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   To Professor Bernd Richter.
 
   We were not close, but you were
 
   a wonderful mentor.
 
   I’m grateful I could take your
 
   English class while you were still alive.
 
   Rest in peace.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   True strength is keeping 
 
   everything together
 
   when everyone expects you 
 
   to fall apart.
 
   — unknown
 
   


 
   
  
 






Chapter One
 The pack would have to flee thanks to Rachael’s complacency.

 Wednesday morning started like any other. Rachael Adair woke up after her boyfriend—no surprise there—and heard him showering in the connected bathroom. For a moment she considered joining him, but then decided against it. He had a hard time keeping his hands off her. And bathrooms had too many acoustics to keep their fun quiet enough.

 So she rolled out of their—His, she reminded herself, though they certainly didn’t use it that way—bed and went to retrieve her clothes. She found and pulled on a pair of sweatpants. Her shirt lay in a pool on the floor, not exactly in pristine condition after the night before. She hesitated before opening the closet and choosing one of her boyfriend’s button-up long-sleeved shirts. Outside would be deathly hot, but the house had ample air conditioning. Besides, she liked his smell—as well as the longing look he gave her on the rare occasion she wore an article of his clothing.

 Rachael stopped to make the bed. Her boyfriend preferred things tidy. While she wasn’t a neat freak herself, she understood his desire to keep things as quiet and simple as possible. After all, they were only living in the house thanks to the good grace of another alpha.

 And that alpha was a bit of a head case. Putting it mildly.

 For the past couple months, Rachael and her boyfriend’s lycan pack resided on a compound in southern Nevada, confined to a single two-story house that held the bare minimum for furniture and necessities. She didn’t particularly mind. While her boyfriend’s lycans—their term for werewolves—were not permitted to interact with their hosting alpha’s charges, they weren’t prisoners. The pack could come or go as they pleased. They just couldn’t talk to their hosts.

 Except for her boyfriend. He was permitted to mingle. Though, as of late, he was doing so with less frequency. Rachael was probably to blame for that; keeping her hands off him was an arduous task as well. But then, what else could be expected of a newly dating couple? Especially since they had spent the six years prior trying to move on and failing, all while missing each other.

 Rachael made sure to grab her shirt and close the bedroom door behind her. She stopped by her old room—now used by Ana Sofia—and chucked the soiled material into her laundry basket before she padded down the stairs.

 Two kids sat in the living room watching a small television. One was a blond boy who looked around ten, and the other a pretty little Hispanic girl about half his size.

 Nathan looked up and grinned at her. “Mornin’, Miss Rachael.”

 “Good morning,” she greeted. The girl nodded once but didn’t tear her eyes away from the cartoon drama unfolding before her eyes. “Morning, Ana Sofia.”

 The girl nodded again.

 A slight frown pulled Nathan’s lips as he looked her up and down. Rachael stared inquisitively into eyes that were almost exact mirrors of her boyfriends: pure black, without the gold speckles that most lycans earned upon surviving their transformative infection.

 “That shirt,” said Nathan suddenly. “Doesn’t look great on you.”

 Rachael’s eyebrows flew up. Sometimes he said peculiar things—especially as of late. “The color or the cut?”

 Nathan shrugged. Weird. Rachael shook her head and turned.

 While there wasn’t much to the house, the kitchen was one of the nicer areas. The countertops and floor hadn’t been updated since the early ‘90s, but the walls had been painted a soft, inviting orange that transformed every sleepy morning into a peaceful glow.

 Coffee had already been made. She smelled a hint of cinnamon in the brew.

 “Morning, RayRay,” came a deep voice from the other side of the room. Her brother, Jackson, and his new wife, Eva, sat at the table eating their breakfast.

 Jackson reminded Rachael a lot of their father in looks. He was broadly built, with wide shoulders and a stocky body. Large muscles that spoke to his intensive love for his wolf side added to his enormous appearance. He’d chosen to grow his brown hair out similar to his look in high school, though these days he kept it tied back.

 Contrastingly his wife was a tall, willowy woman. When standing she held a good three inches over her husband. Long dark hair accentuated her slim height. When she glanced up at Rachael her eyes were slanted and sharp, but not necessarily uninviting. Rachael nodded and Eva returned the gesture.

 There were only four chairs at the table; not enough for everyone in the house. It was a relatively nice set carved out of mahogany. The previous owner had refused to take it with her when she switched houses on the compound. Rachael had never been sure if the gesture was kind or malicious.

 Rachael returned her brother’s greeting and opened a cabinet. She pulled down two mugs and some dry creamer. One of the cups she filled with milky caffeine, while the other was plain yet strong. She left the darker brew on the counter and took a sip of hers.

 “We’re out of sugar,” she remarked.

 Jackson sighed but nodded. “Didn’t plan on going into town today, but we need some more food, too. Eva’s cooking tonight.”

 Slanted eyes flicked toward Rachael before Eva returned to her meal.

 Her attitude didn’t bother Rachael; not anymore, at least. Eva was quiet and terse, but kind. It hadn’t taken Rachael long to decide she liked her. Which was a relief, considering her brother’s nuptials had come as a surprise—as did the fact he’d met a woman. But then, Rachael thought, a lot of surprises had occurred after three years of radio silence.

 She was so happy all that was behind them.

 “I don’t suppose Boss mentioned anything about us getting out of here anytime soon?” Jackson inquired.

 Rachael tried to keep her expression indifferent. She failed. “Why would he tell me anything?”

 Her brother grimaced. “Please, RayRay. I’m happy for you both, but it’s still weird. Don’t make it weirder.”

 A mischievous smile tugged her lips. Rachael crept closer to the table and murmured, “Which part? That I’m dating or fucking your alpha?”

 “Jesus, RayRay, the kids are still here,” Jackson snapped. His entire face flushed.

 Eva shot her husband an exasperated look. “Way to be a hypocrite, dear.”

 “I’m not a kid,” shouted Nathan from the living room. Which was technically true—he looked and mostly acted ten, but he’d also been alive for over two centuries.

 Ana Sofia spoke for the first time, “Fucking is sex. ¿Correcto?”

 “Sí,” confirmed Nathan.

 Jackson groaned and covered his face with one massive hand. “God damn it,” he muttered. Eva just shook her head.

 Rachael grinned.

 Upstairs a door closed. Within moments another man joined them, pausing between the kitchen and living room. His voice was smooth and deliberate as he said, “Nathan, when I asked you to help Ana Sofia with her English, cursing was explicitly not part of it.”

 Lately he’d been snippier with his little brother—or distant nephew; the actual details were a bit murky to Rachael—for reasons only the two of them could comprehend. It made Rachael wince to hear him so irritable first thing in the morning.

 Nathan returned his brother’s stare, unapologetic. “S’not my fault. I don’t say ‘em, I just explain ‘em.”

 Softly, hoping to distract him, Rachael said, “Morning, Aaron.”

 Aaron finally looked her way. When he strode toward her, effectively turning his back on his brother, it was a carefully chosen choice. She made a mental note to inquire about it later.

 Rather than greet her, he glanced toward the coffee on the counter. “Is that one for me?” Rachael nodded, and he accepted it with grace.

 Though she was getting better at not staring, it seemed like Rachael fell in love with him a little more each time she looked. Aaron looked fantastic this morning. After a shower he’d put on his typical pressed clothes and polished shoes. Aside from the occasional pair of jeans, his attire was always dark; navy blues, greys, and a lot of black occasionally accented with white pinstripes. Today he wore fitted slacks and a charcoal grey button-down shirt turned casual by rolling the sleeves halfway up his arms. And even that was done with calculated, pressing attention to detail.

 Once the others appeared to return their attention to other activities, Aaron finally stepped closer to Rachael. Ostensibly he just wanted to lean against the counter, but his low whisper left warm breath on the edge of her ear. “You look beautiful.”

 Rachael shot him a sideways look. Aaron might be able to prevent the others from listening, but Rachael was still human. She couldn’t speak the soft pitches lycans could, much less hear them.

 And he knew it. Aaron smirked when she couldn’t think of an innocuous response and brought the mug to his lips.

 Just you wait, she thought, wishing he could hear her. You’re in for it later.

 She tried not to fantasize in too great of detail. The others didn’t need to know when she was aroused. It was hard enough trying to keep quiet at night.

 “Hey, Boss,” Jackson said. “Mind if Eva and I go into Paradise for some groceries?”

 Aaron shrugged. “If you must.”

 Paradise was the town just a mile away from their compound. Well, maybe not town—it was more of a city, bordering the glitzy glamour of Las Vegas. Rachael had visited a few times since the pack had freed her from captivity, but for the most part she preferred to stay indoors.

 That in itself was unusual. She’d grown up outdoorsy, always hiking and exploring the woods back in her Pacific Northwest hometown of Keeton. But since her kidnapping and month-long imprisonment in a soundproofed basement, Rachael was uneasy leaving their temporary home.

 She knew she was an adult now; 24, no longer the teenager she’d been upon meeting the lycans. Yet there were a lot of things from her weeks of captivity that continued to haunt her.

 She hated that she couldn’t step outside without worrying if she’d be jumped. Rachael loathed how this was made worse by the compound alpha, a woman in her early thirties named Olivia, forbidding Aaron’s pack to speak with hers—unless it was Aaron himself. It seemed she had some weird unrequited love-hate relationship with him. Aaron did his best not to encourage Olivia, but he’d privately admitted to Rachael that he had played on the woman’s emotions to gain her trust and support months earlier. From that, it seemed, the damage had already been done.

 But until Aaron said they could leave, they were to accept the compound alpha’s “hospitality.” And when pressed, he simply said he was working on other arrangements.

 Rachael decided to trust him, so she did her best not to pry. But she couldn’t say that remaining on hostile grounds helped her anxieties at all.

 She also couldn’t show it. Not if she wanted Aaron to take her seriously. For the first couple weeks after her rescue, he’d been cool and aloof toward her until the tension between them grew so much it exploded. Rachael had to shout at him: that she wasn’t broken, that he had to treat her like an adult and not a child. Her words had offended him so terribly that he’d physically expressed precisely what he thought of her.

 Rachael was glad for the last part, but everything before had sucked. And she did not want a repeat of those events.

 “RayRay, do you want anything else from the store?”

 She blinked and looked to her brother. “Oh—no. Just the sugar. I’m good other than that.”

 Jackson made a sound to show he heard. “What about you, Boss? I already have the basics for breakfast.”

 “Condoms,” said Aaron without missing a beat.

 Rachael choked in mid-sip, more from laughter than embarrassment. She quickly covered her mouth. Aaron’s more open sense of humor was a very recent development, but the more he utilized, the more Rachael loved to hear it. When she’d first met him Aaron had been a lot more reserved. But since they each confessed their feelings, he was loosening up. Even around his pack. Rachael adored him for that.

 That he was willing to mess with her brother didn’t hurt.

  At the table Jackson groaned as though in agony while his wife absent-mindedly patted him on the back. Aaron smirked.

 “Boss, tell me we’ll have a bigger house when we leave,” Jackson begged.

 Aaron nodded, though amusement glittered in his black eyes. “A solution to our cramped quarters is in the works,” he said calmly. “As soon as it is complete, we shall leave.”

 Complete? Rachael wondered. Aaron was very particular with his word choice, so this was no slip of the tongue. Was he building a new place?

 “Thank God,” muttered Jackson. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

 “I’m with ya,” piped up Nathan from the living room.

 Rachael blinked in confusion. Aaron scowled. She definitely had to ask about that, she decided. Half the odd things Nathan said seemed to rub Aaron the wrong way these days.

 Her boyfriend turned to Jackson and said, “I shall see about borrowing a vehicle. Prepare a list and I will get you the money you believe you will need.”

 Then he set down his unfinished drink and, without saying goodbye, left by the front door. Presumably to speak with Olivia about transportation. Rachael stifled a sigh and joined the children in the living room.

 Afternoon came pleasantly enough, and Rachael fit in a shower before her brother and Eva left. She decided to go with them at the last minute—or rather, Aaron pulled her aside and quietly expressed his desire for her to get out of the house. Rachael hadn’t wanted to argue. He was right, and besides, she would be safe with Jackson. She did put on a lightweight jacket that covered Aaron’s shirt. Judging by her boyfriend’s expression, it did not go unnoticed, and she could look forward to an intense night later.

 The town of Paradise was miniscule in feel compared to Vegas, but Rachael kind of liked that about it. She’d lived in Seattle for a couple years before her kidnapping, and had been taken from the Las Vegas airport straight to a basement prison and stored there for over a month. Big cities had their place, but after her experiences Rachael felt she had outgrown the need to live in one.

 Eva drove them to a local supermarket, and Rachael made sure to stick close by. She had the distinct feeling it made her a burden, but both Jackson and his wife were either too polite or too kind to say so. So she did her best to wander away a little, though never out of eyesight.

 At one point Jackson lumbered off to find milk, leaving Rachael and Eva alone together. Once her husband was out of earshot, Eva said calmly, “You look really nervous and people are staring.”

 Rachael tried not to wince. “Sorry.”

 “Don’t be. Just letting you know.”

 Then why tell me? was Rachael’s first irritable thought. But then it occurred to her that, in her own way, Eva was trying to remind her to relax; that she was safe.

 Rachael drew in a deep breath and said, “What were you planning on making tonight?”

 Eva’s slanted eyes glanced her way. “Nothing special. Chicken, rice, vegetables.”

 “And Ana Sofia’s okay with that?” asked Rachael dubiously. She’d made meals for the little girl before, and Ana Sofia always insisted she hated chicken.

 With a shrug, Eva answered, “She’ll eat it or go hungry.”

 Rachael couldn’t help but smile. “That’s such a ‘mom’ answer. Mama used to say things like that.”

 Eva didn’t answer immediately, but when she did her flat voice was even more muted. “She sounds like she was a wonderful woman.”

 “I always thought so.”

 “So does Jackson. When he does speak of her.”

 Losing their mother was still a touchy subject. It had been over eight years since her passing, and she had been terminally ill, but her death had been sped up by a now-deceased member of Aaron’s pack. Rachael used to have a picture of her mom—and her best high school friend, who was also dead—everywhere she went, but both had to be left behind in Wells.

 As much as she missed those photographs, Rachael would rather kill herself than set foot in that town or its outskirts again.

 Eva sighed. “And now you look pissed.”

 Rachael did cringe this time. “Sorry. I was thinking about....”

 “I know,” murmured Eva. She tucked a long lock of hair behind one delicate ear. “It’s hard as lycans, but have you considered asking Aaron to see a therapist?”

 The idea had occurred to her a few times, but Rachael hated to dwell on it. She lifted one shoulder and said, “Thought about it. Doesn’t seem feasible right now.”

 Eva hummed in answer, and then said, “I would consider it again, if I were you. Aaron can’t support you emotionally forever.”

 Rachael turned to look at her sharply, but Eva’s head faced the other direction. The willowy woman said, “Eggs were not in the budget, dear. Or bacon.”

 “Or sausage, or pancakes,” agreed Jackson as he placed all four in the cart. “But the pancake mix were on sale, and we hardly ever have a proper breakfast. I swear, I’ve lost fifty pounds just eating cereal. I’m going soft!”

 Eva rolled her eyes, but the tiny smile tugging one corner of her mouth gave her away. “Then we’ll have to find the rest of what we need on sale to offset it. If we don’t bring Boss his condoms, he’ll be quite upset.”

 Rachael began to giggle. Glaring at both of them, Jackson said gruffly, “Whatever. What’s next?”

 They finished their shopping in quick order, though Jackson had to put the sausage back when they couldn’t afford it. Rachael stood at the end of the checkout line, helping to put loaded bags in the cart, when a strange, prickly sensation ran up her back and spread across her neck. She tried to be subtle when looking around, but had the sinking feeling her anxiety was all over her face.

 Then she saw him—a lycan, with glittering green eyes and rich hair. A red-tipped moustache decorated his upper lip. They locked eyes for a moment. Rachael stared in trepidation.

 But then his eyes shifted to a point past her. Rachael followed his gaze, puzzled to find her brother. Do they know each other?

 If so, Jackson didn’t give any indication. In fact, he seemed to be completely oblivious as he chatted at his wife. Eva nodded along patiently.

 When Rachael turned back to the stranger, the young man scoffed and turned his back to her. He hurried to catch up with a teenage girl. This one Rachael did recognize; Cindy, one of Olivia’s pack.

 He must have also been of Olivia’s, she realized. Why were they here? Was her pack following them or was it coincidence?

 “RayRay?”

 Her brother jolted Rachael free from her daze. She apologized and finished loading the last two bags. Without question they exited the building and packed the car.

 She thought the two might ask about her moment, but neither did. Instead the ride was tense and silent.

 When they arrived back to the compound, it looked deserted at first glance. No lycans walked around, but here and there some houses—especially the main one, where an older man and the kids resided—had lights on. Rachael could hear muffled music from one of them.

 It was isolating, to be purposefully ignored so hard and all the time. But like the others, she did her best not to allow any emotions to display on her face as they brought the groceries inside.

 Aaron came home shortly after them, just as Eva began to cook. He said nothing about his day—he probably would later, once he and Rachael were alone—and instead proceeded to perform his monthly check of Ana Sofia’s body.

 Lycans all went through rough adjustment periods after their infection, lasting anywhere from months to years. Their gums bled, their joints popped uncontrollably, and they were susceptible to a period called “the fade.” The fade was when a lycan lost time. Often during these periods, they were violent. Ana Sofia’s initial experience with the fade had been particularly violent, since she had been changed and hidden without consent or knowledge of the pack alpha.

 Most lycans grew out of these periods after a couple years, but since Ana Sofia had gone so long unmonitored—and murdered a bunch of kids in their hometown—she was more prone to setbacks. These days she seemed to do just fine, but Aaron was adamant that she continue the regimen for another year before he could sign her off as “safe.”

 Fortunately, Ana Sofia was unusually patient for her age. She went along willingly.

 While Rachael poured drinks for everybody in preparation for dinner, Nathan suddenly became her shadow. She didn’t particularly mind, since he mostly just made small talk, but abruptly he stopped her and looked her up and down.

 Quietly and seriously, he said, “Miss Rachael, don’t you wanna wear your own shirt?”

 She frowned. “I’m fine. If Aaron wants me to change, he can tell—”

 Nathan sighed with exaggerated loudness. “Don’t you like doin’ your own stuff and not always what he wants?”

 His peculiar comments were becoming insulting. Rachael placed a hand on her hip and scrutinized the smaller boy. Nathan stared back unapologetically, his eyes darker than space with the stars twinkled out. He looked so much like Aaron just then—and it was unnerving.

 “Nathan, why do you keep bringing things like that up?” asked Rachael.

 He started to answer, but a metallic jingling sounded from the front door. The entire house seemed to turn toward it.

 Rachael already knew who it was. They all did. She stifled a sigh.

 Olivia Wolfe strode through the threshold, allowing the door to fall shut behind her. She entered the foyer with the billowing presence of a barely-controlled fire. Tight, springy black curls bounced behind her as she climbed the short flight of stairs, bringing her to the small platform between the kitchen and living room.

 She ignored everybody but Aaron, her intense gaze zeroing in on him. “We need to talk. Now.”

 That was a mistake. Though Aaron remained calm, Rachael sensed his ire rising. He was the sort of man who took better to suggestion over orders, and certainly didn’t take kindly to the latter.

 Aaron rose from his crouching position before Ana Sofia. “Miss Olivia. What a pleasure to see your smiling face while we are preparing for dinner. Thank you for announcing your presence. Please, do not wait outside; come on in. Welcome into our humble abode.”

 Olivia’s eyes narrowed. They were mesmerizing to look at; even Rachael couldn’t help but be fascinated. All colors that could possibly make up hazel were there; brown, green, blue, red, and of course the tell-tale golden specks of a lycan. But her irises were so colorful that Rachael really had to look hard for those specks.

 “I still own this house,” said Olivia quietly. “I don’t need an invitation.”

 Aaron flashed his teeth in a cold not-quite-smile. “Then cease cashing my checks. I pay you for privacy, not for space. That you owed me.”

 “I owed you,” snarled Olivia. “Not your entire entourage.”

 “As far as you are concerned, they are me.”

 For a moment it looked as though Olivia were going to erupt. Then she took a deep breath and her features relaxed. With much more composure, she said, “Please, Aaron, step outside with me. I need to ask....”

 Her voice trailed off as she finally took notice of the other occupants in the room. Namely Rachael. For a long moment the only sound in the house was the television yammering in the background.

 Rachael stared back at Olivia, discomfort shifting in her bones. The alpha’s eyes raked over her, until Rachael realized she was staring at her shirt. Namely, that it was obviously Aaron’s.

 Shit.

 “Lovely outfit,” said Olivia with too much calm. “I’ve wondered why I never see you outside.”

 Now was the time for a perfect snarky comeback. But while Rachael was far better at those than she had been in high school, at the moment she drew a blank.

 Instead she glanced at Aaron and said, “You pay her rent?”

 “It seemed the thing to do, although I am seriously reconsidering it,” muttered Aaron. He never took his eyes off Olivia. Rather than interest, his gaze sharpened with suspicion.

 “Well,” said Olivia with a smile. “I can see I’ve interrupted a family meal. If you’ll excuse me.”

 She spun on her heel and left. Despite her pleasant demeanor, the door slammed shut with far more force than necessary.

 In the living room, the television continued on, but the kids abandoned it to join them in the kitchen. For a couple tense minutes, silence ruled the air as the previous scene weighed down on everyone.

 Rachael closed her eyes, kicking herself mentally. It was the shirt. She knew it was. And Olivia was infuriated. “Not good?” she asked, hoping she was wrong.

 But Aaron’s mouth pulled down into a grim line. “Not good,” he confirmed quietly. “Jackson, Eva; take the kids out back. Rachael, get your shoes.”

 She hadn’t even had a chance to change—though, again, Rachael realized that was her own fault for placing sentiment over practicality that morning. Out of everybody in the pack, only Aaron had even an inkling of how Olivia’s mind really worked. If he said to run, they had to run.

 So Rachael didn’t even bother to grab socks. She hurried to her old bedroom and shoved her bare feet into a pair of worn sneakers. And while she realized it didn’t matter in that immediate moment, she was also dismayed that she hadn’t put on a bra that day. Or underwear.

 Damn it all.

 As she bounded back down the stairs, Aaron met her with a solemn look. “Go. Out back,” he ordered, though without his usual edge.

 Rachael stopped. “Aren’t you coming?”

 “I told you before,” said Aaron firmly. “I did not expend all that energy looking only to lose you.” He reached out and tucked a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “Now go.”

 She didn’t ask again. Though it hurt Rachael to leave him, she hurried out the back door where her brother and the rest of the pack were waiting.

 Before she could say a word screaming erupted, mostly a woman’s voice. Rachael stared along with the others, waiting in apprehensive silence. Something like a window smashed from inside, followed by a small whoosh.

 Not seconds later, Rachael smelled smoke.

Ͼ

 Whether Olivia’s more unhinged nature had always been there or had exploded forth after the death of her brother, Aaron wasn’t certain. All he knew was that the woman was dangerous and they needed to leave.

 Quickly.

 When Olivia calmly walked back through the front door, one hand clutching two bottles of clear alcohol by their long necks, Aaron was aware of the danger he was in. Still, he was not looking to start a war amongst lycans. He had enough problems with his former charge-cum-alpha, Holden, and he didn’t need more stacked atop that.

 “Olivia,” he said quietly. “Do not be rash.”

 She stared at him, her full mouth curving on one side. “I’ve had the feeling. Always did. You lied to me when you said she was nothing to you.”

 Aaron shrugged. “You lied to me when you said you were a no-kill pack.”

 Her smile dropped. “I did not lie,” she snarled. “Etan always was a handful. I was the only one who ever could keep him in check. But after what Nadine did to him—”

 “Run?” suggested Aaron scornfully. “From a man she was clearly afraid of? Tell me, Olivia, how much of your brother’s abuse did she endure?”

 Olivia’s nostrils flared. “Don’t you talk about Etan like that.”

 Egging her on might just tip her over the edge. Tempting as it was, Aaron still had to think of his pack—and girlfriend—waiting for his signal in the back yard area.

 So he said, “My apologies if you feel misled.”

 “Misled?” she demanded, her voice rising. “You lied to me. How could you spend days comforting me only to turn and fuck her? Because she’s younger? Prettier?” Her scarred hands shook as she brought them up, still clutching the bottles. “Unscathed?”

 Aaron narrowed his eyes. “I never lied when I called you beautiful,” he said. He truly had meant it. Olivia was gorgeous, even with her arms burned from elbow to fingertip. Objectively, even with her appearance in her early thirties, Olivia was the one who immediately drew the wandering eye.

 She just wasn’t Rachael. So his eyes no longer needed to wander.

 His words failed to placate her. “You took advantage of me. Of my kindness; of my generosity! Moving your pack into my home. Not to mention you just watched your bastard charge murder my brother!”

 Aaron felt his patience slipping and struggled to hold on to it. That she had kept him tied up—as a ruse at the time, but even so—had apparently slipped her mind. He was beginning to realize Olivia could not be reasoned with in this state. She seemed determined to spew her bile and do what she came to do.

 Evenly, he said, “I comforted you in spite of the fact Etan murdered your nephew’s mother, and you did nothing to stop him. You cannot claim to be no-kill and allow your pack to do as they please, Olivia. You are the alpha.”

 She curled her lip in disgust. “Well, don’t you sound just like Holden.”

 Aaron stilled.

 Seeing she’d gotten to him, Olivia said, “I hope you’re happy with damaged goods. It’s pretty clear what he did to her. That child is a basket case.”

 Aaron did not become a pack alpha over the centuries by behaving recklessly. Far worse had been said about him or his brother, yet he often managed to keep his cool.

 But Olivia was cutting dangerously close to the quick by mocking the horror Rachael had survived two months ago.

 Through his teeth he snarled, “I highly suggest you leave.”

 Her eyes flooded with disdain.

 “Fuck you, Aaron Moreno.”

 She swung the hand gripping the alcohol bottles against a nearby wall. Glass and alcohol sprayed. Aaron flinched back but was unable to avoid getting hit by either. Without waiting to see what her next move was, he darted toward the back of the house. Olivia screamed at him. A metallic flick of a lighter reached his ears.

 The fire burst to life thanks to the alcohol’s accelerant quality. Heat erupted behind Aaron’s back and threatened to scald him. He kept running.

 When he threw the back door open he nearly collided with his girlfriend. Fear and rage ran his adrenaline to unspeakable heights. He grabbed Rachael by her shoulders and shoved her away from the house without releasing her. She stared past him with enormous grey eyes that didn’t seem to completely focus on any one thing.

 She was in mild shock, realized Aaron. While she’d never fully divulged all that had happened to her in captivity, he was aware it had left some psychological wounds that had yet to heal.

 But right now he needed her attention. So Aaron did something he rarely ever did.

 He shouted.

 “When I tell you to run, I expect you to never turn back. NOW GO!”

 Rachael’s stricken expression snapped back to him. But his tactic worked, because she immediately turned and ran back toward his pack. They had already begun to flee. Behind him, Aaron heard another piercing scream, followed by a howl. Within seconds several others joined in, and he knew Olivia had just sent the signal to give chase.

 His pack wouldn’t get far this way. They needed to find better transportation, and fast.

 Preferably before the lycans caught up with them and dove for Rachael’s weak, human throat.








  
 






Chapter Two
 There was once a time it gave Holden Cavanaugh joy to fantasize about his former alpha’s grisly death. He’d spent years plotting to do it and nights dreaming about the look on the bastard’s face when Holden forcibly removed his still-beating heart.

 Lately it was hard to be enthused about anything at all.

 He was supposed to be planning the grand take-down of Aaron Moreno’s pack. It was, his girlfriend said, the only way she would forgive him for his failures.

 It was also a hell of a tall order. Holden began to think Lacey made her demand borderline ridiculous on purpose. Either way, Holden was at a loss.

 The last plot had been doable: kidnap and tie Rachael up to keep her out of the way, use her presence to lure Aaron to the dead end of Nevada, and face his pack in relatively even numbers: 5-on-4.

 Except Rachael had somehow broken free of her bonds during the fight, and Aaron had acquired a new member for his pack as well. Not to mention Holden’s forced ally betraying him, and her brother murdering one of his betas.

 Shockingly, Rachael had killed the other.

 Between Sage and Nadine, Holden missed Nadine the most. She’d been vibrant, cheerful, and mischievous. Even when she gave him a headache for bringing a local farmer’s wrath down on them for the slaughter of his chickens, Nadine had managed her breeze her way through hardship and come out grinning. Right up until Etan murdered her, of course. The pleading in her eyes haunted him still.

 For Lacey, it was the exact opposite. Though she had finally come around to spending more nights with Holden, it was clear she missed Sage terribly. Daily, Lacey used to wear a blue ribbon choker Holden had helped her fashion years ago. Lately she had traded it in for a ribbon-woven bracelet with a charm Sage had given Lacey for one of her birthdays.

 The two women hadn’t just been lovers; they had also been close friends to the point Holden had occasionally wondered if they conspired anything together. He even had an idea of something borderline traitorous they might have done. But with Sage dead, it seemed pointless to pursue.

 Especially since Lacey would bite his head off if he tried.

 That he was failing her once again was why Holden chose to remain alone tonight. Well, he thought gloomily, that and Lacey had revoked their former practice of sleeping with other members of the pack. He felt it was only helping them to fracture further, but she was the Primary. She still held veto rights.

 Still, he felt Lacey was doing a fine job of fracturing them on her own.

 Since he couldn’t sleep with the only beta left, Laelia had been absolutely despondent. She tried to make a move on him at least twice a day now, but Holden always had to turn her down. Slowly but surely, it was starting to piss him off.

 It seemed to be getting under Laelia’s skin as well. More than once she and Lacey had ended up in a screaming match at each other. The first couple times this had happened Holden had done his best to break them up. That had only earned him the cold shoulder from Lacey for over three days—in each instance. So he reluctantly stepped aside and allowed the women to vent their frustrations with each other.

 Soon, he knew, the blood would flow. Holden didn’t think he could do much to stop it once it started.

 He lay in bed one weekday night, alone. The evening had been surprisingly peaceful. He and Lacey ate dinner and then watched a movie. She’d actually asked about his plans, which Holden had no response for. So when bedtime came she’d swept up and into her—and Sage’s old—room and locked the door.

 Too tired to argue, Holden had gone to bed. Not to sleep, of course. Insomnia had made him Her bitch these days. Instead he spent over an hour staring at the ceiling, failing to come up with ideas.

 The problem was, when he had tried to figure out where Aaron and his pack had gone, Holden eventually found them on Olivia Wolfe’s compound. With a full pack Holden had once taken on Olivia’s, but he was down two incredible, resourceful fighters. He and Lacey could fight—as could Laelia, when she was able to focus. But three against thirteen, minus a baby, plus Aaron’s pack, was laughable.

 Though admittedly, a part of his reluctance was that he was now obligated to kill Rachael.

 Holden constantly wavered on this decision. It was strictly practical; Rachael was too great a weakness to him, and he’d been tricked by her too many times. That she’d stabbed Sage in the heart before running off with Aaron incited rage every time he thought of it.

 And yet, damn it all, he was still in love with her. Holden had fallen for her over eight years ago, spent two years helping her through a devastating family death, and then lost her to his own stupidity. But not once had he given up hope that she could be saved.

 Until now.

 And he still couldn’t shake the sweet ache in his chest when he thought of her.

 Growling, Holden climbed out of bed and began to pace. His internal conflict always raised his blood pressure. He was tired of it yet couldn’t shake his emotions no matter how hard he tried.

 Well then, try harder, he scolded himself. Rachael has to die either way.

 He was still pacing and trying to talk himself into it when a soft knock intruded on his thoughts. Holden paused in the middle of the floor and eyed his door warily.

 “Come in, Laelia,” he said heavily.

 The door opened to reveal a slim redhead barely nineteen years old. Her hair was bright as a red fox and as bushy as one’s tail. Freckles adorned every inch of her body, drawing particular attention to her face.

 Tonight what interested him were her eyes. They were blue as the open Nevada sky, set off by gold speckles that never seemed to quit shifting. Often distant or dreamy, right then they were unusually focused.

 Quietly, Holden said, “I’m still not sleeping with you, Laelia.”

 She tilted her head, her expression atypically serious. “That’s not why I’m here.”

 Even her voice was grounded. She hadn’t sounded so lucid since the night Holden found her. His interest piqued, Holden said, “What do you need?”

 Laelia smiled faintly as though pleased with herself. “You remember how I used to work at The Lusty Lady?” She referred to a gauzy strip club from Las Vegas, where they had met. Holden nodded. “Well, I have stripper friends. Not just in Vegas. Some in Reno, too. And Paradise.”

 Paradise—where Olivia’s compound was. Holden frowned. “And?”

 “And,” she continued charmingly, “One of my girlfriends just called. She had something re-e-eally interesting to tell me.”

 “What, Laelia?” snapped Holden.

 Amazingly, her smile didn’t falter. “A house burned down a mile outside the city. Inside a compound. Police say it was arson. They found a ton of personal belongings but no one there.”

 Which meant Aaron was on the move—as well as Olivia. Holden hesitated, but then said, “Any ideas?”

 Eager he’d asked, Laelia dared to step closer. “Some. I did a little digging. Most of it’s just rumors. A huge bunch of wolves invaded Mount Montgomery. And a bunch of cars were stolen in one day in... I think it was Beatty? Maybe Mercury. They found two in Carson City. A couple more in Reno.”

 Holden did his best to suppress his excitement. That the packs were on the go was good news; it meant they might get split up.

 He needed more information before he could act, though.

 “Sounds like they’re heading west,” he muttered, rubbing his stubbly chin. “Might be good if we followed them, except....”

 Laelia bounced impatiently. “There’s more.”

 Holden glanced her way, and then nodded for her to continue.

 “They caught a kid wandering around with a baby. No parents. The kids got taken in by the police. Right around then, the sudden wolf invasions stopped.”

 That sounded like Olivia’s pack, thought Holden. Aaron’s didn’t have a baby.

 Laelia’s eyes glittered. “But there’s a guy new to Reno, and he’s spending an awful lot of money at the Peppermill Resort Spa Casino. It’s super nice. I’ve never stayed, but I’ve entertained clients there a couple times, before I started my job.”

 Holden nodded. He was well aware of her sordid past.

 Laelia continued, “They say this guy’s a tourist, but my girlfriend tried to have drinks with him at the bar last night. He pushed her off and left with some other woman.” She leaned in excitedly. “She said he was really hot. Black hair, and the blackest eyes she’s ever seen. And he went upstairs with a blonde woman. My girlfriend was really upset, because she said that girl was way too ordinary for a guy that stunning. Sound familiar?”

 Indeed, it did. Holden couldn’t believe his good fortune.

 No, he realized. It wasn’t just good fortune. Laelia had apparently done a lot of leg work while he was busy moping. She’d made herself useful—and here he was, trying to reconcile his feelings over women who gave him nothing but grief.

 Holden could hardly contain himself. He grabbed Laelia and wrapped his arms around her in a bone-crushing hug.

 “You’re amazing,” he whispered. “This changes everything. We can make a move now—no. We need to.”

 Laelia grinned when he pulled away. “There’s no rush,” she said. “My girlfriend found out they’ll be there for a couple more days.”

 It wasn’t much time, but it wouldn’t even take a five hours to drive there. Holden allowed a vicious smile to slash his face.

 “You did fantastic, Laelia,” he praised her. “Thank you.”

 Her eyes lowered becomingly. “I’d do anything for you.” Then her hands began to snake toward his pants.

 Holden grabbed her by the wrists, some of his elation waning. “No, Laelia,” he said firmly. “We’ve been over this.”

 Usually her response was to whine; this time she just looked at him pityingly. “Poor Holden,” she whispered. “How long as it been for you?”

 His eyes closed briefly. “Enough.”

 “At least two months, now?” Laelia shook her head, her hair fluttering about like gentle fire. “Too long. That’s so unfair to you. I don’t mean to call Lacey cruel, and I guess now it’s none of my business, but when I see you in so much pain and you’re not allowed to accept any affection... it’s sad.” Her lower lip trembled enticingly. “You’ve lost so much, and she won’t even give you a little bit of comfort.”

 Holden didn’t know what to say. He’d thought similar things, but fought them on a daily basis. Lacey was Primary. She had the right to revoke their open policy, so when she did, Holden listened.

 And yet... Laelia was right. Lacey remained icy with him several weeks after their failed battle. The most she would do was cuddle or endure only the most chaste of kisses.

 Laelia reached for him again, and this time Holden didn’t stop her. She pressed one slender hand between his legs and began to rub. His breath caught.

 “Please,” she whispered, leaning in close and applying pressure with her palm. “I’ll be quiet.”

 He couldn’t. Not after promising Lacey.

 Of course, he liked Laelia as well. Holden never would have invited her into the pack if he hadn’t felt something for her. But that didn’t negate Lacey’s request.

 Yet Holden dropped his voice to a soft heat. “You have to be. Or never again.”

 Laelia nodded eagerly. Then she moved her hand to the elastic hem of his pants and slipped in. Her fingers were slightly cool—unusual for a lycan. A thrill of pleasure warmed Holden’s core as she wrapped her hand around his hardening cock and began to stroke.

 It had been so long that he couldn’t be patient. Holden grabbed the back of her head, pulling her up for an open-mouthed kiss. Her tongue danced along his with slick ease, and she gripped him harder.

 Holden fought back a groan and guided her down to the floor with him. If they used the bed it would creak, and whether Lacey was asleep or not, the sound would reach her sensitive lycan ears. The floor barely made noise at all for how old it was.

 Laelia’s eyelids fluttered as they tangled together. Her hips writhed against him with abandon and, true to her word, she managed to keep silent.

 He was both curious and terrified to find out how long she could keep it up.

 With his free hand Holden pulled her thin shirt up around her neck and groped her breasts. They were barely a handful, but firm and warm beneath his touch. She arched into him, freeing her mouth from his with the barest of sighs. All he could think was, So she can keep quiet.

 Kneeling on the floor, Holden released her hair to slither his hand up her skirt. She wasn’t wearing any panties, the filthy girl, and he was easily able to push his middle fingers into her. Laelia shuddered and humped against his hand, still never relieving her tortuous grip on his aching cock.

 Their breath mingled together as they pleasured each other. Holden felt a delicious rush of the forbidden when he watched her lithe, slender body wiggle against him. This was definitely breaking a rule.

 But right now, fuck Lacey’s rules. He was not to be held emotionally hostage.

 Soon Laelia came. Holden relished the sensation of her wet trembling around his fingers, as well as the sight of her biting down on her hand to keep quiet while she breathed harshly through her teeth.

 Once she began to relax, Holden grabbed his pants and removed them. Within moments he had Laelia on her knees, her skirt flipped up and her shirt dangling from her neck. Breathless with anticipation, Holden positioned himself behind her and slid inside.

 It was a glorious sensation; one he had missed even more than he’d realized. She trembled head to toe, inside and out, and her warming arousal oozed from her and to the carpet.

 Holden snagged her shirt and twisted it in his fist, pulling until she began to choke. Laelia enthusiastically shoved herself back into him until he was buried deep. He steadied himself with a hand on her back and began to fuck her vigorously.

 At this point, Holden was purely enjoying himself. Even if Lacey burst in now, he didn’t think he could stop. Laelia was eager to partake, and he felt heatedly fulfilled in a way he hadn’t in over two months.

 Plus, her silence was in stark contrast to her usual boisterous cries, making it an incredibly hot experience.

 Holden had to release her shirt as he came, lest he either tear it or strangle her until she passed out. Laelia sucked in deep, panting breath as her eyelashes fluttered against her cheek.

 Though he emptied himself into her, she didn’t appear satisfied yet. Laelia turned and took his cock into her mouth, bliss highlighting her features as she licked their mingled pleasure from him. And despite Holden’s shuddering oversensitivity, she didn’t stop—and he couldn’t bring himself to make her.

 Once he was hard again, Laelia kissed his tip and stared lustfully up at him. Her breasts heaved as she whispered, “Again, please, Daddy.”

 This time Holden shoved her to the floor on her back. When he took her once more, Laelia wrapped her arms around his neck and crushed her mouth to his. Small, barely audible squeaks emitted from her as Holden drove into her repeatedly. Clear, slippery fluid drenched him, dribbled down her ass, and made it hard to grab hold of her properly. Laelia tugged his hair, scratched his back until his flesh stung, bit his lip—even silent she was every bit as wild as he remembered her.

 Holden couldn’t believe he’d given this up for so long.

 His second orgasm was a long time coming, but Laelia ensured she had twice that many before they were done. In the end she laid spread-eagled on his carpet, her face flushed and eyes bright.

 Once Holden caught his breath, he growled, “Go wash up. And don’t do this again.”

 Laelia just smiled before sliding out from beneath him. She redressed and, without bothering to tame her hair, slid out of his room and into her own.

 Holden sighed and went to the bathroom. He didn’t want to take a shower and alert Lacey, so he settled for wetting his junk in the sink and rinsing off that way. Afterward he went to bed again and listened to nothing. Pure silence.

 And instead of alone he felt strangely empowered.

 Holden mused on his rejuvenated strength. It clearly had something to with fucking Laelia. He should have felt awful about betraying Lacey, and yet....

 Yet he was still angry. Resentful. Lacey had demanded he give up everything after they’d already lost so much. Then, rather than pairing up with him to make their meager pack stronger, she’d gone frigid. She’d shut him out when he should have been let in more than ever before.

 Clearly he’d have to rethink a few things about the structure of their pack.








  
 






Chapter Three
 Rachael stirred upon waking before noticing she was hot. Sleeping next to Aaron was always blessedly warm, but this was different; almost akin to the electrifying intensity his presence used to give her as a teenager.

 She blinked blearily to find her boyfriend leaning over her, his dark hair sleep-messed and falling to his eyelashes. A coy smile played upon his lips and he murmured huskily, “Good morning.”

 She murmured the greeting back. Then, with a glance toward the hotel window, she realized the sun wasn’t even up yet. She groaned softly and said, “It’s so early.”

 “I am aware,” said Aaron dryly. One of his hands ran down her naked side, sending slight shivers through her. “But you woke up on your own.”

 “M’sorry,” she mumbled, closing her eyes again. But then his mouth touched hers and she returned the gesture, even wrapping her arms around his neck with a sigh.

 Aaron stopped touching her to cradle her jaw, turning the sweet kiss into something heavier. Rachael stifled a small moan; the kids were sleeping in an adjoining room. The doors might be shut, but they were not locked. If the pack was ambushed, they all needed access to each other.

 He pulled back slightly, propped up on his elbow as he looked down at her. Aaron’s dark eyes smoldered as he said, “It may be early, but we shall need to prepare our leave soon.”

 Rachael then remembered they were still on the run. Not that she had actually forgotten, but pretending they were on a nice vacation had made the previous night a lot more relaxing.

 The pack had stopped in Reno and checked out a hotel for three days, but Aaron only intended to stay one. The reservation should throw off anybody attempting to find them, he explained, but not for long.

 Still, it was better than nothing.

 She heaved a sigh and started to sit up—until Aaron pushed her back down. His eyes went from a smolder to an outright blaze as his tone dropped. “Soon, Rachael. Not yet.”

 The implication sent tingles of anticipation through her body. Rachael reached out to touch him, but Aaron startled her by grabbing her wrists and pinning them to either side of her head. Before she could ask what he was doing, he kissed her again, this time using his tongue to his full advantage. Rachael moaned into his mouth and arched her back. She wanted to touch him—didn’t he just say they had the time?

 A small part of her recognized that her constant desire for him wasn’t completely normal. She knew all about the so-called honeymoon period of a new relationship, and that she and Aaron were still well within it. He had just as much trouble keeping his hands off her as she did him. But Rachael craved his touch almost constantly—not just for sex, but for confirmation. Affirmation. She needed to know he was still there, that he hadn’t gone, that she wasn’t vulnerable to attack every other second.

 So far he humored her, but Rachael was constantly afraid for the day he grew bored. Eva’s words came back to her with dark foreboding.

 When Aaron broke free it was to whisper into her ear, “We have time for only one of us, Rachael. Please keep quiet.”

 Oh, God. She bit her lip and nodded.

 Aaron left tickling kisses down her body, pushing the blankets down without removing them entirely. Once he reached her belly, his mouth slowed a fraction and he began to nip tiny spots of flesh. Rachael did her best to breathe and sigh softly.

 He placed both hands on either side of her hips before kissing her inner though. Then, to her delight, he pressed his face into her and immediately began licking her clit. Rachael gasped and covered her mouth with her arm, clenching her eyes shut as she threw her head back into the pillow. Everything was so sensitive.

 Or she thought it was, until Aaron tightened his grip on her and began to suckle on the tiny little nub. It took all Rachael had not to cry out, not just in pleasure but surprise as well. When she glanced down her boyfriend stared back up at her. His eyes were darkly electric and sent chills through her—and those only seemed to aid her mounting pleasure. Rachael focused all of her effort into breathing as quietly as possible. But she was almost certain she was going to explode.

 Aaron was being unusually aggressive. Since their first time together, he’d been particular about taking things at her pace. Rachael appreciated the thought. It allowed her a sense of power she might not otherwise have kept.

 But for some reason, this morning was different.

 When he used his teeth to ever-so-slightly scrape against her clit, Rachael couldn’t suppress a yelp. Her hands flew down to pull him away. But she ended up applying pressure, silently begging him to continue.

 Aaron complied until she came, and unlike previous orgasms shared with him, this one literally shook her body from the intensity. Rachael bit down on a helpless whimper.

 Though she still trembled, Aaron dove upward to kiss her. His mouth was harsh and demanding. She parted her lips she tasted herself on him. Rachael struggled to breathe, but she buried her hands into his hair and wouldn’t let him go.

 When he slipped his fingers inside she knew she was done for. Still kissing her, Aaron used her continuing arousal to bring her another orgasm. Rachael couldn’t keep quiet. Her desperate moans faded to silence in his mouth.

 Finally, he stopped and broke away. Aaron held her gaze, his chest heaving slightly, and brought his wet fingers to his tongue. A shiver tore through her at the sight.

 Soon he came down to rest beside her again, and this time his arms were gentle as he pulled her close. Rachael clung to him. Bewilderment mixed with terrible desire muddled her thoughts. The only coherent one she had was, What was that all about?

 Once both their hearts calmed, Aaron murmured, “It might be some time before we can be alone again. I hope that will tide you over.”

 Not even close. If anything she tingled in her desire for more of him. Instead of saying so, Rachael nuzzled into him and kissed his sternum.

 All too soon they had to untangle themselves and head for the shower. Staring at his naked body, Rachael wondered what he would do if she grabbed his cock and blew him right there.

 But they had to hurry—and she didn’t think she could keep a happy face if he rejected her.

 Normally Aaron might have noticed her downward shift in mood, but he was preoccupied with hurrying along. Once their quick cleansing was over, he toweled off and headed back out to change. Rachael hung behind to run a brush through her wet hair.

 By the time she made it back into the bedroom and found some clothes to throw on, her boyfriend was already dressed, including a pair of polished shoes. Rachael dug into a back of new clothes they had purchased the night before. In their rush to leave the compound she hadn’t been able to take any personal affects with her, and anything else she owned was either back at Holden’s northern Nevada home or in her apartment in Seattle—if she hadn’t been served with an eviction notice by now.

 They had purchased lightly, one outfit for everyone, and all she had was underwear, shorts, ankle socks, and a plain violet T-shirt. Not that she was one to complain about meager belongings, but there was a disturbing quality to how little personal possessions she and the pack could take on the run. Almost as though they should expect to be off the grid for a while.

 As soon as she was decent, she looked to Aaron and said, “I’m going to check on Jackie and Eva.”

 Aaron nodded, his hand on the knob of the adjoining door. “Do not take too long.”

 “I won’t,” she promised before slipping into the hallway.

 Rachael padded down toward the far stairs. They had been unable to obtain rooms on the same floors on such short notice. Only Nathan and Ana Sofia’s presence and Aaron’s generosity to compensate any other guests for the inconvenience had helped them get the room they had.

 Four floors up she quickly located the room she needed. Rachael knocked firmly.

 Within moments the door opened to reveal Eva. Her hair, too, was wet. She took one glance at Rachael and said mildly, “We’ll be ready in a minute.”

 “Aaron’s getting Nathan and Ana Sofia up,” said Rachael. “I think we have a few minutes.”

 Eva nodded. “Then we’ll be down in two.” She shut the door.

 Rachael could see why Aaron had appreciated Eva so quickly upon bringing her into his pack three years ago. She was quick, abrupt, and to the point. It surprised Rachael that she was Jackson’s type—personality-wise, at least. Physically she was definitely his type.

 Then again, she thought wryly as she made her way back, who would have thought Aaron her type? Rachael hadn’t been interested in boys very much until she met Holden. But once he’d murdered her best friend, Rachael had been repulsed by him. Inevitably his betrayal had brought her closer to his then-alpha, and... well, the rest was history.

 Meandering back to the stairs—the elevator was a bad idea, Aaron had explained, as anybody who saw one of them get in could stop it on another floor and attack—Rachael was relieved to see that in spite of the early morning there were still people. Should anything go wrong, most lycans would be hesitant to commit violence in a crowd of humans.

 She pulled open the weighted door to the stairwell and began to descend in silence. A peculiar feeling tugged at her chest. Rachael stopped halfway back to her intended floor, glancing up and down nervously.

 Nothing. Great. Paranoia was setting in.

 Yet she was uneasy as she continued her descent. The stairwell echoed its emptiness until she reached the door. Rachael looked both up and down again and, upon finding nobody, pushed the knob down and the door open.

 She caught a flash of rust-red hair before a force knocked her back. The door swung shut with eerie calm for its heavy weight. Rachael grunted as her back slammed the adjacent wall. A warm, large hand clamped over her mouth—and that familiar scent. Tremors overtook her as she raised her eyes to meet the oceanic storm of blue, green, and gold before her.

 Holden pinned her to the wall with his other hand, squeezing her throat. Rachael gasped but didn’t try to scream. She already knew she couldn’t.

 How did he know we were here?

 He stared at her for a long moment before a strange smile curved his lips. “You know, Ray, you should have a talk with Aaron about his strategies. They’re pretty predictable.” He sniffed and then grimaced. “Plus, that. Geez, you guys are on the run and you still reek of him. His sense of consequence is slipping. Do you still find that attractive?”

 She glared at him.

 “Look,” continued Holden with chilling ease. “Lacey’s furious with me. And quite honestly, I’m pissed with you, myself. No matter what else happened, Sage was still mine.” His fingers tightened around her throat until Rachael coughed into his hand. Holden hardly seemed to notice. “She was of my pack. And I’d already lost Nadine. I thought you’d be more sympathetic than that.”

 Sage and Lacey had plotted to kill her literally behind Holden’s back. Not that she could tell him that with his iron-like grip on her neck.

 Holden sighed. “Lacey wants me to kill you. And I get it. You’ve been a weakness for me, Ray.” His eyes flared. “God damn it, but I still love you. I don’t know why. I want to kill you when I think about poor Sage, but then I remember you when you were younger and I have to wonder: is that Ray still there?” He leaned close until their noises almost touched, and his breath washed a sickly warmth over her face. “Is Aaron’s ‘little ray of sunshine’ still in there?”

 Rachael focused more on trying to get a proper breath than answering.

 With a shake of his head, Holden murmured, “Guess it doesn’t matter. Point is, Lacey wants you dead. And while I don’t disagree, I just can’t do it. Besides, she’s been a frigid bitch lately. She thinks she can call all the shots, but I am the alpha.”

 The coldness his tone took on frightened her more than his fury. Holden had always been one to lose his temper, so on the occasion he went icy it scared her on a more primal level.

 “But then I had this idea,” continued Holden with a playful grin. “See, I clearly can’t take on Aaron. Not directly, and not right now. He’s too strong. He has too much, and I have too little. So I have to make him weaker.”

 Rachael mumbled. Holden finally appeared to realize he was hindering her ability to speak, and he lifted the hand from her mouth.

 “What was that?” he asked softly.

 After drawing in a thin, reedy breath, Rachael choked out, “So hurry up and kill me.”

 Sympathy softened his features. Holden toyed with a lock of her damp hair. “No, Ray,” he said quietly. “That’s too easy—for both of you.”

 She stared at him in bewilderment.

 Holden inhaled deeply, as though just looking at her saddened him with nostalgia. The gold in his eyes glittered as he said, “I guess the only question after this is, will Aaron come after me to finish me off once and for all, or will he stay behind for you?”

 Then, to Rachael’s horror, the bones and tendons in Holden’s face began to crackle and snap. She attempted to scream but he just shoved his hand harder into her neck until she couldn’t breathe at all. Rachael’s head began to swim, and her vision darkened with dancing butterflies as she fought against him.

 Nothing she did could stop Holden from sinking jagged wolf teeth into her shoulder.
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 A foreboding sensation swept over Aaron. He checked his watch and frowned. Rachael shouldn’t have been gone more than five minutes, six tops, and yet she was pushing seven in her absence.

 Shortly, he said, “Ana Sofia, help Nathan pack. We leave in two minutes.”

 “Sí, Hermano.”

 Leaving the children to their own devices would be a terrible idea—if they were human. But they were lycan, and the only human in their midst was suspiciously absent. Aaron strode out the door and allowed it to fall shut behind him. His upper lip curled; the hall was filthy with varying stenches of human.

 But he could still smell Rachael. That was both helpful and concerning.

 Before he could follow her, two familiar figures entered his periphery. Aaron turned to Jackson and Eva, dimly approving of the single gym bag Jackson had slung over his shoulder. Without a word he nodded to his door. Jackson nodded back and knocked. Soon it cracked open, and he and Eva slipped inside.

 That taken care of, Aaron strode with purpose to the furthest stairwell. He flung the door open and initially saw nothing. Then he glanced to his left and saw her sitting propped up against the wall, her eyes closed. Her chest rose and fell with shallow, uneven breaths, and blood smattered her shirt.

 Cursing was never more appropriate to Aaron than in that moment. He hurriedly knelt beside her and pulled her torn shirt aside to inspect the damage.

 His heart sank upon recognizing the lycan bite.

 “Rachael.” She stirred but didn’t wake. Aaron bit down on his impatience and fear. If he shook her he might just hurt her worse. “Rachael!”

 Finally, her eyes opened. They looked hazy and distant; no surprise, as the infection began to take hold. Suddenly she cried out and scrambled as though to bolt up, but her legs buckled. Aaron swiftly caught her and attempted to hold her close, which Rachael made difficult with her struggling.

 “No, no, no,” she moaned, slowly going limp again. “Holden....”

 Blind, white-hot rage swept over him at the name. It took everything Aaron had not to leave her there and hunt down his former charge.

 How had he missed Holden’s scent? Once she said his name, Aaron realized the stench was everywhere. He’d been so focused on Rachael all else had fallen to the wayside.

 He was slipping. Aaron ground his teeth and forced his mind to focus.

 If he went into the hall with Rachael in this state, and any humans saw, the police would be notified. Even if it was an enormous city, the cops in Reno weren’t likely to drag their feet on a call describing a young woman covered in blood carried by a scary-looking man.

 Instead, Aaron gingerly set her back on the floor before unbuttoning his shirt and removing it. He draped it over her bloodied shoulder and stooped to pick her up. Rachael’s ragged breath cooled on his neck as he locked one arm beneath her legs so he could cradle her. Somewhat awkwardly, he used that hand to pull the door open. He then stepped into the hallway and carried her back to their room. For the time being they probably looked like a couple returning from a wild night out.

 He hoped.

 Aaron kicked at his door. Almost immediately it flew open to reveal Jackson. The young man’s eyes widened and he hurried to allow Aaron in before swiftly shutting the door behind him.

 “What the hell happened?” Jackson demanded in a rising voice.

 Aaron ignored him and placed Rachael on the off-white sheets of the hotel bed. She flopped limply. Her skin began to flush with fever, and beads of sweat dotted her forehead.

 The adjoined door swung open and almost immediately a keening wail met his ears. “Miss Rachael!”

 Ana Sofia joined Nathan in the doorway. Her small, dark eyes widened. But when Nathan tried to rush forward she grabbed his wrist and held him still.

 Nathan glared at his friend. “Let go!”

 Softly, Ana Sofia said, “Cálmate.” Her glare juxtaposed her tone, and for some reason was enough to root Nathan to the ground beside her. The boy’s face reddened but he stayed in place as he stared at Rachael, his expression tumultuous.

 Jackson rushed to his sister’s side to check her pulse. Once he found it, he breathed out harshly and turned confusedly to his alpha. “Boss, what the fuck?”

 “I do not know. I found her in the stairwell,” said Aaron with far more calm than he felt.

 Jackson stared at him incredulously. “But we took the stairs. Right after she left. We couldn’t have missed her.”

 Beside her husband, Eva closed her eyes briefly. “She took the furthest flight,” she murmured. “We should have thought of that and split up.”

 Yes, you should have, Aaron wanted to snap. But assigning blame wasn’t going to get them anywhere. Instead he stared down at his girlfriend’s body.

 He needed to amend their strategy. Originally his plan had been to get them to the Sierra Nevada, but being out in harsh outdoor elements would only hurt Rachael. Until the transition was complete, she was effectively still human—albeit fighting a terrible, oft-times life-threatening illness.

 Aloud, he said, “There is no use considering what could have been done. Focus on what comes next. We shall have to remain here for some time.”

 “But we’ll be found,” pointed out Jackson.

 Aaron closed his eyes briefly, and then shone a sardonic smile at his charge. “What a brilliant observation, Jackson. You are correct: if we remained here we would be found.”

 Jackson reddened as he realized his error.

 Satisfied he now understood, Aaron said, “We cannot leave Reno. She cannot handle long treks, and she must be kept as comfortable as possible.”

 Both Jackson and Ana Sofia nodded solemnly. Their transitions were recent enough that they could recall them with clarity. Eva appeared doubtful but kept her thoughts to herself, and Nathan....

 As much as his younger brother’s adoration of Rachael unsettled Aaron, in that moment he could utterly empathize with Nathan’s agonizing concern.

 Quietly, Aaron said, “I am going to see what other arrangements I can make. Nathan, Everest, remain with Rachael.” Eva grimaced at the use of her full name, but didn’t argue. “Jackson and Ana Sofia, you are to be with me.”

 It seemed disrespectful, even a tad gruesome, but Aaron removed his shirt from Rachael’s still form. A small smear of blood dotted the inside of his collar. He slipped into it anyway, quickly fastening the buttons so the stain remained hidden.

 “Understood,” said Jackson. He looked as though he didn’t want to leave his sister’s side, but by his expression toward his wife, he felt just as comfortable leaving them together. He kissed the top of Eva’s head, who endured it with mild discomfort in front of the others.

 Before they could leave, Nathan stopped him just inside the door. The boy lowered his voice so only Aaron could hear, and met his eyes solemnly as he said, “Why are you leavin’ me with her? You know I....” His voice trailed off.

 Aaron stared down at his brother, into eyes so similar yet so much different than his own. Part of him hoped Nathan never lost his open, loving quality as Aaron himself had.

 Mutedly, Aaron said, “That is precisely why I trust you to take care of her.” They both understood what that meant, given Nathan’s past transgressions and how he’d infected Ana Sofia behind Aaron’s back.

 Nathan hesitated, but then nodded with stern determination.

 “If anything happens, get her out of here. I do not care when,” said Aaron louder, so Eva could also hear, “only that you call me once you are all safe.”

 The two nodded. Nathan left his brother’s side to be at Rachael’s.

 An odd sense of jealousy coursed through Aaron. It should be him who stayed with her.

 But he was the alpha. It was his job to take care of everybody, and even in this situation he couldn’t afford to play favorites. Right now it was his responsibility to ensure the safety of the pack.

 He could only hope Rachael made it through the infection in the long run.








  
 






Chapter Four
 Holden hadn’t felt so powerful in weeks. As he drove back to Wells, he reveled in the sensation.

 His meager pack couldn’t stay in their tiny house, he knew. They had been left alone thus far, but after what he’d done, Aaron was certain to seek revenge. Fortunately, Holden had planned for that inevitability. He already had Lacey looking for new space closer to Reno, though he hadn’t told her why. When he’d left, she had remained oblivious to his plans—and to the fact he had screwed Laelia.

 He knew it was wrong, but Holden felt savage satisfaction that he’d gotten away with it. By the time he’d reached Reno, he had already decided he needed to have a sit-down with his girls and explain that he was abolishing the position of Primary. Lacey would be enraged, he knew, especially once his and Laelia’s copulation came to light.

 But that was going to be her decision, he decided. If Lacey wanted to leave, then she was free. If she wanted to stay, then she had to accept that Holden held no Primary.

 He was an alpha. Not a hostage.

 While a lot of his plan had banked on Aaron remaining behind with Rachael, a part of Holden was disappointed his former alpha had not chosen to hunt him down in the heat of anger. Props to him, he supposed, but it would have made things simple. Aaron rarely, if ever, lost his cool. Taking him on in the midst of a rampage likely would have made Holden’s life a lot easier.

 Oh well, he thought. C’est la vie.

 He drove into Wells close to noon, and after passing it by found the turn-off to his lonely home. Perhaps it was not so lonely now. Though in the middle of the desert with the nearest form of human life over four miles away, he had come to think of it as his standalone fortress once more.

 It was a shame he’d have to get rid of it.

 Holden hummed to himself as he pulled in front of the house, kicking up dust behind him as he came to a halting stop. He exited the car without bothering to lock it, unable to keep a grin off his face as he walked through the front door.

 “I’m home,” he announced.

 Lacey looked up from her laptop, cozied up with one of Sage’s blankets on the couch. It was odd in the midday heat, but not so odd with the air conditioner on full blast. Her brown eyes were cool as she assessed him. “You’re in a good mood, sweetie.”

 Her endearment fell flat. Holden tried not to show it bothered him as he joined her on the couch. “What’d you find?”

 She turned the laptop toward him. “I don’t know why you want Reno so badly. Vegas is a better choice.”

 Las Vegas was where they had met Sage. Lacey didn’t want practicality; she wanted to remain close to the ghost of her fallen friend, comrade, and lover. Biting back his criticisms, Holden explained patiently, “Olivia may not be in Paradise for the moment, but we don’t know if or when she’ll be back. Besides, there’s much more for us to do in Reno. Trust me.”

 She shot him a look that clearly said she didn’t. But Lacey shrugged rather than argue.

 While Holden perused the property for rent and sale she’d dredged up, small feet bounded eagerly down the stairs. Laelia’s dreamy voice wafted through the room. “Ho-o-olden, are you home?” Just days ago that voice might have rubbed his nerves raw, but now it was like joyful music to his ears.

 Though Lacey didn’t appear to agree. “Yes,” she snapped.

 Holden paused to smile at his redheaded beta. “Hello, Laelia. Thank you again, by the way.”

 Beside him, Lacey stiffened.

 Laelia smiled, pleased with herself. “Did you find them?”

 “Who?” demanded Lacey.

 Holden nodded to Laelia before looking to his to-be-former Primary. “Laelia found Aaron and his pack,” said Holden calmly. “While you and I have been sulking, she’s kept her ears and connections opened, and she really came through for us.”

 Lacey blinked, wide-eyed. But she had the sense to look to Laelia and say, “Thank you. That was... awfully kind.”

 When Laelia smiled, it seemed unusually sharp. “Not really,” she said sweetly. “Just doing my job.”

 “I’m sure,” muttered Lacey.

 Holden ignored her. “You did fantastic, Laelia.”

 Jealousy colored Lacey’s voice as she bit. “So is that where you really went? To pay them a visit?” Her eyes flashed. “Did you go to ogle, or did you get anything done?”

 Her snarky attitude was quickly wearing on his patience. With a scowl, Holden said, “Yes, Lacey, I did something. Can you give me two seconds so I can explain, or are you too busy acting like a bitch?”

 She stared at him, stunned into silence. For good reason; Holden couldn’t recall a time he’d ever deliberately insulted her.

 Holden felt some of his ire seep away, but he didn’t apologize. “We can’t kill them. Not as we are now. Aaron’s too strong, and his entire pack is too resourceful. I’ll give him this: he builds a fantastic defense, and they have a lot of luck on their side.”

 Laelia sidled over to where they sat, but was wise enough not to make any moves right there. Instead she settled into an adjacent chair, watching with shining lapis lazuli eyes.

 Trying to ignore the flood of memories of fucking her on his bedroom floor, Holden forced his mind back to his morning in Reno. “I’ll admit I was hoping for a lot of luck on my end, too, but it paid off. I cornered Rachael in one of the stairwells at the hotel.” He grinned. “And I infected her.”

 Lacey’s jaw dropped. Laelia nodded as though it were the most obvious outcome in the world.

 Spluttering, Lacey finally uttered, “You infected her? Don’t you dare tell me you brought her back here!”

 “No, Lacey,” said Holden patiently. “That would be stupid.”

 “Then why bother?”

 Laelia gasped and clapped her hands. “Oh! I know. Let me try!” Holden nodded to her, and she practically squealed, “To slow them down!”

 “Points to Laelia,” said Holden approvingly.

 Lacey frowned but, surprisingly, didn’t bite Laelia’s head off. “That’s good,” she said slowly. “So wherever they were planning to go next, now they’re stuck. And they’ll be so busy taking care if her that we can overwhelm them easily.”

 “Well, I wouldn’t say easily,” admitted Holden. “But it’ll definitely wear them down. We have anywhere from two weeks to two months. Knowing Ray, I’ll give it right around a month.”

 “Why?” inquired Laelia with genuine curiosity.

 Lacey was the one who answered. “Because she’s too weak for a short period, but her will is strong.” Her praise came with utmost reluctance, tinged with bitterness. “She’s survived a lot of stupid things and come out with only some mental scars.”

 Holden almost spoke, but what Laelia said with startling clarity gave him pause. “That’s so weird, especially since she hated watching me and Holden.”

 Lacey glowered at her.

 Slowly, Holden turned to her as well. He tried to choose his words carefully so as not to show how she had disturbed him. “I’ll grant she wasn’t as into it as I thought, but she was aroused. I could tell.”

 Troubled eyes turned back to him. “No,” said Laelia quietly. “She hated it. And she couldn’t control how her body reacted, so she was ashamed.”

 “What would you know,” growled Lacey.

 Unease prickled through Holden. He waved for his soon-to-be-ex-Primary to be silent. “Why would you say that, Laelia?”

 Laelia blinked. “Because when I was raped, that’s how it happened to me.”

 That she said it so bluntly startled them both. Queasiness roiled Holden’s stomach. He wasn’t certain how to react—pity for Laelia, shock at the revelation, or shame that he hadn’t thought of it first.

 Holden flexed his fingers to ease their sudden rigidity. “Laelia,” he said. “If it’s happened to you, and you knew, why didn’t you say anything? Or stop me?”

 Now she seemed frustrated. “Because you both asked me to. And you’re my alpha. I figured you had a reason for it. I’m new to this lycan thing, I don’t know how it all works! You ask, and I do. That’s all I know.”

 Holden clenched his jaw.

 Beside him, Lacey said scathingly, “Oh, have a damn thought of your own for once. No wonder you’re the lowest in the pack.”

 “Yeah,” said Holden tightly. “About that. Impromptu meeting. I’ve been meaning to bring this up, but now seems as good a time as any.” He looked directly at Lacey, and for the first time that afternoon, the realization that something major was about to upset her finally seemed to occur. She started to protest, but Holden cut her off. “No. Listen, both of you.”

 “Holden—”

 “God damn it, Lacey, listen to me for once!”

 Holden seethed in his ill-won silence. The longer he had to deal with her bitterness, the less willing he was to put up with her. It was in that moment he realized an uncomfortable connection to Aaron: trying to reign in those beneath you, as an alpha, was maddening.

 Taking a few deep breaths to calm himself, Holden didn’t speak until he was certain his voice wouldn’t waver. “I’ve had two months to consider this. And if I’m being honest, I didn’t give it much thought until last night.”

 He glanced at Laelia, hoping she could hold her tongue. But for the moment her eyes were dreamily glazed. Holden continued, “Considering how bad morale has been, I’ve decided to abolish the position of Primary altogether. From this point forward, I am alpha, and as far as sex goes, you two can do as you please. As will I.” He paused for emphasis. “Alone.”

 Surprisingly, Laelia was the one who reacted with shock. Her eyes widened. To the side of him Lacey closed her eyes, a pained expression knitting her face down the middle.

 “Sweetie,” she said softly. The pet name was like a hand rubbing his fur the wrong way, and Holden glared at her. But Lacey didn’t seem to notice. “Don’t you think you’re being rash?”

 “No,” he stated.

 Lacey’s shoulders heaved. Her eyes were surprisingly alive when she opened them. “I don’t think you’ve thought it through.”

 “I have.”

 “Holden, sweetie—”

 He grabbed her laptop, tearing it from her hands. Lacey emitted a small cry as Holden stood and flung the equipment to the nearest wall. It shattered upon impact, the screen snapping free from the keyboard and bouncing back into the coffee table. The bottom half fell to the floor atop a few loose keys.

 Fuming, Holden spun to Lacey. “I’ve had it with your bullshit,” he snarled. “Primary never gave you alpha status, but you sure seemed to think so. If that’s what you want, then go. Make your own pack. I don’t need someone who tries to usurp me, and I sure as hell don’t need a Primary who’d rather chase a ghost than pay any attention to her so-called boyfriend. I miss Sage and Nadine, too, but you never saw me put my feelings for you on hold!”

 Lacey leapt to her feet. “No, maybe not for them, but you did for her! Everybody comes second to fucking Rachael, don’t they? I did, Nadine did, Sage did—Laelia does, too, she’s just too stupid to notice!”

 “Even if I ever preferred Rachael to you—which I didn’t—I always deferred to you,” shouted Holden. “I put you and your comfort first! I listened to you about tying her up, about letting Sage take her, about fucking Laelia in front of her—”

 He stopped cold, and a new rage began to swell. So many pieces suddenly clicked into place, both from tonight and several weeks prior. “How much of sleeping with Laelia in front of Rachael was you manipulating me, Lacey? Well?”

 “None of it! All of it! Who cares? Your words mean nothing, Holden! She always, always, always came first!” Lacey screamed. She inhaled sharply, her eyes blazing as renewed vigor flowed through her coiled muscles. “You know what, yes. Yes, Holden. Sage asked me to let her kill Rachael. That’s right, Sage begged me to!” Ferocity laced her words at his stunned faltering. “Poor Sage, bless her dead heart, which your precious Rachael stabbed, saw how that skank was tearing us all apart. She said you were too star-struck to notice, so she wanted to help! And Sage loved me so much she wanted to do it herself, so you wouldn’t get mad at me.”

 Abruptly Lacey burst into tears. A multitude of emotion threatened to sweep Holden over the edge. He clung tightly, knowing he was on the verge of getting a full confession from his girlfriend—if he could even call her that anymore.

 After a wretched sob, Lacey continued to yell, “You say you deferred to me, but we both know if you got to infect her and she wanted it, you’d have ousted me for Primary. You’d have given it to her. All she had to do was tell you to scorch the earth, and if it meant she’d love you again, you’d do it. Your pack means nothing to you. We’re nothing to you, Holden Cavanaugh! And until you can get your swollen head out of your ass, I’m done with you, you bastard!”

 She shoved past him then, completely ignoring Laelia’s awestruck expression as she stomped up the stairs. Within moments the door to Lacey’s room slammed, and the distinct sound of crying reached Holden.

 He stood in the living room, still pumped with adrenaline. And he felt... sick.

 Powerful, proud of himself for making a strong decision, still pleased with his earlier mission, but sick, nonetheless.

 Holden should have been angrier. Lacey had all but confessed to betraying him every step of the way. In fact, even after her rage, Holden could easily see how Sage’s death had been unnecessarily brought on by Lacey—and how the guilt must consume her daily, explaining her frozen attitude.

 But then, it was also his fault, since Sage had only reacted to his fawning over Rachael.

 And yet, Lacey had been the one to manipulate him into screwing Laelia in front of Rachael....

 Holden sank to the couch, depleted of all energy. When Laelia attempted to crawl into his lap, he tiredly shoved her off. It should have been a day for victory and movement, he thought glumly. Now it just seemed a day for regret.

 The irony that he wondered how Aaron would have handled Lacey didn’t escape him.








  
 






Chapter Five
 Nathan found it difficult to leave Rachael’s side, even at Eva’s urging. About the only time he rushed to was when the damp cloth on Rachael’s forehead became warm, or if she started to shiver and he scrambled to roll the blankets from the end of the bed over her again.

 Fear sent tremors through him when he considered Rachael might not make it. Just as frightening was wondering what she would become as a lycan.

 The change inevitably transformed anybody. It didn’t matter how strong the will was, how human one wanted to remain. Turning into a lycan meant you were less human. Whether you liked it or not, certain things became more important and other things became less. Since Rachael practically burst with human emotions, Nathan worried what all she would lose, and how much she would change.

 He didn’t want her to.

 Nathan reached out to flip her cooling cloth over. Once his fingers grazed her forehead Rachael flinched. Her eyes fluttered open briefly, and she licked parched lips.

 “Nathan?” she asked hoarsely.

 “Yeah,” he said eagerly, leaning forward. “I’m here. So’s Eva.”

 She groaned and rolled over to her side. The cloth on her forehead flopped to the mattress with a sad, wet whump. “Where’s Jackie?”

 Behind Nathan, Eva said quietly, “With Aaron and Ana Sofia, trying to find new quarters.”

 Guilt misted her already clouded eyes. Rachael mumbled a pathetic apology. Then, before either of them could respond, she appeared to pass out again.

 Blowing a breath out between his lips, Nathan picked up the washcloth and hurried to the bathroom. He waited for the running water to cool before wetting, wringing, and carrying it back out.

 Before he could place it on Rachael’s forehead, a slender hand stopped him. Eva ignored his protests and removed the washcloth from his grip and shot him a hard, knowing look. But to Nathan’s annoyance, she said nothing and smoothed it out over Rachael’s forehead.

 “I can watch her,” said Eva in her flat voice. “Maybe you should check the hall and see if anyone suspicious is around. If someone infected her, they could have been waiting for Aaron to leave before striking.”

 Nathan frowned at her. “It wasn’t someone. It was Holden.”

 She glanced at him, her thin brow furrowed. “A likely suspect, but how do you know for certain?”

 “I can smell him,” he said quietly. “Holden was in my pack for over a hundred years. I know his smell.”

 Eva’s mouth twitched. “The fragrance of multiple women?”

 Nathan grinned. It was nice when he wasn’t treated solely like the kid his small stature portrayed. “That’s new. I dunno where it came from. Holden never looked at girls before Rachael.”

 With raised eyebrows, Eva glanced at her sister-in-law. Carefully, she said, “There’s a theory as old as time, that once the seal is broken, it’s hard to maintain self-control. Perhaps that explains Holden.” She shifted away from the blonde beside her and then murmured, “What puzzles me is all the men’s fascination with her.”

 With narrowed eyes, Nathan demanded, “What’s wrong with Miss Rachael?”

 “Nothing,” said Eva simply. “She’s a nice girl. Strong. Resilient. Still has a sense of empathy, which is somewhat impressive after all she’s been through. Though I guess some people are just born with it.”

 “So?”

 “So she’s not that unusual,” mused Eva. “I’ve met many a girl like her in my lifetime, even prior to my infection. But something about her draws three different men to her.”

 Nathan started to argue, but then noted her number. “Who’s the third?”

 She rolled her eyes. “You.”

 “I—” It was one thing to feel it in private, even to admit it to his brother, who was the most important person in his life, but embarrassment flooded Nathan as she called him out on it. “It’s not like that.”

 Eva almost didn’t seem to hear him. “You have to wonder if any of you will feel the same after she’s a lycan,” she murmured. “If she lives through it, that is.”

 A hot need to defend Rachael’s chances swelled within Nathan. But the look on Eva’s face choked his words off at the base of his throat. She’d been in the pack for over three years now, and he knew her better than that. For all her cold words, Eva was attempting to rationalize losing Rachael. Though she didn’t know the young woman well, she was still Jackson’s sister. Anything that wounded Eva’s husband would hurt her as well.

 So Nathan swallowed his anger and decided to give his packmate a break. “I’ll check the hallway.”

 Eva nodded.

 He cast one final look at Rachael’s disquieting form before heading for the door. Nathan paused to listen and smell for anybody lurking outside. When nothing struck him, he pushed the weighted slab open and meandered into the hall.

 As soon as the door shut he frowned; he had the keycard to the adjoining room, but not that one. He supposed it didn’t matter. Yet that he lacked immediate access unsettled him.

 Nathan shoved his hands in his pockets and wandered down the hall. A few hotel guests gave him curious glances, but he looked just old enough to not seem lost. Nobody questioned him. He made his way to a vending machine hidden behind a small nook and rummaged a pocket for change. Finding none, he grumbled the way a ten year-old might and kicked the worn carpet.

 Nothing seemed amiss on their floor, so he decided to take the elevator up. He knew Aaron’s rules for elevators, but Nathan wasn’t concerned. He pressed the upward triangular button and waited impatiently.

 The contraption dinged and as soon as the doors opened he slipped inside, ignoring the surly glares of other guests. But while he waited for the elevator to rise, a particular sense of wrong struck him. He sniffed quietly and rubbed his nose as though he had a cold, but he was searching.

 Nobody in the enclosed space was a lycan, but one had been here recently—and none from his pack. Nathan knew all their smells like he knew every line in the palm of his hand.

 Each lycan had an individual scent, just as each human did. The difference with lycans was that they had a little something else as well. Nothing that could be summed up in a word—aside from lycan, of course—but the aroma was particular yet varied. Aaron always smelled of spice and clove, like Ana Sofia smelled of hyacinth, and Holden of pine. In the past, Holden had once flatly stated Nathan himself reeked like wet dog. But beneath all of that they each held a scent only a lycan could, and the best Nathan could describe that was a heady mixture of dirt, musty fur, and how the winter sky was just before snow began to fall.

 It was that underlying fragrance that he caught in the elevator. And when Nathan stepped out onto what had just an hour previously been Jackson and Eva’s floor, that sense of lycan struck him.

 Only this one was fresh.

 The hairs on his neck rose. Nathan continued to stroll, but he kept his guard up. While lycan nature made emotional and physical growth slow processes, he hadn’t lived for 200 years just to pick up nothing.

 When a door opened Nathan fell into an offensive crouch. But when he looked he met exasperated brown eyes from a girl his own age.

 He didn’t recognize her, but she was definitely like him. Her gaze held the gold speckles and her scent, while otherwise like almond butter, was distinctively lycan. She wore sandals, shorts, and a tank top, as well as a dark black backpack that appeared to burst with supplies and smelled like powder.

 And she held a baby.

 “Don’t be dumb,” she snapped. “C’mere.”

 Nathan glared at her.

 Anxiety edged into her voice as she said, “Hurry up, ‘fore anybody sees us.”

 She stood in a janitor’s closet. How she’d gotten there, Nathan was admittedly curious, but he couldn’t catch a hint of any other lycans. Both reluctant and perplexed, he slipped inside the door and allowed it to close.

 Darkness swallowed them but for the sliver of light at their feet, peeping through the bottom of the door like a sly secret. Nathan’s eyes adjusted rapidly to the dark, and he could make out the girl better. She was a couple inches taller than him, with gorgeously dark, smooth skin, and a wave of curly brown hair that erupted behind her head. In her arms she cradled a dozing infant who didn’t look to be more than a few months old. He, too, was lycan, realized Nathan.

 “You can kill me, but you won’t win,” said Nathan with bravado. “My brother’s the strongest.”

 The girl rolled her eyes. “I know. S’why I’m here.”

 He blinked.

 “I’m Seritta,” said the young girl, her arms tightening protectively around the baby. The name didn’t ring a bell to Nathan, but hadn’t Rachael mentioned something about a lycan baby from Olivia’s pack? And so had Aaron....

 Seritta watched him grimly as the wheels turned in his head with rapid quickening. “This baby, he’s Rudy. An’ we’re gonna join your pack.”

 Nathan stared at her.

 “Well?” demanded Seritta.

 “Uh....”

 “I said, we’re gonna join your pack. So let your alpha know.”

 Nathan shook his head slowly. “It don’t work like that.”

 She scowled at him. “You mean it doesn’t work like that.”

 “What are you, my teacher?” he snapped. “Whatever. Look. You’re an enemy, and if you didn’t have the baby, I’d kick your butt out a window. But Aaron’d be mad if I did, so you gotta go.”

 Seritta glowered and hissed, “I didn’t run from freakin’ Paradise to Reno, shakin’ off Olivia’s cray-cray pack, stealin’ her nephew to be told no. You will show me to your alpha, and we will join you guys.”

 He wanted to argue, but her language intrigued him. “What’s ‘cray-cray’?”

 “Crazy,” she explained impatiently. “Where’ve you been? I live on a stupid compound and even I know that one.”

 “Aaron doesn’t like slang,” said Nathan. “He don’t let us use it. Says it’s bad grammar.”

 Seritta raised an eyebrow. “Yours still sucks.”

 Nathan scowled.

 “Well, it does,” said Seritta stubbornly. “And anyway, that doesn’t change anythin’. I ain’t leaving until your alpha talks to me.”

 His heckles rose, and he shot back, “Ain’t isn’t a word.”

 Smugly, she said, “It is now. They put it in the dictionary. 1961, Merriam-Webster.”

 Already Nathan hated this girl. He wanted to tell her off and make her get lost.

 But if Aaron found out he turned away someone looking for sanctuary, especially from the insane likes of Olivia, he’d flay Nathan alive. Whether verbally or physically didn’t matter; it was not an event Nathan wanted to attempt living through. Plus, in spite of her origins, Nathan couldn’t ignore the deep-set feeling he had that this girl really was desperate.

 “How do I know you’re not a spy?” he asked skeptically.

 “Cuz a spy wouldn’t tell you Olivia’s on her way,” said Seritta darkly. “And she’ll be here in two hours if you don’t get your butts movin’.”

 Nathan groaned. “We can’t. We...” He hesitated. While his instinct said the girl was okay, it wasn’t wise to reveal weaknesses.

 Seritta didn’t seem interested in any of that. The baby shifted in her arms and she hurried to hush him. Then she whispered, “Look, whatever your hang-up is, it doesn’t matter. Olivia’s comin’, and y’all gotta get going. But please, take us with you.” When Nathan opened his mouth to protest, she added quickly, “Or at least take Rudy. I got all his stuff in this bag. But you gotta hurry.”

 He wasn’t in a position to make decisions for the pack. That was Aaron’s job.

 But Aaron wasn’t here, and time was short.

 Against his better judgment, Nathan opened the door and pointed her to their room.

Ͼ

 Hushed, angry voices broke through Rachael’s fevered haze. She blinked and stared at the confusing scene before her, wondering if it was yet another vivid, crazy dream, or if it was real.

 It seemed like a dream. Aaron was growling something she couldn’t make out to Nathan, and the boy argued back fervently. Eva sat at her side, though her attention was understandably on her alpha. She didn’t see Jackson, but Ana Sofia caught her eye.

 So did the young girl who cradled a blue bundle.

 Ana Sofia climbed onto the bed and rested a surprisingly cool hand on Rachael’s forehead. That couldn’t be right, she thought dazedly. Lycans ran warm.

 “Buenas tardes, Hermana,” she murmured.

 Rachael had picked up a little Spanish along the way after living with Ana Sofia, but she couldn’t for the life of her recall what that meant. So she just stared exhaustedly at Ana Sofia before a sudden wave of chills shook her body.

 Almost immediately the arguing ceased. Rachael caught a glimpse of Nathan’s annoyed expression before Eva shifted. Then Aaron was at her side, and he touched her cheek with the back of his hand. That, too, was cool to the touch—only this time it was like ice on her abruptly frigid skin. She groaned and pulled away, barely noting a flash of hurt in his eyes.

 Still, Aaron’s voice was gentle as he said, “Rachael, are you awake?”

 She shot him a confused look. “’Course I am,” she muttered.

 Patiently, he explained, “You have been drifting in an out for the past few hours, according to Eva. But she says you have never been lucid.”

 Rachael heard the words but barely understood them. So she mumbled an incoherent reply and reached for the blankets. To her annoyance, Aaron plucked her hand away and said, “No. You are already running a fever.”

 “Cold,” she muttered.

 “I know.”

 Her annoyance heated to anger, and she found the strength to say, “Don’t be a dick and let me cover up. I’m freezing.” Her harsh words visibly startled the others—but for the strange new girl—and in that moment Rachael was struck with a moment of clarity. Her eyes widened and she looked to her boyfriend’s impassive face in horror. “I—I didn’t....”

 “I know,” Aaron repeated. “It is a side effect of any serious illness. You will be irritable.”

 “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

 He leaned forward, barely brushing his lips against her head. That he could show her such affection in front of the others brought tears to her already tired eyes. Rachael wanted to snuggle into him, but she could hardly lift her arms.

 Her heart ached when he failed to recognize her need, but Aaron’s reassurance touched her. “Rest. We shall move soon. Once we are safe, I will wake you.”

 “Promise?”

 This time he kissed her on the lips, and even in her state Rachael couldn’t hold back a smile. Aaron murmured affirmation, and the silken smoothness of his voice cradled her eardrums just so. When she drifted toward black unknown once more Rachael still couldn’t say for sure whether what she had experienced had been real. But reality or not, it was one of the more pleasant experiences of her infection, and Rachael hoped to have more of it.








  
 






Chapter Six
 Lacey refused to speak to him. But that was nothing new, so Holden went on as usual.

 From her earlier search, he narrowed down a modest piece of property in the outskirts of Reno. It was close enough to civilization to mask their scent if they were careful, but far enough that they weren’t smack-dab in the middle of the lively city. Holden drove out with Laelia to meet the landlord, an enthusiastic man in his mid-twenties who was eager to show them all the fine points of the property. It had been updated in the past ten years with a new roof, remodeled bathrooms, and a decent kitchen. It was smaller than Holden’s old house, but that was to be expected.

 He didn’t care about any of that. All he cared was if it had the space for his small pack—if Lacey chose to stay with them, which he didn’t wholly expect—plus room for potential growth. He also cared if the walls were thick. Happily, they were to his liking.

 Holden loathed having to sell their home back in Wells, but they couldn’t afford to buy until the last was out from beneath them, and they needed out immediately. So he signed the lease that day, claiming he’d have four roommates by the end of the month.

 Just in case, of course.

 Now that he didn’t require Lacey’s approval, Holden intended to expand at his own pace. While they were there, much to his immense gratitude, Laelia provided the down payment from her surprisingly abundant account.

 Holden asked her about it on their drive back, and Laelia said simply, “I didn’t go to college and I didn’t really do drugs. Maybe a line of coke now and then at a party, but I was always there to meet men, not get high.”

 In spite of the somewhat bleak circumstances, Holden approved.

 Laelia glanced at him sideways. “How did you buy that house, anyway?”

 “The one we have now?” She nodded, and Holden frowned slightly. “Between me and Lacey, we drained a lot of our finances. I managed to snag some extra cash, but I was found out pretty quick and the accounts I knew were cleaned out and shut down.”

 “Whose?”

 “Aaron’s.”

 “Oh-h-h.”

 Holden smirked.

 Once they arrived back in Wells, they started to pack. A lot of Nadine’s leftover belongings were practical: pots, pans, plates, and silverware. They made sure to set all those aside.

 Lacey remained locked in her room, so Holden wasn’t certain what she was doing. He behaved as though she wasn’t coming. It stung. A lot, in fact. But now was not the time for indecision.

 Laelia was positively giddy as she worked, humming and dancing about. Not much was hers, but she dutifully placed Nadine and Holden’s things away with care.

 She touched nothing of Lacey or Sage’s. That was probably for the best.

 Late into the evening, since the kitchen was pretty much stored in labeled boxes in the corner of the living room, Holden sent Laelia out to grab fast food. He wasn’t eager for it, and quite honestly hated to waste the time on so many empty calories, but every now and then it had its perks.

 Lacey eventually emerged shortly after Laelia returned. She eyed the paper bags on the coffee table, and then turned to Holden, completely ignoring Laelia.

 “When are you leaving,” she asked flatly.

 Holden shrugged, his mouth too full of deep-fried onion ring to answer right away. After he swallowed he said, “Sometime tomorrow. Depends how much we get done.”

 “Huh.” She leaned down and picked up a small chicken burger, deftly avoiding Laelia’s scowl as she took a bite.

 “Are you coming with us?” asked Holden.

 Lacey shrugged.

 Irritation rose, but Holden swallowed it along with his next bite. “Well, your call,” he said cavalierly. “Be ready when we are. Or don’t. But we leave when we leave.”

 “Can’t wait,” she muttered.

 Laelia made a small, kittenish sound and scooted closer to Holden on the floor. He glanced at her, but kept his focus on his girlfriend—or former girlfriend, he supposed. Revoking her Primary status had probably lost him all significant other benefits as well, especially if she wanted to stay behind.

 To his surprise, Lacey said, “Holden, answer me one thing. And be honest.”

 He tilted his head and met her gaze. Her eyes were darker than usual, the golden-brown almost dirt-colored. “Shoot.”

 “How many times did you fuck Laelia behind my back?”

 Beside him, Laelia grinned. Holden sighed and said, “Once.”

 Lacey narrowed her eyes.

 “Once,” he repeated firmly. “A couple days ago, right before I went to pay Aaron a visit.”

 Lacey sneered. “Congratulations. She’ll do wonders as a new Primary.”

 “Thank you,” purred Laelia.

 Holden scowled and jerked away from his redheaded beta. “Did either of you even listen to me yesterday? I said there is no Primary. None. And there never will be again, at this rate.”

 Dejection flooded Laelia’s eyes, but Lacey was unmoved. “Sure, until Rachael comes crawling back to you. Which she will, if she survives.” She snorted. “Can you even imagine her as a lycan? I can’t. She’ll be begging for your help. Give her two days with that wretched daddy alpha once she’s recovered. I guarantee she’ll find you within an hour of that.”

 Torn between anger at Lacey and wonder at the idea, Holden didn’t have an immediate reply. The uncomfortable silence stretched on, punctuated by the obnoxiously loud ticking clock from the kitchen. When had that become so annoying, anyway?

 Just as Lacey rolled her eyes and started to leave, knocking reverberated from the front door.

 All three froze. For a moment Holden felt them connect in mutual suspicion. Both girls even looked to him, and for the first time in weeks he had a taste of being an actual alpha again. Holden climbed to his feet and waved for them to stay as he approached the front of the house.

 Even before he opened it, he smelled lycans—familiar ones. Tensed for a fight, Holden opened the door.

 Three of Olivia’s pack stood on his porch. A somewhat younger woman led the front. She stared at him in trepidation, and almost instantly Holden sensed they weren’t here for battle. Even if they were, their approach was atrocious.

 “Hello,” he said too-pleasantly. “Please don’t tell me you’re here to kill me. We might be fewer now, but we take no hostages.”

 “Not anymore,” he distinctly heard Lacey mutter from the living room.

 The woman at the forefront of her packmates turned questioning eyebrows inside the house. The man behind her nudged her back, and she started.

 Unceremoniously, she blurted, “We want to defect to your pack!”

 The young man sighed. “Way to make it sound pathetic, Carly.”

 “I—” Carly blushed, but forced her back rigid and said, “Please, Holden, sir, permission to speak?”

 “I told you, you should have done it,” muttered the other woman.

 “Shut up,” snapped the man.

 Holden grimaced. While intrigued, he hoped they weren’t serious. “Sorry. No spies.”

 But before he could slam the door in their faces, Carly lunged forward. She was a bit hefty for her size, and surprisingly strong, even for a lycan. She stopped the door with her hands and foot, bright blue eyes flashing in determination. Holden felt eerie looking at her; long, strawberry blonde hair, blue eyes, fair complexion... but for her weight, she was almost a spitting image of Vera.

 “Please,” begged Carly. “Just hear us out. If you still don’t want us after that, we’ll go quietly.”

 Holden sized them up. He remembered these lycans. He’d known them reasonably well in the couple months he and his pack had spent on Olivia’s compound back when they needed food and shelter—supposedly, anyway. At the time it had just been him, Lacey, and Sage. Olivia had taken pity on them and, ignoring her brother’s warnings, had invited them in.

 They had come to scout out the local pack, but had ended up stealing Nadine.

 “I remember you,” he said quietly. “Carly, Owen, and Maryanne. Right?”

 Carly nodded eagerly.

 In the house, Lacey said coldly, “Don’t, Holden. You finally have a pair of balls. Don’t give them up now.”

 “Shut the fuck up, Lacey,” he snapped. Her face colored beneath her makeup.

 The young man—Owen—raised his dark eyebrows. “You talk to your Primary like that?”

 “She’s not Primary,” stated Holden. “Not anymore. I abolished the position, and the need for it. There is no sexual hierarchy.”

 Owen heaved an enormous sigh. “Thank God. I was worried I’d have to fuck you, but—no offense man—you’re not my type.”

 Holden grinned. Then, turning a deaf ear to Lacey’s indignant squawk, he opened the door wider and said, “Come on in. We’re actually packing up, so we don’t have much seating room, but we have French fries.”

 Owen wrinkled his nose, but the girls looked relieved. They thanked him as they entered, with Maryanne nodding politely before finding a seat beside Laelia. Owen dragged a white cooler behind him that smelled a little odd, with a faint whiff of old flesh. Holden was curious, but not enough to ask—yet. He closed the door behind them and turned to Lacey with a shrug.

 Shaking her head in disgust, Lacey stomped up the stairs and back to her room.

 Holden sat on the floor across from the others, assessing them slowly. Carly he remembered vividly, as she really did look a lot like Rachael’s dead best friend. During his time at Olivia’s compound, looking at her had brought back uncomfortable memories of how Vera’s neck had crunched in his hands; her eyes going from confused to startled and then just... vacant. Carly even shared the dead teen’s crooked teeth, though hers were on her lower jaw instead.

 Maryanne he also recalled. They had spoken some about her past. In fact, her privately admitting Etan had slaughtered her parents had both made Holden sympathetic to her as well as solidifying his need to get Nadine out of their clutches. And then there was Owen, the somewhat rude, exuberant kid who had barely reached the age of 17 before his infection. Holden wasn’t certain to his story. He knew only that Owen loved to fish as a human, to hunt as a lycan, and what excited him most were bears—the gay kind, not the beast.

 With a tight smile, Holden said, “So, what’s the deal?”

 Carly looked to her packmates. When they were of no help, she sighed and said, “Like I said, we want to defect. Olivia’s... she’s, uh....”

 “Cra-a-a-azy,” sang Owen. Despite the disgusted face he’d made earlier, he snagged a fry from Laelia’s hand. When she glared at him, he sneered and bit into it with deliberation.

 “No kidding,” said Holden dryly.

 Maryanne shrugged. Her voice was quiet but intense, commanding attention in a strange way. “We always kind of knew, but she didn’t really lose it until after Etan. Then that guy rejected her and she went bonkers.”

 “She got us all together,” explained Carly. “Said Aaron was the one who killed Etan and made Rudy an orphan. But—”

 “The dumb bitch forgot that she already told us you killed him,” cut in Owen. His green eyes glittered.

 Carly reddened. “Owen, shut up. I’m trying to talk!”

 Surprisingly, he appeared chastened. Owen sat back and rested his weight on his hands.

 After taking a deep breath, Carly continued in calmer tones. “Like he said, she already told us what you did. Some believed her anyway—she’s the alpha, after all—but the rest of us didn’t. So when she declared war, we decided to find you instead.”

 “Most of us who left did,” said Maryanne softly. “Nobody knows where Seritta and the baby went.”

 Holden tensed at hearing Nadine’s child was missing. Unfortunately, he couldn’t think of that now. As much as he missed Nadine, and would normally be willing to honor her memory by seeking her son, he already had plans in motion. Silently he asked for her forgiveness and to watch over her baby. Then he returned his attention to Carly. “What about the other kids?”

 She shrugged helplessly. “Olivia had Avery watching them. We couldn’t get them away—and anyway, they’re treated pretty well.”

 Yes. Olivia and Etan seemed to have had a nasty habit of treating children well, but the adults in their pack as disposable. Holden sighed and leaned forward, his elbow on one knee and chin cradled in the palm of his hand. “Why me?” he asked mildly. “I know my former alpha was with you recently.”

 To his delight, all three made faces.

 “I thought he was too weird,” admitted Carly.

 “Didn’t trust him for a second,” said Owen. “Olivia may be nutso, but that dude just gave me a bad feeling.”

 Maryanne was the last to weigh in. “I thought about it at first, but... well, part of the reason Olivia went crazy was because of him. Once she found out he was sleeping with that human they rescue—uh....”

 Holden nodded. “They told you they rescued her from me. It’s fine. Continue.”

 Looking mildly relieved, Maryanne said, “Anyway, once Olivia found out, that set her off. Before they went to ‘rescue’ that girl—” Holden appreciated the quotation marks with her fingers. “—that guy had been all over her. Not in a gross, obvious way, but he was into her. And if not, he was pretending hard.” She shrugged. “As far as I could see, he either led her on or used and tossed her. Not much better than Etan.”

 “Looks a lot like him, though,” pointed out Owen.

 Carly shook her head. “Etan was huge. That guy was scrawny.” Then, when Owen snorted, she glanced at Holden and covered her mouth. Her cheeks turned pink. “I—not that skinny is bad—muscles are great like that—just, compared to Etan—”

 Holden was glad he’d questioned his misgivings before. Though Carly looked like Vera, she behaved very differently. And he certainly appreciated their mutual assessment of his former alpha.

 “It’s cool,” he said with a grin. “I know what you meant.”

 Carly smiled.

 Apparently unhappy Holden’s attention was now divided more than ever, Laelia scooted away from Maryanne, closer to him. Holden took note but otherwise didn’t acknowledge her.

 “So,” he said. “I’ll admit I’m moved by your words. But you know how this looks, right? I’m not interested in opening what little pack I have left to a massacre from the inside. Even if you’re being honest, I’d have to play safe and—”

 Owen suddenly sat upright. “Wait,” he cut in. Once shining like emeralds with glimmers of gold, his eyes darkened like a forest plunged into night. “We thought you might think like that. And we don’t blame you. So we brought a sort of... not a peace offering, but I guess proof. That we mean what we say, and we’re done with Olivia and her bullshit.”

 Holden raised an eyebrow.

 Heaving his shoulders, Owen snagged the cooler at his side and shoved it toward Holden. He pulled it closer—Wouldn’t that just be hilarious, if it was a bomb? he thought to himself—and cracked it open.

 Beside him, Laelia emitted a blood-curdling scream. She scrambled away from Holden, practically climbing up the nearest wall in sheer horror.

 A door slammed open upstairs, and he heard Lacey’s voice from the top bannister. “For God’s sake, Holden, what—oh, Jesus.” She swore. In Holden’s periphery, he saw her clamp a hand over her nose and mouth.

 The smell wasn’t great, he agreed. And the sight was grisly, even for him.

 As calmly as he could, he said, “Why her arm and head?”

 The three lycans looked sheepish. Not at all ashamed or sick, he realized. They were severely serious.

 “We were just going to cut off her arm,” began Carly.

 “But she was screaming too much,” interrupted Owen. He seemed to have a penchant for doing that. “We thought the arm might be enough at first, but then we thought, well, he’d think we just burned some poor sap and passed it off as Olivia.”

 Maryanne lifted one shoulder. “It shut her up.”

 Holden replaced the lid. Though he didn’t typically approve of such gruesome methods, he had to admit that the others had flair. Olivia was very much dead, and the proof was right in front of him. They couldn’t take his gift with them; not to the city limits. Tonight would be another one of digging.

 But the potential packmates had certainly made their point.

 So he smiled at them. “Well then. Carly, Owen, Maryanne. Welcome to the family.”








  
 






Chapter Seven
 Getting Rachael out of the hotel would have been challenging, but doable. Aaron’s plan had been to cover her festering bite wound, openly carry her out, and make a big show of ordering Jackson to drive her to the hospital.

 She wouldn’t go, of course—humans didn’t know how to treat a lycan infection, and most didn’t even know they existed. But it had held a good chance of a smooth escape from the hotel.

 A smooth escape no longer appeared viable.

 The addition of the girl—Seritta, he already knew from his time at the Paradise compound—wasn’t a big deal. She could be played off as a niece, especially if she was an adept actress. It was the baby who complicated matters.

 Initially he’d been furious with Nathan. Already their situation was precarious; adding more wood to the fire obviously didn’t help. But Rachael’s brief minute of consciousness had tempered his fury, and afterward Aaron could admit he would have done the same thing in the end. Seritta seemed genuine, and the baby had done nothing wrong.

 But it wasn’t just a baby—it was a lycan baby, doomed to infancy and toddlerhood for a minimum of thirty years. And if what Olivia had said was true (in spite of her lunacy, he had no doubts here), then Rudy was only a couple years into his life.

 So he had to amend the plan. The problem was, Aaron wasn’t certain how. Explaining away the presence of an infant was a lot more difficult than that of a nine-year-old girl.

 He fumed in the hotel room, all too aware of the ticking clock. Seritta tended to the fussy baby in the adjoining room, subverting all attempts to help at first. But eventually, after the baby ate and she began to look weary, Seritta willingly passed the child off to Eva.

 And Eva seemed utterly in bliss.

 Aaron shook his head, reaching out to wipe Rachael’s perspiring forehead with a damp rag. She muttered but didn’t wake.

 Beside him Nathan said, “I’m really sorry.”

 His jaw set, Aaron said briefly, “You did nothing I would not have.”

 “But you’re still mad.”

 Of course he was. Aloud Aaron replied, “At the situation, Nathan. Not necessarily at you.”

 Relief seeped into the boy’s face.

 “So what now?” asked Jackson mutedly from his seat across the room. He kept glancing at his wife, but she appeared preoccupied with rocking Rudy. “Rachael’s still passed out, and we can’t stay here for the next month. Plus we have two extra little kids.”

 “M’not that little,” Seritta said crossly from the other room. She lay upon Nathan and Ana Sofia’s bed, one skinny arm covering her eyes. Ana Sofia sat cross-legged beside her, absorbed in drawing on a hotel notepad with a cheap pen.

 Jackson rolled his eyes. “You’re little enough. How old are you, anyway? In real years, not what you’re supposed to say you are.”

 Seritta sighed in annoyance, never moving her arm. “Twenty-something? Thirty? I don’t know. I stopped counting. Doesn’t make a difference anymore.”

 That wasn’t necessarily a bad practice. Aaron’s first alpha, Sanjana, had tried to impart wisdom upon him about not taking on human vanity. Aaron himself had never been entirely successful in following that advice. He had to silently applaud the girl who could.

 “Not that much older than me,” murmured Eva. Rudy whimpered in her arms, and she shushed him softly, a tiny smile playing upon her lips.

 Aaron tried not to grimace. He was aware of Eva’s desire to be a mother, just as she was aware of the fate of those lycan-born. It didn’t seem to matter to her. She believed she could still give a perpetual child a great life.

 Not that he doubted her abilities. That was far from the problem. His only experience with small children in a pack was Nathan, and that was as far as he preferred to take it. At the same time, Aaron was not one to forbid his pack from having children. Doing so was an understandable urge—one he didn’t share, but understandable nonetheless.

 It would complicate matters, particularly when it came to his role as alpha. While Jackson and Eva would be expected to parent, Aaron’s authority could not be undermined. He may not have had the personal experience, but he was well aware of a mother’s protectiveness.

 If and when Eva fell pregnant, they would need to discuss the matter. For now, his focus had to stay on their present predicament.

 Quietly, he said, “We need to move. Sooner rather than later.” His primary plan was still in the works, but he had plenty of options for backups. “I have secured a location in the middle of the city under an assumed name. The location is crawling with unseemly people, so our scents ought to remain masked if we are cautious about entering and leaving. We only need to figure out how to get everybody there safely.”

 “Well, you better hurry,” said Seritta. The girl finally sat up, her poof of curls practically bouncing her into position as she moved. “Olivia could be here any minute.”

 “How did you come by this information?” asked Aaron without taking his eyes off Rachael.

 “You can’t take someone’s niece without them huntin’ you down,” said Seritta. “I don’t know where some of ‘em are, but a couple wanted out. They split with me early on. And I know the old man’s with the boys. But for sure she took Cindy, Audrey, and Vahn.”

 Aaron frowned, trying to recall their faces. The only one who immediately came to mind was Cindy, since she’d been involved in his capture. The other two he vaguely remembered, but the details of their features were fuzzy.

 “So that makes four perfectly able-bodied lycans on our tail,” he murmured. “It will be more difficult to shake them all off, but it is not impossible.”

 “Then let’s go-o-o,” complained Seritta.

 Heat raised his blood temperature to boiling levels. But before Aaron could rebuke the girl, one of his charges snapped.

 “God, shut up already,” shouted Jackson. He glowered toward the room, the angle of the walls making it impossible to see Seritta, but he ranted in her direction anyway. “We’re already taking you in even though we could turn you loose and keep the baby. Quit whining!”

 Aaron narrowed his eyes. “Jackson.”

 Either he didn’t hear his alpha, or Jackson was past the point of caring. “We have enough problems with two kids already, now we have four, and my sister’s just been infected. Try thinking of someone else for once and—”

 “Jackson.”

 Finally, the young man shut up. Aaron glowered at him before turning to Seritta. She sat up on the queen-sized bed, her face flushed dark with restrained fury.

 Evenly, he said, “We will leave once it is safe, and not a moment sooner. I apologize for the delay, but the baby complicates things.”

 “He has a name,” growled Seritta. “It’s Rudy. And just give him a minute. He’ll be ready to go in no time.”

 Aaron raised an inquiring eyebrow at her, but before he could say anything, the familiar sound of bones snapping flooded the room. He bolted to his feet, and Eva cried out.

 The young woman didn’t drop the child, but she stared in shock as the bundle wailed, shifted, and growled pathetically. Seritta just watched patiently. But for Rachael, who remained practically comatose, they all stared at the grotesque scene before them. Seritta approached the Eva and opened her arms in demand. Eva obliged without question.

 Seritta held a small wolf cub in her arms. A tiny black nose poked out from beneath pastel blue blankets, and the cub whimpered. She grinned and shifted so the cub could snuggle against her easier, and then she looked up to them with pride.

 “I don’t know why he does it when he does,” explained Seritta. “But sometimes he changes. Makes it easier to carry him around.”

 “So that’s how ya got him here,” said Nathan, seemingly impressed.

 “Yup.”

 Aaron flashed the girl a sharp smile. “Well then. This makes matters quite a bit easier. The only question is: how well can you act?”

 Seritta shrugged and said, “Dunno. Guess we’ll find out.”

 Indeed, they would.

 After rapping out quick instructions to the pack, Aaron went into a small bag he and Rachael were meant to use during their transportation of few belongings.

 He pulled out an unwashed shirt of his and, with Nathan’s help, propped her up and pulled it over her. As he fastened the buttons he was relieved that her bite marks could be covered. Even with the wound cleaned of blood, it looked ghastly.

 Within minutes they were out the door and down the stairs. When they entered the main lobby, Aaron and his pack began the performance of a lifetime.

 “Once you get to the hospital, call us,” he said to Jackson, handing Rachael off to him. His girlfriend groaned but otherwise didn’t stir. “We will join you as soon as possible.”

 “Got it,” said Jackson.

 Seritta piped up as though concerned. “Is Auntie gonna be okay?”

 Well done, thought Aaron.

 Jackson nodded curtly to the girl and glanced back at Aaron. “I’ll call you as soon as we know what’s going on. See you in a bit.”

 Then he left, and nobody stopped him. In fact, a few got out of the way as he made a beeline for the parking garage. Were Jackson not acting, Aaron might have smiled. Instead he waved for Eva and the younger ones to follow him to the front counter and began to check out.

 While he quietly argued cancellation fees with a surly clerk, Nathan and Ana Sofia conversed with each other in Spanish. Seritta stared at them but, apparently, didn’t know enough to speak along with them. Her full lips pursed and she petted the cub beneath the blue blankets. Eva hung behind, her expression one of slight boredom.

 The clerk finally noticed Seritta. “What is that?” he asked incredulously.

 Seritta glared up at him. “My puppy.”

 “We don’t allow—geez.” The clerk sighed, his patience clearly worn thin as though it were the end of his shift. “Pet damages will be billed to you. You will not be refunded for the extra two days. I don’t know when the last time you checked into a hotel was, but it doesn’t work like that anymore. Not here. We’ve lost out on reservations moving things around for you as it is.”

 “Yes,” said Aaron dryly. “I can see the loss of business hitting you quite hard.”

 “Look, I’m just the receptionist. If you want more, you’ll have to file a complaint.”

 Aaron had no intention to do so, but keeping up the act would cast at least a little doubt as to his immediate identity. To Olivia it might not make a difference, but if Holden were to return, he might question a story about Aaron being difficult, given he usually went through these motions as quickly and quietly as possible. So he continued to argue.

 Behind him, he heard Eva murmur, “Honey, why don’t you let me take the puppy? He needs a good place to lie down.”

 Seritta mumbled something that sounded like protest, but within a moment Eva was at Aaron’s side with a blue bundle in her arms. Aaron gave her his attention while the clerk typed furiously on his computer.

 “I’ll go catch up with Jackson,” she said.

 Aaron nodded, glancing only to be sure she made it out of sight with zero issues. Then he returned his attention to the papers the clerk was handing him.

 Eventually, much to the childrens’ collective relief, he paid and left. Seritta stretched and sighed loudly as they stepped into the surprisingly cool air outside. Autumn was diving toward winter in Nevada. Their warm days were numbered.

 Which might aid Rachael’s chances just a little more. Nevada’s summer and fall were not ideal, but winter was tolerable for a fevered person used to the Pacific Northwest—when they were going through a lycan infection, at least.

 Outside, Aaron led the kids down a crowded sidewalk. Once Jackson dropped Eva, Rudy, and Rachael off at their new place—discretely, of course—he was to round back and grab them from a nearby convenience store. It should have been smooth and simple.

 But for all he tried, Aaron could never seem to achieve that.

 As soon as they stepped through the sliding doors, Seritta’s hackles rose. She growled, too low for humans to hear, but loud enough for lycans. He looked to her sharply, and she hissed, “Cindy.”

 Aaron couldn’t smell any lycans, but he didn’t question her. Instead he told them to turn and go. They would have to meet Jackson elsewhere, somehow.

 They hardly got a block away before they were attacked.

 The scene was absolute chaos. Humans might have let it go if it was just Aaron, but both Seritta and Nathan were grabbed as well. Shouting commenced. Aaron drove an elbow into the woman idiotic enough to grab him, and then dove toward a teenage girl trying to throttle Ana Sofia. The little girl fought viciously, screaming, kicking, and biting every chance she had. Blood spattered to the pavement, and somebody howled.

 Aaron knocked the girl gripping Ana Sofia out cold with one knuckled strike to her temple. She would only be out a moment, but that was long enough.

 Then, sparing a glance to ensure the little girl could pick herself up, he spun to look for his brother. Before he could locate him, a man he recalled to be Vahn sucker-punched him and knocked him to the ground. While his face hurt, the strike enraged Aaron more than anything. He moved with inhuman speed, gripping Vahn by the arm and tossing him into the nearest solid surface—which just happened to be a thick, shatter-proof store window. Vahn bounced off it and hit the sidewalk face-first.

 Ana Sofia leapt into the air and attached herself to the back of a teenager with short sandy hair. She bit her shoulder and the woman cursed, bucking to toss Ana Sofia off. It worked, but it also freed Seritta from beneath her.

 Then Seritta screamed.

 “Uncle Ron, they took Nate!”

 By now humans were entering the fray; so incredibly stupid, but Vahn and the other woman finally appeared to realize where they were. Vahn shouted to his partner and they jostled through the crowd, leaving Aaron, Seritta, and Ana Sofia behind.

 Nathan was nowhere to be seen, and his smell had been swallowed up by the thick throng of humans descending on the scene. Aaron’s blood crystallized and a terrible chill swept over him.

 Sirens wailed. Somebody must have called in a kidnapping. Aaron drew Ana Sofia protectively into his arms and stood, murmuring into her ear as though soothing her. But what he said was, “They took your cousin, Nate. He is my son. I am your uncle Ronnie. You are Joyce, and Seritta is Paisley. We were on our way to visit your aunt in the hospital. Do you understand?”

 Ana Sofia hiccupped in genuine grief. But she nodded. Aaron knelt to the ground and Seritta immediately ran to him as though she knew him well. She threw her arms around them both, whimpering about “Nate.” Aaron whispered the same instructions to her.

 So far the girls were reacting appropriately, but the real test was for the police. While some might be doltish and crude, so many more were sharp, intelligent, and trained to catch people in lies.

 The true test of their acting was about to begin—and it was very possible Nathan’s life depended on it.








  
 






Chapter Eight
 Dreadful horror woke Rachael. This time there was no doubt that she opened her eyes to reality. The room she found herself in was foreign and strange. Though she dimly knew it wasn’t Holden’s basement, she felt the same awful suffocation. She gasped and pulled at the cloth around her throat until fabric tore. Black buttons flew into the air and she couldn’t get out of the constricting material quick enough.

 It felt like hours before large hands intruded in her view. Rachael didn’t know what they were trying to stop her from doing, just that they were in her way and she was scared out of her mind.

 Distantly she heard her name being said over and over, but she couldn’t place the voice. She didn’t even know if it was male or female, old or young. For all she knew it was the ghost of her mother or Vera, and they were angrier than she thought.

 Rachael shrieked again. She struck out with rigid, curled fingers. Demonic cursing followed her attack, and she was thrown back down to something soft.

 Through her haze came a memory stark as a full moon in a black midnight sky: Holden pinning Laelia beneath him, the young woman’s legs thrown into the hair, her panties shoved into her mouth, and Holden was going at her with furious abandon.

 Then an unwanted ache came unbidden to Rachael’s lower belly, and she burst into tears. How could she react this way? Was even the mere memory going to haunt her forever? Why wouldn’t her body just react with revulsion instead? Why?

 The fight went out of her then and she collapsed in wracking sobs. The grip pinning her down released and she curled into a ball.

 Rachael didn’t know how long she endured the replay in her mind, or when it finally ebbed to nothing. She even began to doubt any of that had happened. The brief moment of clarity upon waking was gone, and all she had left was confusion.

Ͼ

 Jackson sunk low in his seat, barely noticing his wife’s attempt to comfort him with a hug. He stared bleakly at his sister on her small twin mattress and wondered what she had just seen to make her react so horribly to his touch.

 As children they’d gotten along well, and as teenagers they’d avoided each other. But once Jackson became a lycan they had each made considerable effort to change, and their sibling connection had forged deeper and stronger.

 He wasn’t so far away from his experience during the infection that Jackson wondered what was wrong with her. He knew. But what troubled him was that she had reacted with incredible violence. Rachael had torn at Aaron’s shirt and then couldn’t seem to stop, scratching herself until she bled. Then when Jackson tried to calm her, she screamed and tried to scratch him. And she might have succeeded, had Eva not intervened and taken a good gouging to her own cheek.

 Jackson glanced at his wife and winced. “Sorry about that, hon,” he said quietly.

 Eva shook her head. The long, bloody line down her face had since been cleaned, and it looked as though it would heal within a day or two. “I’ll be fine.”

 He reached up and took her slender hand in his massive, bear-like one and squeezed. Eva didn’t smile but her eyes softened. She kissed his cheek.

 With a sigh, Jackson looked back to Rachael. “I don’t get it. I mean, I know I had issues when I was infected, but this is just....”

 Eva didn’t respond, instead hugging him tighter.

 In the corner of the small room they had designated Rachael’s there slumbered a furry black cub. Blue and white blankets had been folded and tucked into a small box, which would do so long as Rudy remained in wolf form. But they needed a crib, or at least a bassinet. Jackson didn’t know the first thing about what an infant required, but from what Eva said, Seritta’s bag held more than enough supplies for the next few days. All they lacked was a proper place for human-Rudy to sleep.

 Jackson was a little unnerved by the situation. He and Eva had never wholly agreed on whether or not to start a family. While her arguments swayed him in the moment, he experienced hesitation after waking up the next morning. He could tell her patience was beginning to wear thin.

 Part of him hoped that Rudy stuck around just long enough for her to realize how difficult it would be for them. But then Jackson felt guilty for wishing unhappiness on his wife. He kept his opinions to himself on that subject.

 Eventually, though, they would have to talk about it. He wasn’t looking forward to it. For the time being, at least, Eva agreed their debate could wait until Rachael came through.

 If she did at all.

 Eva’s voice startled him out of his gloomy thoughts. “It’s about time to pick up Aaron.”

 Jackson nodded and reluctantly stood. “You gonna be okay with her and the baby alone?”

 His wife shrugged.

 That was about the same response he would have had, he supposed. Jackson kissed Eva before casting one last glance at his sister. In spite of her grey complexion, Rachael appeared peaceful as she slept. With the covers hiding the scratches she’d given herself, she could have been any human with a bad flu.

 “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he promised. “Shouldn’t take me more than an hour.”

 “You have 45 minutes,” was Eva’s simple response.

 Jackson cracked a smile.

 As he left he was once again impressed by the house Aaron had chosen. It was small and compact, with four bedrooms in a perfect, symmetrical square down one hallway. The master bedroom was only perhaps a few square feet bigger than the others, and each set of two were connected by either a doorway or small door. Down the hall there was a coat closet, a small bathroom, and then it opened into the kitchen-slash-living room with a tiny corner for a washer and dryer. The entire space was barely 1,100 square feet. It was cramped, tiny, and uncomfortable.

 But it was safe. The walls were incredibly thick inside, while layered with cement and brick outside. The yard was almost nonexistent and led to a tiny driveway where only one car could fit. No garage, no porch, not even an overhang.

 The house was in the center of the city, surrounded by people, even if they were largely of the unpleasant variety. It had taken hours for Aaron to find the place, but find it he had. How he had managed such speedy payment to procure it, Jackson was uncertain—but that was Aaron’s M.O., and he refused to elaborate on it. Jackson was often unsure if that was to keep the pack in the dark or keep the dark away from the pack.

 He hurried down the short drive to unlock the gate. After he pulled the van out, he only stepped out to ensure it was locked again, and then he drove off toward the convenience store they were supposed to meet at.

 Nobody was there. He could tell just looking in that his pack had either never made it or had left in a hurry.

 With a curse, Jackson kept driving. He pulled out his phone to call his wife, and then stopped short.

 Seven missed calls. All from Aaron.

 “Fuck me,” he muttered.

 Jackson quickly called his alpha back and put him on speaker so he could keep both hands on the steering wheel. His phone barely finished the second ring before Aaron picked up.

 “Somebody better be dead, Jackson, for you to ignore my calls,” snarled Aaron.

 Jackson winced. “Sorry, Boss. RayRay had an episode.”

 “Eva was indisposed as well?”

 He was pissed. Jackson blinked in surprise, and then said, “When I say she had an episode, I mean she was clawing herself until she bled. We both kinda took the brunt of it until she calmed down.”

 Aaron went quiet for a moment. When his voice came through again, it was notably calmer, though he still sounded angry. “Nathan has been taken.”

 “What? How?”

 “Ambush. Olivia’s pack, though not by Olivia herself.”

 Jackson cursed. “Well, where are you? What do you want me to do?”

 “Pick us up. We shall go from there.” Aaron’s clipped tone rattled off an address, and then directions how to reach them from the original pickup point. Jackson wasted no time. In spite of Reno’s traffic, he drove recklessly, weaving between cars and rushing yellow lights.

 When he finally came to a stop, it was outside the Reno Police Station. His heart sank.

 Within minutes Aaron exited the building with Seritta and Ana Sofia in tow. The three climbed into the van. Before Aaron buckled in, he said, “Drive.”

 Jackson obeyed.

 On their way back to the house, Aaron curtly explained what had happened. Jackson flexed his fingers on the steering wheel, silently seething throughout the tale. While he wouldn’t call himself especially close to Nathan—or Ana Sofia, for that matter—they were still of the same pack. They were more family to him than most of his blood-born relatives, Rachael aside.

 These bastards had kidnapped his family. Nathan might be small, irritating, and mouthy, but he was a good kid and genuinely loved his pack. If the anger he felt heated his blood, Jackson could only imagine how enraged Aaron was. Nathan was not just of his pack; he was blood, and had been with Aaron the longest by two damned centuries. If Aaron were forced to choose between Nathan and the rest of his pack—even Rachael—Jackson personally had no doubt Aaron would go with his brother.

 It didn’t bother him. And even if it did, that another pack dared to snatch one of their own was far more offensive.

 Jackson pulled up to the house. Without asking, Seritta scrambled out of the van to open up the gate—and hurry inside without another glance back. She really was protective of that baby, thought Jackson ruefully.

 Once he parked, Jackson turned to his alpha and said, “So, what next? We hunt them down?”

 “No,” said Aaron quietly. He stared ahead, rigidly unmoving. “There is a reason they took him instead of one of the others. Ana Sofia would have been easier to take down, Seritta was their former packmate and a more likely target, and yet they chose Nathan. I highly doubt a revenge-kill would be their end goal. They want something from us.” His mouth pulled grimly. “They will be in contact.”

 “But we could surprise them,” pointed out Jackson. “Take them down quick and get Nathan back.”

 Aaron didn’t look at him. Instead he said, “Ana Sofia, go inside.”

 Jackson had almost forgotten about the little girl in the back seat. She said nothing in response, instead opening the sliding door and climbing out before slamming it shut with her not-inconsiderable strength.

 Once it was clear she was safely indoors, Aaron said, “We do not know where they are, how many they are, what their defenses may be, and in a city this size, finding all of this judiciously is more than difficult enough without the extra baggage we have so far.” He scowled. “Ana Sofia and Seritta are strong, but still children, particularly compared to Nathan. Sending either you or Eva alone is a suicide mission. As much as I want to rip every head from each miserable neck, I cannot afford to leave a pack this young without an alpha.”

 Surprised at his candor, Jackson said, “But if anyone can take them—”

 “At worst, it is a battle of eleven-to-one. Taking out the children left, it is still nine-to-one.” Aaron’s mouth twitched. “I am good. But no lycan is that good.”

 “So I’ll go with you. Eva can watch after the kids and Rachael.”

 One dark eyebrow rose. “And a baby?”

 Jackson shifted uncomfortably. “I mean, Seritta can help.”

 Aaron grimaced. “It is commendable she found us on her own and managed to reach us safely, but that does not speak to her ability to defend the fortress, so to speak.”

 The fortress. Jackson allowed himself a faint smile at that, thinking it was cute to think of this tiny one-story house as a castle to be defended. But then his humor vanished. “That baby complicates everything.”

 “As does Rachael’s infection,” agreed Aaron dourly. Jackson stole a glance at his alpha. While the man was clearly annoyed, there was still that affectionate glimmer in his eyes when he spoke of Jackson’s sister. No matter how weird it was, Jackson felt some small measure of comfort knowing Rachael also had him to rely on.

 “So we wait,” said Jackson quietly. “But what if they do something to him first?”

 “They will not.”

 “How can you be sure?”

 “Because,” answered Aaron with a cold smile. “I have been doing this for many years. This is not our first kidnapping.”

 “Of Nathan?”

 “In general.”

 A sigh heaved Jackson’s shoulders. He trusted Aaron, but that didn’t mean he felt good about any of this. The stakes were high, and their pack had more cards against them than ever. Both packs played heavy hands, and he had to wonder if they were conspiring together once more.

 But even if they were, it didn’t matter. Aaron was right. For the moment they were outgunned and outnumbered.

 Jackson shook his head. “Okay. We wait.”

 “And,” added Aaron softly. “We prepare.”








  
 






Chapter Nine
 Nathan awoke in a cold, cramped cage.

 Even before his eyes fluttered open he cursed himself. He’d screwed up, big-time. He’d been too busy trying to get to Ana Sofia to notice the woman coming at him until it was too late. She’d knocked him down to the pavement and then, before he could lash back, had grabbed him by the head and slammed it to the ground. He hadn’t blacked out for more than a few seconds, but it had apparently been enough for her to grab him and run off.

 A terrible, sickening daze had overtaken him. She’d shoved him into the open driver’s side door of a car until he crumpled into the passenger seat. Then, without even buckling her seatbelt, she’d driven off.

 Nathan had tried attacking her in the vehicle, but the woman had been an astounding multi-tasker. She’d kept one hand on the steering wheel while using her other to keep him at bay until she could pull off somewhere private. Then a scuffle had ensued. She’d come prepared, and soon enough Nathan found himself in cuffs with a black, breathable hood over his head and tied tight around his neck.

 Both were gone. He blinked and took in his current surroundings. They were bleak and made him wish he was still restrained.

 Nathan had been stuffed into a cage meant for medium-sized dogs, and as a human it was incredibly uncomfortable. He winced and gave himself over to the change. His bones crackled and groaned as they literally changed shape and direction. Gold-tinged white fur sprouted along his body and replaced the hair on his head as his eyes narrowed and his nose elongated into a snout.

 Soon he was in a much less painful lying position as a wolf. Nathan whimpered and rested his head upon his front paws, now able to observe his surroundings with ease.

 The room was dank and unfinished, like a basement where the homebuilders remembered to pour concrete but quit before doing much more than stringing one pathetic bulb into the room. They hadn’t even centered it, leaving the light swaying closer to the only door. Nathan’s cage was in the dimmest, most desolate corner, and he had the feeling that had been done on purpose.

 Plus, oddly enough, it was cold. Though fall approached its end in the desert state, this level of chill was too much. He had to conclude there was no insulation and that he really was underground.

 Nathan sighed through his long nose. He was well and truly stuck for the moment. The cage wasn’t much to brag about at first glance, but the construction was solid. These were the types to hold back unrulier dogs, he knew.

 A long while ago Aaron had made him, Roxi, and Holden all volunteer at an animal shelter. At the time Nathan hadn’t seen the use for it, but now he thought he understood. Not just so they could empathize with the brethren less fortunate than them, but so they could see how humiliating it was to be locked in a cage.

 Bonus that he recognized the type of cage.

 He’d heard of a few packs here and there who used caging as a method of training, but Aaron never had. Nathan wished he could remember the reasoning now—something about living in a cave being awful enough? Whatever his brother had referred to had been well before Nathan’s time.

 God, why couldn’t he remember? Nathan emitted another low whine, this time at himself. Recalling some sort of comforting words from Aaron would have really helped right then. Yet he could think of nothing.

 Instead his mind wandered to his brother and the girls, and he wondered if they had held their own. Perhaps they were lucky enough not to be nabbed. He hoped that was the case; there were no other wolves in the room with him, but there were other cages. Nathan assumed that meant they didn’t intend to only snatch him up.

 But the question was still, why?

 He didn’t know how much time passed before the door finally opened. On one hand it felt like forever, but in the grand scheme of his long lycan life, it was a blip in time. Nathan’s ears perked up but otherwise he didn’t move.

 A man in his mid-twenties entered. He took one look at Nathan and snorted. “Well, this makes it a little less degrading for you, doesn’t it? Lucky you.”

 Nathan let out a low growl.

 The man shrugged and approached him, setting a small tin bowl in front of his cage. It was half-full of water and looked as though it had sloshed around a lot before getting to him. Nathan wanted to drink, but he was wary.

 As though noticing, his captor said dryly, “It’s not poisoned. We don’t want you dead. You’re useless that way.”

 Nathan raised his head a little.

 “Audrey’s an idiot for not listening, but it’s better we got you than anyone else,” the man explained with a small smirk. “Your alpha’s more likely to listen once we start negotiations to give him his brother back.”

 Oh. Well, then.

 With a small huff, Nathan pressed his snout between the wires of the cage and awkwardly lapped at the water. It was lukewarm but still refreshing. About half as much spilled to the floor as he got in his mouth.

 Once the bowl was clean, the man retrieved it. “Hang tight, kid. It’s nothing personal.”

 Not at all comforted, Nathan adjusted to a slightly more agreeable position. When the door closed behind his jailer, Nathan decided there wasn’t much more he could do for the moment except sleep.

 As Aaron had drilled into him long ago, patience with the enemy was crucial.
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 Holden hadn’t expected to augment his pack so quickly, especially not with ready-made lycans. The landlord would be pissed once he found out. Including Lacey’s grudging presence, Holden now had one more person than he’d promised living with him in their new quarters.

 So it goes, he thought with a grin as Owen helped him set up the TV stand.

 Noticing, Owen’s furry upper lip twitched. “What’s so funny?”

 Holden didn’t bother lying. “Not funny, just cool that you three are here. I’ve been pleasantly surprised so far.”

 Casting him a wary look from beneath dark brows, Owen said, “Okay, but you’re still not my type.”

 “It’s been noted,” Holden assured him.

 “Maybe Maryanne’s, though. If her moans at night mean anything, she’s a beast in the sack.”

 From the front door, Maryanne shot him a dirty look. But she was busy trying to tilt a slightly-too-large couch through the narrow opening, so she didn’t retort.

 A glance of guilt sliced through Holden. “Like I said, there’s no sexual hierarchy anymore. You all are free to do as you like—just keep it out of the house.”

 “Unless your name is Laelia,” said Lacey as she thumped up the stairs with an oversized suitcase. “Then feel free to jump on Holden’s dick day and night.”

 Holden rolled his eyes, but didn’t miss the glee that lit Laelia’s.

 “Women,” muttered Owen beneath his breath.

 Determined to move on from Lacey’s petulance, Holden headed for the kitchen to unpack the necessities—the coffeemaker, especially. A cup sounded great. They’d started driving from Wells to Reno before the sun broke over the horizon and hadn’t stopped but to fill up on gas. While Carly and Laelia had been content to grab chips and soda, everyone else preferred to wait until they were a little more settled.

 Holden took his time measuring the grounds out to perfection. It would be nice to get back to cooking now and then, he thought. Back as a lowly pup in Aaron’s pack, that had been his stress relief. Once he met Rachael, he’d taken to baking with even more enthusiasm. She’d always adored his cupcakes and cookies. Unfortunately, a lot of that had taken a back seat once he started his own pack.

 Now that he didn’t have to worry as much about which girl he was neglecting more, Holden figured he could fill that time with recipes—when he wasn’t hunting down Aaron, of course.

 He had a plan, naturally. Bit by bit he perfected it in his head. Eventually his pack would need to know, but he didn’t want to say anything just yet. Holden worried if he exposed his plans too soon, Lacey might try to run ahead of him.

 Part of it hinged on Rachael living through the infection. Holden didn’t want her to die, especially since Lacey continued to act snotty toward him yet refused to leave. If Rachael died the only part of his plan that changed was getting her out of Aaron’s clutches. And hiding her much, much better.

 He supposed that went without saying. Last time he wanted Aaron to find her—eventually. Now he didn’t want them to ever reunite; not if he could help it. Holden was determined to sway Rachael to his side even if it killed her. If he allowed Aaron to keep her, then all his efforts to break lycans free of his former alpha’s tyranny would be for nothing. The only reason he hadn’t taken her when he’d infected her was because if she did ultimately die, he would have dragged around dead weight that could slow him down in the interim

 Holden regretted leaving her there, but otherwise everything was going just fine. It was a small blip compared to other mistakes in his past. This was easily recoverable, especially knowing Olivia’s pack had fractured and one of the children had decided to take the baby to Aaron. It was as though fortune smiled upon him, promising Holden it would be okay from now on.

 Though he had to be careful with that. He’d thought so previous times in the past, and Holden had ended up failing anyway. This time he refused to see it as fortune. Instead, he saw it as a small advantage that could go wrong if the baby never made it to Aaron’s sinister clutches.

 “Are you brewing cinnamon?”

 Holden didn’t jolt, though the voice did surprise him. Instead he turned in a smooth motion to smile at Maryanne. “Of course not. I just add it to the grounds before starting the coffee. It adds flavor.”

 Maryanne didn’t appear impressed. “So does just, you know, adding cinnamon.”

 “Yeah, but that doesn’t dissolve so easily,” explained Holden. “It’s less messy this way. Unless you’re personally a fan of spice chunks in your dregs.”

 Her mouth curled upward. “Not particularly.”

 “Then there you go.”

 She leaned against the counter, her eyes sweeping the room without the slightest hint to her opinion of the décor. “Just one question. Why get rid of the sex pyramid?”

 Holden frowned toward her, but then the pot bubbled, signaling the coffee was done. He dug out a couple mugs from a nearby box and poured his own before Maryanne did the same.

 “Please don’t call it that,” said Holden after some thought. “It was a polyamorous relationship, consenting on all sides, and Lacey was my girlfriend and Primary. I had to break up with her, so the Primary status is now gone. Whatever happens now, happens.”

 Maryanne hummed and rested her free hand against the counter. “I don’t think your redhead thinks so.”

 Firmly, he said, “Laelia’s been reminded numerous times what the deal is. So far she’s actually behaving herself.”

 “Really? She practically pees on you to mark her territory.”

 Holden sighed. “I’ve only slept with her once since disestablishing Lacey as Primary.”

 Maryanne nodded and asked in her intense, quiet way, “And who else?”

 Of course. Holden knew what she was getting at, but he was leery to speak of it. Even so, he admitted, “No one. Yet.”

 Maryanne’s dark eyes swept over him once—and then again. “Well, if you need help with that, just knock first.”

 Then she left him to tell the others of the coffee. Holden cocked his head in thought as she walked away. The offer was tempting, but for now he needed to be more cautious. Just because he was free to do as he pleased didn’t mean he needed to be stupid about it. Toeing the line was more critical than ever now.

 Everyone but Lacey took a break, though only Owen went for more coffee. It was as they sat in the kitchen, chatting about nothing of real importance, that Carly looked to Holden and said, “So you have some big scheme to take down Aaron Moreno. What is it?”

 Holden shook his head. “Not yet. I’m waiting for ideal conditions.”

 “Great leadership,” muttered Owen.

 Holden raised both eyebrows. “You’re the ones who wanted to come here. I didn’t invite you, I welcomed you. If you have a problem with it now, feel free to leave. You too, Lacey,” he added as she strode through the kitchen, intent on snubbing him. “I’ve let you stay this far, but if you’re going to be a brat, just go.”

 “You’d like that, wouldn’t you,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Feeling free to fuck everyone around you without having to worry about my feelings.”

 Narrowing his stormy eyes at her, Holden said icily, “I’ll start caring about your feelings once you admit it was your and Sage’s own faults that she died in the first place. You want to go behind my back, then you lose my ability to defend you.”

 Lacey pressed her lips together. But she broke their locked stare before he did, and for the first time a hint of self-humiliation tinted the tops of her cheeks.

 Holden felt a little pity begin to seep in. He quickly quashed it down. If Lacey was feeling remorseful, all well and good, but they had other issues to tackle, first. Instead he turned to the rest of the pack. Each of them stared with unabashed interest.

 “Either way,” continued Holden with more calm than he felt, “I can’t divulge the full plan just yet. But if you’re bored, feel free to volunteer for a scouting mission.”

 This caught the curiosity of the newest three. Lacey spun on her heel and stalked out, and Laelia remained sulking in one of the kitchen chairs.

 “Who are we looking for?” asked Carly.

 Flashing a sharp-toothed smile, Holden said, “My former alpha.”

 They all knew who that was. Over the course of the morning, Holden had learned that Aaron had moved into what used to be Olivia’s house on the compound. While they couldn’t attest much to his pack, the three had plenty of stories about Aaron and his creepy interest in their alpha. The more he heard, the more Holden couldn’t believe Rachael’s self-esteem had sunk so low that she appeared to turn a blind eye and deaf ear to all of Aaron and Olivia’s dalliances.

 “Just him?” persisted Carly.

 Holden shook his head. “Where the pack is, he will also be. Any of them will do. Since I infected Rachael, he’ll have to go slow and batten down the hatches. I’m positive he’ll be somewhere in the city—but I’m not as certain where. He could be in the middle, he could be in the outskirts, he could even be squatting somewhere. But he will be here.”

 Owen tilted his head. “And if we find him, we attack? Grab one of them?”

 “No,” said Holden firmly. “You report back to me.”

 Uncertainty crossed Owen’s face, but he nodded.

 “And then what?” murmured Maryanne.

 “Once I have an idea of where he’s holed up, I can make a battle plan that works,” said Holden. “Aaron might be cocky, but he’s not stupid. He’s been around long enough to deserve some of that cockiness.” He smirked. “Thing is, we need to knock him down a peg. Make him realize he’s vulnerable, and that he won’t always win. That’s why it’s crucial we’re very precise about this.”

 For a long moment nobody spoke. Holden watched his pack, not allowing his apprehension to show on his face. If anybody was going to object or defy him, now would be the opportune time. The new three came from looser standards; fewer rules. If they didn’t like his plans, it was likely they would openly express it now before they became too ingratiated.

 Quietly, Maryanne said, “Sounds solid to me.”

 “I’m in,” chimed in Carly.

 Owen nodded.

 Pleased with their concurrence, Holden changed the subject back to unpacking. He found that they had all claimed their own rooms—but for Carly and Owen, who for whatever reason wanted to share—and had left him the master bedroom.

 This time Laelia finally spoke up and said, “Lacey tried to snag it, but we’d already moved your bed in there.”

 Holden couldn’t help but smile at the thoughtfulness.

 Soon they returned to work. What could have been a long, grueling day finished early into the evening, even with unpacking all the boxes. The new trio hadn’t brought much of their own belongings. Holden overheard their plans to shop for furniture at a local thrift store they’d passed along the way in.

 By the end of it all Holden still felt up to cooking dinner. He made a quick run to the store and came back with the fixings for ground beef tacos. While he worked, Carly approached and began to help but cutting and dicing vegetables.

 All in all, it was a smooth day, even if he counted Lacey’s snide commentary. Holden felt a glimmer of hope for the near future and what it meant for his new pack.

 He was still riding that good feeling when he headed for his bedroom well into the night. Owen and Carly remained up with Laelia watching television, while Lacey and Maryanne had both retired already. Holden closed his bedroom door behind him and flopped onto his unmade bed.

 Things were great, he decided. Carly, Owen, and Maryanne couldn’t replace Sage and Nadine, but they clicked in well like specially made puzzle pieces. Had he not seen Olivia’s decapitated head buried in the Wells sand himself, Holden might have thought this was a too-good-to-be-true, overly complicated ruse.

 As he began to drift off, still wearing his clothes from that day, Holden thought of past girls he’d infected throughout his short stint as an alpha. Coleen, a classmate of Rachael’s, had been the first, and she had died bleeding from the eyes. Several other women in Holden’s pursuit of a full pack had followed in the years after, with his first success being Lacey, and his last being Laelia—unless Rachael pulled through, of course.

 Though he wanted Rachael to live, Holden couldn’t help but wonder whether or not she would meet the same sad fate. In the end, he supposed, it was entirely up to her strength of will.

 Just before he drifted off, Holden wondered if he would still love her as a lycan.








  
 






Chapter Ten
 Typically, the first 24 hours after a kidnapping was the most crucial time to find a child and bring them back alive. When ransom was involved, that number tended to stay true; the captors would notify the guardians within those 24 hours and outline their demands. Past 72 hours, hope of finding the child still alive became abysmally low.

 But that was for humans. Lycans were literally a different beast.

 Aaron was on his eighth day waiting. It would take time, he knew, since he had hidden them as best he could in the city. He couldn’t step forward for fear of exposing his pack to more than just the kidnappers, and he was utterly confident Nathan would not be harmed or killed. Anybody who knew his reputation—as Olivia’s pack did—also knew he would take no prisoners if somebody injured one of his own. So he continued to wait.

 That didn’t mean it was easy.

 Aaron spent much of his time in the house, either looking after Rachael or scouting the perimeter. So far no distinctive lycan scents had caught his attention, but it might just be a matter of time.

 The pack was growing notably more restless. Seritta drew into herself, isolating the baby from them as best she could. Ana Sofia was completely inconsolable without Nathan and spent much of her time peering out windows. Jackson and Eva took turns with Aaron for their duties. Despite staying busy, it was clear they were on edge as well.

 He could sense their desire to question his methods. Why not go after Nathan? Wasn’t he blood? Wasn’t he family? If the rest of the pack wanted to descend upon the enemy, didn’t that make Aaron’s method wrong?

 When he finally was pushed, it was by Jackson. All Aaron had to say was a frigid, “You are not alpha for this very reason.”

 Jackson scowled at his answer. “We need to do something, Boss. What if he’s already dead?”

 Aaron’s chest tightened. “If they killed him, it was within the first hour they had him,” he stated. “He is alive. And if we rush now, they may very well rip his throat out before we ever reach him.” He fixed Jackson with his hardest stare. “We wait to see what they demand of us. Then we act.”

 Frustrated but unable to argue, Jackson dropped it.

 Though Rachael had her lucid moments, nobody told her Nathan was missing. Having her worry would only hinder her ability to heal, so she was given a variety of good excuses: that Nathan was out in town; that it was nighttime and he was asleep, that he came to see her earlier but she hadn’t recognized him. For the most part, Rachael accepted these answers and didn’t pry too much.

 Good, thought Aaron wearily. She needed to sleep as much as possible. Already she was having difficulty retaining fluids. Typical of a lycan infection, but worrisome and hard to see regardless.

 On the tenth day they received a package. Aaron brought it to the master bedroom in full view of the others. Rachael continued to sleep—if one could call it that since she was barely alive—while Aaron turned over the small article in his hands. It was innocuous enough; small, compact, lightweight. No odd wires or over-usage of tape or stamps, but also no return address.

 “Could be a bomb,” pointed out Seritta shrewdly.

 Jackson shook his head. “If it is, it’s definitely not typical.”

 Nodding in agreement, Aaron slipped one finger inside the flap and tore it open. Seritta flinched backward with the baby crying in her arms, but only silence met them. Aaron raised an eyebrow at her.

 She scowled.

 Deftly, Aaron opened the envelope and pulled out a prepaid cell phone with the battery removed. When he opened the compartment to charge the device, he found a folded piece of paper. Calmly, he smoothed it out and his eyes scanned the brief message:

 Call Sunday @ 1730

 Ana Sofia’s nose scrunched. “What’s one-seven-three-zero mean here?”

 Before Aaron could answer, Eva murmured, “Not one-seven-three-zero. Seventeen-thirty. It’s military time.”

 “Correct,” said Aaron with a faint smile. Of all the lycans he had ever taken in, Eva was by far the best choice, he decided.

 Eva glanced at her watch and cocked her head while Aaron clicked the battery into place. “That’s four hours from now, Boss.”

 Pressing the button to turn on the phone, Aaron scoffed to find the battery was dead. No charger had been sent with it. “Well then, I suggest you take Ana Sofia to the store with you and find a charger that fits this contraption.”

 He tossed it to Eva, who caught it in her slender hands. She held out one of them expectantly, and Aaron also handed over the car key.

 “Back soon,” was all Eva said before she ushered Ana Sofia toward the front of the house. While Ana Sofia might not be much help in the store, Aaron couldn’t send anyone out on their own yet. Always they had to travel in doubles or more, and always one of the younger ones had to be accompanied by an adult.

 Seritta shoved the baby at Jackson, who grimaced. She rolled her eyes up at him and said, “Just take him for two minutes, yeesh.”

 Reluctantly, Jackson did so. Aaron found some small amusement in his uncomfortable expression, as though he wasn’t certain how to feel with a squirming, wailing ball of infant in his arms.

 While Jackson unsuccessfully tried to shush the baby, Seritta sat beside Aaron on the bed and peered at the note.

 Aaron glanced down at her. “Look familiar?” She frowned, and then nodded. “Miss Olivia?”

 “No,” said Seritta. “Definitely not hers. She scribbled.”

 “How are you certain?”

 “When I first joined, they tried to home school us. And until they found Avery, everyone tried and nothin’ stuck. Olivia was one of the worst.”

 With a nod, Aaron said, “Do you know whose it is?”

 Seritta sighed. “No. I’ve seen it b’fore, but I dunno whose it is.” She shifted uneasily. “I have a bad feelin’. This ain’t Olivia’s style. She’d rather blow this whole house up.”

 Yes, thought Aaron darkly. She did seem to have a problem with fire.

 Then Seritta excused herself and retrieved the baby from Jackson. The young man appeared relieved and confused. Once Seritta padded out of the room, sweetly asking Rudy if he wanted a “ba-ba,” Jackson turned to his alpha.

 Before he could say anything, a quiet groan sounded from behind them. Both men turned to see Rachael open her eyes to stare blearily at the ceiling. Her gaze fogged over like a dark London morning.

 After a moment she croaked, “Thirsty.”

 Jackson hurried out of the room to comply. With the sound of glasses clinking and water running in the background, Aaron shifted on the bed so he was sitting beside his fevered girlfriend. He reached out and carefully wiped damp strands of hair from her eyes.

 Rachael finally seemed to focus, and she smiled faintly. “Hey.”

 “Good afternoon,” said Aaron quietly.

 “Always so polite,” she muttered. Her chest heaved. “Such a gentleman.”

 He smiled self-deprecatingly. “No gentlemen here. Just somewhat of a monster.”

 Her dewy brow scrunched and Rachael struggled to prop herself up on her elbows. When Aaron urged her back down, she whispered, “Don’t talk like that. You’re not human, but you’re not a monster. Just a lycan. And if I can’t tell the difference, I have no business being with you.”

 She was paraphrasing a conversation he’d had with her several years ago. Aaron was both surprised and pleased she remembered.

 “And you are a gentleman,” she insisted, her eyes closing again. Her voice became dreamier as she prattled on. “And mean, and kind, and really hot....”

 The sound of a man clearing his throat interrupted them. Aaron looked back to Jackson, who awkwardly offered a glass of water with a straw. Using great care, Aaron helped Rachael sit up so she could slowly sip from the cup. Doing so seemed to exhaust her.

 When she turned her head away to indicate she’d had enough, Jackson mumbled something about checking their surroundings before scampering out. He shut the door behind him.

 Gently, Aaron said, “You may not want to tease him so hard.”

 Rachael snorted in a very unladylike fashion. “S’funny. He’ll get over it.”

 “Perhaps,” agreed Aaron.

 “He will.” She smiled. “He’s my brother.”

 That he could certainly understand. Aaron helped her lie down again, this time pulling the sheets to cover her. He caught a glimpse of raw scratches on her chest, courtesy of another one of her violent fits. Aaron had seen such animosity before—years ago, in Beatrice, his more volatile packmate whom he eventually had to put down. That Rachael seemed to be going down the same path unsettled him.

 Within an hour of Rachael passing out, Eva and Ana Sofia returned. Without a word they plugged a charger into the wall, and the cord into the prepaid phone. Aaron nodded in acknowledgement.

 Then it was just a matter of waiting.
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 When his watch read 5:25, Aaron called the others into the room adjacent to where Rachael rested. He kept the adjoining door closed and looked to his pack, his expression and voice stern.

 “I am going to make the call,” he said. “I expect this to become a negotiation. Do not speak. Do not shout. Do not compromise the deal I am to make. Should anybody have any objections, you may feel free to voice them after the call. Speak during, and I will not hesitate to tear out your vocal cords. Is that clear?”

 They all nodded. Seritta stood and left the room. Though Rudy was currently in the form of a wolf cub, there was no telling when he may change back. Her decision was a wise one.

 “Eva, with her,” he ordered. Aaron couldn’t bring himself to fully trust the girl. Not yet.

 Eva nodded and followed Seritta out, shutting the door firmly behind her.

 Aaron turned his attention to the phone, waiting for the right time. Once the phone’s clock read 5:30, he found the only number recorded and pressed CALL.

 Immediately a man’s voice answered. “You’re punctual.”

 Aaron wasn’t interested in pleasantries. “You will allow me to hear Nathan or this call ends before negotiations begin, Vahn.”

 Approval lit Vahn’s tone. “He’s chosen to be in wolf form right now, but if that’s enough to satisfy you, then we’re in business.”

 It was.

 The sound of footsteps was all Aaron heard for a couple tense minutes. Vahn seemed to walk through a variety of different areas; on linoleum, on creaky floorboards, in sand, over concrete, down an echoing hall of some sort. Wherever they kept Nathan, it wasn’t immediately near their personal headquarters. That was smart—and worrisome.

 A door opened on the other end, followed the faint sound of a light clicking on. Then Vahn said, “Buck up, kiddo. Your alpha wants to hear you.”

 Silence.

 “C’mon, kiddo, this won’t go any faster with you being stubborn.”

 Aaron said nothing, unwilling to encourage any potential lies. But when a wolf whimpered, he recognized the sound. It was Nathan, no question about it. Aaron knew the noises of his brother like he knew the taste of his own blood. And while Nathan seemed uncomfortable, he didn’t sound grievously injured.

 Vahn returned to the phone. “Well?”

 Leaning against the far wall, Aaron gestured to his remaining pack to indicate he’d heard his brother. Ana Sofia sagged with relief.

 “What are your demands?” asked Aaron flatly.

 “Geez, man, we can negotiate. Don’t call them demands when this is strictly business.”

 Though Vahn couldn’t see him, Aaron reflexively bared his teeth. “So talk.”

 Seeming pleased he possessed the advantage, Vahn said, “Look, we never wanted your brother. Just Rudy. He’s still part of our pack and Seritta had no right to take him.” Aaron grunted. “But since Seritta’s just about the only one that brat will calm down with, we need her, too. Plus, we hear you’re loaded, and Olivia could use some cash to replace some of what she lost.”

 He bristled at the thought. But when he spoke, Aaron used as dismissive a voice as possible. “That was quite literally by her own hand. I am not responsible for her flame fetish.”

 He could practically hear Vahn shrug. “Doesn’t change the fact we need money, and we’re strapped. If you want Paradise, keep it. We’re done. We want out. But we can’t get very far without a way to pay, and there are quite a few of us.”

 By Seritta’s admission, at least a couple others had left the pack. Aaron wondered what else must have changed since Olivia set the house on fire.

 Rather than prod at it, he said, “So name your number.”

 Vahn didn’t hesitate. “Half a mil.”

 Aaron scoffed.

 “Seriously, man, this shit ain’t cheap.”

 “I am aware, hence why I spent numerous decades ensuring my pack’s prosperity in more ways than one,” said Aaron. “But what you ask is not reasonable, particularly depending when you want this swap to happen.”

 Vahn sighed. “One week.”

 “Absolutely not,” said Aaron flatly. “I will not leave Nathan to you, but I will certainly not raise suspicion by withdrawing that much money. Nor am I interested in returning two children to that toxic environment. You may have a quarter million to drop Nathan off unharmed and leave us.”

 “Nothing doing,” retorted Vahn. “Rudy is a part of the deal, period, or we have no deal. Seritta is negotiable, but the baby isn’t.”

 That was to be expected, but the hairs on Aaron’s neck still rose in anger. He caught Jackson moving to leave. Noting the tension coiling the young man’s muscles, Aaron didn’t stop him. Better the pack removed themselves from the room if they couldn’t keep quiet than to run their mouths and ruin everything.

 Instead he said, “Are you saying you will take the infant and $250,000?”

 “No. Rudy, Seritta, and five hundred thousand.”

 “That is extortion, not negotiation.”

 “Fine. Rudy and five.”

 This man was an idiot. Aaron closed his eyes briefly and considered his options. Even if he went to each individual bank to cash that sort of money, red flags would raise within the proposed week he was given.

 “Seritta,” he said quietly, “And two-fifty.”

 “Rudy and four-fifty.”

 Aaron shook his head and hung up.

 As soon as he did, Ana Sofia cried out and leapt to her feet. “No!”

 “Quiet,” said Aaron.

 Her small face crumpled. Ana Sofia would have been a gorgeous woman given the chance to grow—her eyes were small and close together, but very expressive, especially when she was upset. Sometimes it seemed a tragedy she would never grow to her full human potential.

 “You have to save Nathan,” she cried. “You can—cannot leave him. ¡Mal! ¡Sin corazόn!”

 Perhaps another time he might have been able to practice more patience, but Aaron’s fuse seemed to snip shorter with each day since Rachael’s infection and Nathan’s kidnapping. He closed the distance between himself and Ana Sofia and snagged her by the back of her shirt. As though she were a toy, Aaron tossed her to the twin bed. When she howled and tried to come at him, Aaron caught her and snarled, “¡Silencio!”

 Speaking in her native tongue was effective. Ana Sofia shuddered but began drawing deep breaths to calm herself.

 Trying to steady his racing heart as well, Aaron eased his hold on the girl and grabbed her firmly by the chin, forcing her to look up at him. “I am doing what I can, Ana Sofia. Vahn may think this is a game, but I do not. He will call back, and we will continue speaking. ¿Entiende usted?”

 Ana Sofia nodded slowly. Her eyes watered but she didn’t allow the tears to fall.

 “Gracias.”

 Aaron released her, and Ana Sofia curled up on the bed. She hugged her knees to her chest and stared down forlornly.

 She really was lost without Nathan, thought Aaron. That wasn’t good. He thought he’d aided her in finding her own independence before, but it didn’t seem he had done the job well enough.

 That’s not it. She’s just worried. It’s a human emotion.

 Aaron closed his eyes. That Rachael’s voice came unbidden also concerned him. But that could be addressed another time, after her infection passed one way or another.

 As an alpha, he couldn’t have someone else’s opinion sway him based on emotion alone.

 Just then the phone vibrated. Aaron met Ana Sofia’s surprised gaze as he answered with mock cheer. “This is Aaron.”

 “Not cool, man,” grumbled Vahn. “Hanging up on someone is rude.”

 Aaron smirked. “So is treating this as nothing. When you are serious, call me back.”

 “Wait!”

 There it is, he thought in satisfaction. They might think they held all the cards, but Aaron had been playing poker far longer. “I am still here,” he said calmly.

 Vahn blew a frustrated breath into the receiver. “Look, I talked with... Olivia.” The pause didn’t escape Aaron, but he pretended not to notice. “And yeah, maybe we’re being a little unreasonable. And... yeah, maybe this pack isn’t the best for babies, given the mark Etan’s left on us.”

 “A wise assessment,” said Aaron solemnly.

 “So what about two-fifty and Seritta? She’s still ours, and she’s still an asset.”

 A cold smile played on Aaron’s lips. “Seritta is a clever little wolf.”

 “Totally,” agreed Vahn. “So?”

 He was still trying to play him, Aaron knew. But he pretended to think about it. Finally, he answered, “That is doable. Where and when?”

 Relief colored Vahn’s voice for a syllable before he got it under control. “One week, so seven days, oh-eight-hundred. I’ll text you the address three hours before so you can scope out the location yourself.”

 He must have been the one who wrote the note, thought Aaron. Vahn’s usage of military time didn’t seem typical amongst Olivia’s wolves.

 Aloud Aaron said, “That seems fair. But should anyone make a move beforehand, the deal is off.” Darkness clouded his mind then. “And by off, I mean that the infant is nothing to me. I will kill him—and you shall carry with you the most unpleasant corpse.”

 His words seemed to affect Vahn. For once the man had nothing to say.

 Then, in a slightly trembling voice, Vahn said, “See you in a week.”

 This time he hung up first. Satisfied, Aaron replaced the phone in his pocket. From the bed Ana Sofia stared at him, her eyes enormous on her tiny head.

 “Kill the baby?” she whispered.

 He’d done as bad, if not worse, in the past. Aaron shrugged. “Hopefully it will not come to that. I dislike the senseless slaughter of children.”

 Her eyes dimmed. Ana Sofia glanced away. His words had disturbed her, but unfortunately Aaron could provide no comfort. Never did he say anything he didn’t mean. If Olivia’s pack tried to jump them, Rudy would have to be the sacrificial lamb to teach them a lesson.

 Aaron strode to the door connected to the master bedroom, deciding to leave Ana Sofia to her thoughts for the time being. Inside Rachael had tossed in the other direction, her golden eyebrows furrowed as though in a nightmare. Her breathing was labored.

 He sat beside her on the bed and then, scolding himself all the while, shifted so he lay beside her instead. Aaron pulled her sweltering body close, smoothing her hair back and kissing her forehead. Rachael murmured and her expression relaxed a touch.

 So softly he doubted she could hear him, Aaron murmured, “Continue fighting, Rachael.” He ran one of his knuckles down the side of her face with whispering ease. “Perhaps I could not be the one to infect you, but I never would have agreed if I did not think you could survive.”

 He drew in a quiet breath. “So fight to see your brother, and your new family. To see the moon hang with iridescent beauty in its fullness on a summer’s night; to run through the forest with freedom as you have never felt before; to exist without the awkward ties of society that will ultimately fail you. We will be your pack; your new family. We will love you and protect you, and you will have the strength to protect us as well. Never will you have to submit to anyone you do not choose.”

 Aaron stopped to place his palm over her ear. He brought his lips to hers for a split second and said, “Fight to live again, Rachael.”

 He could have cringed at his own words. It felt so awkward talking to someone who couldn’t respond, even if it was his girlfriend.

 But then, having a girlfriend was a whole new experience. Aaron could walk through the steps laid out for him, but he didn’t know the first thing about putting a romantic partner first. Always the pack took precedence—always. This selfishness of his was foreign, and Aaron was already a selfish man. One couldn’t lead a pack without instilling his own values upon them.

 A quiet sound made him shift. Aaron looked down at Rachael with a slight frown.

 She sighed and mumbled, without opening her eyes, “Love you.”

 Aaron couldn’t unstick his tongue. Instead he kissed her forehead and resumed cuddling her until Rachael’s breathing softened once more.
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 They fed him dog food. Nathan couldn’t think of anything more humiliating.

 It didn’t matter if he was in his human form or not, he quickly realized. Often the one bringing him food was the teenager with the sharp eyes, and she always seemed to silently mock him when she approached. He was well-watered (another embarrassing term) and fed, but always with low-grade, gas-station quality dry dog food.

 Nathan found it easy to hate his captors.

 He remained in wolf form for comfort, but sometimes shifted back into a naked human just to flex his muscles. Never was the cage opened, nor was he transferred to more comfortable conditions.

 Now he could easily understand some of what had driven Rachael to the brink of insanity. Nathan was not told how long he would be there, or what negotiations had been made—if any. He trusted his brother to come through for him, but suspected his captors didn’t want him to know. Aside from Vahn ordering him to speak to Aaron, their silence was as cold and hard as the concrete surrounding him.

 Once Cindy brought him food, but this time she carried a fire poker. Nathan eyed her warily, but she just set down his food and water like nothing else was different. Then, humming, she backed off a few paces and scratched the ground with her iron toy. The sound set Nathan’s teeth on edge.

 As he fought to bring the bland pellets into his mouth, Cindy kept glancing at him with open amusement. Then, softly, she began singing to herself. Nathan fought not to roll his eyes and focus on his meal.

 A whisper was his only warning. He jumped back as far as he could into the cage, causing it to knock into the corner behind him. Resistance met from the front where his prison remained chained to the concrete.

 Cindy laughed and waved the poker at him. “Good doggie,” she said in an unusually high-pitched voice, as though he were an infant. “Smart doggie.”

 Nathan snarled.

 “Don’t be like that, doggie,” she warned, though the smile never left her face. She nudged the food bowl and backed up again. “Go on, eat. I won’t do it again.”

 He didn’t trust her. Nathan remained curled up as best he could into the cage, his teeth bared.

 “Dumb dog,” Cindy muttered. She tossed the poker toward the door, where it clanged with grim possibility.

 Nathan shook his head once and continued to glare.

 A minute throbbed past to the beating of his anxious heart before Cindy sighed. “You’re so boring. Whatever.” She snatched up the food but left the water. On her way out she stooped to pick up the poker and swung it as she left. Her humming echoed between his ears in a sonic nightmare.

 Still hungry but unwilling to beg, Nathan lowered himself to lie down again. That girl was crazy, he decided. And he’d do best to stay as far away from her as possible.

 Good luck, he thought dispiritedly.

 To his surprise, the door swung open again. Nathan growled but cut himself short when he realized it was the man: Vahn.

 Vahn didn’t bring anything with him but a wild grin. “Good news, kiddo. We reached a deal yesterday, so you’ll be home free in six days.” He crouched before the cage, his elbows on his knees.

 Nathan regarded him with disdain.

 “It’s true,” insisted Vahn. “But I gotta admit, I thought he’d offer more for you. We asked for half a million bucks, Seritta, and Rudy. Easy, right?” His grin turned nasty. “How much do you think he thought you were worth in the end? Any guesses?”

 No, thought Nathan. There was no price on life. This was just a tactic to upset him.

 All the same, he didn’t want to hear the answer.

 “Seritta and a quarter million,” bragged Vahn. “And not a penny more. Wouldn’t give up more money, wouldn’t give up the baby. What do you think? That he needs that money and the baby to start a new family with that delicious little blonde?”

 Nathan growled.

 His captor hardly seemed to notice. “I probably could have asked for other things, maybe even it out a little. Part of me wondered if he’d part with the girl for you, but I didn’t want to negotiate forever, you know? We got places to be.” He tilted his head. “Still, I’d hit it. She’s no Farrah Fawcett in her prime, but I’d do her.”

 Snapping his teeth, Nathan lunged forward. The cage halted him in his tracks, but his message was clear: Shut up!

 Vahn raised both eyebrows. “Man, we’re bros. Don’t take it so personally. Besides, she’s dickin’ your brother. Kinda gross for anyone to follow that.”

 If he wasn’t trapped in a cage, Nathan would have ripped him to pieces there. From the look on Vahn’s face, he knew it. But rather than go into lewd detail as Nathan expected, the man sighed.

 “Sucks, kiddo. I know. That’s kind of the worst part about lycan children.” Vahn shifted his weight to one leg. “They don’t grow up much mentally or physically, but you’re still capable of crushes and falling in love. But try explaining that to anyone not your size, y’know?” He shook his head, and Nathan could have sworn there was a hint of pity in his gaze. “But you’re better off not going for it if you want to keep your brother around. Infighting like that—it gets ugly, quick. Bad enough when it’s a stranger or your friend, but your brother?”

 Nathan huffed and lowered his head, tilting it so he didn’t have to look at Vahn directly. But he still felt his heart grow heavier, as though one by one someone was pouring little lead balls into it.

 He loved Aaron. Nobody had ever looked after him like his brother, not even after centuries of meeting new people. Roxi, or Beatrice, had toyed with him while her heart remained with her alpha unrequited. Holden had never really cared for him, and others had come and gone without the chance to form much of an attachment. Meanwhile, Aaron had always been there, loyal and fiercely protective.

 Still, Nathan couldn’t help how he felt. And he felt Rachael was better off human. Maybe even without Aaron, who barely knew how to be human.

 Vahn finally rose to his feet. “Anyway, I just wanted to update you. See you in a few days.” As he walked away, he called over his shoulder, “And don’t get any more funny ideas about attacking us, or I’ll muzzle you.”

 Nathan sighed just as the light clicked off. He remained alone in utter blackness, both literally and in thought.

 And he couldn’t help but wonder why Aaron had agreed to go with so little to get him back.








  
 






Chapter Eleven
 While Aaron’s pack—plus human, though she might as well have been one of them—had remained on the Paradise compound long enough for Maryanne to recall their faces, some of the details were a bit blurry. For some odd reason Aaron’s pack had never bothered interacting with Olivia’s. Maryanne knew of Aaron quite well since he’d constantly spoken to her former alpha out in the open, but the others had remained in their tiny quarters like some creepy cult.

 Eventually rumors began to spread. One of the more popular theories was that the human girl wasn’t completely sane, so she required round-the-clock supervision to keep from destroying everything in her path. The other prevailing conjecture was that Aaron truly did use betas, just like Holden, and he was a jealous alpha who preferred to keep them all to himself.

 Maryanne wasn’t certain she believed either. While there could be a grain of truth to them, she was dreadfully familiar with Olivia’s penchant for wild stories. Much like the fire she so loved, the woman had a hard time keeping destruction from spreading in her wake.

 It disgusted Maryanne to recall Olivia’s lunatic rantings of how Holden had burned her arms. None of it was true, of course. Holden had certainly humiliated her, but she had burned herself by screwing up a Molotov cocktail during a drunken screaming match with her brother that had ended in a house-fire.

 In fact, when Holden and his tiny pack had originally arrived to their compound, Olivia had been in the middle of recovery with her twin Etan obsessively at her side.

 Good riddance to both of them, she decided contemptuously. Etan had always been a pain in the ass; an overgrown toddler who was never held accountable for his actions. And while she could somewhat sympathize with Olivia’s very obvious mental illnesses, Maryanne was relieved she was now dead.

 Besides, so far Holden was a perfectly capable alpha. If nothing else, he was far better than Olivia.

 Maryanne glanced to her right as she heard footsteps entering the living room. She didn’t get up from her lounging position on the old, tan couch, but nodded to a grumbling Carly. “Afternoon, sleepy.”

 “Sleepyhead,” mumbled Carly. She lifted Maryanne’s feet to sit beside her. Maryanne draped them over the younger woman’s lap once she settled, and Carly didn’t argue. “That’s the proper term.”

 Maryanne shrugged.

 Now comfortable, Carly squinted at the TV. “What are you even watching?”

 “Dunno,” said Maryanne simply. Her voice was much quieter than the television’s blare, but thankfully that wasn’t an issue around other lycans. “Some teen drama. It’s not too bad.”

 With a groan, Carly said, “Not werewolves. They’re always so dumb.”

 “We’re biased,” pointed out Maryanne. “It’s a good thing humans are ignorant and make up their own stuff. Keeps them off our backs.”

 “Still dumb.”

 Maryanne sighed. She hated how both Carly and Owen scoffed at creative liberties. But, she decided as she shifted, at least Carly gave good foot rubs. Her friend was even doing it now, though she continued to give the flat-screen TV all her disdain with her eyes. Strawberry blonde hair fell around her in confused waves as though undecided whether to roll or curl.

 Not minutes later Owen joined them. He took one glance at the show, shook his head, and then turned to the women. “C’mon, ladies, let’s get cleaned up,” he said briskly. “We’re going hunting.”

 An odd choice, thought Maryanne. He was awfully dressed up for that. While they hadn’t come with much, Owen had been sure to bring his best outfit; a white T-shirt, covered by a pinstriped blue button-down with a weak collar, and jeans with only one hole in them. He’d even cleaned up his moustache.

 “Now?” complained Carly. “Can’t we have a day off?”

 Owen raised an eyebrow. “That laziness is why you’re fat, you know.”

 Blue eyes narrowed, the gold speckles sparking dangerously. “Piss off.”

 Maryanne sighed and removed her feet from Carly’s blessed hands. Owen could be such a brat. Who goes around ruining perfectly good foot massages? she wondered.

 Instead she asked, “Who put you in charge?”

 “Nobody,” declared Owen with pride. “It’s called taking initiative. And this next part is called delegating. Carly, get dressed. Maryanne, get your shoes and the car. We’re going on a wolf hunt!”

 Carly rolled her eyes but returned toward the far hall where the bathrooms were. Uninterested in Owen’s petty games, Maryanne resumed her show. “It’ll be over in five minutes. I’ll go then.”

 “It’s just some streaming channel,” scoffed Owen. “You can come back to it.”

 “No. It’s cable,” stated Maryanne.

 Owen wrinkled his nose. “That doesn’t sound very efficient.”

 She cast him a sideways glare. “Since when did you care about that stuff?”

 “Since I realized not every alpha has to be the shit-show Olivia was,” retorted Owen. “Besides, Holden did say we could do some tracking if we’re bored. Well, what else do you call a lazy day inside? That’s right: boredom. The epitome of it.”

 “It’s called relaxing, actually,” she said.

 Owen waved his hand. Despite his flippancy, his eyes lingered on the screen as one of the male leads removed his shirt and continued to ferociously make out with a girl who looked half his age. “Relax later. Seriously. Come on. Marya-a-anne.”

 Ugh, she hated when he used his simpering voice. It grated right through the protective shields of her senses and made her feel like she’d rubbed sandpaper all over her eardrums. She glowered at him and stubbornly remained fixated on the hot and heavy scene playing before them.

 “So,” said Owen once the image faded out and into the end credits. “You didn’t try making a move on our great new leader last night.”

 She ignored the jab and stood, stretching her arms behind her head.

 Owen continued. “I’m kind of surprised. Figured your opportunist ass would have gone for it. Or did he turn you down already?”

 Maryanne rolled her eyes toward him. “Not that it’s your business,” she said quietly. “But I made the offer. He has yet to respond.”

 “Yeah, well, good luck. Between his ex being a raging bitch and Laelia being... creepy, it looks like he has his hands full.”

 A humorless smile stretched her lips. “Owen,” she said softly. “What’s your actual deal?”

 He turned to her, his eyes wide but certainly not guileless. “Why, whatever do you mean?”

 She just stared at him. Owen met her gaze, but his expression cracked a fraction, just enough for her to know she’d gotten to him. Maryanne already knew his dirty little secret, and why he was so eager to find Aaron’s pack.

 Maybe nobody else had picked up on it. It was possible Owen was, in fact, a decent actor. But she saw through him like a cheap, tawdry piece of negligee.

 Clearing his throat, Owen turned and said, “Since you’re being so stubborn, I’ll drive.”

 Fine by her.

 Once he was gone, Maryanne finally went to put on some sandals. She didn’t anticipate needing to run, and even if the need arose, her bare feet were more than adequate. Worst case scenario, she’d shift into her wolf form. Very few would mess with her then.

 Aside from that, she felt comfortable in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. She’d chosen a pastel pink one with a pretty laced collar. Maryanne did pause to ensure her heat-treated curls were perfectly in place before she left her and Laelia’s shared room.

 In short order the three were ready to go. Carly called shotgun, so Maryanne sat in the seat behind Owen. As they pulled out of their new driveway—having one was so nice, she thought, and it was such a small, insignificant luxury—Owen began chattering about what all 17 year-old boys did: sex.

 “I think Holden is your type, Carly. Isn’t he, Maryanne?”

 Maryanne sighed. “Types are for children, Owen. Which you will one day learn.”

 Mutedly, Carly said, “I don’t think I’m his.”

 Owen shrugged, scanning the roads as he drove closer to the thick of the city. “You never know. Laelia’s skinnier than a stripper’s pole, and Lacey’s busty. I bet he’s into chubby girls, too.”

 Carly glared at him.

 “Shut up, Owen,” said Maryanne tiredly. Even so her eyes were on the sidewalks as they passed stores, keeping an eye out for any glimpse of a familiar face. Hopefully not Aaron’s. That man was sharp, and if he caught them, then Holden was done for.

 “I don’t get either of you,” he griped. “Carly’s a wimp and Maryanne’s into old dick.”

 This time Maryanne said nothing. Instead, when she lunged forward and dug her nails into the soft, sensitive insides of Owen’s left ear, it was he who had to bite down on crying out.

 Quietly, she said, “Shut. Up.”

 Thankfully, he finally listened. Maryanne released him and he shook his head irritably.

 They continued on in tense, uncomfortable silence until Owen grew bored and pulled over at a gas station. He parked at a free pump. Rather than buy gas, he strode toward the store.

 Selfish, inconsiderate child, scoffed Maryanne inwardly.

 “Asshole,” Carly spat once he was out of earshot. “He’s—he’s such a freak. Like, God, not everyone jerks off every day like you do, and God forbid we like any guy who isn’t buff or hairy!”

 Maryanne sighed. “For all intents and purposes, he’s seventeen. He’s giddy and an idiot, but he’s not a freak.”

 Carly seemed chagrined. She slunk down in her seat, the motion piling her hair up on her shoulders. “I know,” she mumbled. “But I wish he’d leave me alone sometimes.”

 With a distracted shrug, Maryanne said, “He’s a teenager. Ergo, an idiot.”

 They fell silent until Owen got back into the car. He carried a black plastic bag, and inside there was cold coffee for Maryanne and root beer for Carly. When the latter scowled at his peace offering, Owen said in an unusually mild tone, “For the record, I’m into bigger dudes. If you were a guy, I’d totally hit that. Hell, maybe even date it.”

 Carly stared at him. Then, just like that, she smiled and accepted the drink. Maryanne shook her head and leaned back in her seat, content to sip at her sweetened coffee as the two fell into more friendly banter.

 Owen might be an idiot teenager, but Carly wasn’t that much older than him, either in human appearance or mental growth. Given she was more or less in her late twenties, oftentimes Maryanne felt like the odd one out.

 And yet, for whatever reason, they were the two she gravitated toward the most—aside from Avery. But he had made it clear that with Olivia gone, his heart was with the children.

 Stifling a sigh, Maryanne pushed him to the back of her mind. That was her old life.

 Now in a much better mood, Carly began to scan the area for attractive men and point them out to Owen. Maryanne didn’t find it conducive to scouting.

 Then again, she’d been reluctant to come in the first place. That she’d tagged along was her own fault, in the end.

 Eventually Owen found free parking on a sidewalk and they exited the car. Maryanne admired a fluttery, soft dress in a department store window. She wondered what sort of job she should take up now that their old Paradise hotel was surely out of business.

 A chilled breeze swept past them. Unlike the humans nearby, none of them felt the cold.

 Owen glanced down the street and said, “I’m going to check out this way. Either of you ladies want to join me?”

 “Maybe we both should,” said Maryanne. “If someone thinks of attacking us, greater numbers might make them think twice.”

 “Might also make sure they see us before we see them,” pointed out Owen.

 She sighed in response.

 Thoughtfully, Carly tilted her head in the opposite direction. “Isn’t the hotel they were staying at the other way? Might be a good place to start.”

 Owen rolled his eyes. “They won’t be there anymore.”

 “I know,” she said defensively. Her cheeks tinted pink. “But we’d be stupid not to double check. Nobody’s confirmed that.”

 “I’ll go,” said Maryanne in resignation. “You two head the other direction. We can meet up in an hour.”

 Seeming satisfied with that, Owen put an arm around Carly’s shoulder and wandered off with her. To anybody who didn’t know them, they probably looked the young couple out on a stroll. How cute, thought Maryanne dryly.

 She knew she’d offered to take on the grunt work, but sometimes that couldn’t be helped. Besides, if they did find Aaron or his pack, they couldn’t engage yet. There was nothing to be lost in her little venture.

 While she strode toward the Peppermill Resort, Maryanne was careful to keep her senses open. It was imperative she utilize her peripheral vision and sense of smell at all times. At the moment, like most days, all she sensed were humans.

 Once at the hotel, she feigned the act of a submissive yet aggrieved wife who was certain her husband was having an affair. As she’d hoped, this gained her the wincing sympathy of the clerk. He couldn’t give up any rooms, he explained, but there had been two checked out, and her “husband” had, in fact, been attached to a younger blonde woman. Oddly, said the clerk, they seemed to come with family.

 “Yes,” whispered Maryanne in her best good-wife tone. “I’m afraid they are family. I can’t believe he’d....” Quickly she looked away and swiped at her eyes as though to dry tears.

 The clerk shifted uncomfortably. “Look, ma’am, I’m sorry. I wish I could help more. But... I mean, they checked out early. Booked the rooms for three days but left after the first.”

 Maryanne stiffened. She kept her eyes lowered to the ground as she said quietly, “It’s been almost two weeks... he must have run off with her.”

 “I’m sorry, ma’am. I wish I could help.”

 He kept repeating the same tired lines. Maryanne decided she had enough information and thanked him with the barest of breaths. Then she turned and trudged out the door.

 Once she got a block away, she raised her head and sighed. As to be expected, the pack wasn’t there. They’d even left early—probably a smart move. She wondered why the clerk seemed to recall them so vividly. He’d made no mentions of odd behavior.

 She supposed it could simply be that not many had eyes like Aaron’s; black and merciless as the icy depths of the ocean. But Maryanne had the feeling there was more to it than that.

 At least she could act the part expected of her, she decided. Her ethnicity likely played an enormous role in that. While her mother had been fair-haired and blue-eyed, her father had been a direct immigrant from Korea. Maryanne felt she had been blessed with the best of both attributes; smooth skin, beautiful slanted eyes, luscious dark hair that curled if she just put a little effort into it. And that was the thing: looking Korean, if all she did was play on her quiet nature and pretend to submit, Maryanne could easily pass as a subdued foreign housewife.

 It was kind of disgusting, really.

 She folded her arms and looked around. Her pithy adventure had only taken fifteen minutes. Now what?

 Maryanne wandered back toward the car. Along the way she hesitated to admire some dresses and shoes in shop windows that caught her eye. It had been a long while since she’d had a real wardrobe, she thought wistfully. Almost as long as her father’s day of passing—which was a kind way of putting that he had been torn apart by a lycan.

 Etan Wolfe, specifically.

 Even now she subconsciously bared her teeth at the memory. Finding her father ripped to shreds and only half his liver eaten was an image she could never shake. It had made her transition and infection nearly unbearable. But for the fantasy of getting back at Etan, she might not have pulled through.

 Maryanne never had the chance, of course. While Olivia initially soothed her by promising to keep her twin in line, it rapidly became clear where her true loyalties lay.

 Not to her pack, that was for damn sure.

 Quickly her mood darkened. Hoping to ease it, Maryanne decided to duck into a boutique and browse.

 She didn’t have much money to her name, so for the time being she was just window-shopping. More the pity; some of the dresses were extremely cute. Maryanne was particularly taken in by an off-white affair with lace baring the midriff and small, intricate beading around the collar.

 One glance at the price tag confirmed it would take her months to save up for it. After she got a job. So far her half-hearted attempts had failed to yield any results.

 But hell, she decided, why not try it on?

 Within minutes she wished she hadn’t. Maryanne gazed longingly into the mirror. She looked stunning, like she could easily fit in at a summer tea party or an extravagantly fancy dinner. The top was cut modestly and the skirt flared to flirtatious perfection.

 Add a pastel blue belt and a silver necklace and I’d be set for a fun outing, she thought wistfully. The store hadn’t had any appropriate belts, but they had an array of thin chains with small fake jewels. She held one up to her neck, shook her head, and secured it so the twinkling fake diamond rested against her breastbone. Absolutely magnificent. If only it was a real diamond; she could have walked down a red carpet and fit right in.

 Her delusions of grandeur occasionally amused her, at least.

 Heaving a sigh, Maryanne reluctantly reached behind to unzip her dress. Once she had changed back into her street clothes, she left the dress hanging in the fitting room and strode out the front door.

 Back near the car, she quickly strode into the next store. She still had a little time, and that fluttery dress from earlier still caught her eye.

 When she emerged again, Owen and Carly waited by the car. Owen seemed in a mood; presumably he hadn’t succeeded in today’s mission.

 “Ready?” asked Maryanne.

 Rather than answer, Carly’s eyes narrowed at her collarbone area. “What’s that?”

 “Hmm?”

 Owen finally looked up, followed Carly’s gaze, and groaned. “Seriously, Maryanne? Again?”

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said quietly. “Let’s go.”

 The two reluctantly complied, but once they were on the road, Carly twisted in her seat to glare at her. “Never again, Maryanne. Okay? We’re not going through another klepto phase of yours!”

 Maryanne toyed with the fake jewel and frowned. “The store won’t even miss it. It’s like, ten bucks.”

 “I knew I should have gone with you,” griped Carly as she turned to face the front again. “You’re impossible. You’ve been clean for months!”

 “It’s a necklace,” snapped Maryanne, her voice all the more startling since she rarely ever raised it. “Not a shot of heroine. Now shut up and tell me where we’re going next.”

 “Nowhere,” said Owen crossly. “We’re going home. And we’re going to talk to Holden, since you apparently think he’s just going to accept your habit of sticky fingers.”

 Maryanne waved away their concerns, but didn’t argue. Holden could say what he wanted. They weren’t a package deal. If he decided a little theft here and there was too much for him to handle, then he was just as pathetic as Olivia.

 Besides, he should have more important things to worry about. And while Maryanne could respect her alpha, she bowed to no one.

Ͼ

 Holden didn’t quite expect to come home to what looked like an intervention. He stopped dead in the living room, staring at his pack. Every last member was there, even Lacey.

 Maryanne sat primly in a kitchen chair, centered before the TV as though she were the star of a droll preschool performance.

 “What’s this?” asked Holden cautiously.

 Maryanne’s dark eyes met his, the gold dulled to copper. She seemed bored more than anything.

 Lacey turned in her seat. She looked good, he thought with a start. Since Sage’s passing she seemed to have stopped caring at all about her appearance. But now her eyebrows were plucked, her makeup softly yet expertly applied, and she wore fashionable clothes instead of old jeans and a T-shirt.

 “Holden, sweetie,” she said with brittle calm. “We seem to have an issue that our new friends here failed to divulge to us.”

 Laelia sat beside Lacey, nodding enthusiastically.

 Folding his arms over his chest, Holden stepped closer to the couch. He kept his face as impassive as possible. “What is it?”

 Jesus, I sound like Aaron. The thought revolted him.

 But before he could address that disturbing idea, Carly said heatedly, “We thought she was over it. Olivia made her kick the habit. But—”

 “Maryanne’s a klepto,” said Owen bluntly.

 While Carly berated the young man for interrupting her once more, Holden observed Maryanne. She didn’t look his way, preferring to play with a cheap necklace around her throat. He narrowed his eyes, uncertain if he’d ever seen her wear it before. From the compound several years ago wasn’t as easy to recall despite Aaron training him to have near-photographic memory.

 “How bad is it?” asked Holden.

 Maryanne’s eyes flickered toward him, but Lacey spoke up. “It’s longstanding, apparently. She’s been like this since becoming a lycan.”

 Irritated that his ex-Primary had spoken for Maryanne, Holden stepped around the couch until he came to a stop directly in front of Maryanne. She finally gazed up at him, her mouth unapologetic.

 Evenly, Holden asked, “How bad?”

 Maryanne lifted one shoulder. She lowered her eyes briefly and said with murmuring intensity, “The urge comes and goes, but I usually don’t take anything worth more than $35.” A wry smile twisted her mouth. “I’ve found that’s the limit before people start getting antsy and will actually follow you around the store. Most places won’t notice or care about five dollars of merchandise missing here or there. Not to say I can’t lift pricier things, but it takes a lot more patience and I can’t exactly do it on impulse.”

 Raising one eyebrow, Holden considered her. She looked back to him. Her expression remained clear, calm, and open.

 After some thought, Holden asked, “Have you ever been arrested for it?”

 “Once,” said Owen unhelpfully from the left. Holden sighed.

 “Once,” repeated Maryanne. “I tried to wear a designer jacket out the door. Lesson learned.”

 It put him in a bit of an awkward situation. Holden rubbed the back of his neck, rolling his head to face Carly and Owen. “Is that about the gist of it?”

 They nodded.

 Holden sighed and folded his arms again, shifting so his weight was mostly on his right foot. He looked around at his pack; Carly and Owen seemed anxious, Laelia excited, and Lacey expectant. If Maryanne had any thoughts to her fate, she kept them carefully hidden behind the façade of not caring.

 At last, Holden shrugged and began to walk out.

 “Sweetie?” asked Lacey with edge. “Don’t you want to do anything about this?”

 “No,” he said shortly, only pausing to address Maryanne over his shoulder. “Don’t get caught. If you’re arrested, I won’t bail you out.”

 His ex practically hissed, “That’s it?”

 He scowled at her. “Yeah, Lacey. That’s it.” At everyone’s stunned expressions, he clarified, “We’re not going to be in pretty business here, guys. I know how to pick locks. So does Lacey, and she can act. Laelia’s scrappy, and now we know Maryanne can usually steal without getting caught.” He met each individual gaze for emphasis. “This isn’t a detriment. It’s useful.”

 Holden turned his attention to Owen and Carly, sizing them up. After a meaningful breath of hesitation, he added, “I hope you two brought more to the table than the ability to cut off an alpha’s head. Maybe you should take some lessons from Maryanne.”

 As he left to head for his room to shower, Holden caught the pleased smile that danced upon Maryanne’s inviting mouth.








  
 






Chapter Twelve
 Withdrawing the money was a painful process that kept Aaron out of the house more than he would have liked. But it couldn’t be helped.

 He didn’t have just one account. There were several, some with a few thousand and others with numbers in the seven-figure range. He’d had two hundred years to accrue interest, shift banks, work both low-end and lucrative jobs, and play with a lot of death and inheritance schemes. The latter had become nearly impossible in the age of technology, but by then he’d done well enough to just let the money sit.

 Having Nathan as a relative truly helped. Some years, when they went off as wolves, Aaron could fake his own death and have cash set aside for the boy in a trust fund. Once Nathan allegedly reached that age, it had been easy to pose Holden as the young man due his money.

 But taking out such large sums was not easy, even from multiple locations. It would take Aaron nearly the entire week to pull it off properly.

 Appearances were everything. For this exchange, he utterly relied on that rule.

 By Thursday, Aaron was satisfied with what he had. A couple more small withdrawals and they would be golden. With some of the cash he pulled, he had Jackson buy a lockable, steel briefcase.

 Friday he meant to sit down with his pack and go over the plan calmly and collectedly. But before that could happen, Rachael’s infection seized hold of her in the worst way.

 Aaron woke in the daybreak hour to violent thrashing from the nearby bed. Before he even opened his eyes he was on his feet, abandoning his position on the floor to be at Rachael’s side. Only he couldn’t, because she flailed so horribly there was nowhere on the bed to sit at any given moment.

 Whatever demons she fought were intense.

 This fit was near soundless but vicious. Eva and Ana Sofia spent every few days checking her nails to keep them trimmed short, but even if they were cut to the quick, Rachael found a way to dig deep into her own flesh and tear old and new wounds alike. Her chest was still raw from her last attempt, and the incident before that left still-healing marks running up the length of her shins.

 This time she attacked her arms and writhed to reach her back. She fought against herself as though gripped by the desire to remove every last square inch of flesh from her bones.

 Eventually Aaron managed to get hold of her somewhat unharmed wrists and bring them down. He used his softest voice, hoping to lull her to a sense of safety. But when Rachael looked at him, it was clear she didn’t see him. Helpless rage turned her eyes to molten steel. She began to emit garbled curses.

 “Rachael,” tried Aaron again. “You are safe. Please calm down.”

 She shuddered and tried to jerk her arms back. Days without more than sponge baths left her hair stringy with oil, and the bitter transformation could make her eyes deranged as they were now. She tried to strike but Aaron kept a firm grip.

 Eventually the fight began to seep out of her. Rachael didn’t quite slump over, but her shoulders sagged and she leaned as far away from him as she could without the ability to break free. Aaron kept a silent gaze on her.

 Then she began to cry.

 Aaron bit down on a tired noise. He tried to pull her close, but she surprised him by shoving weakly against his chest. “No,” she choked. “How many times do I have to tell you no?”

 Curiosity coursed through him. Aaron wondered if she was recalling their earlier, tense years of interaction, or something and someone else entirely.

 Though he knew it was like snooping, he decided to poke. “I have lost count.”

 She whimpered. When she looked at him her expression was distant, this moment very clearly in her head.

 “So have I,” she whispered hoarsely. “You never hear me. I don’t want to watch anymore.”

 Aaron’s eyes narrowed. “Watch what?”

 She growled and flexed her fingers as though they were claws. “You. Fucking her.”

 He sat in dreaded quiet. Aaron didn’t trust her state of mind enough to release her just yet, but he did allow his grip to relax a touch. The horrible feeling that she was reliving her time in Holden’s captivity sluiced him. Given all of Holden’s pack had been women, she must think he was Holden himself.

 Quietly, Aaron said, “I shall not do it again.”

 Rachael launched her entire body at him. With rapid skill, Aaron managed to subdue her physically, but she was infuriated.

 “You liar. You’ve always lied to me, Holden! I hate you—since you killed Vera I hate you! I don’t want to be with you, I don’t want to see you, and I don’t care what you think I did, I don’t want to screw you!” Spittle flew from her mouth in her rant. “I don’t care how much that girl liked it. I never wanted to see that.”

 Though anger welled within Aaron toward Holden, he didn’t know how much of her fury was delusional and how much was memory—if any at all. He let go a long, slow breath and brought her arms together as firmly as possible without hurting her.

 “Rachael,” he said. “I am not Holden.”

 She glared toward him.

 His voice growing stern, he repeated, “I am not Holden. Listen to my voice. Take a deep breath—you can smell me.”

 “I smell sex,” she said with utter disgust.

 “No. You do not.”

 Aaron kept repeating his words like a mantra. It was painful and mind-numbing, but trying to reach a lycan-in-transition often was. He drew from his well of patience and experience, allowing it to flow through him like a river.

 As much as he hated to admit it, Aaron’s mind wandered as he spoke. Sometimes he had to allow his thoughts to roam to keep his voice from growing terse or cold.

 So he thought of the woods in Keeton. He remembered how freeing it had felt to run through them the first time; how invigorating a moonlight hunt could be. Aaron recalled deeper memories of his years with Sanjana. The first time he found Nathan after a long search filtered in, as well as years of trying to train a petulant toddler how to be both human and wolf.

 Finally, something in Rachael seemed to snap into place. She stopped making animalistic sounds at him and her muscles began to relax.

 She stared at him for a long moment once he stopped speaking. Aaron forced his mind back to the present and watched her carefully.

 “Aaron?” she asked dubiously.

 He nodded and allowed his hands to drift down to hers, clasping her frigid fingers. “Yes.”

 Rachael let out a low, pained noise and leaned forward. Her forehead came to rest upon his shoulder. Limp arms dangled at her sides.

 Relieved she had broken free from her daze Aaron at last let go of his tension. Her breath was clammy against his skin, yet he couldn’t bring himself to move her. The proper thing to do would be to lie her back down and let her sleep—but she wasn’t just another infected.

 So he held her with caution. Aaron knew she could suffer another attack within minutes, but he didn’t let her go.

 After a while, when he thought she’d passed out again, Rachael mumbled against him, “Where are we?”

 She’d been told before. That she didn’t remember was actually a hopeful sign. One of a lycan’s weaknesses was short-term memory loss, and it was especially strong in new lycans, also known as pups.

 Gently, he reminded her, “We are hidden in a house in Reno. It is a temporary safe space.”

 “Mm.” Rachael stirred but didn’t leave his embrace. “Good.”

 Aaron desperately wanted to inquire about her fit. But even if he did, she didn’t seem fully lucid. He worried prying into it would just make her shut down. There was a reason she hadn’t wanted to speak of the specifics of her capture before; as a result, all any of them knew were broad-stroke basics.

 Now he had the feeling she had been forced into situations where the word unseemly wouldn’t begin to do her experience justice.

 Though there was a slightly grimy feel to Rachael due to her condition, Aaron petted her hair and waited for the fine tremors dancing through her to still. By the time he felt it was safe to tuck her back into bed, morning sunlight filtered through the blinds.

 Aaron ensured they were all firmly closed to the outside world before slipping into the hallway and heading toward the bathroom. Before anything else, he needed a shower.

 No matter how well he lathered, the sense of filth did not scrub off, and it coated him even further with guilt.

 With only one shared bathroom amongst them, showers were no longer considered a luxurious moment in the morning. Seritta woke after him and cleaned up, and then gave the baby a bath in the kitchen sink. One by one the rest got ready for the day’s work. Hardly anything needed to be said until they sat down in the sparse, tiny living room together.

 Aaron started his plan with, “Seritta will be with me. And only she will be with me.”

 “What about their better numbers?” inquired Jackson for the precisely the seventh time.

 His patience had almost dried up in his attempt to help Rachael that morning, but somehow Aaron was able to squeeze out a bit more. “We have not been able to locate Holden. He must have a plan for after infecting Rachael, and I cannot afford to leave defenses weak here. Particularly when we must leave the baby behind.”

 “Rudy,” snapped Seritta. “He has a name.”

 Ignoring her, Aaron continued, “Jackson, I am entrusting you and Ana Sofia with Rachael’s safety. Eva, the baby is your responsibility. Never allow him out of your sight. I highly suspect it is the kidnapper’s true target, even after our negotiations.”

 A pleased glimmer lit the woman’s eyes. She nodded so her long hair hid the rising corner of her mouth.

 “If anything seems to go sideways, we shall abort the exchange,” said Aaron grimly. “Considering Olivia may still be behind all of this, I do not know how likely our chances are of a smooth operation.”

 Still irritated, Seritta said, “She ain’t. I told you, this ain’t her style.”

 Aaron glanced at her with a small frown. While he agreed, he couldn’t afford to assume the rest of her pack would fail to be at the exchange point. So he said, “For the time being, we must assume maximum numbers and worst case scenario levels of mental illness. Therefore: hostility, threats, violence, and explosions.” He paused. “Possibly fire.” Never discount a pyro-enthusiast’s true love.

 Ana Sofia had sat solemnly throughout it all so far. But now she spoke. “But it is not until Sunday.”

 “Correct,” said Aaron firmly. “We will have this talk every morning until that day. I do not want anyone to forget their role. Forgetting is not an option.”

 His pack murmured assent.

 After going over a few more pertinent details, Aaron allowed his pack to disperse into their typical morning routines. Seritta closed herself in a room with the baby, Jackson and Eva cleaned, and Ana Sofia went to check on Rachael. Aaron considered following her, but she lifted her eyes to meet his and her expression was clear: she wanted Aaron, specifically, to leave her alone.

 She was still upset about the possibility of killing the baby. Aaron clamped down on his irritation and decided to step outside for some fresh air. Considering their circumstances, there was a very real possibility this would be his last chance to get some.

 A cold smile touched his features. Aaron had faced death many a time in the past. Yet never did it seem less frightening, and certainly never did he approach the concept recklessly.

 Especially when Nathan’s life was on the line more than his own.
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 While he was frustrated nobody had found Aaron’s new hideout yet, Holden chose not to stress over it.

 At least, he tried not to. As the pressure built up he realized he couldn’t completely talk himself down. He couldn’t hunt on his own and risk exposure at this point, so he was, unfortunately, completely reliant on his pack. Owen, Carly, and Maryanne expended clear effort with no immediate results, while Lacey and Laelia continued to go about their days as though the ultimate goal was of no importance to them.

 So Holden decided to bake cupcakes.

 Years ago he had promised red velvet with cream cheese to Rachael for her 18th birthday. Since their falling out, the urge had always been there but actually committing to the act had been emotionally painful.

 Now seemed the perfect time to get over it and move on.

 Holden collected what he needed from scratch from a local small shop in Reno. While his pack went through their normal routines, he sequestered himself to the kitchen to work.

 Once the batter had been poured and slid into the oven, Holden took a seat at the kitchen table. He sipped a glass of water and pulled out his phone. He needed mindless enjoyment while he waited.

 Though preoccupied, he wasn’t completely immersed. Holden looked up when bare feet padded into the room, and he regarded Lacey coolly.

 She looked lovely. Her improved appearance the other day had proved not to be a fluke. Her hair was styled into a high ponytail and her clothes were fashionably breezy.

 “What’s up,” asked Holden.

 She couldn’t seem to meet his eyes, instead choosing to watch the oven. “Smells nice in here,” she said in a soft tone. That itself was unusual as of late.

 Holden smiled faintly. “I’m making cupcakes.”

 Lacey nodded, the corners of her mouth turned down slightly. “You haven’t done that in a long time.”

 “It felt appropriate,” he replied.

 She nodded again. They remained there awkwardly for a few minutes. Holden eventually turned back to his phone to continue reading.

 Suddenly she blurted, “You were right.”

 Unwilling to show his surprise, Holden kept his head down and said, “About?”

 Lacey’s abundant chest heaved in his periphery. “Sage. Rachael, for the most part. I guess... everything.” He heard her swallow, and then she added in the barest whisper, “My ego got too big for my position. And... I’m sorry.”

 Finally, he raised his head to observe her. Red flushed her face beneath the makeup. Her long lashes lowered so that they nearly grazed her cheeks, and Lacey’s arms remained folded as though hugging herself. Everything about her looked submissive in that moment. Uncomfortable.

 Holden placed his phone face-down on the table and rested his chin in one hand. “Maryanne offered to sleep with me. I’ve been thinking about taking her up on it.”

 Lacey winced, but then nodded. “That’s fair. I hope you enjoy it.”

 He narrowed his gaze, suspicious she had yet to meet his eyes. “I haven’t slept with Laelia again... yet.”

 That appeared to hurt her worse, but Lacey made a small noise of agreement. When he said nothing, she worked her mouth for a moment as she tried to find the right words. When she spoke it was to say, “You seem to have fun with her. I... I hope you still do.”

 Holden frowned.

 That she finally took notice of. Lacey reddened further and snapped, “What else do you want me to say, Holden? I have no voice in this anymore. I get it. You made it clear and I’m trying to accept that.”

 Quietly, he said, “It’s more than that, dear. None of that has been the real issue.”

 She groaned softly and pulled out the chair across from him. Though she could have touched their knees together by scooting forward—something she had done in the past as Primary—Lacey carefully kept her distance.

 “I’m sorry,” she said pathetically. “I know it’s—it’s the insubordination. Plotting with Sage.”

 Finally, she seemed to get it. Holden regarded her stoically. “She would be alive if you hadn’t convinced her to kill Rachael.”

 “I didn’t convince her!”

 Icily, Holden said, “No, dear, you just let her think she was doing you a huge favor. You used her. Whether you meant to or not.”

 For a moment he thought she was going to shout at him. Instead Lacey bit her lip hard. She chewed on the bit of flesh for a moment, and then said bleakly, “If I could go back....”

 “You can’t.”

 She was practically begging. This had to be embarrassing for her, but something deeper than pride finally spurred her to this. “Holden, please. I’m trying to make this work.”

 Impatient, he lowered his voice. “You blamed all the wrong people, Lacey. And I might have been okay with it, but instead of working with me, you pushed me away. Even if Laelia hadn’t been a factor, the end result would have been the same at the rate you were going. Nothing changed until I made it change. That’s why I’m alpha, Lacey, and it’s why you don’t deserve a voice anymore. You’re selfish.”

 “How is anything you did with Rachael not selfish?” she argued.

 He exhaled through his nose. “It is. And letting myself get carried away with her tricks was a mistake. But here’s the thing.” Holden held her gaze, focusing on the brilliant mixture of human copper and lycan gold that wavered with uncertainty in her irises. “I owned up to it. I accepted it. I did my moping, and then I moved on.” He leaned forward and stated, “You’ve—done—nothing. Nothing to show me you’ve learned, nothing to prove you’re learning to let go.”

 Flatly, Lacey asked, “What part of infecting Rachael was letting her go?”

 “She’ll probably die,” said Holden in a similar tone. “She might live, but if she’s as traumatized as I think you helped make her, the madness of it all might kill her. I’m half expecting it.”

 “But half not.”

 Holden shrugged.

 Lacey opened her mouth as though to protest, thought better of it, and shifted in her seat. “Holden, if you don’t want me here, then just tell me. I’ll leave.”

 A flicker of pity for her glimmered to life. Gently, he said, “If I wanted you gone, Lacey, I would have made sure of that already.”

 She frowned but didn’t answer.

 Holden sat back and glanced at the timer on the stove. In a few minutes he’d have to check the progress of the cupcakes.

 “What exactly do you expect by staying with us?” he asked.

 Lacey shrugged helplessly. “Nothing. I guess... I just want things to be right between us.”

 Holden cocked his head. “That’ll take time.”

 “I know.”

 “Maybe a lot of time, after all this.”

 She cringed but repeated, “I know. I’m prepared for that.”

 “It can’t just be between us,” continued Holden relentlessly. “I know Laelia’s,” he hesitated, but delicately continued, “different, but you need to make the effort there. And with the others. We’re all family now, dear. We’re a team. You need to want that.”

 “I do,” she said quickly. This time it was she who leaned forward. Her eyes desperately searched his. Lacey’s face fell a little when she didn’t seem to find what she was looking for. “I do want it. I’ll be nice. I’ll drop my grudges. I’ll get to know them—all of them. I swear.”

 This time when Holden watched her for sincerity, he found a little more than he’d expected. Though her frequent “I” statements rubbed him the wrong way, he thought she shone with earnest. There was a light to her he hadn’t seen in months.

 Firmly, he said, “I’m not promising any position of Primary back. Not now, maybe not ever. That was a train wreck.”

 “That’s okay,” she said. A tinge of relief colored her voice. “Really. I’ll just be another member of the pack and work to earn your trust again. The others should be family; I’ll work on that, too. I—I still love you, sweetie, but I’ll bite my tongue.”

 Something inside Holden’s chest cracked. He stood up and circled the table to her. Lacey sat rigidly, but Holden pulled her up and hugged her tightly. A shuddering sigh escaped her, warming his shoulder.

 “Don’t do that,” he murmured into her ear, so low any eavesdroppers would be unable to hear him. “I appreciate your honesty. And I still love you, too.” He pulled back but didn’t let go of her. “But I can’t trust you. Not yet.”

 Lacey nodded meekly but offered a hint of her old smile.

 Warmth began to trickle into Holden’s heart. “I’m going to send Owen and Carly on another hunt tomorrow,” he explained gently. “You should go with. Get to know them. They’re immature, but they’re good people. They came to us in honesty and I trust them.”

 She murmured agreement.

 The timer beeped. Holden hesitated, but then released her to switch it off. He slipped a mitt over his left hand and opened the oven. Using a toothpick to test the cupcakes, Holden was pleased when each came back only slightly moist.

 He pulled the confections from the oven and set them on the stove. After the heat was turned off, he turned to Lacey and smiled. “Want to help decorate?”

 She was, of course, eager to please.








  
 






Chapter Thirteen
 Nathan knew the time had come when they opened the cage.

 All three showed up; Vahn, Audrey, and Cindy. Before Nathan could even think about shifting back to human form, Audrey grabbed him and Cindy slipped a leather muzzle over his snout. Though he tried to fight, the three easily restrained him. The straps pulled with sickening tightness. If he tried to turn human now, he knew, the muzzle was strong enough to possibly break something in his face in the effort.

 Vahn knelt before him while the women clipped a collar on him, along with a short leash. “Remember, kiddo, this is only temporary. Can’t have you ruining this exchange. Once you get to your brother, I’m sure he’ll take it off.”

 Cindy smiled sweetly. “I dunno. If he’s really in love with Aaron’s girl, maybe he’ll keep it on.”

 Nathan whimpered.

 “Oh, come on. Don’t be cruel,” said Vahn without any real malice.

 Audrey took the leash in her hand and wrapped the extra length around her palm. Nathan was left with very little slack. “All right. Let’s do this.”

 They led him through the door and up a steep, concrete flight. When Nathan stepped off the last stair and into sunlight, it hurt. He squeezed his eyes shut against the glare until the stinging subsided. Then, slowly blinking, he took in his surroundings.

 They’d kept him underground, all right. And the door leading to it could easily be dismissed as a tornado shelter. The location reminded him of Holden’s house, where they had rescued Rachael, in that the location seemed to be the middle of nowhere in the desert. Other than that it was very different.

 The “shelter” was an acre away from any livable space, and the one they walked toward was a tiny brick building that couldn’t possibly fit Olivia’s entire pack.

 In fact, Nathan would have been surprised if anyone other than these three were present. Where are the others? he wondered while turning his head.

 Around the brick building was a garden that appeared long dead. One beat-up car he recognized as the getaway vehicle sat under an overhang that was several inches too short. There were pieces of luggage in the back seat, and he heard keys jangling in Vahn’s pocket.

 Once they had what they wanted, they were going to bolt.

 And he’d been correct; there were no others. What the hell was going on?

 Nathan’s hackles rose. He subconsciously began to growl. He was cut short when Audrey yanked on the collar, effectively choking him. Nathan forced himself into a calmer state, but unease prickled over his fur like static electricity.

 He thought they would wait outside, but the trio encouraged him to enter the house. Nathan reluctantly obeyed. It wasn’t like he had a choice.

 Inside seemed just as pathetic as out. There was almost nothing in the way of furniture. The only electronics he could see were two phones attached to chargers plugged into low outlets. Paint chipped from the spackled walls and there were enough holes to explain the stench of a rodent infestation. Blankets spread across the room. Apparently this was where they slept.

 They were squatters, realized Nathan. No wonder they had demanded so much money. Even what Aaron had agreed to might get them a decent house somewhere else, but it wouldn’t last long otherwise.

 Perhaps they didn’t need it to. Having a solid home was a rarity for lycans. Nathan was dubious to what he assumed were their plans, but he was hardly in the position to question them.

 Literally.

 “Did you text him the address?” Vahn directed his question to Audrey.

 The woman shot him an exasperated look. “For the last time, yes.”

 Vahn grumbled. “I don’t want him late because of your screw-ups.”

 “I said, I texted him,” said Audrey. “Almost three hours ago. He should be here any minute.”

 “He might get lost.”

 “In the middle of the desert? I assume he uses a car and technology like most modern people. Don’t be stupid.”

 Cindy looked bored. She wandered to one of the blankets and sat on it, grabbing a phone and tapping the screen to unlock it.

 “Quit using all the data,” snapped Audrey to the teenager. “We don’t have the money yet.”

 “But we will,” replied Cindy without looking up. “And we’ll have enough money for a house and formula for like three years, so why do you care?”

 Vahn glanced at Nathan and hissed, “Cindy, shut the fuck up.”

 She pursed her lips but finally obeyed.

 For a moment Nathan didn’t understand what had just happened. He padded around as far as the little slack he had would allow. It took a couple minutes for everything to sink in.

 Vahn said Aaron agreed to the money and Seritta. Nothing about the baby.

 They were planning some sort of sabotage.

 Nathan continued to pace, hoping they thought he was too dumb to put the pieces together. But Vahn seemed on edge even more after that. The awful feeling that something was going to go wrong settled in Nathan’s chest like a bad bout of pneumonia.

 After a few minutes, the sound of a car pulling closer reached them. Vahn barked for Cindy to get off her phone. The girl glowered at him but obeyed.

 When somebody knocked on the front door, Nathan could smell his brother. He tried not to fidget.

 “Come in,” called Vahn.

 The dinged-up knob turned, and the door pushed open with weighted ease. Just on the other side of the threshold stood Aaron and Seritta—no baby, but there was a brand new metal briefcase in Aaron’s hand.

 As always, Nathan’s brother stood with cool, professional calm, dressed as though he were going to a business luncheon rather than a ransom trade-off. Beside him, Seritta appeared almost regal in a white summer dress. She held her head high as her hair burst out from her head in explosive curls.

 Before they could step in, Vahn snapped, “Stop. We agreed no weapons.”

 Aaron met his gaze levelly, his eyes barely flicking Nathan’s way. “We have none.”

 “What the hell is that?” accused Vahn, pointing deliberately to Aaron’s left hand. His agitation from before was only rising. Nathan’s nerves jangled.

 Calmly, Aaron set the briefcase down and raised his hands. His voice was disturbingly smooth as he said, “This is the money you requested. All cash, all there. Please, feel free to count.”

 Cindy started to move, but Vahn swept a long arm out to stop her. “No,” he retorted, his eyes coldly suspicious. “You open it, first.”

 Aaron smirked. But he nodded to Seritta, who knelt down to lay the briefcase flat on the floor. She turned it toward herself and flipped open the clasps. Her dark eyes lifted to stare at her pack—former pack? wondered Nathan—and without a word she eased it open.

 Audrey winced. None of the others did, not even the skeptical Vahn. Nathan shook his head in disbelief. He shared a quick glance with his brother: These guys are amateurs.

 “Turn it,” ordered Vahn.

 With a roll of her eyes, Seritta obeyed. She spun the briefcase so that bound stacks of cash opened toward them. And that was all there was, plain as day. No odd wires, no flashing lights, no smoke. Nathan didn’t know what these weirdos had expected, but they seemed happily disappointed.

 Slowly, Vahn let out a breath. He tried to keep quiet, but Nathan still heard. “Audrey, count the money. Make sure it’s all there. We don’t want to get ripped off.”

 Audrey handed Nathan’s leash off to Cindy. Nathan glowered at them, but the pack hardly seemed to care for his presence at all in the face of their big payday. The older woman strode toward the front door, snatched up the briefcase, and brought it to a side wall of the house. She pulled out the bills and began to count.

 Vahn turned his attention to Seritta. Disdainfully, he said, “Great job. You really screwed us over, you know.”

 Seritta scoffed. “How? You got money out of it.”

 It sounded as though Vahn wanted to say more. Instead he cleared his throat and gestured to Nathan. “He’s muzzled, but otherwise unharmed. We fed him. We gave him water. Other than maybe some sore muscles, you’re getting him back in pristine condition.”

 “How considerate of you,” said Aaron sarcastically.

 Nathan, too, hated he was being referred to as though he were a used car up for sale. He trotted back and forth on his paws, anxious to tear free and flee with his brother. Aaron shot him a single look that was explicitly clear: Keep calm.

 Well, he was trying. Nathan pawed at the carpet.

 It felt like forever while Audrey counted. She kept saying numbers aloud, and Vahn would repeat them. Then she’d mutter to herself some more, and announce a higher number, which would again be echoed back to her. The air seemed to gain weight, pressing down around them all with suffocating thickness.

 At last she said, “Two-hundred-fifty thousand. Even.”

 “Cool.” Vahn grinned. He gestured toward Seritta. “Come on, then.”

 Seritta reluctantly took a step forward. She was halted by Aaron’s hand on her shoulder. Firmly, Aaron said, “Nathan first.”

 The lines in Vahn’s face sharpened and drew downward. “You don’t get to call the shots.”

 Aaron’s upper lip curled. “As you can plainly see, Seritta is not restrained in any fashion. Yet you saw it fit to do the same to my brother.” His voice hardened to stone. “Nathan. First.”

 A tense few moments ticked by. The multitude of different heartbeats in the room became almost unbearably loud, like a band of drums trying to find a common rhythm and failing miserably.

 At last, Vahn sighed and said, “Fine.”

 Nathan felt the leash give way a little. Eagerly, he put out one front paw. But just as he began to walk, Cindy spoke up.

 “You know,” she mused. “We asked for half a million. But I think he’s getting the better end of the deal.”

 All eyes turned to her. Wary concern wavered in Vahn’s as he said, “Cindy, don’t argue. Just give him the kid.”

 “I will,” she insisted. Despite his instincts screaming for him not to, Nathan turned to look at her. She stared down at him with a look of opaque curiosity. “I was just thinking we should even things out a little.”

 Nathan jerked away, but the collar stopped him as Cindy yanked back just as hard. He heard Vahn’s voice rise, and in his periphery Aaron started to move—just as Cindy pulled something glinting silver from her back pocket. Before anyone could stop her, Cindy swung her arm down with a pair of scissors clasped in her hand. And though Nathan had the foresight to dodge, she used all her strength and his small stature against him.

 When his left eye exploded with pain and shock blackened his vision, Nathan couldn’t even scream past the base of his throat.

Ͼ

 When Eva insisted on taking Rudy for a walk around the neighborhood, Jackson objected.

 “It’s not safe right now,” he insisted.

 His wife regarded him coolly. “It’s not good for infants to never see the sun. Look how pale he is. He could use a little light.”

 With a groan, Jackson ran both hands through his hair until his fingers worked free from tangles at the nape of his neck. “I know, but... can’t it wait? Aaron and Seritta will be back in a couple hours.”

 She tilted her head, and immediately Jackson knew she wasn’t asking. She was telling.

 God damn it, why did he have to love that about her?

 “Seritta won’t leave me alone with Rudy, ever,” said Eva quietly. “And even if we do decide to have a child, it’ll be years before we can meet him. Or her.” She cradled the squirming infant in one arm while using the other to reach across the short kitchen table and rest her slender fingers upon his arm. “Jackson, please. I promise we won’t go far.”

 Jackson grimaced and looked at Rudy. The baby stared up past the both of them, seeming fascinated with the overhead light. How could he stare straight into it and not wince, wondered Jackson incredulously.

 Babies were unfathomably weird.

 Finally, he said, “Fifteen minutes. Okay?”

 Eva gifted him a rare, sweet smile. Jackson cursed his heart for melting all over again.

 “I love you,” murmured Eva as she stood. “I’m going to bundle Rudy up.”

 Jackson nodded and watched her leave. Once he could hear her murmuring and cooing to the baby, he covered his face with both large hands and pressed out a quiet sound through his nose.

 To distract from what he knew would be another inevitable argument over having children of their own, Jackson busied himself with some minor chores. They had no dishwasher in the tiny space, so everything had to be done by hand—including Rudy’s bottles. He grimaced as he worked, but still went at it until each dish, bottle, and clear nipple were thoroughly cleaned.

 After a few minutes Eva’s flat voice floated through the room. “Be back soon.”

 Jackson nodded without looking up. “Have fun, dear.”

 When the door shut behind her and blocked the sounds of the infant, Jackson felt some of the tension bleed out of his shoulders. It wasn’t that he hated the kid, he reminded himself. It was that having the baby nearby intensified Eva’s feelings. She only grew more solidified in her position to become a mother, while Jackson still wasn’t certain. He felt like his time and her patience were concurrently running out.

 He wished he could get as excited as his wife. But when he looked at Rudy, all he felt was dark foreboding.

 Once he was done cleaning, Jackson went to check on his sister. For a moment he felt a glimmer of peace.

 Rachael looked sick and exhausted, even as she slumbered, but at the moment she wasn’t sweating. Her chest rose and fell without steady rhythm, yet her complexion seemed just a touch healthier. With Ana Sofia curled into a small compact ball at her side, the room emanated a brief sense of serenity.

 Leaving the door open a crack, Jackson lumbered back to the kitchen to tie up the garbage.

 Stepping outside, he took a moment to enjoy a tousling breeze. Jackson left the door ajar and headed down the stubby driveway toward the garbage bin just outside the gate.

 No sooner had he closed the lid than a scent registered with him—dark like twilight and damp like concrete after a warm, rainy day. Lycan.

 Sharply, Jackson turned to find a young man halting just a couple feet away from him.

 The man was utterly unfamiliar. Warily, Jackson observed him: green and gold eyes, dark brown hair, square jaw and a long nose dotted with pale freckles.

 Definitely not someone he recognized.

 “Sorry,” the young man blurted. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to stare.”

 “It’s cool, man.” Jackson took a step back. He wanted to get inside the house, but all his training told him never to turn his back on a suspicious source.

 The man stepped forward and grabbed the fence. “Wait. Look—you’re lycan, right?”

 Jackson just stared.

 “No. Of course you are. You smell like it. In a good way. I mean—” Growling in frustration, the young man bowed his head momentarily, and then looked back up with a sheepish expression. “I’m sorry. So rude. I’m Travis. And I just turned legal and maybe this is way too forward of me, but I’m all in that ‘take initiative’ part of becoming an adult, and given everything....”

 As he blathered, Jackson’s tension gave way to perplexity. Who was this guy?

 At last, Travis said, “Okay, so I just wanted to say... you’re hot.” Jackson’s eyebrows rose, and Travis hurriedly added, “Like, really hot. Like Vince Vaughn mixed with Tony Stark, hot. And I’d like to get to know you.”

 Oh. Oh.

 Jackson blinked rapidly. Despite the confusing description—he knew who Tony Stark was, but the other name didn’t ring any comic book bells—he tried to find the words he needed with delicacy. “Thanks, dude, but I’m married.”

 “I won’t tell your husband,” said Travis quickly.

 An unwitting smile tugged at Jackson’s mouth. “And straight.”

 Travis stared at him, and then sighed. “Oh. Wow. I screwed up.”

 A pang of guilt for hurting his feelings made Jackson remain where he stood. “I’m honestly sorry. Super flattered, but definitely not in the same market you are.”

 Travis heaved another enormous sigh. He raised his eyes toward the heavens and lamented, “This really sucks, man. You have no idea.”

 “I—”

 “What sucks most,” interrupted Travis as he fixed Jackson with a heated stare. “Is that you being even a little on the market is what could have saved your life.”

 Alarms went off. Jackson turned toward the house and shouted for Ana Sofia, intending to warn her to bolt the door and stay inside. But barely had her name escaped his throat before Travis knocked him down from behind. Jackson was a large man, but this kid was strong, and he knew what to do with his slighter build.

 Jackson hit the ground and swung his elbow, intending to knock Travis off balance. But Travis was already rolling off him, making way for a chubby strawberry blonde. Jackson momentarily froze as he thought, Vera?

 It wasn’t her, of course, but that second of confusion cost him. Jackson tried to propel himself away, but the nameless woman struck him with a full-frontal attack. He kneed her in the gut, knocking the wind from her, and behind him sounded a small-voiced howl.

 Ana Sofia joined the fight in wolf form, snarling and biting. Blood dribbled to the driveway. Jackson finally punched the woman straight in the eye and her head snapped back violently. Travis yelled and grabbed at her, pulling her aside.

 “Go, Carly, go!”

 She stumbled but bolted, using blatantly inhuman speed to do so. Travis took one longing, hateful look at Jackson before he followed.

 Ana Sofia loped after them, ignoring Jackson’s curse. He glanced around wildly, wondering where the hell his wife was. But he couldn’t wait around. This was too dangerous, and Ana Sofia needed to fall back.

 God damn it, Aaron was going to be pissed once he heard. But he’d be even more furious if anything happened to their smallest member.

 Swearing up a storm, Jackson only stayed behind long enough to shut the door. Then he took off after the three, putting all the power he could into his legs as he ran.

Ͼ

 Aaron hung up the phone after speaking with Eva and surveyed the damage with contempt.

 The captors were dead. There was no coming back from that. Vahn stared at the ceiling. His eyes were glazed and beginning to flatten beneath smatters of blood that had erupted from his neck. Seritta had torn into Audrey after receiving a few good blows of her own. Only Cindy had a quick death thanks to the gaping hole in her chest, and that was hardly fair. Considering the damage she’d done to Nathan, she hadn’t deserved it.

 Aaron slowly approached his brother, who remained in his white wolf body. The boy kept his furry head turned away, whimpers escaping with each agonized breath. Beside him Seritta tried to calm him, but each time she reached out he growled beneath his muzzle.

 Kneeling without regard to the blood around him, Aaron said quietly, “Nathan, look at me.”

 The wolf did—with disgust. One eye had been destroyed, obviously hindering his ability to obey. But the other remained unharmed, though he squinted in blatant pain.

 Ignoring his brother’s mood, Aaron reached out to loosen the muzzle. When Nathan tried to snarl, he stared into the wolf’s one good eye and said sternly, “That is enough. I am sorry this happened to you, but I cannot render first aid if you are going to be difficult.”

 Nathan continued to growl deep in his chest, but he slowly set his head down. This time when Aaron unbuckled the muzzle, his brother didn’t resist. Aaron was careful to touch his face as little as possible until the infernal contraption came off.

 Once that was taken care of, the almost as humiliating leash and collar went. With Nathan freed, Aaron coaxed him to a sitting position and sat cross-legged on the floor to inspect him.

 At his side, Seritta said quietly, “Why didn’t anyone else come?”

 Aaron hummed in thought as he tilted Nathan’s head. While the eye gouging was ghastly, he really did appear free of any other harm. “They obviously are not here.”

 “Yeah, but why?”

 The hint of anxiety in her voice didn’t escape him. Aaron finally looked to her and said, “Did you not say others broke away from the pack?”

 Seritta stared ahead at the wall solemnly. “Not these guys.”

 “Who?”

 “Carly, Owen, and Maryanne.”

 Aaron mulled that information over. Then he rose. “We need to get back.”

 Neither made a noise of defiance, though they all were tired. Nathan started to walk, but Aaron stopped him by crouching down to pick him up. Nathan was heavy and built of strong, lithe muscle. But considering what he’d just gone through, Aaron wasn’t interested in having him suffer any further.

 Now that those who hurt him were dead, his rage had depleted.

 As they walked toward the front door, Aaron said, “Seritta, get the briefcase.” His mouth pulled into a thin slash. “They will not be needing it, after all.”

 She complied, clicking the locks back into place and pausing to wipe blood and bits of Audrey’s hair and skull from one of the corners.

 Outside in the van, Aaron eased Nathan into the back seat. While Seritta climbed into the front passenger side, he caught sight of the beater car stuffed full of luggage. Aaron strode toward it and popped open the trunk, pulling out a suitcase and unzipping to find it full of personal belongings.

 Excellent.

 He picked out a few cotton shirts and brought them back to the car. Some he used to make Nathan’s head comfortable, while the others he tore and made into padding that he tied down over Nathan’s left eye. The wound still bled, but the seepage began to slow.

 Gently petting his brother’s flank, Aaron murmured, “It will be a bumpy ride. You may actually be more comfortable as a human.”

 Nathan made a sound to show he’d heard. Yet he didn’t move.

 Aaron closed the sliding door before rounding the vehicle to get into the driver’s side. Within moments they backed away from the house and headed for the highway back to Reno.

 As the road transitioned from bumpy to smooth, Aaron mulled over Seritta’s reveal. Olivia had originally started with fourteen in her pack, and then she’d lost her brother. Now by Seritta’s account, she was down eight including the girl and the baby. So that left Avery, the two young boys, and Olivia herself.

 The pack wasn’t just split or fractured. Something worse had occurred.

 “Seritta,” said Aaron without taking his eyes off the road. “Where did the other three go, if not with you, and if not with Olivia?”

 She didn’t answer right away, but when she did Seritta’s voice remained solemn. “They wouldn’t tell me. Carly just said they needed another alpha, and they were done with Olivia and her cray-cray.”

 Her final word set off a twitch near Aaron’s eye. He wisely chose not to comment on it; at the moment that was just a distraction anyway. “Another alpha,” he mused darkly. The steering wheel practically creaked beneath his steeled fingers. “Holden.”

 Frowning, Seritta said, “Doesn’t seem likely. He ain’t that good, or I’d’ve gone to him.”

 A humorless smile touched Aaron’s face. “Your opinion may differ from theirs,” he said tensely.

 “Oh. YMMV.” She pronounced the letters separately, and it sounded a mouthful to Aaron. When he shot her a glance, she caught it and explained, “It means, ‘your mileage may vary.’ I see it online sometimes.”

 “I see.” Aaron pressed his foot down on the gas pedal, allowing the van to creep up well past the speed limit.

 Critically, Seritta said, “Slow down. You’ll hurt Nathan.”

 “If we do not get home soon, there is a possibility Holden may invade,” said Aaron tersely. He jerked the wheel, weaving in and out of traffic with unpracticed agitation.

 “What? That’s cray-cray,” protested Seritta. Her arms shot out to brace herself between the seat and car door. “We haven’t even seen ‘em lately. How would you know?”

 Aaron glowered ahead, his mood darkening to the likes of a raging midnight snowstorm. “Because,” he said between his teeth. “I know Holden. If he has your former packmates as backup, then he has been looking for us this entire time. Very likely waiting for me to leave so he can make a move.”

 “That’s cr—”

 “If you use that word again in my presence, I will cut it into your tongue.”

 She shut up.

 Aaron checked the rear-view mirror. Only Nathan’s short grunts as the van bumped and turned let him know the boy was still alive back there.

 “Holden is not crazy,” he finally said as they passed a sign reading: RENO: 86 MILES. “He might seem close now and then, but he is methodical and practical. I know because I taught him how to think.”

 Seritta eyed him sideways. “Huh.”

 Aaron continued as though she hadn’t spoken. “While he may hate me for it, we are very similar. If Olivia is not in charge, and your packmates sought another alpha, they found Holden. And he took them in.”

 Seritta pursed full lips. “You could be wrong.”

 “There is a chance,” admitted Aaron. “But it is not likely.”

 She shook her head. “So what do we do?”

 Aaron increased his speed a little more. “We get home,” he said around his taut jaw. “And we hope Holden has not successfully infiltrated in our absence.” Because if he did, and he had the firepower Aaron believed him to, Rachael would not be there when they returned. At the very least, she would not remain alive.

 After everything Aaron had done to find her just a couple months ago, that outcome was utterly unacceptable.








  
 






Chapter Fourteen
 Maryanne approached him first thing in the morning. Or, Holden supposed as he blinked at his alarm clock, afternoon. How had he slept in so late?

 “I didn’t invite you in,” he muttered, lying back down.

 Sidling up to the side of the bed he occupied, Maryanne regarded him with her quiet intensity. “Owen and Carly went out on another scouting mission.” Holden couldn’t help but smirk at her subtle mocking of the words. “Your ex is out somewhere and I haven’t seen Laelia all morning. I’m bored.”

 He sighed. “Did you get the GPS trackers I asked for?”

 “Lifted and installed,” she replied. “Owen helped this morning. You can check your laptop for the software. Pretty simple stuff.”

 At least that was done. He needed to keep tabs on his pack. Holden raised an eyebrow at her. “So go help Owen and Carly.”

 With a shake of her head, Maryanne sat on the mattress beside him. “I’m more interested in you.”

 Though he’d told Lacey he was considering sleeping with her, Holden was somewhat uncomfortable with her approach. Not that he was going to let her see that, of course. He sat up and allowed the sheets to puddle in his lap, revealing the long, ghastly scars on his abdomen.

 Maryanne’s eyes traveled to them, but she kept her mouth shut.

 Evenly, Holden said, “I’m not that interesting.”

 “More interesting than the others,” replied Maryanne with utter simplicity.

 Given what little he knew about her, Holden was fairly certain that was more of a dig against the others than a compliment toward him. He thought of letting it slide—but then, he had just talked to Lacey about the pack being family. Now was as good a time as any to reinforce that mindset.

 “I don’t know what you came here looking for, but anyone who stays in this pack has to think of them as a unit,” said Holden brusquely. “I’m sorry if you got any other ideas, but that’s how it is.”

 Maryanne’s eyebrows rose. Her voice almost too low to hear, she replied, “Then why have you kept Lacey around?”

 “Lacey and I are working on her issues,” said Holden.

 “Hmm.”

 He tried not to take offense by her noncommittal answer. “Either way, my point still stands.”

 Maryanne tilted her head, observing him. Her dark hair, currently straight, tumbled past her exposed shoulders. It was hard for Holden not to appreciate her good looks even when he was supposed to be strict with her. That she also possessed a skill that, while potentially trouble, had proven to be something incredibly useful made her even more attractive.

 “Don’t you find it difficult to have a family when the original ranks have been broken?” she asked quietly. “Before you had it set up as a polyamorous relationship. Now it’s just... existence.”

 Holden narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to make the argument for becoming Primary?”

 A small smile crinkled her eyes. “It’s just an observation. I don’t have any particular aspirations like that. Seems like Lacey and Laelia are duking it out anyway.”

 He hoped not, not after his chat with Lacey the other night. Though Holden could grudgingly admit Laelia was still a problem. It was almost as though she chose not to remember his constant reminder that there would never be a Primary again.

 Rather than feed into it, he said, “I don’t understand what any of that has to do with why you’re in my room without an invitation.”

 Maryanne blinked, and then nodded as though understanding why he’d just changed the subject. Perhaps she really did.

 “Like I said, I wanted to get to know you better. It has nothing to do with being Primary.”

 Holden rested his elbow on one bent knee, cradling his jaw in his hand. “So you’re propositioning me.”

 She lifted one shoulder. “I suppose, in a sense.”

 “Why?”

 “Because you’re cute,” she said without as much as a blink. “And I’m curious, and I admire the way you run your pack. It’s not the cleanest, but it’s effective. You managed to inspire curiosity and loyalty in us that Olivia and Etan never could.”

 Dryly, he said, “Imagine that.”

 She smiled faintly. “I’m not looking for anything permanent. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little lonely at night.”

 Holden wracked his brain for memories of his time at the compound. Slowly, he asked, “Didn’t you have a thing with someone back when we first met?”

 “Yes,” she acknowledged. “He was wonderful, but he made his position clear. With Olivia gone, he wanted to care for the kids.”

 “He knew you killed Olivia?”

 She shrugged. “Avery was always more worried about the children. As far as he was concerned, Olivia’s death just meant he could better watch them.”

 Avery—the older gentleman of few words. Holden vaguely recalled him, but he had never spent time with any of the children the man was purportedly so protective over. After his years with Nathan and Roxi, kids left a sour taste in his mouth. Especially lycan kids.

 Unwittingly, he thought of Aaron again. Just another way they were completely different; Aaron had a penchant for children, yet he managed to ruin them with little to no effort. He was as bad as any abusive parent Holden had ever heard of.

 Maryanne’s hand waving in front of his face startled him back to the present. She peered at him from beneath dark lashes and said, “Did I just make you jealous?”

 Holden shook his head. “No. I got sidetracked.”

 “I see.” She rose from the bed, placing a hand on her hip. The stolen necklace glittered at the top of her breastbone. “If you’re not interested, it’s fine. I just thought I’d offer.”

 But before she could walk away, Holden leaned over and grabbed her by the wrist. He yanked her back to the bed. She caught herself before landing, her dark eyes glimmering at him in a mixture of annoyance and excitement. But before Holden could lean in, she placed two fingers on his mouth and murmured, “Not on the lips. This isn’t romance. Just fun.”

 He blinked in surprise, but then offered a crooked grin. Fair enough. It was a rule he’d never tried before, but Holden was willing to accommodate.

 Since he couldn’t lead in the way he normally would, Holden was momentarily at a loss with what to do. But Maryanne solved that by pushing the blankets out of his lap. She didn’t bother removing his boxers; just reached in through the hole to trace her fingers along his semi-flaccid length. Encouraged by her boldness, Holden leaned back so she could crawl atop him, and her hand never stopped.

 He slipped his hands beneath her shirt, grinning to find gentle cotton instead of unnecessary lace complication. Quickly he unclasped the back so her bra fell within her shirt. Her breasts were now free for him to explore, and Holden took to the invitation with budding enjoyment.

 Maryanne’s expression didn’t change much until he pulled her shirt up and her body down, sucking one of her nipples into his mouth. Holden gently used his teeth and was pleased to feel her shiver.

 Unfortunately, their mutual enjoyment was short-lived.

 The bedroom door slammed open, causing them to jump apart. Maryanne quickly pulled her shirt down to cover herself; Holden had no such urge. He just stared at Laelia.

 Laelia looked back and forth between them, her blue eyes unnaturally focused. Then, without a word of warning, she jumped Maryanne.

 Holden scrambled off the bed, locked in a moment of stunned disbelief. What is she doing?

 It was very clear—Laelia was trying to hurt, if not kill, Maryanne. Yet Maryanne was more than strong enough to hold her off. She knocked the redhead back, her nose wrinkling in disgust as Laelia tumbled off the bed.

 But like wildfire, Laelia’s fury was hard to tame. She immediately gathered herself and sprung again, knocking Maryanne off the mattress and to the floor.

 The two tussled for a moment, the only other sound Maryanne’s cursing. Holden felt something snap deep within his mind, like a band that had given under too much pressure.

 He’d had enough of this nonsense.

 Holden snagged Laelia by her hair, yanking until she let go of her opponent. Immediately Maryanne scuttled backward, her face flushed with anger.

 “What the hell is wrong with you,” demanded Holden. He switched his grip from Laelia’s hair to her arms. Her expression remained contorted in jealous fury. “What are you doing in my room, anyway?”

 Laelia stared up at him, her eyes blazing. “You can’t have another Primary,” she shouted.

 “I’m not.” It was all Holden could do not to shake her, though fine tremors ran through him as he held a tenuous rein on his anger. “How many times do I have to say it?”

 “It has to be me,” shrieked Laelia. “I have to be!”

 “I’m not having another goddamn Primary, Laelia!”

 “Then who’s going to take care of the baby?”

 Holden froze. His fingernails dug into the redhead’s flesh, though she hardly seemed to notice. Laelia’s chest heaved.

 Scornfully, he said, “What baby?”

 To the side, Maryanne sucked in a sharp breath. Holden afforded her a quick glance, but if she was on his side her gaze didn’t show it. Stepping back, Maryanne raised her hands to indicate she refused to take part.

 Holden cursed inwardly.

 In softer but still emotional tones, Laelia said, “Your baby. Our baby.”

 Holden clenched his jaw. “There is no baby,” he said evenly.

 Surprisingly, Laelia wrenched free from him. She hugged herself, rubbing where his nails bit her arms. “There is,” she shot back. “I haven’t had my period since becoming a lycan.”

 They’d gone through this already. Back when Holden’s pack had been poly, each woman was supposed to be on birth control. Lacey, Sage, and Nadine had all been meticulous in their own ways. The first two had taken their own temporary measures, while Nadine had her tubes tied after the awful stint with Etan and their forced child. And the last time Holden had trouble with Laelia in bed, all had discovered she had allowed her prescription to lapse. Lacey had taken her to a local doctor to refill it.

 This was impossible.

 Holden drew in a slow breath, and then said, “No, Laelia. You got back on your birth control. Lacey made sure of it.”

 Laelia’s face turned crimson. “I’m not lying.”

 “Lae—”

 “I’m not lying,” she cried, tears trembling in her eyes. “I did go back on, but it’s too late! I’m pregnant, Holden, and you’re the only man I’ve been with since we met. I am your Primary.”

 This was impossible. Holden shook his head and looked to Maryanne again. But this time the other woman met his stare coolly.

 In a tense murmur, Maryanne said, “I think I should give you two some time to discuss this.”

 Both enraged at her blasé attitude and tired of it all, Holden waved for her to leave. The beginnings of a headache began to swell behind his eyes and wrap around his skull.

 Once the door closed again, Holden turned to Laelia with his arms tightly folded. Through his teeth, he said, “Have you taken a test?” She nodded. “And?”

 “I keep telling you,” she said stubbornly. “I’m pregnant. I haven’t had my period and I’ve taken tons of tests.”

 “Tons, huh?” Scathing disapproval colored his voice. “Where are they, Laelia?”

 “I threw them out,” she protested.

 Holden scoffed. “You’re lying. About all of this. No way.”

 She stamped her foot indignantly. “I have no reason to lie.”

 “You have every reason!”

 “But I’m not!” To his surprise, her hands shot out and she shoved him roughly. Holden caught himself, but for the moment didn’t fight back. “I’m not lying. I didn’t think I had to save any of those tests because you trust me. You love me. You should be able to look at me and just know.”

 Holden opened his mouth to argue—but then realized she had a point. He should be able to read her. Her honesty should have shone through in her voice, in her gaze, in her body language. He ought to know her well enough by now to at least have an inkling of how her mind worked. With Sage, Nadine, and Lacey, he had been fairly adept at reading them.

 But with Laelia there was nothing. Holden just stared into her pleading face and wondered what alternate reality took place inside her head.

 Infecting her, he thought with a sinking feeling in his gut, had been the biggest mistake of his life. Bigger than becoming a lycan; than staying with abusive Aaron for an alpha or allowing Rachael to trick him—twice. Possibly even bigger than murdering Vera.

 Disheartened by the epiphany, Holden just stared at Laelia. Something would have to be done, he knew—he just certain what, yet.

 Laelia noticed his expression change and her voice rose in panic. “Holden?”

 Before he could answer, the door slammed open again. Holden snarled and whirled to see Owen’s hand still flat on the wood.

 “Can people please stop banging into my room?” Holden all but shouted.

 Owen’s furry upper lip twitched, startled, but he hurriedly said, “We found them!”

 Holden blinked, unable to process his meaning.

 Seizing the opportunistic silence, Owen continued eagerly, “We found their hideout. It’s a small house in downtown Reno. It was definitely them—the brother saw us, and one of the little wolves came after us, too.”

 “Do you remember where?” asked Holden. He was barely able to contain his excitement.

 Apparently pleased with his alpha’s reaction, Owen rattled off the address, though he couldn’t quote the zip code. But if he saw the house, he explained, he could easily confirm whose it was.

 This was perfect, decided Holden. He nodded to Owen and said, “Think you can find it again?”

 “Holden,” complained Laelia.

 Both men ignored her. “Yeah. Easily,” boasted Owen.

 Holden grinned. “Then grab your keys. You and I can take a spin around the neighborhood.”

 “Hol-den!”

 Finally, he pinned her with a hard stare. Coldly, Holden said, “We’ll deal with your craziness later, Laelia. For now, don’t leave the house.”

 Then he left with Owen, refusing to cast even the slightest glance backward. When a small sob escaped Laelia before he reached the end of the hall, Holden allowed himself the briefest sensation of guilt.

 But that was all. Right now, he had an alpha to hunt.
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 Lacey had her hand on the doorknob when she heard Laelia’s incoherent screeching. She grimaced and pulled her hand away. Though she’d promised Holden to make genuine effort with the pack, sometimes Laelia threw such fits that Lacey didn’t want anything to do with her.

 Better to leave now than say something she would come to regret later.

 It was irritating, especially with bags of new clothes and gifts Lacey had meticulously chosen for the pack. But that would have to wait. Damn Laelia for—

 Lacey clamped down on those feelings as she opened the trunk of her car and set the bags back down. No, she told herself firmly. No more damning others in the pack. She had to make genuine effort, and her negative thoughts would help no one.

 This was going to be a hard habit to break, she thought as her shoulders slumped. Lacey grudgingly closed the trunk and rounded her way to the driver’s seat.

 Before she could open that door, the sound of crunching gravel rubbed its way into her ears. Lacey tried not to sigh; dust kicked up around her and inhaling it would just be gross. So she turned to watch Owen and Carly skid to a stop in Nadine’s old sedan.

 Lacey’s jaw tensed. Who the hell had given them keys?

 Holden had. Of course. Calm down, now, she coaxed herself.

 Owen didn’t bother greeting her, instead bolting into the house. Carly hurried to Lacey in breathless excitement and she blurted, “We found them. And lost them! You should have seen it. I don’t know who that kid wolf was, but they were fast! We actually had to put effort into our escape!”

 Smiling politely at the young woman’s giddiness, Lacey said, “Found and lost who?”

 “The pack! Aaron’s pack. Part of them. The big dude and one of the kids. I don’t know which one; we only saw the wolf form.”

 Lacey tilted her head.

 Carly exhaled shakily. She still seemed pumped with adrenaline. The chase must have been incredibly exciting, thought Lacey distantly.

 Without prompting, Carly continued to babble about their encounter with Aaron’s pack. Lacey nodded along with her, but took careful note of Carly’s description of the neighborhood. It sounded vaguely familiar, but she wasn’t one hundred percent positive.

 Only one way to find out.

 Calmly, Lacey said, “Sweetie, rather than telling me, you ought to be telling Holden. I’m not any higher in the pack than you.”

 Startled, Carly looked as though she hadn’t even considered that a possibility. Then her blue eyes glittered. “I will. Excuse me.”

 As the bigger girl scurried toward the house, Lacey called after her, “Be careful. Laelia’s throwing a hissy fit, and Holden might be a little cranky.” Carly yelled an agreement before the front door slammed behind her.

 Without hesitation, Lacey yanked the car door open and climbed in. She fired up the engine and backed out of the driveway. Within moments she headed for downtown Reno, toward the seedier part of the residential neighborhood. There she knew to find an enormous cluster of apartments, along with a bunch of run-down or old houses that had turned into rentals. Each half acre held at least three to four homes; all tiny, all compact, and all with laughable yards.

 If Aaron’s pack was truly where Carly had said, then Lacey needed to hurry. Likely their defenses were down after a surprise sighting of other enemy lycans, and that weakness wouldn’t last very long. She had to exploit it while she could.

 She and Rachael Adair had unfinished business.








  
 






Chapter Fifteen
 Holden stopped to grab his jacket and knife. Last time this same blade had been what Rachael used to murder Sage, and he had sworn never to use it again. But given the more recent details come to light—Sage and Lacey’s betrayal, namely—Holden felt it prudent to bring with him. He strapped the sheath to his belt and ensured his jacket hid it well.

 Off to the side, Owen waited impatiently. Finally, when Holden was ready to go, the young man ushered him toward the front of the house.

 Holden definitely appreciated his enthusiasm.

 But before they reached the door it suddenly opened. Carly burst in, shouted something over her shoulder, and then closed the door behind her. Blue eyes sparkled at Holden as she said, “We found the pack!”

 “He knows,” sneered Owen obnoxiously. “I told him.”

 Carly’s face fell a little. “You said I could.”

 Her crush on him was too obvious. Holden tried not to roll his eyes. Was he directing a pack or a teen drama?

 Owen waved her off. “Either way, we found ‘em. Team effort. You still want to see, right, Holden?”

 “Yes,” he said with a grin. “Once I get a good idea of their layout, we can plan an attack.” And since Aaron would be hindered by Rachael’s infection—or mourning her if she was dead, he thought with a sliver of sin—as well as protecting the baby, and having at least two other small children who would be at a physical disadvantage... as far as Holden was concerned, it meant Aaron had maybe three decent fighters while Holden had five.

 The odds were definitely in his favor this time. All he needed was a good, solid surprise to spring on them.

 No more playing fair.

 Carly heaved a sigh but plodded along after them. Once outside Holden and Owen went for Nadine’s old car, but Carly held back. Holden paused at the car and asked, “Don’t you want to come?”

 Carly’s fine brow stitched together. She gazed around as though lost. “Where’s Lacey?”

 Holden shook his head. “Out shopping.” The night before he’d suggested she try to think of something nice to do for the pack. Lacey wasn’t particularly handy in any one thing, but she was adept at coming up with meaningful gifts one way or another.

 Personally, Holden didn’t think it would look great; buying her way into the pack’s good standing. But if she was deliberate and thoughtful in his choices, then she might be able to pull it off.

 Carly looked frustrated. She swept long hair from her face and insisted, “No, she was just here. I talked to her a minute ago.”

 Trying not to show impatience, Holden said, “She didn’t say anything to you?”

 Folding her arms, Carly replied, “Just that I should be telling you about what we found instead of her, since she’s not Primary anymore.”

 Holden opened the car door, but then stopped once Carly’s words sank in. He looked up sharply, though she seemed lost in thought and didn’t notice. A small frown decorated her face.

 “You told her where you were? In detail?” demanded Holden.

 At Carly’s perplexed expression, Owen groaned. “God damn it, you didn’t.”

 “What?” she protested. “It was a good thing. We did great today!”

 Owen twitched in an apparent attempt to refrain from physically lashing out. “Yeah, and now we have a jealous ex who knows where another ex is. God, you’re so fucking stupid sometimes!”

 Carly winced.

 Grimly, Holden rounded the car and snatched the keys from Owen’s hand. “I’m driving. Get in.” When Carly started toward them again, he snapped, “Not you. You just made things worse. Go inside and babysit Laelia. She’s acting like a loon and tried to attack Maryanne.”

 Crestfallen, Carly nodded and hugged herself. While it hurt Holden to see her upset, he kept his features coldly firm as he slammed the driver’s side door shut and buckled in.

 A thought struck him that birthed unease in his chest: Was this feeling always behind Aaron’s arrogance and indifference?

 He shook the concept off and refused to consider it. Aaron was a prick. Holden was absolutely nothing like him. Besides, right then it was more important he get to the house first. Hopefully, with Owen, he could accomplish that.

 Leaving Carly and the house to shrink in the rear view mirrors, Holden sped off toward downtown Reno. “You got the GPS on Lacey’s car, right?”

 “Yeah,” answered Owen slowly.

 “But I can only track her on the laptop?”

 Shaking his head, Owen pulled out his phone. “I set it up here, too. Just in case.” He smiled sheepishly, though the look soon vanished. “Sorry. I should have said something instead of going behind your back.”

 Holden curtly waved off his apology. “Just see where she’s going.”

 Owen muttered to himself as he fiddled with his phone. A few tense minutes passed. Holden tried not to lose his temper, but he could sense fearful rage boiling in his chest.

 At last, quietly, Owen said, “Looks like she’s headed straight there so far.”

 His jaw tense, Holden said, “Keep an eye on her movements.”

 “Got it.”

 Holden couldn’t believe he was in this situation. What did he have to do, bind and gag all the women in his house just to get anything done? This was ridiculous.

 Eventually, Owen looked up from his phone. “Can I ask you something?”

 Holden tried not to bite his head off as he said, “What?”

 “Are we going there to get this girl or kill the alpha?”

 Though he wanted to be annoyed, Holden understood the confusion. He shook his head and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “Right now, just to scope out the layout and hopefully stop Lacey from doing anything stupid. But ultimately we’re there to kill Aaron.”

 “Uh huh.” Owen eyed him sideways, his green eyes glittering with skeptical gold flints. “I’ve gotten a partial story. It sounds like that human girl means a lot to you. But she’s screwed you over a bunch. Why bother?”

 Perhaps it was because there was no romantic threat from Owen that Holden calmly considered his answer. “Because,” he finally said. “She was the first person to see my human side, even after she saw me as a lycan. And because I did a lot to hurt her. I can’t really blame her for how she’s reacted.”

 Owen raised a dark eyebrow. “Oh.”

 “Oh?”

 “I dunno. Just... oh.” With a shrug, Owen added, “I mean, I’ve tried having relationships, but pickings are a little scarce when you’re a gay lycan, you know?”

 Holden could only imagine. He tapped his fingers against the grey leather in his hands. “Do you want a deeper explanation?”

 Owen rolled his eyes. “Do I get a choice?”

 Casting a sideways glance, Holden said firmly, “Yes.”

 Seeming surprised at his response, Owen didn’t answer at first. When he did, his voice lightened a touch. “Sure, why not? Oh—shit. Turn left here.”

 Holden sharply turned the steering wheel, ignoring the blaring horn of a truck he cut off. “When someone touches your soul in that intimate a way,” he began slowly. “It’s impossible to shake. Maybe that’s a little creepy, since she was just sixteen when we met, but Rachael had... something else. It was like she understood, even though she wasn’t a lycan. She got that that side of me was atrocious. She understood all the damage Aaron had done. And she always knew. From day one, you could tell she thought something was dangerous about him.”

 Owen didn’t sound convinced. “So what changed?”

 That was what Holden couldn’t figure out. Yes, he understood he had killed Vera. And yes, he understood Lacey had successfully manipulated him into quite possibly ruining any chance he had with Rachael—even if she made it through the infection, Aaron died, and Holden brought her into his pack as originally planned.

 What he didn’t understand was, why Aaron? Of all the damn people, even lycans, on this green earth, why him?

 Quietly, he said, “I’m still not sure. But something did.”

 Owen had no response do that. The only words that came out of his mouth after that was, “Turn here.”

 Holden complied.
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 Lacey parked toward the beginning of the neighborhood. As she locked her car, the thought occurred to her that she could very well come back to find her vehicle vandalized or stolen. Her carefully chosen gifts were likely to be gone in either case.

 Well, if she found Rachael, it might well be worth it.

 She strode down the sidewalk, doing her best to appear that she was just someone on her way to a friend’s house. Lacey carried no purse, and her keys remained in her pocket. Her heels were, thankfully, on the short and rubbery side today. When she walked, she did not clack nor draw more attention to herself than necessary.

 Which was perfect, of course, especially since she smelled lycans. She couldn’t pinpoint where the scent came from. It was as though they had passed through but not stopped. That could mean anything.

 Lacey hoped it meant she was on the right track.

 She continued her brisk walk, keeping her periphery sharp for anyone familiar. Lacey also scanned each house as she passed them. If she noticed one that fit Carly’s description, she made sure to take in the smells. But none of them panned out.

 By the time she’d canvassed the neighborhood, Lacey knew they had hidden themselves well. So she would have to go on looks alone.

 She made another round, this time slowing when she noticed a red brick building. It was extremely small, one story, and looked as though it couldn’t fit more than three people comfortably. There were, of course, other similar houses. But they were mostly built of wood.

 This brick and concrete fortress was exactly as Carly described.

 The tiny house was a perfect deception, she thought with a faint smile. Lacey unlatched the gate and closed it behind her as though she visited often. The parking space remained empty and there was absolutely no sound from inside. But the closer she drew to the front door, the stronger the smell of vanilla air freshener grew.

 Which was only masking that of lycan.

 Lacey knocked lightly. She threw a glance over her shoulder, but nobody was waiting to pounce on her. Neither did anyone come to answer the door. Tentatively, she turned the knob—and it opened.

 Someone’s an idiot, she thought. A ghost of a smirk brushed across her mouth.

 Inside was encased with utter silence. Lacey closed the door gently behind her and stepped further in. The space was just as tiny as she thought it would be; from her vantage point at the front door, she could see the entire kitchen, living room, laundry area, and a brief hallway that broke off into five different rooms. Two of the doors were already open.

 Lacey crept over the old carpet, cursing inwardly when a floorboard squeaked beneath her step. Still she continued on until she could peek inside the first open door—a bathroom. The second looked like a kid’s bedroom, with one queen mattress on the floor and brightly colored cartoon sheets. After that it was all closed doors.

 No surprises awaited her in any of the closed-off areas. At the final room Lacey pushed the door open... and grinned.

 It was the only room with a raised mattress, though it had a mere metal frame and white sheets. Atop it Rachael lay, utterly alone. She looked as though she hadn’t bathed in days, her fine blond hair a limp, stringy mess. Even her clothes appeared unwashed.

 Was she even being cared for? Lacey mused over this, tickled by the idea that nobody gave a shit about this young woman’s comfort. That’s what happens to leeches, she thought in self-satisfaction. You suck people dry and eventually they stop caring about you.

 How perfectly fitting.

 Lacey closed this door behind her as well, pressing a small button inward to lock it. She approached the bed. But for Rachael’s non-greyed complexion, Lacey might have thought she was dead. Her chest barely moved at all when she breathed, and despite how close Lacey crept, the other woman didn’t stir.

 At last. She had her.

 Lacey exhaled softly. From the looks of it, Rachael was successfully fighting through the infection. There were no outward signs of unusual bleeding. While the young woman looked unconscious and uncomfortable, she didn’t appear feverish any longer.

 Rachael was pulling through. That was unfortunate, thought Lacey. If she just died on her own it might actually have been better.

 Instead, Lacey was going to have to take part in the act.

 “Rachael,” she murmured. “It’s Lacey Eklund. Do you remember me?”

 No response.

 Lacey sat down on the side of the bed and watched her critically. There were no obvious signs of Rachael feigning her current condition, so she continued talking in the barest of whispers. “I’ve thought about letting go of this hate for you. Holden’s been encouraging it. And I even got close to thinking it wouldn’t matter anymore.”

 Still nothing.

 “But you see, the thing is, Holden can’t move on if you’re alive. This isn’t about Sage—I’ve accepted that was my fault. You were just defending yourself, poor little doll.” Lacey reached out to pick up an unoccupied pillow. She grimaced at the feel of days-old body oil sliming up the fabric. “I shouldn’t have tried to kill you back then. I was impatient. I should have waited for a better opportunity.” Lacey closed her eyes briefly, inhaled to steel herself, and looked back to her unknowing enemy.

 “Guess that’s now,” she whispered.

 Lacey climbed onto the bed, hovering near the body. Trembling that was somewhere between excitement and sorrow coursed through her as she held the pillow up. Maybe this was wrong, part of her whispered. Maybe she should talk to Holden. Maybe—maybe—Rachael was a victim, just like Lacey was. Maybe Holden was actually toxic and in different ways just ruining their lives.

 Maybe Holden didn’t deserve either of them.

 But it was too late. Lacey had already committed. So she shoved the traitorous thoughts aside and the filthy pillow over Rachael’s face. She pressed down as hard as she could.

 Now she waited for her enemy to stop breathing altogether.








  
 






Chapter Sixteen
 I’m dying.

 This wasn’t the first time Rachael had that thought since her infection. All too often it felt as though the life was being siphoned from her. Her muscles felt weak, her head mushy and hot, her eyelids heavy, her legs weighted with lead... the infection was trying to kill her.

 But this was different. For some reason she struggled to breathe, and everything around her was black. Rachael tried to sit up, but it felt like her head was strapped to a table.

 Then she began to feel dizzy and faint, and she realized she was dying. Panicked, Rachael begged her limbs to move. Why wouldn’t they move?

 At last whatever mental bindings held her down unraveled. Rachael threw her arms and legs about. One of her knees connected with something solid, and for a moment the terrible weight attempting to kill her lifted. Then, just as quickly and with much more strength, it shoved back down on her.

 This wasn’t the infection. It was an outside force.

 One of Rachael’s hands flew up and connected with two things; smooth, dainty fingers and something soft yet taut over her face.

 Furious, she gripped a protruding arm with both hands and yanked. A startled yelp echoed in her ears, and then Rachael was free. She scrambled up, gasping for air like a drowning swimmer. Rachael propelled herself off the mattress and tumbled to the floor, looking around wildly. These surroundings were familiar yet strange; new and frightening. But she’d seen it all before... hadn’t she? Had that been a dream?

 She wasn’t certain. But the stunned face peering down at her was definitely one she recognized. Rachael’s lips parted in a snarl.

 “Lacey,” she spat.

 The other woman looked at her in disbelief. She hurriedly clambered off the bed, but Rachael practically stepped right on her heels. She still ached and her chest hurt, but she was also pissed. Rachael was sick and tired of this woman who kept trying to kill her.

 She thought she would chase Lacey into the hallway, but the moment Lacey had the door open she changed her mind and whirled to face Rachael. Her arm swung out—but Rachael was no longer impressed by Lacey’s speed. It just seemed normal, like any other strike she had come up against in her college martial arts training.

 So Rachael blocked it and struck back, landing a solid blow to Lacey’s collarbone.

 Surprise registered on the other woman’s face. Lacey toppled, but she was no amateur. She kicked viciously at Rachael’s leg, causing her to stumble as well. Seizing her opportunity—and Rachael’s hair—Lacey yanked her down to the ground.

 Even worse, exhaustion began to tug at Rachael insistently. Her body was tired. She needed rest.

 I can’t. She’ll kill me.

 But the infection was powerful, and Rachael was far from recovered. Dizziness made her head fuzzy as she fought, and she could feel her clarity slipping. Gradually her moves became more sluggish.

 Lacey saw and took advantage. She knocked Rachael upside the head with a closed fist, and then kicked her while she grappled to bring air into her lungs.

 Rachael screamed, though it was weak and frustrated. Why was she so helpless? Wasn’t becoming a lycan supposed to improve that?

 Why was she always on the wrong end of a fight?

 Her strength seemed to come and go. Unfortunately, that meant all Lacey had to do was wear her down. Rachael struggled to keep up, but her hopes rapidly began to vanish.

 Why was that? Where was everyone? Why was she alone in this?

 Rachael wasn’t certain if any of this was real. That didn’t stop her from trying to end things with Lacey bleeding out, gasping for air on the carpet.

 Finally, Lacey had her pinned to the floor. Surprisingly strong hands wrapped around Rachael’s throat. Rachael dazedly recalled being in a similar position eight years ago. Only that had been her as a scared teenager against a merciless lycan child. Roxi also wanted her gone—for Aaron’s interest in her, though at the time it had been strictly business.

 Now she was an infected not-quite-human, not-quite lycan, up against a full lycan who seemed grimly determined to see her dead.

 Rachael scratched at Lacey’s arms, but the woman refused to let go. She pressed her lips tighter together and stared down at Rachael with dim, almost emotionless bronze-gold eyes.

 Just when Rachael was certain this was all a terrible dream anyway, and that she might as well give in to Death’s enticing seduction just so she could get some rest, her eyes caught a glimpse of darkness in human form.

 Then Rachael’s foe was ripped from her and tossed into the hallway with a terrible crash.

Ͼ

 They passed Lacey’s car in their way to the house. Holden cursed aloud. “God damn it, she got this far.”

 Owen looked uneasy. Still the young man continued to direct him, and within a minute they pulled to a stop in front of a small brick house. The front door was wide open. Inside someone shouted.

 “Wait,” Owen protested as Holden opened his door.

 Holden ignored him, running toward the home. He caught a glimpse of Lacey climbing to her feet at the end of a hallway—and of Aaron Moreno, who didn’t appear to see Holden, but fixed murderous eyes upon Holden’s former girlfriend.

 Before he reached the threshold, somebody grabbed him. Holden fought back, but a small blur with dark hair delivered a low blow that brought him to his knees. Then he was grabbed into a choke hold and yanked to his feet with slender yet shockingly strong arms.

 A flat woman’s voice said into his ear, “We’re all pissed off enough after your buddy’s pack took Nathan’s eye. I suggest you stop fighting before this gets worse.”

 What?

 Holden had no idea what was going on, but he bowed to no one. Despite the stranglehold on his neck, he reached back to grab at his captor’s face. Off to the side he heard Owen snarl, and when Holden looked the young man was cornered by three children; Ana Sofia, Nathan, and Seritta. All were furious, and all bared their teeth.

 To humans that might look silly, but these kids were lycan—and violently dangerous. If he continued to struggle, they might harm his charge.

 Holden finally stopped fighting and fought to catch his breath around his captor’s arms. He managed to wheeze out, “Stand down.”

 Owen glanced up at him unhappily, but raised his hands obediently.

 Then Holden finally had the moment to catch a good look of Nathan and he realized what his enemy spoke of. The boy shot him a disdainful glance—with one eye. The other was wrapped in stripped cloth. Blood stained the starkly white material.

 What the hell’s been going on? he thought. His stomach weighed down heavily. This hadn’t been his guys work... which meant it had to be Olivia’s, or whoever had taken over after Olivia’s unceremonious slaughter.

 Holden might have hated Nathan, and oftentimes thought he would be better off dead. But he’d never been a fan of torture.

 And whatever Lacey was doing inside, she’d just made everything a whole lot worse.

Ͼ

 Rachael picked herself up, gasping for breath. She caught sight of her boyfriend and a sense of relief overwhelmed her; that she wasn’t alone, that he was here, that she was safe.

 But Aaron didn’t even look at her. His entire focus was on Lacey, and he moved with brutal accuracy. When Lacey tried to run, Aaron swung his leg out with a powerful kick that knocked her back into the wall.

 “Lacey, stop! Stop fighting them!”

 Jesus, was that Holden? What were they doing here?

 And why can’t they just leave us alone? she thought in vexation.

 Fury fed strength to Rachael’s muscles once more. She shoved past Aaron and tackled Lacey while she was still down. The blonde beneath her swore and snagged her hair. Rachael ignored the pain. Instead she lashed out, digging unclipped nails into Lacey’s cheek. The woman beneath her bellowed and yanked. The sound of strands tearing from Rachael’s scalp vaguely registered.

 Though she got a couple more hits in, a strong arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her off. She struggled against Aaron’s hold, shouting down at Lacey, “I never even did anything to you! You want me dead so badly, fight me while I’m awake, you passive-aggressive bitch!”

 “Rachael,” Aaron hissed into her hear. “That is enough.”

 She snarled and jammed an elbow back into his ribs. Aaron grunted but infuriatingly kept his hold on her. That just made her angrier. She didn’t want his understanding, she wanted Lacey gone.

 Rachael screamed, “I only have problems because of her! I never wanted to watch Holden fuck someone—I never wanted to see him like that at all! She tricked him into it. She fucking told me so! God damn it, Aaron, let me go!”

 Rather than remain on the floor, Lacey stood and rushed toward the only door. She hardly made it past the hallway before she was grabbed by Jackson. He wore a forebodingly grim expression.

 With the adversaries subdued, Aaron tightened both arms around Rachael while she continued to shriek. Why was he stopping her? She needed to fight; Rachael needed to prove she wasn’t helpless anymore. Throughout her entire time with the lycans she’d always resorted to relying on their help. But now she was stronger. She knew she was; she felt it during her tussle with Lacey, had noticed even her speed was faster in spite of her weakened state.

 But Aaron refused to release her. At long last, when the rage broke down into smaller, more manageable pieces, Rachael burst into tears. She stiffened when Aaron tried to hold her, but her eyes refused to stop leaking.

 As her sobs faded, she gradually began to relax in her boyfriend’s embrace. Aaron pulled her close, stroked her hair, and whispered comforting words into her ear.

 Then he murmured, “I know what you are trying to do, Rachael. Trust me when I say you are not weak. But it is not your job to prove it. I am your alpha. It is my job to protect you first, and strengthen you with time.” He pulled back, cradling her jaw in both hands and tilting her head so she could look at him. Quietly, his expression only showing the barest hint of concern, he asked, “Will you let me do that?”

 Rachael drew in a shuddering breath. Then, slowly, she nodded.

 Relief touched his dark eyes for a fraction of a moment. “Good.” He kissed her. It was short but gentle, and Rachael felt all his promises flow into her with warm consideration.

 Then he broke it off, and his expression went frigid. Aaron brushed past her and toward the living room, his voice low but demanding. “Bring the intruders inside. People will stare. Ana Sofia, close the door. Jackson, give her to me.”

 Jackson obeyed. Lacey’s eyes widened and she swung, but Aaron easily grabbed both her wrists and twisted until she cried out. Her knees buckled when he didn’t relent.

 Though exhausted, Rachael refused to lie down again. She waved off Jackson’s concerned questions and pressed forward as the scene traveled to the living room.

 It was a bizarre sight: Eva keeping Holden in a headlock, the children ushering a strange man inside while Seritta cradled the infant, and Aaron with his painful grip on Lacey. She thought the stranger looked familiar, but in that moment could not place him. Rachael’s boyfriend—and alpha, she realized with a sense of the surreal—stared Holden down.

 “I believe we have something of yours,” said Aaron tightly.

 Holden’s chest heaved, a mixture of emotions warring in his tumultuous eyes. “Don’t hurt her. You have me. Let her go.”

 The look Lacey shot her alpha was one of surprise. Then her eyes softened, and she offered him a weak smile. Rachael crept forward a bit more, her curiosity at its peak.

 Aaron sneered, looking his former charge up and down. “Your work has become sloppy, Ambassador,” he said, using a mocking nickname he’d given Holden years ago.

 Holden growled. “I didn’t come here to do anything. Just to get her back. She wasn’t supposed to be here.”

 Rachael wondered how much of that was a lie. She knew the others were dubious, especially given the scornful twist of Jackson’s mouth.

 But Aaron just observed Holden in silence, taking his time to do so. Amazingly, he said, “I believe you.”

 Everyone in the room seemed startled. Even Lacey twisted to look up at him, her eyes enormous.

 “What?” demanded Jackson. “Boss—”

 Aaron silenced him with a deadly glower. A sharp intake of air flew down Rachael’s throat. This wasn’t so simple, she knew. While she couldn’t predict what Aaron might be thinking, whatever decision he was about to make would not be a kind one.

 “I believe you, Holden,” repeated Aaron. Uncanny smoothness accompanied his words. “The problem is, that does not matter.”

 Holden visibly stiffened. “Aaron—”

 “You will be silent until I permit you to speak.”

 Rachael flinched. Although he didn’t raise his voice, Aaron exuded an aura of cutting ice. His grip on Lacey tightened until the woman winced.

 Aaron lashed out with words sharp as a whip. “I have given you more than enough chances, Holden Cavanaugh. I have permitted you to live in spite of my conviction to see you dead on numerous occasions. Each instance you have somehow managed not to learn a single lesson and continue in your stubborn resistance against an enemy of which you have none. You chase after ghosts. You choose to pursue a vendetta that will not allow you to come out victorious. And upon creating your pack, you have time and again put them in the face of unnecessary danger.”

 He shot a meaningful glance at Owen, who stared defiantly back. But the young man made the wise decision not to move.

 “You are the most pathetic alpha I have ever had the misfortune to know,” growled Aaron. “Your attempts to bring your pack together have been nothing short of selfish. And you chose today, an already trying day for the rest of us, to allow your pack to run free? To commit violence against my people?”

 Apparently forgetting Aaron’s earlier threat, Holden started to protest. “I didn’t—”

 “My people!” shouted Aaron with unmitigated fury. His voice blew forth in a forceful explosion, knocking everyone askew from the shock. “My brother was harmed. My girlfriend was nearly killed. Jackson, Eva, Ana Sofia, Nathan, Rachael—they are mine. That you dare to presume you can take them from me in the unlikely event of my murder is laughable. You will not have them. Even if I die, you will not have them. This is my pack. Nathan is my brother, and Rachael is my mate.”

 Rachael didn’t know what to make of this speech. A part of her was horrified to hear such blatantly selfish, possessive words fall from Aaron’s mouth.

 Yet it somehow made her feel warm and soft. That Aaron could become so passionate in how he thought of her was completely unexpected. They had spent weeks keeping their relationship relatively low-key, and years before that separated and trying to move on. His words now utterly defied his actions in years past—and she believed he meant every one of them.

 Rachael had to cover her mouth. She blinked back confused tears.

 “Had you simply come to me and sincerely apologized, I would have welcomed you back,” continued Aaron. The sharp edge had dulled in his voice, but something far worse replaced it. Holden blanched. “You have been exiled, but all it would have taken was honest repentance. All it would have taken was for you to admit you were wrong to terrorize Rachael, wrong to betray us, and show effort to make amends.”

 Holden shot back, “You’re not my alpha anymore. The moment you kicked me out, you stopped being my alpha.”

 “The moment you murdered Vera, you ceased to be of any use to the pack,” snapped Aaron. “Since then you have been nothing but a hindrance.”

 “If you hadn’t touched Rachael—”

 Aaron’s eyes went opaque. “Let me ask you this, Holden. Does Rachael matter more than the woman standing before you?” He grabbed a fistful of Lacey’s hair and yanked hard. Rachael would be lying if she didn’t admit seeing Lacey in pain pleased her. “If you had to lose one, who would it be?”

 Something dark twinged inside of Rachael at his question. She stared at her boyfriend, unable to comprehend why he would ask such a thing. It wasn’t for sheer cruelty; he always had a point to make. But if Holden chose her, it would crush Lacey, and if he chose Lacey, what would it matter?

 Holden actually appeared at a loss for words. He glanced at Rachael for a fraction of a second, but then fixed his eyes on the woman he had once called Primary. Rachael couldn’t help but watch and wonder what he was thinking.

 Finally, Holden whispered, “I was willing to let her die, so... I guess Rachael. I’d rather lose Rachael.”

 Lacey bit her lip. Tears shimmered in her eyes.

 But when she opened her mouth to speak, Aaron grabbed her by the head and broke her neck in one ugly, terrible motion.

 Holden stared in uncomprehending disbelief.

 Rachael exhaled slowly as her enemy sagged lifelessly in Aaron’s grip. Something horrible stirred inside: a sensation of calm satisfaction. After Lacey’s attempts on her life, it was difficult to feel sorry for her sudden passing.

 Is this the difference between lycans and humans? she wondered distantly.

 But Rachael did cringe when Aaron shoved the body without care toward his former charge. Lacey flopped gruesomely at Holden’s feet.

 “An eye for an eye. A needless death for a needless death,” said Aaron with startling lack of emotion. “Consider us even for Vera.”

 Oddly enough, Holden had nothing to say. He just stared at Lacey in mute shock.

 Rachael bristled at her boyfriend’s words. He dared to call it even? Vera had been utterly innocent of all wrongdoing. Who could possibly say the same for Lacey?

 Rachael vehemently disagreed, but she kept her mouth shut.

 Contemptuously, Aaron said, “Mourn your loss, Holden. Stay in Nevada or move; I do not care. But whatever you choose, this had best be the last time I lay eyes on you. This is the third member of your pack you have lost since pursuing my death and I will—not—stop.”

 He motioned for Eva to release him, and she reluctantly complied. Rachael leaned against the wall in an attempt not to show how weak she felt.

 She was bothered by this. Why was Aaron letting him go—again? This was the third time he had a perfect opportunity, and the third time he’d wasted it. Not that she was eager to see Holden die; not like with Lacey. A small stab of guilt pierced her gut when she imagined her first love cold and lifeless.

 But her desires didn’t answer Aaron’s motives, so she was left with numerous questions.

 Aaron turned only his head, meeting Rachael’s gaze. She still couldn’t read him. Then he looked to Jackson. “We shall need to get rid of the body,” he began.

 That was when Holden snapped.

 Without a sound he charged Aaron, tackling him to the floor. Rachael’s entire body froze at first, and then a wash of protectiveness thawed her muscles. She went after Holden, shouting as she tried to shove him off.

 But he swatted her back as though she were a stuffed toy. Rachael tried to go at him again. This time Holden reached inside his jacket, swinging out with a familiar blade.

 Rachael instinctively flinched, but was unable to avoid a sharp cut as she raised her arms defensively. Still she somehow managed to grab Holden’s wrist and tried to twist. He snarled and shoved her back, dropping the knife as she toppled. Desperate, Rachael snagged the hilt of the blade.

 Holden didn’t even seem to notice. He turned back to Aaron. The man snarled and his hand shot out, tightening around Holden’s throat. Bones crackled as Holden began to shift under Aaron’s grip.

 But Aaron’s pack did not remain still. The kids crowded closer to Owen, while Eva and Jackson jumped into the brawl to help. Rachael removed herself from the chaotic scuffle, snagging the blade as she went. She had to protect Aaron somehow, even if only by removing one deadly weapon.

 Rachael was painfully aware this had become out of her league.

 It wasn’t pretty, but soon Holden was knocked down to his stomach, Jackson pinning him and Eva with her foot on his neck. Holden struggled ineffectively, stuck in mid-shift as he seemed unsure which way to go.

 Aaron picked himself up, cold smugness etched into his dark features.

 “That,” he said softly, looking to no one, “is how a pack should work. Good job, all of you.”

 The pack each silently expressed their thanks. Rachael at last allowed herself to sink to the floor, curling her legs up exhaustedly and resting her chin on her knee. Her body begged for sleep, but she couldn’t afford to turn her back for even a moment, it seemed.

 “Take our guests out,” said Aaron mutedly. “Ensure they leave with their dead weight.” He gestured dismissively at Lacey’s body.

 Jackson and Eva both looked to him with questioning. But while Eva moved to comply, Jackson protested, “Boss, we have him. Finish it already.”

 Even from her position, Rachael could see the deadened look in Holden’s eyes.

 Aaron’s jaw tensed. “Did I ask for your opinion? Take. Him. Outside.”

 A terrible moment went by, causing the tension in the room to throb. Then Eva turned to her husband and said firmly, “Do it.”

 Jackson grumbled but assisted his wife. As Rachael watched them leave, she saw Holden look back—at Lacey. A tumble of emotions poured from his face; grief, regret, agony. Then he faced forward again and allowed his captors to lead him outside. Owen followed shortly after with Seritta and Ana Sofia on his heels.

 The door shut and Rachael finally put her head down. Her body felt heavy and numb.

 Small hands came to rest on her arm. Rachael muttered something vague, but the presence didn’t leave. After a few moments another pair of hands touched her, guiding her to stand. She reluctantly followed, and then glanced down to see only one of Nathan’s eyes staring up at her.

 She shivered at the sight of blood and bandages over his left. Did she miss something? Was her time in the fade already starting?

 Before she could ask, Aaron said gently, “Go back to bed, Rachael.”

 “But Nathan....” God, she felt horrible; too weak to even argue.

 Aaron sensed it and looked to his brother. “You as well. I will be with you shortly.”

 Rachael closed her eyes. When she opened them again she was back in the room, her bed made, lying atop the cool covers. Confusion filtered in, but she was hardly interested in seeking answers just then. She rolled over on her side and went back to sleep.

 The next time Rachael woke and remembered it, she was a lycan.








  
 






Chapter Seventeen
 Weeks passed between the last time they saw Holden and the day Rachael rose to the waking world once more. During those weeks, Aaron spent the majority of his time caring for his brother.

 It was where he needed to be—initially. But as Nathan’s eye healed (successfully, in that it was not an open wound, unsuccessfully in that it had been completely destroyed and he would never see out of it again) Aaron suspected more and more his brother was attempting to manipulate him.

 Whether he was or not, it was effective. Nathan never would have been hurt had Aaron been more vigilant. He was reminded of that every time he looked at the boy now.

 To be fair, Nathan did appear to be genuinely aggrieved. Aaron could only imagine how difficult it must be to adjust to life with one eye suddenly gone, particularly after more than two human lifetimes of having both.

 But his brother was also clingier. He barely spoke to anyone but Aaron, even when it visibly hurt Ana Sofia. At first, Aaron tolerated it.

 One night he’d had enough. He had begun to tuck Nathan into his makeshift bed; a cot padded with a thick comforter, along with a thin black blanket. They mildly conversing about nonsense. Then Nathan brought up his desire to start school again.

 Firmly, Aaron said, “School will have to wait. Between your injury and Rachael’s upcoming adjustment to lycan life, it will not be wise to settle in any one town.”

 Nathan scowled up at him and rested one hand behind his head. “I thought we were gettin’ me a glass eye so people don’t stare as much.”

 “We are. Eventually.”

 “When’s that?”

 Aaron sighed and folded his arms over his chest as he drew upright. “When it is wise to do so.”

 Nathan pouted and rolled over on his side. “That’s not fair. I can’t even go outside without someone starin’ but you guys can do whatever you want.”

 “You all,” corrected Aaron.

 With a huff, Nathan mumbled, “Whatever.”

 Weary of the attitude, but not in the mood for a long talk or an argument, Aaron simply said, “We can talk about it more in the morning.”

 “Mm—hmm.”

 The sulking whine in his consonants made Aaron want to twitch. Instead he glanced over his shoulder to check on Ana Sofia. She lay atop an unzipped sleeping bag, pastel green sheets drawn up below her elbows. In spite of their conversation she remained asleep, though her brow drew together over her eyes.

 Aaron crept closer to the little girl and pulled the sheet higher over her body. It was reasonably warm in the house, but Ana Sofia seemed to sleep better when fully covered. Soon after the blanket settled the lines in her face relaxed a bit.

 Before he could say goodnight to his brother, a slight sound caught his attention. Aaron looked critically to the door and waited.

 Then it happened again. A rustling noise came from another room—his room. The one he had hardly been in since Nathan’s rescue.

 Aaron murmured goodnight to his brother, but Nathan sat up and said, “Aaron, wait!”

 “Go to sleep, Nathan,” he said, hardly pausing in his stride.

 “No. I need you in here,” protested the boy.

 Aaron stopped near the door, looking back at his brother in disbelief. “You are not a baby, Nathan.”

 Stubbornly setting his jaw, Nathan replied, “I just want my brother.”

 The guilt those words set off was nearly crippling. Somehow Aaron managed to stand his ground. He put one hand on the doorknob, preparing to close it behind him. “Good night.”

 “Stop ignoring me!”

 More rustling, this time from Ana Sofia’s bed. The little girl blinked tiredly across the room. “¿Qué pasa?”

 Nathan whipped his head to better glare at her through his good eye. “Cállate y duérmete.” Ana Sofia was definitely awake after that. She ducked her head beneath her sheets and began to sniffle.

 Aaron narrowed his eyes and strode back to his brother. Just as Nathan turned to face him again, Aaron leaned down and cuffed him on the ear.

 With a cry more of surprise than pain, Nathan doubled over and clutched his head. Aaron exhaled forcefully and snapped, “There is no excuse for unnecessary rudeness. Apologize.”

 Nathan cringed but said sullenly, “No. She was bein’ annoying.”

 He damn near exploded right there. Aaron scoffed and went to Ana Sofia’s side. Movement from his room reached him, and he desperately wanted to go check. Instead he pulled aside the sheet to reveal Ana Sofia crying in near silence. “Lo siento, Ana Sofia.” She mumbled incoherently, but nodded. “Would you prefer to sleep elsewhere?”

 She nodded pathetically. Determined not to reward his brother’s behavior, Aaron helped her to her feet, gathered her meager bed into his arms, and headed for the door.

 Once again, Nathan protested. “I don’t wanna be alone! Aaron!”

 He didn’t stop until the door nearly shut behind him. Then Aaron fixed the boy with an impassive stare, doing his best not to react to Nathan’s actions: wringing his hands, biting his lip, fidgeting in his spot while begging silently with his one good eye.

 “When you can apologize to Ana Sofia, you shall no longer be forced to sleep alone,” said Aaron flatly. “Until then, enjoy your personal quarters.”

 Then he firmly shut the door, taking care to lock it from the outside. He heard Nathan thrash as though throwing a tantrum, but otherwise no sound emitted from the room.

 Fine. At least he was quiet.

 Irritably, Aaron opened the door to Seritta and Rudy’s room. The other girl lounged on a twin-sized mattress with the baby asleep atop her belly. Or rather, the cub; Rudy was currently in wolf form.

 “Ana Sofia needs a new space to sleep,” said Aaron curtly.

 Seritta cocked her head, but nodded. “Can she be quiet?”

 Exasperated, Ana Sofia replied, “She speak some English. Quiet. Tranquilo.”

 Her mouth twitching in vague amusement, Seritta said softly, “Gotcha.”

 Relieved that was one argument he wouldn’t have to take part in, Aaron helped Ana Sofia get settled in the opposite corner. This room was smaller since Seritta and the baby didn’t need too much space, but it didn’t appear as though either of the girls minded the extra company. As Aaron headed out to give them privacy, he considered enacting a permanent change in sleeping arrangements depending on how the night went.

 But then he walked into his room and all thoughts of the children vanished. He ensured privacy before sitting upon the bed. Aaron reached out to touch the slumbering form’s shoulder. A hand shot out and clamped down on his arm with slightly more than human strength, sharp nails digging into his skin.

 Aaron met the situation with some of his remaining calm. “Good evening, Rachael.”

 She rolled over to look at him. For the first time, Aaron saw the tried and true hint of her new lycan nature—the gold flecks that sparked, bringing the grey irises around them into a sheen of silver. In his many years as a lycan, Aaron had never been so captivated by a pup’s eyes.

 Of course, he’d never had a pup for a girlfriend, either.

 Hoarsely, she said, “You smell different. I didn’t know it was you.”

 Aaron nodded, searching her expression for any hints of something being “off.” For the next several months, Rachael was going to go in and out of the fade. She would lose time and memories. It would not be pleasant, but so long as Aaron was vigilant, he could lessen the damage.

 “Your sense of smell is keener,” he explained. “Your sight will also be better as a human, but lose color as a lycan. Your blood will run hot now.”

 She made a vague sound, though it wasn’t dismissive. They had discussed these things well before her untimely infection.

 Aaron disengaged her hand from his arm. She looked down in surprise, as though she’d forgotten she still had him in an iron grip. And, he thought with grim amusement, she probably had. Short-term memory loss was almost as unpleasant as the fade.

 Then she frowned, turning her arm over. A small, thin red scar drew a sharp line along her flesh where Holden had cut her. She had managed to heal, but it would be a couple more weeks before the scar faded to white.

 Quietly probing, Aaron said, “Tell me how you feel.” When she opened her mouth immediately, he added, “Close your eyes. Sense everything inside first. Then tell me how your body is reacting.”

 Rachael sighed in annoyance. “Can’t I get a shower first? I feel gross.”

 Aaron felt disapproval carve into his expression. “No.”

 Frustrated, she sat up and scooted so her back was flush with the wall. Rachael’s eyelashes brushed her cheeks, and she went completely still and silent.

 Aaron waited patiently.

 After a couple minutes, she muttered, “I feel... a lot. Um... I guess stronger. Really thirsty. Hungry, but it’s different somehow. I....” Her voice trailed off, and her cheeks reddened. She opened her eyes and admitted sheepishly, “I’m really horny.”

 Unable to hold back a dry chuckle, Aaron said, “Unfortunately, that will have to wait until we are housed in better conditions.”

 Her eyes dimmed with disappointment but she nodded her assent.

 She appeared to be well on the road to full recovery. Aaron said, “If you wish to shower, please do so quietly. Nearly everyone else is in bed.”

 Gratitude shone through her smile. Rachael started to scoot to the side of the mattress, but Aaron stopped her with a touch to her arm. He leaned forward but, to his surprise, she pulled away.

 She must have read hurt in his expression, because Rachael said quickly, “It’s not that. I just... I really need to shower. I’m disgusting, I haven’t had a good bath in I don’t even know how long, and you’re so—so together and clean, and I just can’t—”

 Exasperated, Aaron pressed a finger to her lips. She clamped them shut in embarrassment.

 As gently as possible, he said, “You are alive. Your age and enemies fought to take you down, but against those odds you pulled through.” He lowered his hand to take hers, never breaking her gaze. “I am selfishly grateful to an unreasonable degree. That you are with me is all I care about.”

 Rachael looked ready to melt. She leaned forward, and that was all the permission Aaron needed to tangle his fingers in her hair and pull her close. The kiss was close-mouthed but long and sweet.

 When she pulled away, her eyes slowly opened. “Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

 Aaron’s mouth curved slightly. “Take your time.”

 She hurriedly grabbed a change of clothes from the small bag they had brought from the Reno hotel. Once Rachael was in the hall, Aaron busied himself changing the sheets. It would do her good to sleep in something clean, he thought absently.

 Partway through his work, Aaron heard the bedroom door creak. He didn’t look up; the scent was familiar. In a detached voice he said, “Go back to bed, Nathan.” That his brother had subverted the lock was annoying, but also impressive. Aaron decided not to mention anything about it for the time being.

 Resolutely, Nathan said, “I don’t wanna sleep alone.”

 Aaron folded the old bedding, only turning when he needed past his brother to get to the laundry area. Nathan followed in his footsteps.

 After Aaron dumped the sheets in the washer, he glanced back to see Nathan staring hard at the bathroom door. Sharply, Aaron said, “Do not even think of it.”

 One dark eye glared back at him. Nathan stormed up, his movements almost comical in his smaller body.

 “Why’d you let Holden live?” he demanded. “You know he’s gonna come back for her. If you really loved Miss Rachael, you wouldn’t’ve let him go.”

 His brother was treading feeble ground. Aaron set his jaw and turned on the washer so it would muffle their speech.

 Aloud, but in a low voice, Aaron said, “Holden has now had three pack members perish. He may have gained more, but he lost those closest to him. If he does attempt another attack, it will not be for a very long time.”

 “He shouldn’t be at all,” argued Nathan. “He should be dead.”

 Icily, Aaron retorted, “So should Jackson, thanks to your trickery.”

 Nathan’s ears reddened as he apparently recalled his deception back in Keeton. “I wouldn’t’ve let him die.”

 “I am not so certain.” He knew it was cruel to say so; that it pierced Nathan’s heart like a blade. But Aaron was well aware he tended to spoil the only relative he had by blood. “As for Holden, he is not your concern. He is mine.”

 Heatedly, Nathan shot back, “He’s Miss Rachael’s now, too. You shoulda killed him. You don’t do anything to keep her safe.”

 Disgusted—in part because that very thought haunted him—Aaron snapped, “I am not discussing this with you. For the last time, go to bed.”

 With a scoff, Nathan whirled on his heel and clomped off to his bedroom. The door shut with a hearty slam. Aaron shook his head. His brother’s tantrums lately had the tendency to wake the others, and it would not be long before tensions arising from Nathan’s attitude overflowed with scalding heat.

 Shortly after Aaron returned to his room and changed the sheets, Rachael joined him. Her hair was damp but brushed, and she wore an oversized T-shirt and thin leggings.

 The first words out of her mouth were, “I thought I heard yelling.”

 Aaron unbuttoned his shirt, weary and ready for sleep. “You did.”

 “About?”

 “Nothing of importance.”

 When he turned, Rachael frowned at him. “Then why did Nathan beg me to stay the night with him?”

 Aaron blinked. Then, once her question sank in, he bit down on a mirthless laugh. So that is his angle, he thought. He would have thought distance and his recent lack of interest had made Nathan less fervently fond of Rachael, but it was clear he had been terribly wrong in his assumption.

 “What’s so funny?” asked Rachael.

 Aaron shook his head. “It is not amusing,” he said. “Unless you count in an unfortunately tragic manner.”

 Her silver-and-gold eyes remained puzzled. Blessedly, Rachael decided to let it go and turn off the light. She crawled into bed with him, wrapping one arm around his chest.

 It was a little strange compared to before. Aaron thought he might be used to her warmer touch after such a long battle with fever. Yet now that she was well, there was a part of him that missed the cooler brush of her fingers. It was almost symbolic; now that she was even a little less human, Rachael was permanently changed.

 Softly, she said, “Can I ask you something?”

 Aaron blinked into the dark. Outside must have been cloudy, because hardly any natural moon-or starlight peeped through the blinds. “Of course.”

 She shifted against him so her heart thudded an odd rhythm against his arm. “Is part of being a lycan also being... well, heartless?”

 Uncertain how to immediately respond to that, it took Aaron a moment to find the most tactful words. “Please clarify what you mean by, ‘heartless.’”

 Immediate embarrassment poured off her tongue. “I didn’t mean you were. Any of you. I—damn it.” She groaned and tightened her arm around his torso a fraction. “It’s just that I—I felt nothing when Lacey died. I wasn’t like, super happy, but I wasn’t upset. It was just like, ‘Oh, hey. Good. She won’t bother me anymore.’ You know?”

 He did. Aaron reached to lazily play with locks of her hair. “That is not lycan-related,” he said reticently. “Not in my experience.” Which, of course, was vast.

 She looked a little uneasy. “I wonder where it came from,” she murmured, more to herself than in conversation.

 Aaron shrugged the shoulder furthest from her. “I would assume that has more to do with everything you feel she has put you through.”

 Rachael stiffened. “What do you mean, I feel she’s put me through?”

 Aaron almost rolled to look her in the eye, but he was too comfortable. So he traced a lock of her hair down her arm until she shivered. “You have not told me. All I have gathered has been you screaming at her and various disjointed stories from your time in the fade.”

 “I faded?” she asked, startled.

 He grimaced. “I suspect so. It can happen during the infection. Yours did not seem too terrible.”

 “Oh.” A few strong heartbeats passed in tense silence. Aaron knew then she would not answer his question fully.

 Next she spoke, Rachael said, “I’m sorry, but can I ask something else?”

 Aaron sighed heavily and finally shifted so he could face her. Though there was little light, what they had was enough for their eyes to adjust. In the night her hair looked almost platinum, and the gold in her eyes reflected brilliance. “You do not need my permission to question,” he said. “Just ask.”

 Relief sparkled in her gaze. But then Rachael became solemn. “Why do you think Lacey makes Vera even?”

 Her phrasing was awkward, but Aaron understood. He frowned faintly. “You disagree?”

 “Yes,” she said firmly. “Absolutely.”

 “Why is that?”

 Rachael stared at him as though he’d started speaking in Aramaic. “Because Vera was a good person,” she explained. “Lacey tried to kill me. Vera got mad sometimes, but she never really hurt anyone. Even if she did, she especially didn’t try to kill them.”

 For a moment Aaron didn’t understand why that mattered. Then it occurred to him: she was, as usual, looking at it from an emotional standpoint. His position had been entirely unrelated.

 “I do not disagree,” he said carefully. “But I literally meant her death. Holden snapped Vera’s neck and hurt you. He saw it as a mercy killing. So I killed Lacey the same way, and it hurt him. But I ensured she did not suffer.”

 Rachael shifted and lowered her eyes. “Huh.”

 Unsettled by her response, Aaron asked dully, “Anything else?”

 “No,” she murmured. “I think I know why you let Holden live, so we’re good.”

 Are we, now? Aaron’s mouth pulled in a thin smile. “And why did I, my dear?”

 She glared at him for the condescending nickname. “Because you still care about him. If you didn’t, he’d have been dead the last time we saw them.”

 “Holden is dead to this pack,” said Aaron.

 Rachael didn’t back down. “I don’t think you spent his entire lycan life, no matter what else went wrong, taking care of him and teaching him to be the best at whatever you needed—you didn’t do that and come out not giving a crap. You did it because he was family. And somewhere inside, to you, he still is.”

 Indignation swelled in Aaron’s throat. But he forcefully choked it back. She probably had a point. If he swallowed his pride, Aaron could probably outright admit she was right. In that case, it was hardly her fault for being observant.

 So he instead reached out and brushed hair from her face until his palm came to rest on her cheek. Rachael softened a little and offered a faint smile.

 “It’s not a bad thing,” she assured him tenderly. “I love that about you.”

 Aaron’s mouth twitched. “That my weaknesses bring you unneeded pain?”

 “That you take care of your pack,” she corrected. “When I first met you, I was scared. Now I can’t imagine why. You’re one of the most selfless people I’ve ever met.”

 He snorted and rolled onto his back once more, closing his eyes. “You have mistaken me for someone else.”

 Rachael jabbed him in the side. Aaron smirked but didn’t look at her, content to fall asleep this way. He was tired—and he could hear Nathan’s whimpering from the other room. It caused his mood to plummet almost immediately.

 Rather than give in to the temptation to check on what he was certain were crocodile tears, Aaron murmured, “Are you going to tell me what happened when you were Holden’s prisoner?”

 He’d asked before. Each time she had visibly tightened, as though her muscle was made of coil and the question wound her up like a cheap toy. And each time he was met with a negative or deflection. They had faced this in the past; particularly when Holden had ignored all of Rachael’s personal boundaries back in Keeton. Aaron didn’t want to force her hand again, but he had the feeling they were headed in that direction.

 Once more, Rachael’s voice dropped. “Soon.”

 Of course. She was, if nothing else, stubborn.

 Aaron said nothing more and pulled her closer. The night would shift to morning within a few scant hours. They all needed their sleep. The next couple years promised to be rough, especially with Rachael’s lycan adjustments looming in the future. And, naturally, there was Nathan.

 As always, Aaron had his work cut out for him.








  
 






Chapter Eighteen
 Rachael didn’t expect to be woken bright and early the very day she felt better. But her brother shook her awake, and she looked around to find the bed empty but for herself.

 “What?” she asked crankily.

 Jackson didn’t smile. “We gotta go.”

 “What?” she repeated, this time in surprise. Rachael sat up. “Why? What’s happened?”

 He shrugged. “Don’t know. Boss says go, so we go.”

 “Go where?”

 “Dunno.” He handed her a towel. “He said you can shower, but to make it quick. Everyone else is pretty much ready.”

 Geez. Rachael sighed but kicked free from the blanket. Quickly, Jackson ushered her down the hall and practically slammed the door behind her once she stumbled into the bathroom. Unnerved yet curious, she turned on the water—and was disappointed to find it cold.

 Damn it all.

 Much as she wanted to enjoy her cleansing, Rachael could barely stand the temperature. She hurried through her ritual and stepped out to towel herself dry. To her dismay, a set of clothes had been set on the kitchen sink. That she didn’t even get to pick her own outfit—though her options were limited—was strangely upsetting.

 Still she dressed. Rachael barely had her shirt on when the door opened, and Aaron peered in at her. His gaze was utterly closed off as he said, “Move it along. We are behind.”

 Inexplicably humiliated, Rachael muttered an affirmative and ran her fingers through her hair. Once she stepped past him, Aaron put a hand to her lower back and nudged her toward the front of the house.

 That irritated her. Rachael jerked away and stopped in her tracks, glaring at him. “What’s going on? Why are you in such a hurry?”

 Aaron’s expression remained impassive. “You are lycan now, Rachael, and part of my pack. When I say do not question, you must trust me.”

 The words chilled her. “But—”

 “If you do not want to be part of this pack, you are free to leave.”

 His frigid words struck hard. Rachael stammered without success. Then, ducking her head to hide her shame, she jammed her feet into the single pair of shoes by the front exit.

 Not another word was said between them as they walked to the van. Rachael climbed into the open back door. Behind her, Aaron slid it firmly shut and got into the driver’s seat. The van rumbled to life and backed out of the open gate before they sped off.

 Rachael fumbled to buckle herself in the back row. Once she was settled she looked around. Jackson sat in the front with their alpha, a map opened in his lap. Why isn’t he using his phone? she wondered. Eva and Ana Sofia sat in mid-row, which left Rachael and Nathan in the rear.

 Nobody said much during the drive, and it made Rachael clam up even further. It was strange to know she was now a lycan, part of the pack, and yet for some reason she felt more distant than ever.

 Beside her, Nathan suddenly reached over and grabbed her hand. He had to turn his head completely to the left to look at her with his right eye, but his smile was reassuring. “We’re gonna be okay, Miss Rachael. This is normal stuff.”

 She tentatively smiled back.

 It took her nearly an hour to realize something was different. She glanced around but, unsure how many of her memories were real or dreams, chose to lower her voice and ask only Nathan. “Didn’t we have another girl with us?”

 Nathan opened his mouth to answer, but Eva cut him off. “Yes. Seritta.” Rachael warily turned. Without so much as a blink her way, Eva said calmly, “You need to be even quieter if you don’t want to be heard. It takes practice.”

 That Aaron said absolutely nothing somehow made her embarrassment worse. Rachael mumbled an acknowledgement. “Where is she?”

 “She left,” said Jackson from the front.

 Rachael shook her head. “So... she wasn’t one of ours?”

 This time Aaron answered. “Seritta found my methods... undesirable for raising an infant. She has returned to Avery.”

 Thank God. He was still talking to her. “But isn’t he part of Olivia’s—?”

 “Rachael, please,” he snapped. “I am in no mood to explain at the moment. Let us get to our destination. Then I will be happy to answer your questions.”

 Rachael glowered out the window. They were no longer on I-80, she realized, and had turned off onto another highway headed east.

 Eventually she couldn’t help but blurt, “I have to use a bathroom. Can we pull over somewhere?”

 “No,” stated Aaron. “We are not stopping.”

 Oh my God, what is his problem? she thought incredulously. Beside her, Nathan gave her a sympathetic look.

 The ride was tortuous in its silence. Everybody but her seemed completely at ease, and it sparked Rachael’s anxiety. They couldn’t be planning to ditch her; Jackson wouldn’t be so calm. Unless he didn’t know.

 Had she done something in the throes of the infection to upset Aaron? He mentioned she might have faded; what had she said? Or done?

 For the first time in years, Rachael bit her nails. She worried three of them down before realizing what she’d done. Disgusted with herself, she shoved her hands beneath her lap and stared mutely out the window once more. But there was very little to see. Wherever this highway went, for the past half hour it had been nothing but pure sand and isolation.

 Suddenly Aaron pulled off to the side of the road. Rachael looked up sharply. Once again nobody said anything. She considered asking what was going on. But she didn’t want him to get snippy with her again, so she just clenched her jaw.

 Once he parked and turned off the engine, Aaron turned in his seat to face them. “Before we go, listen carefully. I do not want to repeat myself.”

 Rachael reluctantly raised her eyes to him. He glanced at her momentarily, but he looked at each pack member in turn. To her right, Nathan slipped his hand into hers and curled his fingers. Rachael absently squeezed back.

 Firmly, Aaron said, “Unless I say otherwise, we stay together. This will not be a pleasant walk. You will be hot, you will be tired, and you will be hungry. But we cannot stop until I say so. I promise now, once we reach our destination, you will have a chance to eat, bathe, sleep, and relax to your heart’s content. Until then, look out for each other. Keep your ears and eyes open. Be on high alert. Protect each other; protect your family. From here on out, we cannot afford to take on more lycans. It may be a long while until we are safe, even where I am taking you—and we must guide Rachael through her transition as smoothly as possible.”

 He looked at her again, but then tore his eyes away. “This pack is family. Some by blood, but all by lycan nature. We have made a lot of enemies in the past few months, and I am aware much of that is my doing. So if you feel you do not want to be a part of this pack any longer, you must say so now. Nobody here will go after you. But if you cannot remain loyal for whatever reason, then you must decide before leaving this vehicle.” He frowned, more in thought than ire. “Consider this a pact. Should you choose to follow, you swear to put the pack first. You vow to respect your alpha, but also each other. Our strength has a unit has been challenged more than ever, and those who stay must keep strong.”

 Rachael stared at him, a weird sense of giddiness throbbing in her veins. He was going to let them go? But how could any of them want to?

 Was this meant to give her an out?

 Surprisingly, Eva spoke first. “I’m not going anywhere, Boss.”

 “Same,” agreed Jackson immediately.

 Ana Sofia nodded her consent, and Rachael finally found her voice. “I’m staying.”

 Aaron’s mouth twisted wryly in her direction, as though he found her consent amusing. But then his dark eyes turned to his brother, and his mouth smoothed out. “Nathan?”

 Nathan gazed straight ahead. From her position Rachael couldn’t see his good eye, but he appeared to be in thought. Slowly, he replied, “You said I could—”

 “That still stands,” Aaron cut him off briskly. “But you must follow the pact regardless of the outcome.”

 Jackson looked to his alpha quizzically, and Rachael realized that whatever had been said between Aaron and Nathan must have been in private. Nobody else knew what this promise was but them.

 Nathan sighed and said, “Okay. I promise.”

 Rachael flexed her fingers, still gripped tightly in his damp palm. Had Nathan truly considered striking out on his own? What was she missing?

 But she had no time to think about it. Aaron nodded once before opening his door. Quickly the others followed suit and exited the van. Aaron gestured toward the north. They all began to walk.

 It did, in fact, turn out to be an agonizingly long, painful, exhausting journey. Aaron took to the front, Jackson and Eva brought up the rear, and Nathan did not want to let go of her hand. Ana Sofia more or less trudged along by herself.

 Though her legs hurt, Rachael eventually couldn’t stand the sight anymore and released Nathan to accompany the younger girl. Ana Sofia said nothing when Rachael looped one of her fingers through hers, but she did cast a grateful upward glance.

 Apparently unhappy with the new arrangement, Nathan trotted ahead to catch up with Aaron. Neither brother said a word as they walked.

 The entire situation seemed so bizarre. Rachael couldn’t shake the uncomfortable sensation that blanketed her.

 And she still needed to use a bathroom. She bit down on an uncomfortable groan and reminded herself of their pact and Aaron’s promise. They had to stick together; once they reached the final destination, they could do as they liked.

 Just when Rachael was certain she couldn’t take any more, something appeared in the far distance. She focused on that, though disappointingly found that made minutes drag by even longer. But as they drew nearer she could make out a modest house that looked as though it should have fallen to ruin long ago.

 Was this their safe place? She shuddered, recalling Holden’s home in the middle of nowhere in Wells.

 As though reading her mind, Aaron spoke for the first time in hours. “Do not pass judgment yet. You will understand soon.”

 Rachael grimaced.

 Finally, they stepped onto a small porch at the front door. Aaron pulled a key from his shirt pocket and unlocked it. Rather than open it, he took out another key from his pocket and used it on the deadbolt as well.

 Once she could look inside, Rachael’s doubts grew. Even Jackson, ever the faithful pup, said dubiously, “Not that I’m expecting luxury, Boss, but is this it?”

 “As I said,” bit Aaron. “Do not pass judgment yet.” He stepped over the threshold without waiting for the others. Nathan scampered in behind his brother.

 Rachael exchanged a look with her brother. Jackson just sighed, turned to his wife, and said, “After you, hon.”

 Eva crossed over as well. After Rachael and Ana Sofia followed, Jackson closed the door behind them.

 Inside, Aaron and Nathan headed for a back room. Though the house seemed well beyond repair in many areas, it was astoundingly clean. It even smelled as though someone had come through and deep-cleaned recently. Rachael took her time to look around. The walls were cracked with paper peeling in several places. Each floorboard squeaked unbearably, and the abandoned furniture was worn and dated. But there was no dust or grime, and everything seemed utterly free of debris.

 She bumped into a Victorian loveseat that cracked somewhere by the force. Hurriedly, Rachael twisted around it and strode through to catch up with the others. If anybody noticed what she’d done, they didn’t comment.

 Rachael ended up in what looked to be an old office, complete with a cherry wood desk and hand-carved matching chair. All of the corners, rather than meeting in a 90-degree angle, had been smoothed out to give the room more of an octagonal feel. One had a cupboard that held clean tumbler glasses; another sported a bookshelf with small doors at the bottom, and the last two sported landscape paintings.

 Aaron approached the bookshelf and crouched before it. Inside the lower doors were some books, papers, and an old wooden box. He pulled them all out, fumbled around in the back, and then a barely audible click sounded.

 Calmly, he stood and tugged on the edge of the shelf. It opened to reveal a fat metal slab inside similar to that of a bank vault. And past that was a flight of stairs that rapidly spiraled into darkness.

 He looked to them and nodded toward the entrance.

 In spite of herself, Rachael was enchanted. Secret passageways as in Narnia had captured her fancy like every other child, but she’d never really thought to see one.

 Without hesitation, Jackson pulled out his phone and turned it on. He used the resulting glow to light his way. Then Eva followed, and then Ana Sofia, and then Nathan.

 Rachael looked to Aaron. For the first time that day, his eyes were kind. “Please, go in,” he said gently. “I must lock this behind us.”

 Nervous yet thrilled, Rachael shoved her questions aside and stepped in.

 The flight of stairs was all concrete, winding down in a broad circle. There was little in the way of a handrail; in fact, it had clearly been fashioned well before safety laws would have applied, coming just short of her knee. Rachael practically hugged the wall as she descended, grateful that Jackson’s phone lit the way. As a human this might have been too dark a journey, but her sharper lycan eyes adjusted to the minimal they had.

 Above, she faintly heard rustling. Rachael stopped. It seemed like forever before the door closed. She wanted to look back to be certain Aaron really was following, but she was afraid that simple act might cause her to lose her balance. Suddenly vertigo became a very real thing for her, and her stomach churned.

 Darkness but for the glow of Jackson’s phone below encased her. Then light flooded the area. Rachael pressed back against the wall, looking up to find Aaron holding a flashlight.

 He frowned at her. “Please keep going.”

 Easy for you to say, she wanted to snap. But she complied.

 Soon they reached the bottom, where the others waited. Jackson turned off his phone once Aaron appeared with the flashlight, and he gestured at the three doors surrounding them. The walls were also concrete, and it seemed much colder here. Rachael wondered how far underground they had traveled.

 “Which one, Boss?” asked Jackson.

 Aaron shrugged. “Pick one.”

 Eva did so immediately. She twisted the handle on the door closest to her and shoved it open. This led to another hall, much to Rachael’s dismay.

 Thankfully, it ended up relatively short. One final door was left, and when this one opened, Aaron brushed past them and flicked on a light.

 “Whoa,” said Jackson, blinking rapidly.

 Rachael had to agree. They had arrived in what appeared to be a little girl’s bedroom, decked out in whites and pastels. A lovely little princess bed sat in the middle of one wall. Surrounding it were shelves full of things like coloring books, crayons, markers, dolls, and stuffed animals. The room wasn’t huge, but it did seem pretty grand for a little girl.

 A screech nearly jolted Rachael out of her skin. She whirled to find Ana Sofia excitably running around, touching as many things as she could. Then she ran up to the bed, threw her arms over it, and looked her Aaron. Her small eyes were enormous; pleading. “¿Es mía? ¿Es mía, Hermano?”

 A genuine smile crossed Aaron’s face briefly. “Sí.”

 Ana Sofia let out a loud squeal. She backed up, then with a running start leapt onto the bed. Her arms and legs exploded outward, and for a few moments she seemed to forget she was wearing a dress. “¡Gracias!”

 Her joy was contagious. Rachael grinned.

 “Through the door,” instructed Aaron. All but Ana Sofia moved quickly, eager to see what else there was. Aaron stayed behind to close the passageway, which, when Rachael glanced over her shoulder, was well-hidden behind another bookshelf.

 Cool, she thought.

 The next area opened into a vast room split into three open parts. The first was the equivalent of a living room with more than enough nice seating. The furniture looked a couple decades old, but relatively unused. Connected to that room was a large kitchen with an open dining area. Everything appeared picture-perfect. The kitchen was stocked, a game console hooked up to the large television in front of the expansive couch, and a huge mirror made the dining room seem even bigger than it was.

 Calmly, Aaron explained, “There is no cable, and not much in the way of entertainment. But it should suffice.”

 “Suffice?” Jackson turned to his alpha with a huge grin. “This is badass. Was this what you were waiting on this whole time?”

 Aaron waved a hand dismissively. “The architecture has been complete for years. What I needed were secure passageways in and out that would be difficult to find.”

 “Unreal,” breathed Jackson. “So, then...?”

 Aaron pointed. “Everyone has their own room, even you and your wife. Though yours are connected.” Rachael tried to ignore the stab of jealousy that sent through her. Aaron continued, oblivious to her feelings. “What you choose to do with them is ultimately up to you.”

 Eva’s gaze seemed turned inward. If she was either impressed or disappointed, it didn’t show. “This was kind,” she murmured. “Thank you.”

 “More importantly, it is safe,” said Aaron quietly. “There will not be much in the way of luxury, but this should adequately get us through the next couple years, so long as we maintain high security when we leave and return.” Then he shook his head. “We shall discuss more tomorrow. Please relax. I understand it has been a trying morning.”

 Then he directed each of them to their rooms. Rachael was disappointed not to share one with him, and couldn’t help but wonder if his attitude that morning had anything to do with that. Perhaps he had constructed the layout well before recent events, but was he trying to push her away now?

 Rather than ask, she decided to look into her quarters. It was located at the far end of the dining room, behind a small door that looked as though it could have been a broom closet. Instead it opened into a mid-sized square layout with a full-sized bed. The contents were not nearly as flamboyant and cheerful as Ana Sofia’s, but Rachael still appreciated it. She had the bed, a dresser, a nightstand, a walk-in closet where a few new clothes hung, and her own bathroom. That she immediately used.

 Once she was done, she washed up and returned to get a better look at everything. In particular Rachael liked her bed; the comforter was soft and a simple white, and the mattress felt padded yet somewhat firm.

 From the doorway, Aaron said, “There is more.”

 Rachael fought against her stiffening back and turned to him. “Yeah?”

 He gestured at a full-length mirror against the wall. With a puzzled frown, Rachael approached it. She tried to lift it, but it seemed bolted in place. “Uh....”

 “Push.”

 She shot him an uncertain look, but he just stared at her. With a sigh, Rachael reached out and pressed against the glass. That gave way with some pressure, but the frame remained in place.

 Inside was dark, but the light from the room showed her enough. It was a cave, small enough she could see the sides but big enough for her to jog in if she wished. Against her will, memories of her imprisonment with Holden blew back in full force. Rachael froze in place.

 Aaron approached her from behind. His fingers touched her chin, and he slowly turned her head so she could see him. “It is not a prison, Rachael. This does not lock.”

 She shuddered. “How did you...?”

 He tilted his head, onyx eyes completely unreadable. “I may not know the details, but I do understand cause and effect. This is not a prison. This is meant for you to experience shapeshifting in privacy, without fear of destruction to your property.”

 Rachael took a steadying breath. “That’s... thoughtful.”

 Aaron let go of her. “Very soon, we must guide you through the experience. You need an isolated space to do it. Normally I would bring you to the woods, but for the time being it is not safe. This is the best I can do.”

 “How long have you been planning this?”

 He shrugged. “From the day we met, I assumed you would become a lycan. The only question was when.”

 Huh. Go figure.

 Rachael meant to thank him when she opened her mouth. Instead she blurted, “Why have you been such a jerk all morning?”

 Aaron folded his arms over his chest. “Have you ever tried to run, keep multiple people safe, as well as look out for danger every step of the way? It is not easy.”

 That sounded like deflection to her. “You snapped at me,” she said quietly.

 “You are lycan,” he returned in a similar tone. “Not human. Not any longer; not fully. I apologize if you thought differently, but I cannot always spare your feelings when we are in a crisis.”

 That stung, but she knew it was not a battle worth fighting. “Got it,” she said bitterly.

 He turned to go, but Rachael stopped him. She was faster, she realized once again with a flush of giddiness. Her hand rested on his chest, and she met his eyes fully.

 “Please don’t go yet,” she said.

 Something flickered in his gaze. Before she could name it, Aaron’s eyes became utterly blank again. “Do me a favor,” he said softly. “Talk to Nathan. Then, if you still wish, come see me.”

 She was still confused, but relieved by his invitation. Rachael lowered her hand. “Promise?”

 “Yes.”

 With a slow nod, she said, “Okay. I’ll talk to him. I’ll go right now.”

 His expression was maddeningly emotionless. “Have a good time.”

 It was such an odd thing to say—especially from Aaron, who always chose his words so carefully. But Rachael was determined to leap over whatever hurdle necessary to break down the wall he had erected between them overnight.

 She found Nathan in his room and asked, “Can I come in?”

 The boy sat upright in an overstuffed chair. “Miss Rachael! Yeah.” A huge grin split his face as he jumped up to close the bedroom door. Although the room had only been lived in a few minutes, he made a show of straightening things up before he hoisted himself onto a twin bed with dark covers. Nathan patted the mattress beside him. “Wanna sit?”

 “Sure.” Rachael eased down where his hand had been and gave him a small smile. “Did you know about all this?”

 Nathan shook his head, blond hair flying. “Nope. But we move around like that a lot, so it’s not weird anymore.” He turned his good eye to her, the other still covered with a piece of clean gauze. “You’ll get used to it.”

 Rachael couldn’t say she was convinced, but she nodded.

 However, she wasn’t here to talk about that. She shifted to face Nathan fully, bringing one leg up bent upon the bed. “Is there something you wanted to tell me?”

 Nathan grew quiet. He stared down at his feet, slowly bouncing his heel against the side of the metal frame.

 She didn’t want to be pushy, but Rachael was already tired of the day and it was barely noon. “Nathan, please.”

 His chest rose and fell dramatically. Then he looked up at her, his fists clenched into little balls in his lap. With absolute determination, he said, “Miss Rachael—no. Rachael. Yeah, I do.” His eye darkened, and for a moment he looked almost exactly like Aaron.

 Rachael waited.

 At last, Nathan relaxed his hands and said simply, “I love you.”

 On reflex, Rachael opened her mouth to return the words. But she stopped and looked at Nathan, really looked at him, for the first time in a long while. She realized he was completely serious, that his words were not platonic—and he expected an answer right then.

 “No,” said Rachael softly.

 Pain bled through his expression in an instant. With tremoring hope, Nathan asked, “No, what?”

 She shook her head. “No, Nathan. I don’t love you. Not like that.”

 He said nothing, but no longer could he look her in the eye. Guilt weighed down her words, but Rachael forcefully continued. “I love Aaron. You know that.”

 With unnerving quiet, he replied, “You loved Holden and changed your mind.”

 It was worse than if he’d slapped her. Rachael’s back went rigid, and her tongue felt flat. Still she said, “That has nothing to do with this. I’m sorry, Nathan, but I don’t love you.”

 His jaw set. “You could.”

 “No.”

 “Someday,” he insisted, his voice rising in panic. “Someday you could. Not everyone stays together forever. Maybe you and Aaron won’t, either. And maybe then—”

 “I said, no, Nathan,” she shot back, horrified at his words. “That’s an awful thing to say. I don’t plan on leaving Aaron.”

 He asked shrewdly, “Did you plan on leavin’ Holden, too?”

 “That’s not fair,” she protested. “This is totally different.”

 “Why?” he all but shouted. Nathan shoved off the bed and glared at her. “Because I look like a kid?”

 “Yes.” God, what the hell had just happened? Rachael felt sick to her stomach. Had Aaron known about this all along? Was this why he’d been so short with Nathan lately? In that moment she seriously considered screaming at him once they had their talk. “I’m sorry, Nathan, but that’s exactly why. You’re still a kid.”

 “I am not,” he said. “I just look like one.”

 It wasn’t that, and they both knew it. Lycans as a general rule aged slower than humans—not just physically. Their mental and emotional growth was also stunted. Why or how, nobody was certain; as Holden had once said, there weren’t exactly enough lycans do perform scientific studies on their inner workings, and humans weren’t supposed to know about them in the first place.

 Even if he wasn’t a kid, Rachael knew it wouldn’t matter. She liked Nathan, a lot in fact, but she liked him for his childlike qualities. She trusted him, but not with the certainty she placed in Aaron. She’d opened up to him over Aaron in the past before they had started dating, but the circumstances had been pretty drastic.

 Rachael stood and headed for the door.

 Before she could get there, Nathan blocked her. He looked up to her, begging. “Please, Rachael. Don’t do this.”

 “Move,” she whispered.

 He shook his head stubbornly. “You’re gonna break up with him someday if you don’t end up dead first. Holden shoulda been killed to protect you. I would’ve done it.”

 Why am I even arguing with him? Yet Rachael felt compelled to defend Aaron—and herself. “If you would have killed Holden back there, then you don’t know what I want at all,” she told him.

 Nathan scowled. “You’d change your mind if he was dead.”

 She didn’t want to say it, but... “Nathan,” said Rachael quietly. “You got me through Holden being awful when I was a teenager. Right now you’re acting a lot like him.”

 From his stricken expression, she might as well have cursed at him and kicked him in the stomach. For a moment she thought he would argue.

 But then Nathan turned his head and stepped away from the exit. With a mixture of relief and sadness, Rachael let herself out.

 He slammed the door.








  
 






Chapter Nineteen
 Rachael had intended to confront Aaron immediately after her “chat” with Nathan, but she was too tired. Everything felt strange. The bizarre conversation with Nathan was part of it, but her new lycan senses were disconcerting on top of that.

 How was it that someone who hardly seemed more than ten could make her want to cry?

 In the living room, Jackson sat on the floor in front of the television hooking up the game console. Beside him was Eva, and she had a few games in her hand as she read the back aloud softly.

 Jackson peered up after the door thudded closed behind her. He took one look at her face and abandoned his project. “RayRay? What’s wrong?” Eva raised her eyes but didn’t leave her spot.

 Rachael shook her head. “Nothing,” she said softly. “I’m exhausted. I’m going to take a nap. If Aaron asks....” Her voice trailed off.

 Jackson hesitated, but then awkwardly crossed his arms. “Our rooms are right there,” he said, pointing to a couple of plain doors side-by-side to the left of a partially stocked DVD rack. “Let me know if you need anything.”

 Rachael forced a smile. “Have fun.”

 Eva nodded her thanks.

 After she locked herself in her room—using a deadbolt and a chain—Rachael kicked off her shoes and collapsed to the bed. Dimly she thought about taking a shower, but that would require moving. Right then she was just tired and... confused.

 When had Nathan started feeling that way? What had she done to encourage it? How long had Aaron known? Did anyone else know?

 Poor Ana Sofia, she thought with a twinge of sorrow. Lately Nathan had just put more and more distance between them. She must have seen it. While it wasn’t likely Ana Sofia held anything that strong toward Nathan, he had infected her for companionship. How did it feel to go through hell, come out alive, and then have the person who nurtured you through it turn his back on you?

 Her mind was fuzzy, but her body was all keyed up. That was an odd sensation. Rachael reluctantly decided to start some exercises. She’d been neglecting them for weeks and knew she could be in better shape.

 Once she was done with those and felt a little less anxious, she tried her shower for the first time. The supplies stocked weren’t exactly her favorite, but it was amazing to feel scrubbed down and cleaned properly again.

 From the dresser, Rachael found jeans and a plain stone-grey T-shirt. She also discovered bras and underwear that fit. For a moment the thought made her smile—and then it fell flat. A sweet, kind of sexy gesture, but since Aaron was acting so cold toward her....

 She left the room to discover Jackson playing a game, Ana Sofia watching enraptured on the couch, and Eva making sandwiches in the kitchen. Rachael joined her and began to help in silence.

 Neither Aaron nor Nathan joined the rest of the pack while they hung out. Rachael finished her meal while hardly tasting it. She kept looking toward Aaron’s room, but the door remained firmly shut.

 After a time, she finally stood. “Excuse me,” she murmured. She might as well have remained silent for all anyone responded.

 Aaron’s room was on the opposite side from hers, deep into the kitchen with a snug door between two counters. Rachael tried to pretend the others weren’t there—but it was still awkward, and even without looking she was positive at least one of them was staring.

 Shaking her head, she knocked. The first tattoo was weak, but she solidified her resolve and tried again with a firmer touch.

 After a few seconds locks slid open. Then the door cracked and Aaron stared at her coolly. “One knock will suffice,” he said mildly.

 She narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you going to be rude or invite me in?”

 “Those rules do not apply to one’s bedroom,” said Aaron, though he smirked and opened the door wider. “But please, come on in.”

 Rachael fought to keep her face neutral as she swept past him and inside. She paused to take a look around, unsurprised to find very little in the way of anything. Aaron always remained a minimalist when it came to his bedroom décor, so he only had a bed, a dresser, and a closet. She guessed one door was the bathroom, but a second one puzzled her.

 “Do you have an escape route in here, too?” she asked.

 Aaron locked his door again. “No. Given you, Nathan, and I are the most likely targets of Holden’s wrath, I did not find it prudent to attach any sort of entrance to our rooms once I decided whose was whose.” He paused. “Though I am uneasy with Ana Sofia in the line of danger like that.”

 Rachael frowned and turned to face him. “I thought we were supposed to be well-hidden?”

 He shot her an exasperated look. “There is always the risk.”

 She pressed her lips together. He hadn’t offered an explanation for the extra door, still. But that didn’t matter—not right now. Rachael raised her chin and said, “How long have you known Nathan was in love with me?”

 “Is he not, still?”

 His cavalier tone grated on her nerves. “Of course he is. You knew that,” she snapped. “Is that why you’ve been weird all day? You and Nathan had a talk?”

 Aaron’s mouth pulled to one side. He leaned against a nearby wall. “He wanted a chance to confess,” said Aaron calmly. “I agreed, so long as he took your answer for what it was.”

 “You had to know I’d tell him no.”

 One eyebrow rose. “I certainly hoped.”

 “Well, I did.” A slight tremor colored her voice. “You put me in a really shitty position.”

 Genuine confusion tugged the lines of his face. Aaron cocked his head to the side. “If rejection was the only answer, how did that place you in any more an unfavorable position?”

 Rachael growled. “Don’t give me that, you ass! You acted cold to me and got me all riled up, and instead of just telling me, you set all this up so I had to break his heart. And don’t you dare suggest it could have gone differently. I can’t be in love with someone I know as a little kid. But you played it so he thought he had a chance—and more importantly, you hurt me. How could you do that to someone you said you loved?”

 At her last three words, Aaron’s eyes darkened. “Do not assume my feelings for you are in the past.”

 For a moment she didn’t understand. Then, once the words sank in, Rachael yelled, “For the love of God, stop that! Stop taking everything I say literally. I get it, Aaron. I’m not as smart or well-spoken as you. Okay? I get it!”

 “I did not—”

 “Mean to,” she interrupted, closing her eyes. Rachael hoped she still looked angry, because she was dangerously close to crying. “I know. You suck at being human.”

 Surprisingly, Aaron had no smart answer to that.

 Taking a breath to steady her voice, Rachael said, “Do you even want to be with me anymore?”

 She expected him to respond positively. So when he murmured, “It is becoming troublesome,” Rachael lost her breath. She fumbled for something to say, but came up empty. What could she say?

 Finally, she just shook her head and headed for the door. But Aaron saw her intent immediately and moved to stop her, grabbing her by her shoulders. “We are not done talking,” he said firmly.

 Enraged, Rachael lashed out and struck his chest with a balled fist. Then she shoved him back, and he released her without a fight. That just heated her blood further, and she shouted, “I just got done telling Nathan not to treat me like Holden used to. I won’t let you do the same just because I love you!”

 Aaron sighed. “I love you, too.”

 “Then stop being such a dick!”

 “What do you expect of me, Rachael?” he spoke through his teeth. “I have changed very little since you met me, except that I have run out of patience for my pack’s insolence. That includes Holden, and in very short order, Nathan as well. You asked to become a lycan. While your infection was not ideally done, it is done. You are a lycan, you are of my pack, and you will not get preferential treatment just for being my girlfriend.”

 She glared at him. “Over Nathan, too? He gets preference?”

 “Nathan is blood,” stated Aaron, as though he’d given it as an excuse a thousand times before. Rachael didn’t doubt it.

 Rachael threw her hands up and took a step back. “Fine. Apparently I was the only one who took this relationship seriously.”

 Now he chose to take insult. “How so?” he asked coldly.

 “Because, Aaron, unless I’ve suddenly gone stupid, wolves don’t mate with just one person. You can say lycans aren’t people all you want, but falling in love with me? That’s human. You don’t get a free lycan pass for this one.” Her words shook audibly. “And the proper human thing to do is to prioritize your loved one. I’m not asking for special treatment, but if you’re going to base this relationship on how convenient it is for your brother, who shouldn’t even be a factor since I can’t love him like that, then this has been a complete waste.”

 He stared at her. When he had no immediate response, Rachael felt grief swell in her throat. As a teenager she might have just cried and stormed out. And she almost did anyway; the storming out part, at least. But Aaron took her hands, effectively halting Rachael in her tracks.

 Infuriated, she hit him again. She moved to smack him with her other hand, but this time Aaron grabbed her wrist in midair and glowered at her. “Do not think of it,” he said ominously.

 “Let go of me.”

 He just looked at her with those terrible black eyes.

 Rachael jerked on her arm. “God damn it, Aaron, let go.”

 He closed the slight distance between their bodies, his eyes colder than an arctic night. “If I let you go,” he said with disturbing softness, “you will leave, and I will lose you.”

 She tried to pull free again, frustrated to find that even as a lycan he was stronger than her. “What do you care?” she spat, too hurt to worry about the pettiness of her words. “You have Nathan. He’s all you need.”

 Aaron glowered down at her. “Do not presume such things.”

 “What am I supposed to think?” she demanded. “What, did you lie about not being able to get over me for the past six years? Did you actually fuck Olivia and now you’re just hoping I don’t find out?”

 Her baseless accusations blew the spark in his eyes to an inferno. “What of you, Rachael? Did Holden force you to watch him with another woman, and you decided you enjoyed it?”

 Rachael slapped him. Aaron snarled. He grabbed that wrist as well and forced her arms together. So she kicked him, screamed obscenities, and finally he released her to step away. Part of her understood he was trying to put space between them, but most of her hated him for what he said. Rachael launched herself at him, and Aaron struggled to stop her again.

 “You bastard,” she shouted at the top of her lungs. “The entire time I went through that, all I could think about was how much you were going to hate me!”

 Aaron’s anger transformed to controlled surprise. His hold on her loosened just enough for her to beat him on the chest with both fists.

 Now that the words had been said, she couldn’t seem to stop them up. “That was the absolute worst thing in my life. How was I supposed to tell you I saw that and how my own body told me I wanted it? It literally made me sick. And Holden knew and I had to use that to make him think he’d won me over.” She hit him once more. “And I knew it. I knew if you found out, you’d hate me.” Fire rose within her throat and exploded outward. “Fuck you, Aaron! I fucking hate you!”

 Aaron said nothing, yet he didn’t pull away. Rachael’s chest heaved; she wanted him to stop her, to fight back, to get angry, to become disgusted—she just wanted him to react.

 So she did what she had to do the last time she needed an answer: Rachael grabbed Aaron and pulled him into a kiss.

 And she was not gentle about it.

 Aaron yanked her close. Tension thrummed through his body, spilling over and into her. The heat from his mouth blistered and overflowed with ferocity.

 Rachael bit his lip before realizing she knew this tension. It was the same she’d barely noticed when she was human, the sign that he was physically holding himself back. He might be trying to control the situation, but Aaron still handled her as though she was a porcelain doll—and that pissed her off more than anything. He was still trying to treat her like she was already broken.

 Fuck. That.

 Rachael buried her fingers in his hair and pulled. Aaron growled against the move, but she used her free hand to yank his shirt open. She heard buttons pop, and Aaron went rigid at the sound. Rachael knew very well that she was provoking him.

 That was precisely what she wanted.

  The arms holding her tightened, but that almost palpable tremor inside him buzzed in her ears like a persistent yet faint swarm of wasps. So Rachael tore at his shirt again, not bothering to keep her nails from scraping across his torso as she flung the material from his body. She yanked on his belt and within moments had the hem of his pants loose—

 And Aaron responded by shoving her back. Rachael met his stare with clenched teeth, daring him to make a move.

 When he did, it was to grab her by the arm and pull her toward the second, unknown door. Rachael didn’t resist out of curiosity. He pulled her through and closed off the room. She had only a moment to realize he had recreated his office from the first house: several bookshelves fully stocked, a fine desk, laptop, chair... had he stored everything here, all this time? she wondered. But again, like the last study he’d had, it was isolated from the rest of the living spaces.

 Aaron abandoned all pretense of gentleness, yanking her shirt off over her head before shoving her bra down to her waist. He knocked her to the desk so hard Rachael felt her hip bruise. But she was too busy pulling him down so she could attack his mouth, using one hand to free his hardened cock. She gripped him and stroked. Rachael gasped when he lifted her to the desk and removed her jeans so they barely hung off one foot.

 Then he slapped her hand aside and entered her with one full, angry thrust. Rachael cried out and clung to his shoulders. Her nails dug deep into his skin until she felt him bleed.

 If Aaron had any reaction to the pain, it was to fuck her vigorously. Rachael bit the fleshy area between his neck and shoulder and reveled with vicious satisfaction at the predatory rumble in his chest.

 Never before had he been so rough with her. The murmuring tension in his muscles was absent, and he drove into her without seeming to care how it felt.

 And it felt amazing. Violent, angry, cathartic, blissful; Rachael ached to have more of him.

 Aaron abruptly pulled free and spun her around. He pushed her down so she had to use her arms for balance before her face slammed into the desk. Rachael moaned and spread her legs, standing on her toes to keep the edge from biting into her.

 This time when he slipped inside with ease, Aaron snagged a handful of her hair and yanked while he thrust. Rachael arched her back, tilting her head to look at him. His expression roiled with unbridled lust. Aaron wrapped an arm around her and pinched first one nipple, then the other, tugging and rolling until a stinging, beautiful pain made her whimper.

 Then he abandoned her breasts to rub her clit. The swell of Rachael’s pleasure grew but remained just out of reach. She pushed back into him. The combined effort of his rubbing and fucking her forced her over the edge into an orgasm. Rachael kept herself up with one arm, using the other to remove his hand and pleasure herself instead. Aaron used his now-wet fingers to dig into her hip and pull her into his grinding.

 One orgasm turned into another, and then another—that, or it was just one long, drawn-out experience of furious pleasure. Rachael wasn’t certain; it just felt like the sensation swept over her body in waves without fully ebbing into obscurity. The wet slapping of their bodies grew as her arousal slickened her fingers.

 She protested when Aaron pulled out again, but the look he gave her sent wonderful chills through her. He helped her off the desk only to urge her to the floor.

 Rachael understood before she reached her knees. She grasped his pulsing cock in one hand, used the other to steady herself on his thigh, and she drew him into her mouth. Aaron groaned the loudest she’d heard from him. He pressed his palms against the back of her head and silently told her to continue. Rachael didn’t bother taking her time, going at him as though to mimic the brutality he’d shown her just moments before.

 The sounds he emitted made her tingle. Aaron had never been so vocal. Rachael felt him throb in her mouth, tense—and then he came in a bitter flow.

 Rachael left off only when she was certain there was nothing left. Finally, she raised her eyes to his, still on her knees as her hand fell away from him.

 Aaron shuddered and pulled her up. This kiss was gentler, and he took his time expressing tenderness in the wake of their aggressive sex. Aside from her mouth, he pressed his lips against her reddened nipples and ran his tongue over each as though to soothe them.

 Rachael sighed and leaned against the desk, enjoying the moment. She returned the favor by kissing the scratches she’d left behind. Eventually their mutual tension drained, leaving the atmosphere oddly peaceful.

 Rachael hated to ruin the moment, but she knew she now had his attention.

 Softly, looking into his eyes, she said, “Is this troublesome because of Holden, too?”

 Aaron’s gaze sparked. Contrastingly, his voice was calm. “Holden does not concern me.”

 Relief made her dizzy. Were the situation not so serious, Rachael might have smiled. Instead she said, “So it’s just Nathan.”

 He closed his eyes momentarily. “His recent behavior has been the only incident that has made me question whether this is a good idea.”

 Rachael took his hand. Blood pumped heat to her ears, and her rising pulse made her voice slightly unsteady. “If you don’t want to be with me, that’s fine. I can get over that eventually. But if you break this off because your brother has hurt feelings, you’re sending him the wrong message.”

 He nodded but didn’t reply.

 Loathing that he had no answer, she asked, “So what do we do?”

 Aaron stared at a point past her, his expression unusually pensive. “For now, nothing.”

 “That’s not a good solution,” she pointed out, trying not to show her ire.

 “I know. As I said, for now.” Aaron leaned forward to rest his forehead against hers. He looked anything but happy, even as he murmured, “I will handle Nathan.”

 Anxiety curdled her next words. Rachael swallowed them, not wanting to push him so hard he changed his mind about her right then and there. It was selfish, she knew, but she didn’t want to lose him. She could wait—for the time being. But they needed a better way to handle Nathan’s pain, and Rachael knew she couldn’t put her own needs on hold forever.

 She’d already waited six years. Even if she had to try moving on again, Rachael didn’t intend to have him in the back of her mind forever.

 Either her feelings mattered to him, or their love would blink out quicker than the tiniest flame.

Ͼ

 Eva did not look forward to what she had to do. Now that they were safe—at least, safer than they had been the past couple months—she knew her time was up.

 Standing alone in the room designated hers, she took one final glance around. Aaron had taken particular care of her tastes, it seemed; the bed was enormous, perfect for her height, and looked specially ordered. It made her feel smaller, and she enjoyed that. Everything else was simple and made of oak. The lamp on the nightstand was even an older style, with a fluorescent tube light that barely lit anything. It gave the room a warm, soft feel.

 Were she not accustomed to her alpha, Eva might have found his attention to detail disturbing.

 She shook her head, brushing hair from her face. After this, everything would change. She had to accept there was a very real chance her marriage would not survive the night.

 Eva placed her hand on one of the two doors and pushed. Through this one there was an enormous bathroom, complete with a full shower and two sinks. She had to wonder if Aaron had originally planned for this to be another couple’s space. If he’d had the architecture done decades or even years ago....

 She dismissed her vague curiosity and passed through to the opposite side. Eva opened that door as well. It led to Jackson’s room, and he sat on the bed removing his socks.

 As soon as her husband saw her face, concern gripped his features. “Hon? What’s wrong?”

 Eva sat beside him, using great care. She said nothing, just placed one palm over her lower belly and looked him in the eye.

 Jackson frowned, and then followed her hand. Then he looked up sharply, and asked, “When?”

 “I don’t know,” she admitted quietly. “I suspected, but I didn’t get the chance to check until a couple weeks ago.”

 He inhaled deeply and tore his gaze away. Then, in a strangled voice, he said, “Are you sure?”

 “Yes.”

 “You’ll be a mom.”

 “Yes.”

 “And I’ll be a... a dad.”

 Eva didn’t answer this time, allowing it to sink in. She kept a tight rein on her emotions, reminding herself that no matter how badly this could go, she would make it worse by giving anything away. If Jackson were to leave her, better to hold it all inside and deal with her feelings in private later.

 Suddenly he turned and asked, “Boy or girl?”

 Eva’s eyebrows shot up. “I can’t possibly know that yet.”

 “When will we?” asked Jackson.

 We. Hope threatened to choke her, but Eva clamped down on it as best she could. Still, some leaked out as she said, “I’ve never done this, especially as a lycan, but I’d guess at least another year.” She rested a hand on his knee. “Would it make a difference?”

 “No,” breathed Jackson, an awed look flooding his dark eyes. “But I hope she looks like you.”

 Eva couldn’t help it. She turned her head and quickly covered her mouth, hating the tears that tried to work their way out. Crying was for pathetic little girls, she remembered her mother telling her.

 Yet her husband grabbed her by the shoulders, turning Eva so he could kiss her. Then he went in again, and again, and finally she lowered her hand so their lips could meet. Jackson lingered there, wrapping his arms around her. Though Eva could hardly say so, she loved how safe they made her feel.

 Jackson grinned sheepishly as they parted. “I’m sorry, hon. This is probably confusing.”

 “A little,” she admitted.

 “I love you,” he said sincerely. “And I love our kid.” He blinked, and then groaned. “Three to five years. Damn it, Eva, we’ll be waiting forever.”

 She lowered her eyes but kept her voice firm. “I can wait.”

 “I can, too. I will,” he assured her rapidly. “But... damn it, that really feels like forever. What about names? Have you thought of anything?”

 A small smile curved her lips. “Not yet.”

 “I like Sheila for a girl, and Anthony for a boy.”

 Eva shot him a silencing look, though he hardly seemed to notice. “Jackson,” she said quietly. “I’m excited, too, but for now can we just enjoy the moment?”

 He nodded, taking one of her hands in his and guiding it to her stomach. Jackson’s grip was overly warm, and he continued to hold her close. Leaning his forehead against her shoulder, he said with soft joy, “From now on, yes. Whatever you and our child needs.”

 Eva nuzzled into him, pleased yet drained. He wasn’t angry. In spite of their earlier arguments, he seemed excited for this.

 For the second time in her life, Eva felt pure, wonderful peace.








  
 






Chapter Twenty
 Holden parked in his old spot, right to the side of the house. The FOR SALE sign was still up, and the building remained abandoned. When he got out of the car, clutching the gifts in his left hand, none of the others joined him. Owen remained in the passenger side, and the girls sat quietly in the rear seats. Even Laelia was perfectly silent for once.

 He made his way toward the back. There lay a pile of sand that had been recently dug up and then returned atop the body of his deceased girlfriend. Holden had wanted to bury her beside Sage and Nadine, but they had dug deep and then scattered the sand on their burials. Locating them had been difficult even with sharpened lycan senses.

 Today, he thought grimly, he’d have to do it again. These graves were not shallow, but Lacey’s was still obvious. In order to protect himself and his pack, Holden would have to hide all signs of her resting place.

 The thought tore him up inside and brought stinging tears to his eyes.

 Blinking furiously, Holden knelt beside the mound. With his free hand he numbly shoveled sand to the side. Then he dug until he had a hole about six inches deep.

 Holden uncurled his left hand and stared at the ribbons. Lacey had lovingly fashioned them into jewelry. She’d adored them at one point; had seen them as a sign that they were meant to be together.

 He’d screwed that up plenty.

 Holden exhaled. He gingerly placed them into the hole: the choker, the bracelet with Sage’s charm, a simpler bracelet, and a pair of earrings. Painful nostalgia threatened to sweep him over the edge. For one horrid moment, Holden fantasized about burying himself beside her.

 But it passed, and he covered the jewelry. Once he was certain everything was packed down, Holden made sure to kick the remaining sand about until it looked like the rest of the desert. It wasn’t perfect by any means, but that didn’t bother him. The area looked more natural, and in no time the desert’s beasts would unknowingly aid him.

 For a moment he stood in limbo. Holden felt he should say something, perhaps give some sort of eulogy, but what words could possibly encompass all his errors?

 Finally, he just mumbled, “I’m sorry, Lacey. I never deserved you.”

 And that was it. Holden kicked at the sand one more time and made his way back to the car. The engine was still running, so once he buckled in they drove back through Wells and toward Reno.

 As they neared the city, Owen said, “I’m sorry.”

 Holden nodded once.

 With a sigh, Owen glanced at the women and then turned to his alpha again. “What now?”

 “I don’t know,” said Holden mutely.

 In the back, Laelia murmured, “If the baby is a girl, we can name her Lacey.”

 Holden went rigid. But before he could say anything, a loud slap resounded. Then Carly said in a surprisingly loud voice, “Shut the hell up!”

 Laelia started to argue, but Holden stated firmly, “Thank you, Carly.” That silenced Laelia. In the rear view mirror he watched her slink down in her seat with a long pout. Pink stained one side of her face.

 Carly turned toward him and caught his eye in the reflection. She spoke with deep remorse. “Holden, I should be the one apologizing. It’s my fault this—that Lacey’s—I’m so sorry.”

 Quietly, he replied, “Lacey did it to herself. Though I hope you learned something from it.”

 Carly whimpered a weak agreement.

 After a moment of silence, Owen said, “Can I make a suggestion?”

 “For what?” asked Holden. Exhaustion dragged his voice down.

 “I think Aaron needs to pay,” said Owen determinedly. “There was no reason for any of that. He only did it to hurt you.”

 He did it to teach me a lesson, thought Holden numbly. That always seemed to be Aaron’s motivation.

 Aloud he said, “Maybe.”

 “Definitely,” insisted Owen. “Look, maybe not right now, but he can’t get away with this. Lacey was ours. We didn’t know her long, but she was our pack. And I bet you anything, hearing what you said, she would have forgotten all about her reasons for going there and moved on.”

 He knew Owen was trying to be comforting, but guilt pierced Holden’s heart. “Hm.”

 “I agree,” said Maryanne with her soft intensity. “From what you both told us, it sounded like Aaron only killed her after you made it clear she was your priority. That’s not a point to make. That’s revenge.”

 “Well,” said Holden stiffly. “I suppose I set the bar for that.”

 Even Carly protested. “But only against people who wronged you. Lacey was harmless. You’d never hurt someone who didn’t deserve it.”

 He fought a wince and tried to avoid looking at her. Vera floated to the forefront of his mind once more. Damn it, why did Carly have to look so much like her?

 Karma, he decided bleakly. He was paying for murdering Rachael’s best friend even after all these years.

 Owen frowned and tried to bring the subject back to his idea. “So, look. Instead of staging an attack, we should approach it from a different angle.”

 Holden wasn’t certain he was in the mood for this. And yet he said, “Do tell.”

 Green eyes sparkled with devilish cunning. “We need to infiltrate them. Their defenses are solid, so we should attack from within.”

 Curiosity bloomed inside Holden. He cast his charge a brief look.

 Excitedly, Owen continued, “One of us can go in. We learn everything about them, make friends, make nice, and when the time is right, we strike.”

 The idea had merit... but Holden felt too worn down to make a decision in the moment. But, he realized quickly, he was the alpha. If he wanted to keep the respect of his pack, he had to suck it up and surge forth.

 “That has a lot of merit,” he said. Owen grinned at his praise. “But it’ll take some serious planning.”

 Plus, he thought with a wary glance at Laelia’s sullen reflection, he had a lot more to deal. Though at times he was worn to the bone, it seemed as though there was still more he had to do. Aaron’s death remained a priority, and Holden wouldn’t rest until their bitter rivalry came to an end one way or another.

 But first, he had to make sure Laelia wasn’t actually carrying his child. Because if she was, she might find herself at the top of the Grim Reaper’s list.

 If she was lucky, her and that child’s death would be as painless as Lacey’s.

 Owen’s voice brought him back to the conversation at hand. “We’re up for the challenge. Aren’t we, ladies?”

 Holden shook his head in spite of their agreements. “I’ve lost three of my pack in just a couple months,” he reminded them. “Three of my best, three of my most loyal, and three of my strongest. Maybe it’s time you found a new alpha. This is too dangerous for me to drag others in to.”

 “Who’s dragging,” scoffed Owen. “Not my feet. If I’m kicking up dust, it’s ‘cuz I’m running.” His enthusiasm was palpable enough to bring a slight smile to Holden’s mouth.

 Not to be outdone, Carly insisted, “I’m in, too. We’re not like your other girls—no offense. But we’ve been at this for a while, and we’re not romantically entangled.” Owen snorted, causing her to blush, but she continued forcefully. “The only thing dragging you down was that girl. Well, you told Aaron you didn’t care anymore, right? So you’ll be stronger and more aware next time.”

 “Which is wise,” murmured Maryanne. “If she survives the infection, that girl will just be a distraction.”

 They were right. Holden understood that. Still, he said, “She’ll survive. She was strong enough to fight back against Lacey.” His lips parted in a grimace. “Next time we go up against them, it’ll be the five of us versus eight lycans.”

 “Seven,” corrected Owen. “Rudy’s a baby. Hell, maybe even six, since someone will definitely try to protect him.”

 “True.”

 “So?” Owen practically bounced in his seat, his teeth flashing in a sharp grin. “We’re up for it. All that’s left is you.”

 And Laelia. Though Holden knew he’d have to deal with her, lycan pregnancies lasted a long time. He threw a quick glance over his shoulder at the sulking redhead, and she immediately perked up when he did.

 Holden said, “Are you in or out, Laelia?”

 Her hands flew to her stomach, worried shadows dancing across her features. “But... the baby....”

 “In or out?” he snapped. “None of this is about you, Laelia. We’re a pack. You help or you leave. Your choice.”

 Crazily, he knew if she chose to flee then he’d have to do something about the pregnancy right there in the car. The idea left a sour taste in Holden’s mouth. He didn’t care for kids, but he also detested torture. And forcing someone to lose her child was, as far as he was concerned, about the worst torture he could imagine against a woman.

 Though, if she really was carrying his child, he might have to do it anyway. Unease churned his stomach. Not for the first time, he wondered if choices like this were why Aaron had become such a detestable person. What had he been like prior to becoming an alpha?

 He roughly shook the thoughts off, cursing himself. Who cared about Aaron’s past? What mattered were the atrocities he committed now.

 Behind him, Laelia chewed noisily on her lip. She glanced around to the others for help, but nobody came to her aid. Finally, she mumbled, “I’m in. You know I am.” Then her eyes became sharp, and she stared him down in the mirror’s reflection. “I love you.”

 Owen rolled his eyes, thankfully out of her view. While Holden agreed, he just nodded as he took the first turn off the highway and into a city darkened by fat, dusky clouds.

 “Heads up,” he said quietly, allowing a smile to lift the corner of his mouth. “It’s about to get stormy.”








  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Read further for a sneak peek of the sequel,
 
   Lycan
 
   WITHIN
 
   


 
   
  
 




Lycan WITHIN

(Moonlight Wars, book 3)

 

 Back in her room—which was thankfully empty—Rachael wrapped her hair up in the towel and went rummaging through her dresser for a change of clothes. She pulled open the drawer for her bras, grabbed one—and then froze.

 Quickly she put it back, but Aaron was behind her within an instant. His button-up shirt remained open and loose. The scars detailing his long, sometimes violent history momentarily distracted her.

 “Problem?” asked Aaron with silken danger.

 “No,” she lied.

 He frowned and nudged her aside. When he lifted the remains of what had once been a sweet pastel blue bit of lingerie, Aaron’s mouth pulled unpleasantly. He glanced inside the drawer and said flatly, “They are all cut.”

 Rachael groaned and covered her face with her hands. “I guess I can go without for a while,” she mumbled. The thought wasn’t ideal; her breasts weren’t big enough that they were exactly necessary, but Rachael had long outgrown the days where she felt comfortable being around her brother without much-preferred support for her chest.

 Aaron said nothing and continued to sort through the drawer. Then he pulled out a long, sharp pair of scissors. His eyes narrowed.

 She knew that look. “Aaron, don’t.”

 Icily, he said, “I will help him lose his other eye.”

 “Don’t,” she argued, wrapping her fingers around the implement and carefully disengaging it from her boyfriend’s grasp. “That won’t help anyone.” When he remained unconvinced, Rachael quickly added, “We just had such a wonderful time. If you go out threatening him now, he’ll just feel like he won.”

 Aaron clenched his jaw but nodded shortly. He closed the drawer. “The next time I visit topside I shall buy you more.”

 Relieved she’d talked him out of an uproar, Rachael said, “No more black. I loved the white ones.”

 He shot her a look. “What is wrong with black?”

 “I look awful,” she protested. “Maybe it works for you, but it makes me look sick.”

 Aaron snorted, but he seemed to relax a little once more. “I love you, but you have no idea what you are talking about.”

 “Please tell me more about how you know better than me what suits me,” she said wryly.

 With a smirk, Aaron said, “Only one of us has lived through multiple changes in the fashion industry, my dear.”

 Lightly, Rachael smacked him on the arm for his condescending nickname. “I think I choose just fine for myself, thank you very much.”

 “Perhaps not. You chose me.”

 She searched his gaze for any signs of bitterness and found none. “Exactly,” she said softly. “I think I do just fine.”

 His expression lightened a touch. Aaron shook his head in amusement before reaching down to button his shirt. “Your questionable taste is my good fortune,” he said.

 Rachael rolled her eyes but allowed him to have the last word. Her panties were, thank God, untouched. She slipped on a pair and followed them up with shorts and a tank top. Quickly she realized she wasn’t going to be comfortable walking around quite that exposed, and she went to her walk-in closet to add a fitted button-down of her own. Unlike her boyfriend, she only fastened the middle.

 “So when’s your next run up?” she asked, searching for a hair tie.

 Aaron sat atop her bed, pulling his shoes back on without looking at her. “Eva is to take a turn in three days.”

 That meant Rachael could either ask her the favor of buying lingerie for her, or she could wait until it was Aaron’s turn. “Right, but when is yours?”

 Aaron glanced up. “Jackson is next before I am.”

 That was even worse. Once her hair was up in a wet ponytail, Rachael sighed and said, “Okay. I’ll ask Eva.”

 “A wise decision,” said Aaron gravely.

 “Ass.”

 He shrugged.

 At last prepared to face the rest of the pack, Rachael opened her bedroom door. She walked out as though nothing had happened—and, for all anyone looked up, that was exactly how they saw it.

 She stopped by the couch and frowned. “Jackie, didn’t you beat this game already?”

 Her brother grunted, his massive thumbs flying over the controller. “Hey. Can’t talk. Co-op mode. Eva’s killing me.”

 She was, realized Rachael. She grinned and looked to her brother’s wife. Eva was the complete opposite of her brother; tall and thin, with long dark hair and an angular but pretty face. In contrast, Jackson remained broad in the shoulders and a little stocky for his age.

 Eva didn’t even greet Rachael. That, like becoming a lycan, had taken Rachael a lot of getting used to. The other woman seemed intent on pulverizing Jackson to dust via pixelated battle. So Rachael just patted her brother on the shoulder and made her way to the kitchen. After shapeshifting back and forth, followed by an intense shower, she was starving.

 She dimly noticed Nathan sitting at the dining room table. Rachael tried to pretend she didn’t notice, but unease prickled down her back. Reluctantly, she gave him a hard stare—and realized he was staring at her chest with a satisfied smile.

 He wasn’t leering, she realized. He was simply happy he’d successfully ruined her things. Even with the extra layer of material, it was pretty obvious what she was missing.

 This is exactly why I said you were still a kid, she thought furiously. It took everything Rachael had to draw in a deep breath and turn her back on him once more. If she didn’t acknowledge it, then he couldn’t possibly enjoy it.

 But, she thought in dismay as she poured herself a glass of juice, maybe that wasn’t the point for Nathan. Maybe the point was just making her and Aaron as uncomfortable as possible.

 If so, this was going to be more of an uphill battle than she’d assumed thus far.
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