brothers and a Pack. Ray was an outsider to them. 
 
    “Don’t look so dejected, Tay,” Scott’s chest rumbled with a hearty laugh. “I’m fine with it. He obviously cares for you, and that’s all I want. I want you happy and tended to, and if your happiness is kept by taking on another partner, then who am I take stop that. We’ve accepted that you’re not a one ‘wolf woman, and he saved your life,” Scott grinned as he cocked his head at me. 
 
    I just stared at him in disbelief for a moment before sliding my arms around his solid, large waist. 
 
    “You looked so stressed there for a minute,” he chuckled. “I’m sure the other two will accept it. They’ll have too, besides, it’ll be good for you to have a partner who knows this Pack so well. It’ll help join you with them. But you should really think about announcing your unique romantic relationships, or the Pack will think you’re sleeping around,” he said as he gave me a tight bear hug. 
 
    “Thank you, Scott,” I breathed, drawing in his musky, wooded scent. It smelt like home and comfort. 
 
    “Now, let’s go join the others, we haven’t seen much of you today, and I’m sure they’re missing you just as much as I am,” he said as he broke away from he and steered me back towards our table. 
 
    I could only hope he was right about Jaye and Nathan, I truly wanted them to accept Ray and not hate me for wanting him too. 
 
    Guess I’d find out. 
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    I was finally back sitting with my boys as Neema and my father mingled. Chris was off on a satellite phone checking in with Janet. 
 
    “Time for food,” Scott said as he moved to take my father’s seat with a plate of barbecued meats and potato bake he’d collected on the way over. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” Nathan said with a lazy smile as he sipped his beer. 
 
    “Thanks, it’s strange, being Alpha so suddenly. I have no idea what I’m doing really, I’m just glad Dad and Neema are here to help,” I sighed, overwhelmed a little at all of this. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry, Lawrence will check in occasionally. We’ll have to figure out what we’ll be doing too. We’re his betas, so our duty lies with our Pack there,” Nathan said. 
 
    I stared at him, the realization sinking in as my heart plummeted. 
 
    They couldn’t stay with me. 
 
    “Hey, it’ll be okay,” Jaye murmured from the seat beside Nathan, recognizing my distressed look. 
 
    “You guys won’t be here,” I murmured, my body running cold at the thought. 
 
    “No, not always. But I spoke to your dad a bit, and he said we’ll be able to come by weekly, stay for a day or two, take turns seeing you. There will be the communal gatherings of both Packs too where we’ll see you,” Nathan tried to reassure me. 
 
    “It sucks ass, we only just got you back,” Jaye growled as he folded his arms in frustration. 
 
    They were my anchors, my lifeline in all this. I had been taking them for granted, believing they’d stay with me. But reality was an ugly bitch. 
 
    “Hey, let me get you some food,” Nathan murmured, trying to lift my spirits. 
 
    I just pursed my lips as he darted off to get me a plate, my wind whirling with darkness. I needed them with me, I needed them to stave off the bad thoughts, to keep me busy and feeling loved and cherished. Without them… 
 
    The image of Richard roaring over me as he took me by force on the wretched platform seared into my mind and I shoved myself away from the table. 
 
    “Tay?” Scott gave me a perplexed look as I stood up. 
 
    “I need some air,” I muttered as I stormed off, away from the bustling, cheery crowd and into the night. 
 
    Ugly flashes of Richard were tormenting me, something I’d been fighting off. And the sudden knowledge of losing my boys made those walls crumble. 
 
    I wandered into the trees, walking stiffly until I found a fallen log to sit on. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I rested my chin on my hands, hating this feeling of weakness that had overcome me. 
 
    I’d trained with Neema for two years, able to live away from my boys and only be with them over the phone. But finally being back with them, feeling the emotions rushing to the surface, the moments of bliss and contentedness. I hadn’t wanted it to stop. 
 
    And now it was being ripped away as quickly as it came. 
 
    I sniffled as tears welled, annoyed and distraught. At least when I trained with Neema, I knew I could return home to them once I was done. 
 
    I was Alpha now, and my life would now revolve around my Pack, and I would be committed to them and live out the rest of my days here. 
 
    I’d never have my own little cottage with my boys, no children unless they forfeited their positions and turned their backs on their own Pack.  
 
    I could never ask them to do that, they’d grown up with my old Pack, Nathan had his family there. It was their home. 
 
    And now this territory was my new home. 
 
    I wanted to join the two Packs as one as agreed, but I’d still have to lead my own side of it. Joining them would just allow the two Packs to travel between the two territories and mingle more.
I’d have to stay here.
The tears streaked down my cheeks as numbness washed over me, and I gasped as another ugly flash shot through my mind of Richard forcing himself on me in the hall. The feel of the wood pressed against my face, the sight of that nail jutting out, it was so clear and vivid that my breath caught in fear. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around myself, battling the horrid memory away. 
 
    I was in control. I’d taken the power back. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I jumped as Ray appeared before me with a concerned look. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied as I wiped harshly at the trails down my cheeks. 
 
    “You don’t look fine,” he sighed as he sat down beside me. 
 
    “I only now stupidly realized that the men I love are bound to my old Pack. They can’t stay here and have a life here with me,” I murmured. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. Guess I didn’t think of that,” I said with a sharp laugh. 
 
    “I’m sure they can visit,” he tried to reassure me as he wrapped an arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “It’s not the same,” I mumbled. 
 
    He just held me as I fell still, hating how I felt like a part of me was being ripped away. 
 
    “I’ll be here,” he murmured. 
 
    I managed a weak smile as I leaned into his chest. 
 
    He would be here, by my side. Perhaps he would be enough between visits from my men. But having a home with them, all of them spending nights with me, that was what I ultimately wanted. And now it was off the cards. 
 
    Desperate to push away the heartache, I moved up to capture Ray’s lips, surprising him as he stiffened. 
 
    He relaxed as he opened up to let me in, and I kissed him sweetly, exploring him as he explored me. 
 
    The urge to feel something, something right and good, hit me hard and fast and I broke the kiss momentarily to pull my shirt off. 
 
    Ray’s eyes widened as they trailed down my pushed up breasts, past my lacy black bra and down my stomach. 
 
    I caught his mouth again, this time more hungry. 
 
    He pulled me over so that I was perched on his lap, his arousal straining against his jeans and pushing into my inner thigh. It was all I needed for my body to come alive. 
 
    I helped him unbutton his red plaid shirt and toss it aside. My hands ran over his bare, silky smooth chest, over the ripped abs and to the button on his jeans. 
 
    God, I wish I’d worn a skirt or dress, it would make this so much easier. 
 
    I flicked his button undone as he broke the kiss to nip my neck. The brush of his lips against my skin sent a thrilling quiver through me. To feel his firm chest against mine, his hands running down my back and holding me close, it was something I needed right now. 
 
    His hands didn’t stray from my back though, and judging from his ragged breathing and refusal to move beyond my head as he kissed me, I knew I’d have to guide him. 
 
    I caught his hand on my hip, sliding it around and slowly up my belly. He froze, his dark eyes watching me as I stared at him, smiling as his face reddened. 
 
    “I want to feel you, and I want you to feel me,” I murmured huskily as I slipped his hand up under my bra. 
 
    I reached around with my other hand and expertly unclasped my bra and flung it to the side. 
 
    His breath caught as his gaze dropped to my breasts, not straying as I made him cup my left breast. 
 
    “Touch me everywhere,” I breathed as I leaned forward and kissed his neck. 
 
    I released his hand, and he caressed my breasts, running his thumbs over my perk nipples and drawing soft gasps from me as he gave them the gentlest of pinches. 
 
    So sweet and tender, he was beautiful. 
 
    I reached back down to his waistband, teasing my fingers along the edge until I decided to slide the zip down. 
 
    His hot body was moving against mine as he kissed my neck, his hands exploring my body all over. 
 
    He dipped his head, looking up at me in question as his face neared my breasts. 
 
    I gave a soft nod and closed my eyes as his hot breath washed over my left nipple. Then he was sucking on it, so gentle and soft, and I moaned and arched against him, the heat shooting through my body. 
 
    I ground against him, his arousal jutting out of his undone jeans, struggling against the grey material of his briefs. 
 
    He growled softly as he moved back up to nip my neck, and a chill ran through me as I froze. My eyes shot open, but it did nothing to stop the sickening imagine of Richard raping me on the platform, forcing himself into my unprepared body painfully. 
 
    Ray instantly stopped, sensing my sudden change as my body locked up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he murmured as he caught my gaze. 
 
    I couldn’t form the words as I just stared at him, my lip trembling. 
 
    Realization rolled over his features and he softened as he gave me a sad look, his mouth set in a grim line. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” he said gently as he wrapped his arms around me held me close.  
 
    The heat inside me had vanished, replaced by a numbness that consumed me. 
 
    It was like the shadows had reached up and enveloped me, dragging my mind into the dark pits and filling it with ugly, horrid thoughts. I wanted to scream and weep, to shout upon Richard’s dead body. The one thing I loved and enjoyed so much, destroyed for me. 
 
    I sobbed softly as Ray held me against him, the wretched tears tumbling down my cheeks despite my attempt to hold them back. 
 
    He whispered gentle words of comfort as he ran soft fingers down my back, soothing my body. But it was my mind that was broken. 
 
    My body had healed, but my mind was fractured. 
 
    “Hey, can I show you something. It was a song I found. Reggie had to make a town run and he took me with him. I heard it in the shop and was able to get my dad to download it onto my iPod next time he was out and could get some internet,” he murmured. 
 
    I sat on his lap sideways now, no longer straddling him. 
 
    “What’s it about?” I sniffled as I huddled against his warm chest, the cool night air nipping my bare skin. 
 
    “For me, it helped me get out of a bad place, got me into photography, something I was passionate about,” he said softly as he withdrew the tiny, ancient Nano iPod from his pocket. At least it wasn’t a pathetic shuffle one, this one had a screen. 
 
    He moved his thumb around the touch sensitive circle button until he found the song, then he offered me the white earphones. 
 
    I accepted them, sticking them in my ears as the song started. 
 
    It started off with a slow piano tune, then the lyrics started. 
 
    I relaxed as the music flowed, the words touching me. 
 
    ‘What a mess, passionless, somewhere I lost the fire.’ 
 
    I settled against Ray’s hard chest, focusing on the words that reached inside 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.’ 
 
    I closed my eyes, the lyrics resonating with me, the chorus rocking me to my core. Ray had found the perfect song for someone like me. Someone broken and lost, someone numb. 
 
    ‘It feels so good to be alive, it feels so goooood.’ 
 
    When the song finally ended, I replayed it, needing to feel the uplifting beat once more thumping in my ears. 
 
    Afterwards, Ray played me more songs by the band, ‘Remedy Drive’. He chose songs from their ‘Daylight’ album, selecting out ‘Daylight’ and ‘Stand Up’ for me. ‘Stand Up’ stood out to me as well, capturing my feelings perfectly. 
 
    “You can borrow this if you’d like,” he offered when the song ended. 
 
    I looked at him, amazed at his offer of one of his most cherished possessions. I knew they didn’t have much with Richard’s reign, but he believed the music would help me.  
 
    I’d had an iPod when I was younger, and the music helped me through my minor issues. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured as I gave him a soft kiss on the lips. I could use the powerful lyrics when things got rough in my head. I knew the power of music was real, it helped so many. And now it was my turn. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said sheepishly as he looked around for his shirt. “We should head back though.” 
 
    “Right,” I mumbled as I clambered off him and retrieved my bra and shirt. 
 
    I faced away from him shamefully as I dressed, then tucked the small iPod into my pocket. I’d cherish it, using the music to help me get past this. 
 
    “Ray?” I turned back just as he was doing up the last button on his shirt. 
 
    “Mm?” he glanced at me as he straightened his clothing. 
 
    “I want to do this with you, I just need time to… move past this. I honestly didn’t think it’d affect me so much,” I mumbled as I rubbed my arms, the chill seeping into me. But it wasn’t from the cold air. 
 
    “It’s okay, there’s no rush. I’ve never done it anyway, so… I guess… you know,” he shrugged as he shifted nervously. “It’ll just make it even better when we finally do,” he gave me a half-smile as he averted his eyes. “I’ve seen it happen to some of the others, after Richard… had them. It made them closed off and shut down. It took time and being with those they loved to help them. We had some women want to take the easy way out, to escape this life, but thankfully their families stopped them. And I’ll make sure you’re looked after. We can do other stuff, picnics, games, maybe runs in the woods? That’d be nice. We can just kiss and stuff, I’d like that,” he chewed his cheek as his ears reddened at the suggestion. 
 
    I just chuckled at him. 
 
    “We will have sex eventually, if you want to. And I think my boys won’t mind if I have you too. They accepted each other,” I said as I cocked my head at him. “Would you be okay with sharing me though?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not something I’m accustomed to, but it’s what you’ve chosen. Will I get jealous, I don’t know, I’ve never done anything like this,” he said as he fidgeted and played with the hem of his shirt. So innocent and sweet, it made me adore him more. I wanted to get to know him so much more, learn about all the things he loved and make him laugh and smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t force it on you. I like you, I want to know that you can call it quits at any time. I just… can’t do other stuff right now,” I sighed, hating the way my mind twisted something I enjoyed so much. I needed to fix it, to be rid of the way it had been ruined. 
 
    Hopefully the program could help me too. 
 
    We started back to the gathering, and I took Ray’s hand to let him know I meant what I said. He just smiled softly, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. He understood. He was more than willing to take things slow, to help me recover. It made me want him so much more, to be with him, to have him close to me. 
 
    “Taylor!” 
 
    My head shot up as Neema strode towards me briskly, a glowering look on her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I instantly asked, my breath catching at the anger and uncertainty in her eyes. Something was horribly wrong. 
 
    “Chris was on the phone to Janet when they fell under attack. Lawrence is speaking to Lionel right now. It seems those still loyal to Richard who left went after the Pack while it was unguarded,” Neema explained, her eyes flashing yellow with anger. 
 
    “My God, is anyone hurt?” I asked, but Neema just shook her head in uncertainty. 
 
    “Lawrence is finding out now what’s happened, come.” 
 
    I took off after Neema with Ray in tow, clutching his hand tight as Neema led us back to the gathering. 
 
    The children had gone inside it seemed, and many couples had moved away from the marquee as they celebrated in a more adult way. 
 
    I felt none of it as I walked right over to my father and my old Pack mates. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded answers as I stood before my father. He was still on his satellite phone, but the worry and distress marring his face shook me to my core. 
 
    I had to know if my family was safe, my people who I’d grown up with. 
 
    “How’s Janet?” I turned on my brother when my father made no sign of answering as he listened to someone on the other end of the line. 
 
    “She’s fine, she just heard the commotion and went to investigate with Jamie. They went after those down by the river. Must have snuck in through the water, Keith herded her inside his home to hide with his mate while they dealt with the intruders,” Chris informed me. 
 
    So little Jamie and Janet were okay, that was a relief. But what about everyone else? 
 
    “All right,” my father said, drawing all of our attention instantly as he clicked the phone off. “It seems they came down through the river, using the water to hide themselves from the cameras there. They split up and targeted the cottages and cabins in the area. Keith, Carlos, Lionel, and Jace all went after them. They got Beth and Mary, and Jace’s mate Bianca. Jace’s boy, Cameron, was thankfully with Lionel’s family for the evening. Bianca was planning to pick him up once Jace and she had had some time alone together. Jace is pretty beaten up, tried to pursue them and took one of the men down. They’re holding him for questioning now. He’s injured, but Vanessa says he’ll be okay. Carlos, Keith and Lionel lost their scents up by a road past the river. We caught them on the cameras sneaking back out. All six men who bailed after you were made Alpha,” my father turned to me. 
 
    This was because of me. My friends had been taken, and my stomach dropped as I dropped my gaze to the ground. 
 
    I didn’t even notice Jaye and Nathan giving me a curious look while I held Ray’s hand. This was not the time. 
 
    “We will head back and find them. Surely they’ll make some demands,” my father growled in desperate frustration as he glared at us. His eyes flared yellow for a moment before he reined it in. 
 
    “What about this Pack? We can’t leave them unguarded,” Neema said, and I was able to drag my eyes up to look at her. 
 
    “This Pack is Tay’s responsibility, not ours. We will head home and tend to our people and find our stolen women,” my father said firmly. 
 
    “No, I’m coming too, they’re my Pack,” I argued, growling as he rounded on me with a soft growl. 
 
    “They’re not your Pack anymore. This is your Pack. And you need to be here for them,” he snapped, and I flinched at the fury in his voice. He was beyond pissed and worried for our women. 
 
    Hell, we all were. 
 
    But I could see the tinge of guilt in his eyes, the self-hate for leaving them with no Alpha to defend them. He was blaming himself for this. 
 
    “Some of us can go with you, we’ve got good fighters,” Ray spoke up. 
 
    “No, this is not your fight,” my father barked at him. 
 
    “They were our Pack, and they’ve betrayed us, it is our fight,” Ray stood his ground. 
 
    “No,” my father stated, his definite tone shutting Ray down. 
 
    “Neema, you stay with Taylor. They could come back to start a fight here too. We will head home and deal with this. Take care of her,” he said as he turned to my Aunt. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he snarled at my boys and brother. 
 
    Frank was nowhere to be seen, but he was not a warrior anyway, so I don’t think my father cared whether he went or not. 
 
    My three boys shot each other looks of desperation. Jaye stepped forward, his jaw set as he moved towards me. 
 
    “Now!” my father roared as he took off, ordering my men to follow. Nathan gave me a distressed look before shaking his head and turning away, knowing his family needed his help. Scott looked silently pissed and concerned, and he gave me a tight-lipped smile, not wanting to upset my father more by hugging me. 
 
    Jaye’s face dropped to hurt and struggle as he reached out to me. I lurched forward and drew him into a hug. 
 
    “Be careful,” I whispered in that brief moment. The strained half-smile he gave me was not enough to reassure me as he pulled away. 
 
    Then I watched in dismay as they all darted off into the darkness, struggling not to call out after my three men. They all gave me broken and forlorn looks over their shoulders as they followed after my father, bound by duty as his betas. Chris gave me a sad smile as he patted my shoulder and hurried after them. 
 
    I didn’t even get a proper goodbye with my boys. 
 
    I could only hope they’d be okay, and that they could get Beth, Mary, and Bianca home safe. 
 
    The only thing holding me back from roaring out, screaming after them in despair, was Ray’s grip on my hand. 
 
    I had a duty too now, to this Pack. And I’d promised to protect it at all costs. 
 
    It was time for me to Alpha up.  
 
    * * * 
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