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Five years prior

A small town in southern Georgia

 

As Trina sat on the bed, she let her thoughts wander from the book in her lap. If all went well, Ella Bea had successfully run away from home, sort of, if you called headed off to college running away from home. Since they hadn’t been allowed to leave the estate, for their own protection, Ella Bea had done everything online to get enrolled. She had left the house hours ago, since the college was miles away. How Trina was going to explain this to Uncle Josh and Nanny come meal time, if Ella Bea was late getting back, she had no idea. 

 

Maybe this would convince the two adults they needed to loosen the reigns some and let the girls grow up. If Ella Bea could finish her schooling and enroll in college on her own, her aunt and uncle were sure to realize the twins were growing up. Well, Trina amended her thoughts, sixteen wasn’t exactly legal, but surely they were old enough to go places. Sure, their parents had believed the world to be a dangerous place. The twins kept up with world events and knew there was some cause for their parents’ beliefs. But never being allowed to leave the estate, as large as it was, had to be overkill on the protection.

 

Trina was aware that Uncle Josh and Nanny—Aunt Cherise, if the twins were upset at her—were only following the instructions left behind by their parents, but their parents were gone, killed in a car accident when the twins were small. At some point they had to realize the twins were growing up. But in all these years, Uncle Josh still refused to let them leave the estate for any reason. Clothes shopping was done online, as was any other shopping. Before online shopping became so popular, Uncle Josh did all the shopping. Trina snorted as she remembered some of the outfits he had brought home for them to wear, and Nanny was no happier with some of his choices than the girls were back then. Everyone had been happy when online shopping became popular.

 

Trina planned to enroll in college herself someday, just not at sixteen. They had only just finished high school courses, and Trina was determined to enjoy herself for a while doing nothing before continuing her education. 

 

“Fire! Fire!” Trina heard Uncle Josh yell. Without another thought, she was off her bed, go-bag in hand and headed for the door. Halfway down the stairs she realized Ella Bea wasn’t with her. On the heels of that thought was the remembrance of where Ella Bea was at this moment. Sure this was just another drill, Trina was content with the reasoning she and her sister Ella Bea had come up with for Ella Bea being gone for the day. This was going to prove, once and for all, that staying prisoner on the estate wasn’t good for them. 

 

After all the drills they had over the years, missing one would not make Ella Bea any slower to respond. She hoped Uncle Josh would not get too upset. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, without smelling smoke, she became more certain this was just another drill, right up until she saw Uncle Josh’s face. In all their years of doing these drills, at no time had she ever seen such a look of fear on his face. He barely glanced at her as he shoved her in the direction of the back door where Nanny was standing, tears running down her face. The look of utter terror on Nanny’s face would be forever embedded in her mind. 

 

Just as she reached Nanny, she heard Uncle Josh scream up the stairs, “Ella Bea, FIRE! FIRE! Run, baby girl! This is not a drill! Please, God, come on.”

 

As Trina turned back to face the stairs, Nanny grabbed her and started dragging her out the door. She had time to yell, “She left the estate,” before Nanny had her outside and running for the meeting place at the back of the estate. She felt Nanny stumble at her words, but she never stopped. All she did was tighten her grip and pull faster. At this point, Trina was more terrified than she could ever remember. The drills never went this way. But she smelled no smoke. When she tried to ask Nanny what was going on, or tried to slow her down, the only response she got was a demand to “Run as though your very soul depends upon it, because it does.”

 

Confusion swamped Trina. What was going on? When she heard running behind her, she glanced back to see Uncle Josh gaining on them, go-bag in hand. Nanny had her go-bag as well. When she stumbled, she turned back to face in the right direction. Uncle Josh caught up with them and grabbed Trina, lifting her up without ever missing a step. Both he and Nanny seemed to pick up the pace then. Her go-bag was thumping against Uncle Josh’s back, but he never slacked up and he didn’t look back. 

 

As they flew through the trees, Josh began to question Trina. “Where is Ella Bea? What do you mean she left the estate? Where did she go?”

 

By now, Trina was terrified and bawling like a child. Stuttering, she finally managed to get the words out, “She went to town. She wanted to go to college.”

 

She heard Nanny whimper, and her words were even more confusing, “Do you think they have Ella Bea?”

 

Before Josh could answer, they arrived at the meeting place. This was the one spot on the entire estate they were to always meet in the event of a fire. When Josh stood her on her feet, she stumbled a bit, but what happened next shocked her to her core. Uncle Josh pulled his phone out, hit a number, and seconds later, said “Fire” and hung up the phone. With one last look behind him, he turned to a stump and lifted it from the ground, revealing a hole. 

 

Nanny, tears running down her face, looked at Trina. “Are you sure Ella Bea is not on the estate?”

 

Trina just nodded her head—speech was beyond her at the moment. Nanny turned and dropped down in the hole, then Josh was saying, “Jump,” and she found herself dropping into the hole where Nanny grabbed her arm and pulled her away. Moments later, Josh had dropped into the hole, reached up, and did something Trina could not make out, though it looked as though he turned some kind of lever. 

 

Nanny, who had never released Trina’s hand, began pulling her down a narrow tunnel. After what seemed like forever, she stopped and pushed Trina against the wall. Josh squeezed past them, and, reaching up again, turned some kind of lever. Pushing at the roof of the tunnel revealed a trapdoor with muted light above. Josh jumped up and pulled himself out of the tunnel while Nanny kept Trina pushed against the wall. The only sound in the tunnel was the sobbing of both Nanny and Trina. 

 

Trina didn’t know what was going on, but anything that scared her aunt and uncle had to be bad, which sent tremors of terror flooding through her body. Finally, after what again seemed like an eternity, Josh returned and, looking down in the tunnel, told Trina to throw her bag up. As she heaved her bag up, he caught it and dropped it beside the hole. 

 

“Now jump baby girl, hurry, we have to find Ella Bea.” Josh caught her and set her to the side before turning back to Nanny and repeating the same actions. Finally the three of them were out of the tunnel with their go-bags at their feet. Looking around, Trina realized they were in some kind of garage with two SUVs she had never seen before. Josh and Nanny both grabbed their bags and headed toward the closest one. Trina grabbed hers to follow. 

 

As the three got in the SUV, the questions started, both Josh and Nanny throwing questions at her that she could not answer. All she could tell them was that Ella Bea had determined she was going to college and had enrolled using the computer, and had used one of the cards in her go-bag to pay for everything. Since no one inspected the packages the girls received, Ella Bea had been able to order her text books online and had them delivered to the house. She had left the estate early that morning with the intention of jogging to town to the college. She had a map printed out, detailing how to get there, and thought she would be done with all the rest of the enrollment requirements and back before anyone noticed she was gone. 

 

As Trina outlined all the steps they had taken to get Ella Bea enrolled in college, the questions petered out. The silence from the front seats was just as terrifying as the rest of the events. Nanny was silently crying, and after a moment Uncle Josh began to curse—long, inventive cursing, with words Trina had never heard before. He pushed the button to open the garage door and slowly pulled out onto the road. Trina had no idea where they were or where they were going. 

 

She heard Nanny ask Uncle Josh, “What are we going to do?”

 

“I don’t know, my love. We can’t back track her to the college. If my guess is correct, they backtracked her to the house. The only reason I can think of for them to do that would be if she eluded them. We cannot give them a chance to get Trina by searching the highway leading to the college. We don’t know how many there are, and we don’t know where they might be looking along the route. I don’t know where to start looking in town for her if she got away from them. They may not have seen her, just smelled her trail. She and Trina smell almost identical, so they should think, when they search the estate, that she got away. They will smell the fear and know we were running from them. The smell will peter out in the clearing, and they should not be able to lift the stump to find the tunnel after I locked it. Even if they do, we’re gone from there now. Dad will come to investigate soon. I will call him later to find out what information he was able to gather.”

 

The last bit caught Trina’s attention the most. Poppy’s dead. How is he going to come investigate? 

 

“Uncle Josh?”

 

The only reply she got was a snarled, “Shut up.”

 

She shut up and huddled in the seat, terror keeping her company. It was another thirty minutes before Uncle Josh slowed the car and turned down a narrow dirt road. A minute or so later, Trina saw him reach above his head and push a button as a gate came into view. As they drove through the now-open gate and rounded a small curve, she saw a cottage. When Uncle Josh stopped the car, Trina watched his shoulders slump as he leaned his head against the steering wheel. Finally he lifted his head and opened the door. As if that was a signal, Nanny opened her door and they got out. 

 

Still confused about what was going on, and terrified for Ella Bea, Trina wasted no time getting out with them. Since the adults didn’t grab their go-bags, she left hers in the vehicle also and followed them into the cottage. Josh motioned for her to sit down on the couch before he started pacing. Nanny wasted no time in heading into the kitchen, and Trina watched her start pulling pots and pans out. Cooking always calmed Nanny down, but from the way she was shaking, Trina didn’t know how much good it would do this time.

 

Uncle Josh started to talk and stopped, several times, raking his hand through his hair in frustration and fear. Then he began to talk and Trina forgot to breathe. The disbelief must have shown on her face, because it wasn’t long before Uncle Josh started shedding his clothes. Trina blinked when she realized what was going on. No way was she sticking around to see her uncle naked. She jumped up and ran into the kitchen, headed for Nanny. She didn’t make it before a huge wolf bowled her over. Trina could not help it, she started screaming and struggling to get away. It was some minutes before Nanny could calm her down and the wolf let her up. 

 

As she sat back on the couch, shellshocked, all she could think was, Our entire life was a lie. One big elaborate lie. She tried denial, but that only works when you haven’t had a wolf sitting on your back. She knew both Nanny and Josh, who returned to his human form in front of her, were speaking, but she could not hear them over the whooshing in her head. She must have passed out, because the next thing she knew, she was on her back on the couch, with a cold cloth on her forehead and a worried Nanny hovering over her. 

 

As Nanny helped her to sit back up, she looked over to find Uncle Josh watching, a look of worry causing deep creases on his face. When she was again upright, now leaning against Nanny, Josh and Nanny both began to tell her more about their lives before her and Ella Bea. They told her more of the history of the wolf shifters. As much she wanted to stay in a state of denial, if what she was being told was true, she and Ella Bea were both in danger. 

 

Trina was still floored over the information overload, but more worried about Ella Bea than herself. After all, she was safe with Uncle Josh and Nanny, while Ella Bea was missing. Uncle Josh explained why they could not go looking for her by just driving around and risking their lives, but that didn’t mean she could accept not looking for her twin. She didn’t want to stay cooped up in the cabin while her sister was in danger. She was scared, and furious at the secrets that had been kept from them. But Uncle Josh had explained to her that if caught, her future would be worse than the death that would be his and Nanny’s fate. Left with little choice, the decision was made to let Poppy look for Ella Bea. 

 

But when Josh made the call many hours later, Poppy never answered. And the news the following night showed the grisly house fire where once their beautiful house had stood. Josh made one try into town without the females. When he returned, he gathered Nanny and Trina, and they left behind the only life Trina had ever known, all because shifter females were rare and to be procured at all costs by the dishonorable and desperate among them. With so few females, the dishonorable and desperate far outnumbered the honest and honorable. Few places would be safe for her, for many years to come. 

 

They would move many times in the future, trying to find honorable wolves in order to find her a mate when she reached the age of twenty-one. Always, they continued carefully searching for Trina’s twin, Gabriella Beatrice Patrov.

 

 

I cannot believe Uncle Josh wants to move again. I am so tired of moving. I will be twenty-one in two days. I can feel my sister, but we are no closer to finding her than we were five years ago. Uncle Josh tracked the accounts for a while, and he said based on my still being able to feel her, and the movement of the money, he thinks she is still roaming around free. He said if the rogues had her, the money would not bounce around the country like it does. They would just take the information Ella Bea had in her go-bag and strip the accounts.

 

I never told him she left without her go-bag. He has aged before my eyes so much in the last five years. I don’t know what it would do to him if he knew what I suspected. If he is right, and she is roaming free using the go-bag information, that means she returned to the house and found us gone. I wonder if it was the day we ran, or the next day when the house was burned down. Either way, if Uncle Josh had been anywhere around the house, he might could have gotten her to safety with us. I bounced between bitterness that we fled without trying to find her, and acceptance that he had to make a choice to save the twin he had, or risk losing me, too. 

 

We tried to follow the money a few times when Uncle Josh realized what was happening. Unfortunately, this almost compromised us one time too many. Uncle Josh wasn’t willing to leave us unguarded in any one place for long to go hunting her; nor was he willing to drag us around with him after the first couple of times when it seemed someone else was tracking the money. 

 

I have seen and learned so much in the last few years about our world. I understand now what our parents meant by the world being a dangerous place. They meant the shifter world. I found out my parents gave their lives to get us to safety, and somewhere out there I have an aunt I have never met. Uncle Josh said her name was Amelia, but that Mama called her Mia. Of course, with the way the world is now for us females, I realize she may have been abducted and mated to someone who is not a true mate to her. Nanny told me that Mama refused to go back for her twin sister when she relocated to south Georgia. She said Mama would send letters, very few of them, to her sister back home. 

 

Knowing about our world has really loosened up Nanny’s lips about my parents and what they went through, and how Mama came to relocate to a pack in Georgia. Mama and Daddy never let on to his pack that Mama had a twin, or they would have gone looking for her. I hope this Mia found her true mate. She and Mama came from a good pack, so maybe they kept her safe ‘til she found true love, which is what Nanny says a true mate is, the one mate in all the world who can complete you. 

 

Nanny said Poppy told her stories of when he was young, and females were plentiful. Sometimes finding a true mate was hard, and some wolves never found their true mate. But that doesn’t mean they didn’t find love and companionship. She said it was much like humans with their weddings. But a true mating is a mating of the soul, which explained the comment she made that day so long ago when she forced me to run from our home. Run as though your very soul depends upon it, because it does.

 

I worry for my sister, every single day. And I practice relentlessly at every defense I can. I have become skilled in various martial arts, not expert—, that takes more years than I have been at it—just skilled. I forced Uncle Josh’s hand when it came to weapons, but he refused on the grounds that wolves don’t use weapons because they are born with their own weapons. He said it would be dishonorable to go after another wolf with a gun or a knife. Nanny and I both worked on him on that issue. We don’t plan on going after the honorable. 

 

After we fled, I put my education on hold to learn how to defend myself. Nanny was on my side all the way. She told Uncle Josh that a true mate would gladly let me get my education in what ever field I wanted. Uncle Josh tried to counter the argument by pointing out that the magical age of twenty-one was no guarantee I would find my true mate. But I have plans to go hunting. I have seen the relationship the two of them have, and I have some memories of Mama and Daddy. I want that, what they have. Something inside of me, my wolf maybe, wants it, too. 

 

Uncle Josh says I should not really feel the wolf yet, but I can have feelings that come from the wolf. I found that too confusing. I don’t want to move to a new place. I want to move back to the place we lived last month. I miss the dojo. For some reason, the dojo felt comforting. Actually, the last day before we moved was when the dojo felt like I had come home. When I talked to Uncle Josh, though, he just put his foot down. He said I was just too attached to the area, and I knew not to get attached to any one place. 

 

See, Uncle Josh figured out that the same people tracking the money from Ella Bea seemed to be tracking us now, too. So we never stayed anywhere for very long any more. In the beginning, we moved a lot, then we spent time traveling, then we went back to staying for a while and moving after a few months. But four months ago, something changed. Uncle Josh said the close calls are becoming too much like a planned attack. At first, we headed for one of the safe houses, but it seemed to be under surveillance, and every safe house after that had someone either looking for us, or they came looking while we were there. 

 

We have discussed it—either the same people who seemed to be tracking my sister finally set their sights on us, or some new people have joined the game. We have way too many people looking for us lately. 

 

Now the fact that only one of us was allowed in all the pictures hanging around the house makes sense. But the question is, did they finally figure out there are two of us, or did they finally link the accounts we have with the accounts Ella Bea has or do they think she is with us? So many questions, and no answers. But still I don’t want to run anymore. I am ready to go hunting. 

 

 

 

I can’t stop pacing. My wolf is driving me insane. My brother is driving me crazy with his worry. I know what happens when you lose your true mate. We all know what happens if you lose your true mate before the joining of your wolves. You go crazy. We have all heard the tales, we thought they were exaggerations, stories told to children, but they aren’t. The tales were real, we just didn’t know how bad the reality was, until now. 

 

I found my true mate—after all these decades, I finally found her—except, I lost her the same day. I never even got her name from her. Outside some small dojo in northern California, on a day like any other, I went to visit a childhood friend. It was just supposed to be a meeting to catch up on old times. But when we walked past the dojo, I smelled her. With my wolf whining about our mate, I searched around frantically. All I got was a glimpse of her before she climbed into a dark SUV. 

 

She had such a look of contentment on her face. Her face is seared into my brain now, her scent a tease that keeps me up at night. Sniffing around, childhood friend forgotten, I tracked her back to the dojo; the door smelled of her, and the inside smelled even more strongly. Hers wasn’t the only smell of wolf in the dojo. There was one other, a male, but my wolf insisted the smells were too closely tied, and that could only be a brother or father or some other kin. 

 

It took some fancy talking to get the owner to give me any information. If my buddy hadn’t been with me that day, I don’t think I would have gotten anywhere. He was the only human outside our pack who knew my secret, and I trusted him with my life. So when I suddenly went nuts trying to track a smell, he had to hurry to catch up with me to find out what the deal was. He pulled me aside to find out. 

 

Once he knew, he paved the way for me to get some answers. After all, he was a well-respected member of the community, an elderly business man who knew the owners of the dojo personally. I was older by a couple of decades, but his sixty years showed on his face, while my age would take centuries to show.

 

But that was a month ago, and the answers from the dojo and surrounding area were not much good. We got her name from her sensei, but only her last name. We managed to get more information, slowly, over time. My pack runs a huge security company, and I ruthlessly used every connection I could to find out information. We have had leads, but they always seem to fizzle out by the time we get there. We’re tracing the money when we can, but that isn’t very often. The vehicle they had was left at one of the houses we visited. Whoever they are, they have money and connections to stay off the radar. But in this day and age, you can’t hide for long. 

 

At least that’s what Marcus, my brother and alpha to the pack, keeps insisting. I am having problems staying positive, though. Marcus is over three hundred years old, so he has seen a lot of things happen in this world of ours, the worst being when the females began to slowly disappear. Well, not disappear—just not as many born—fewer and fewer each decade. For wolves as old as my brother, who is also my Alpha, the lack of females is not the issue that it is for us younger wolves. Most of the wolves his age have long been mated to their true mates, or often just another whom they love. 

 

I have dreamed of a true mate for years—decades, even. I know some of the wolves in our pack have married human females rather than be forever without a female. Always a love match though—always. The wolf won’t let you marry for less than love when you step outside true mate boundaries. From what I have been told, even when females were plentiful, finding your true mate wasn’t guaranteed, so some mated for love and seemed just as happy as the ones who found true mates. My brother is one such wolf. He is mated to a female he loves dearly and would give his life to protect. He figures if you never found your true mate, then you would not know what you were missing. 

 

But the wolves who eventually married humans, and still marry full blood humans, will never know the joy of watching your own pup grow up. A wolf shifter who marries a human will only ever have a full blood human child. The child would never be a shifter, never have a wolf inside of them. It takes two shifters to create another shifter. It is a shame it works that way. We would not be in this mess if human-shifter matings produced a shifter.

 

And so I am pacing and trying to keep my wolf from destroying me. Kent, one of the pack’s best private investigators, called earlier; he believes he has a lead, so he is headed in. I wanted to head to where ever he was, but Marcus put his foot down. I don’t know how much more I can handle. 

 

Finally, after what seems like forever, I hear the sound of a motorcycle. I can finally breathe again, knowing Kent has returned. He is the best investigator we have at the security firm. If he can’t find the dirt on someone, there isn’t any dirt to be found. I quit pacing just as Marcus and Kent walk into the room, but what happened next took us all by surprise.

 

Before I could greet Kent, or demand the information he had, my wolf took over. The internal struggle was harder to control each day, but I had never gone for one of my own pack before. Yet that was exactly what happened. The only way I could describe it would be to say I felt like a passenger in my own body. The wolf and I are one, but suddenly we felt separate, and all I could do was watch as my wolf tried to attack Kent. Kent and Marcus both wasted no time shifting to their wolf forms and, as Marcus told me later, it was a close call then, whether they could bring me back under control or have to put me down. 

 

It’s a frightening thing to know your wolf will not obey your Alpha. Unheard of with the pack oath, according to Marcus. Also frightening is waking up in a cage. So now I am slowly going insane, back in my human form, in a freaking cage. But the information Kent brought back looks promising, and Marcus has decided to allow me to go with the others this time. The plan is to leave at dawn. My plan is to leave as soon as they let me out of the cage, which will be soon, cause it’s almost dinner time, and I refuse to eat caged up like some animal.

 

Kent’s snarky remark that I am an animal didn’t go over very well. At some point, I will have to come up with a way to get him back, unless this lead pans out, in which case I am gonna buy him the biggest steak money can buy. I think we’ll have to travel to Texas for that one, though. If memory serves me correctly, they have a seventy-two ounce steak there. Free if you can eat it all in one sitting. 

 

Not only is it frightening to wake up caged, I soon found out it’s embarrassing to be walked to your home like some child. But that’s exactly what Marcus and Kent did that evening. Then they invited themselves to stay for dinner, which I had to cook. I have got to get them to go home so I can sneak away. The lead Kent dug up looks promising, but the location is several hours away. 

 

He has managed to gather some vital information in the last month, such as the name of the man who is with my mate. Joshua Patrov is the name, but Kent wasn’t able to track my mate’s relationship to him. That last name matched the last name of my mate according to the sensei at the dojo. The money trail has been harder to track, mostly because the accounts are so scattered and go through so many shell corporations. My wolf doesn’t seem to care anymore how helpful Kent has been—if he and Marcus don’t leave soon, I am afraid I will not be able to stop my wolf. Going after a member of my own pack a second time will probably cost me my life. 

 

As the Beta of our pack, I understand how important the safety of the pack is to Marcus. Before the internal fighting with my wolf, before the smell of my mate tickled my nose, the safety of the pack was paramount to me, too. I just can’t tell Marcus that I can’t seem to care much anymore. I see the hurt in his eyes from my pain as it is. To tell him how bad it has gotten would do him no good. I am trying my best to control my wolf, and the internal fighting, because it would be hard enough to have to put down your Beta, your second in command, the one you trust the most to have your back, but if that Beta happens to be your brother, too? I would not want to be in Marcus’ shoes right now for anything.

 

After what seemed an eternity, they finally believed the lie of calm I was projecting and left my house. It was just going on ten when I finally was able to scout around my house to make certain I was alone. It was going to be a long drive to get to the house being currently occupied, I hoped, by my mate. After a final look around, I climbed in my truck to start the trip. One more obstacle to go and I would be away. I had to make it past the sentinels we had at the border. Normally, this would prove no obstacle at all, I mean, who is going to stop their Beta from leaving? Before this, the answer would have been no one—well, no one but our Alpha. Now, though, the sentinels are our most trusted warriors, and they had to be told of my problem. So far, the pack as a whole was blissfully ignorant, and we intended to keep it that way as long as possible. But the sentinels could pose a problem.

 

Fortunately, I was prepared with a good story. Most wolves could scent a lie from a mile away, but we did have one unfortunate sentinel who couldn’t. Now, admittedly, that had caused a few problems over the decades, but he was so good at being a protector of the pack that no one had ever complained if occasionally they had to meet up with him to check out a stranger’s story. At least no one complained to his face or anywhere he could hear them, not if they didn’t want to spend some time healing. He was my ace in the hole tonight. A little drive, just to clear my head. Maybe get a little break from the wolf eating me alive from the inside. No, maybe I should leave that part out. Although that’s what it felt like, it probably sounded too dramatic. I doubt even Logan would buy that part. 

 

Fortunately, I was prepared with a good story. Most wolves could scent a lie from a mile away, but we did have one unfortunate sentinel who couldn’t. Now, admittedly, that had caused a few problems over the decades, but he was so good at being a protector of the pack that no one had ever complained if occasionally they had to meet up with him to check out a stranger’s story. At least no one complained to his face or anywhere he could hear them, not if they didn’t want to spend some time healing. He was my ace in the hole tonight. A little drive, just to clear my head. Maybe get a little break from the wolf eating me alive from the inside. No, maybe I should leave that part out. Although that’s what it felt like, it probably sounded too dramatic. I doubt even Logan would buy that part. 

 

Fully prepared with my story, but half expecting Marcus to have out-maneuvered me and given the sentinels orders not to let me leave, I was surprised when I made it through his checkpoint with only a nod. If everything worked out, I was going to have to have a talk with him later. Knowing my current state, he should not have let me past the perimeter. I am too big of a danger to others right now. Of course, the talk would have to wait until after I had my mate. No need to kill my ace in the hole, I might need him again. But if anyone else ever went through this, that person would need to be stopped. I was satisfied with my logic at the time. Marcus probably would not agree, but if I found my mate, Marcus would forgive much to be able to keep his only brother alive. I hoped. 

 

It was nearly daybreak when I pulled into the town and started looking for the directions to the house. I never noticed the scent of other wolves in the air; what happened next could have been avoided if I had been paying better attention to my surroundings. Unfortunately, I had one goal in mind: find my mate.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“No, Uncle Josh, be reasonable. I am just asking that we go back to the little town with the last dojo we used one more time. We all liked that area, and I was comfortable working out there. We have been gone for a month from there. I am sure no one would expect us to go back to any place we have left. We never have, so this would be out of the normal if they are tracking us. Whoever they are, I am sure they are looking for some kind of pattern to what we do.”

 

“No, Trina, just no. We cannot afford to go backwards. We lived there for a while, people got to know us. What if whoever is chasing us left instructions with someone to call if we came back to town? We will not risk it.” Uncle Josh was blunt with his refusal, but then I knew he would be.

 

This time, I could not even get Nanny on my side. I could not give them a good reason as to why I wanted to go back. I didn’t know myself what the reason was. I just felt like I needed to go back there to be happy. We had been having this same argument, or some version of it, for the last two days. I was no closer to convincing them to return to the little town than before, and I was ready to scream.

 

I had even explained to both of them why I felt the need to go back. The why was insufficient, though. Feeling like I could be happy there wasn’t a good enough reason in either of their books. Protecting me was paramount to them, and protect me they would, no matter what my feelings were. Uncle Josh had looked at me oddly at one point, then turned to Nanny. I could tell they were having some kind of silent communication—they could do that, being what they are, true mates and all. I could feel my lips twist up in a wry grin when I thought of all the times we would try to trick one of them, or pit one against the other when we were kids. Ella Bea and I could never understand how both Nanny and Josh seemed to know what was going on even when one was nowhere around. 

 

I always thought it was awesome that they seemed to be able to read minds, while my sister thought it was freaky. I tried to guard my thoughts around them all the time. I found out in the last few years they could not read my mind; they could only talk telepathically to each other. No wonder we could not get away with anything when we were young. I cannot wait to have that kind of connection with a mate. That’s why we needed to step up hunting for a mate for me. 

 

Uncle Josh was scared to approach any of the packs he knew about in years past. We approached one not long ago—well, Uncle Josh approached, after going through the most horrendous process to mask my smell on him. I shuddered again as I thought about it—no, I really didn’t want him to tangle with another skunk anytime soon. It was two weeks before Nanny would let him back in the house. After the first week of sleeping outside, but within sight of the house, and going through gallons of tomato sauce trying to get the smell removed, he and Nanny considered the smell perfect to go calling on the pack. Afterwards, she swore if he ever did that again, she was shaving his wolf. But he did it for me, and I loved him all the more for it. Nanny did, too, I know, she just missed having him in her arms for the two weeks. The smell hurt all our noses; we had headaches for days. How could I not love him for being willing to do something that horrendous just to try to find me a mate?

 

But the news he had come back with that day was horrifying. The Alpha of the pack had taken his son to some place up in Alaska four months ago. He never came back, and his son was also missing. The Beta of the pack didn’t seem to care too much about what happened to the pack, and as a result the pack had fractured. Uncle Josh said the pack was a poor shadow of what it was decades ago. According to him, you could smell the desperation in the air. Although I thought that an exaggeration, since for over a week Uncle Josh complained about not being able to smell anything but skunk. That’s all we could smell, too, in spite of the massive quantities of tomato sauce. It may have been muted, but the smell was still strong when he approached the pack. 

 

I could hear Nanny and Josh talking later, and my ears perked up. I wondered why Uncle Josh had looked at me so oddly during one of our arguments. From what I could overhear, he had wondered if I wanted to go so badly because somehow my wolf sensed her mate. He and Nanny were comparing stories about what it felt like, but Nanny could not help him much; her wolf was mature and had been for years when she met him. After discussing it for a while, they concluded my feelings could not be based on my wolf. Neither of them had smelled a wolf in the air anywhere around that town, and we had spent months there. And Uncle Josh always stayed on alert for the scent of strange wolves. 

 

He told me, and showed me—if you count making me smell people—the difference in smell between a wolf and a human. Females, he said, would smell like my sister if they were not mature, a bit like Nanny if they were mature but unmated, and almost exactly like Nanny if they were mated. Each wolf had a subtle scent that was uniquely their own, but as I learned, I would be able to differentiate the smells. I could never forget the smell of my sister; we had shared the same room and the same bed for sixteen years. That was another way my aunt and uncle, and my parents before them, had tried to protect us. Twins were rare, and smelled identical to each other, except to a true mate, according to one of the stories my mother told Nanny. So if no one knew we existed as twins, at least one of us always had a chance of escape if something happened. Terrible to think that way, but desperate times called for desperate measures, according to Nanny.

 

He explained the difference in the scents of the males, too. Since he only had himself to compare, and Poppy was such a distant memory, as were my parents, I could not use them to reference the smells. And the one smell he most wanted me to recognize, the smell of a unmated male, was too dangerous to find. So he just made certain I knew if I smelled anyone remotely like him, run as though the hounds of hell were on my tail. Unless, he said, I felt safe with the male. The only male I would feel safe with, just by being around without ever even meeting, would be a true mate. 

 

Since not one of us had smelled another male around the town when we were there, he said it was impossible for my wolf to have sensed my mate. Especially since she hadn’t yet risen to the surface and been called forth. Uncle Josh explained to me what would happen on my twenty-first birthday. But Uncle Josh is not an Alpha, not my father, not my grandfather, only an uncle, and I could see the worry in his eyes every time we’ve discussed it. He fears he doesn’t have the power to call my wolf forth, and he doesn’t know what happens if she is not called forth. Another thing I had finally learned over the years was an approximate age for my aunt and uncle. I still cannot believe they are both over two centuries old. Uncle Josh is not worried about someone kidnapping Aunt Cherise—at her age, he believes they would just kill her to get to me So he lives in fear of losing his mate to death, and his niece to other horrors.

 

But I am not giving up on my plan to go hunting for a mate. I am not the weak, timid female I was five years ago. I am not a coward, but I am not stupid, either. I know that alone, I have little chance of finding a true mate. I just have to figure out the right argument to get Uncle Josh to understand. If he is right, and I think he is, my sister has been eluding capture for years. She was always the bold one, though. We leave here tomorrow for some place new, and if I play my cards right, we will at least make one visit back to the town I want to visit so badly. I need to know if the town still feels comfortable, or was it just a freak occurrence. 

 

As I lay in bed that night, I plotted arguments to get Uncle Josh to at least drive through the town. As a result of my plotting, I wasn’t asleep when Uncle Josh quietly entered my room and whispered, “Grab your go-bag. Now. Be as quiet as you can.”

 

As I launched myself from my bed, I reached beside the bed and grabbed the bag, slipping shoes on at the same time. This was the third time in the last month we had ended up fleeing in the middle of the night. The close calls had become so frequent we took turns keeping watch at night. We kept the vehicle facing out toward the street so as soon as the garage door was raised we could floor it and get out of town. The three of us crept down the hall to the garage and silently entered.

 

Closing the doors on the car wasn’t advisable, since wolves had superior hearing, so we just almost closed them, and waited. Uncle Josh hit the button to raise the door just as the lights came on and the radio in the back room began blaring music. Then and only then did we gently close the doors and lock them. You have to love those automatic timers for electronics now. The first time we crept out, they were not expecting it, and were too busy looking for a way to enter the house through doors and windows. The second time, he used the lights on a timer in two rooms while we crept out. The radio was a new addition to our escape. He figured, if the pursuers are the same people every time, then we have to switch up how we distract them. We discussed it before and figured if this worked, it would be the last time. If this worked, they would post people outside the garage doors to rush us next time. They may do it this time, we won’t know until we leave. 

 

Another reason we’re in a small car now is so the garage door will not have to go as high before we can make a run for it. He cursed six ways from Sunday the first time, because he just knew they would notice the door lifting and rush us before we could get out. We still can’t believe they didn’t notice. By the time the door was high enough to clear the car we were burning rubber leaving. We heard a gun shot just as we hit the road, and I thought I had been hit, so fiercely did the pain hit me. I screamed in agony and kept screaming. Nanny climbed over the seat to try to find where I had been hit, but I was in such pain I could not tell her.

 

Uncle Josh kept yelling at Nanny to help me and to tell him how bad it was. I think both of them were shocked the pursuers would shoot toward a female and risk hitting her. I could feel Nanny frantically feeling over my body when suddenly she stopped and started sniffing. I just wanted the pain to stop. I felt like I was being ripped apart. 

 

Nanny went from frantically feeling for the gun shot wound to rubbing my head and making shushing sounds. How shushing sounds were going to make the pain stop was a mystery I didn’t have time to explore. After what seemed like forever—but was probably only minutes—the car started slowing down. Time to swap rides, but I could not break free of the pain enough to help. As the blackness claimed me, I heard Nanny ask Uncle Josh what they were going to do. I guess I must be dying. I don’t want to die before I’ve lived. I’m not ready.

 

 

When I finally noticed the other wolves creeping up to the house where my mate was, and she was there, I could feel her, it was too late to remain undetected. They saw me moments before I noticed them. My wolf went just a little berserk to see so many wolves creeping up on the house of his mate. I didn’t have time to get out of my clothes before shifting, and wiggling out afterward is sometimes a pain. Especially when you forget to wear tear-away pants. Fortunately, I hadn’t forgotten.

 

My wolf howled a challenge as soon as I shifted, and in the days to follow, I kept my sanity by rationalizing that challenge may have saved my mate, because the challenge was quickly accepted by all four of the wolves creeping up on the house. Four-to-one odds were always terrible, and I knew I didn’t stand a chance, but I didn’t know how bad-ass a berserk wolf was when the fur started to fly. The others were at a disadvantage, none of them had on tear-away pants. Before the closest one could wiggle free of his pants, I had ripped his throat out and felt not one speck of remorse. 

 

I could feel the blood spurt from his throat and across my face, I could taste the tangy copper of his blood in my mouth. But I never slowed down, never glanced back. I had three more wolves to kill, and I was going to get them quickly so I could go to my mate. I needed her. 

 

Before the others could rush me, and they were set to do just that, music began to blare and they turned toward the house; my wolf wasn’t so easily distracted. We had tasted the blood of our enemy, and we wanted more. We wanted to kill them all, and we would. One of the wolves changed back and rushed toward his clothing, screaming at the others to hurry before the female escaped again. Knowing they had done this before enraged my wolf even more. As I rushed toward them, they were rushing toward the garage, but they were too late, as a car sped out and into the street, burning rubber as they went. 

 

As I sprinted after the car, intent on keeping up with my mate, I heard one of the others give the order to get rid of me. A shot rang out, and the burning agony was so intense that even the berserk stage my wolf and I were in was no match. As I stumbled and fell, I caught a glimpse of the remaining three scrambling to get in a truck. I was still determined to follow my mate, even as I struggled to rise, fighting the pain. I would heal. But the pain seemed amplified beyond what I would have thought, and far beyond what I could handle. 

 

I watched the tail lights of the truck speed off in the direction of my mate and forced myself to continue. The smell of my blood was heavy in the air, and my last thought before the darkness finally claimed me was how I would torture those who sought my mate. 

 

***

 

“Lift him up, get him in the truck. He is not dead; I can still feel him. Call Jamie and get that helicopter coming this way. We have to get him back to the pack.” I could hear Marcus yelling orders to the others. I tried to speak, tried to ask what they were doing there, but the pain was so incredible, and I was just glad to hear my brother’s voice. I wasn’t healing and I didn’t know why.

 

I turned pain-filled eyes toward my brother and tried to speak again. I needed them to follow the car. I would heal, eventually, but I needed to save my mate. I had no idea how long she had been gone, or how long I had been unconscious. My breathing was labored; I could hear the sucking sound from my chest. I tried again to lift my head and tell them to find my mate, but I didn’t have the breath to say anything.

 

The jolting from the others lifting me into the truck shot pain through me, and the darkness claimed me once again.

 

This time when I came to, it was to the sight of my brother staring at my face. When he saw my eyes open he began to berate me. “What were you thinking? Are you insane? You could have been killed, and then where would your mate be? If Logan hadn’t called me the minute you passed his checkpoint, you probably would have been dead by the time we got here. We left the minute he called, instead of waiting ’til morning. Who shot you? Whoever it was, they knew how to put us down. I can smell the silver in your wound. We’re going to have to get it out before you will start to heal.” He grimaced. 

 

I don’t know what the expression on my face must have been, but I know the confusion I was feeling. Silver? That’s a another one of those tales told to children. In real life, silver is no more deadly to a wolf than to a human. I know this because I wear a silver chain around my neck. My mother gave it to me years ago just before she died. Whatever expression he saw on my face must have alerted him to my surprise, because he continued with his explanation.

 

“Oh, yes, idiot brother of mine, who I am going to beat half to death if you survive—and I will beat you half to death if you don’t. Gonna be honest with you, it looks grim. Silver doesn’t harm us outside, but get the smallest sliver of it inside, and it will destroy you slowly.” He lifted his head and turned toward the front passenger seat of the truck. “How far out is Craig? Get him on the phone, tell him to fly that bird like the hounds of hell are on his tail. And then fly just a little faster than that. And for fuck’s sake, speed up. Figure out how far we can get before we meet the bird, and locate a landing spot. He better have that bird on the ground when we get there.” 

 

I saw the tears in his eyes when he turned back to me, and that’s when it finally sunk in—I might not survive this. But if I hadn’t snuck out of the pack territory—if you can call it sneaking when the sentinel rats you out—if I hadn’t fought the others, my mate might even now be captive to whomever those wolves were, or whomever they represented. I have to believe that I helped save her, that I gave them time to flee. I have to hold on to that hope. If I can’t, then Marcus might as well put me out of my misery, because the insanity is creeping deeper into my soul. But not as fast as the blackness was creeping across my vision.

 

 

 

 

It was some time later before I came to again. I was tucked in a bed somewhere; I couldn’t even muster the strength to care. I must have been out for a long time. The pain was unbearable. My vision was spotty, and I felt nauseated. As I gagged, Nanny rushed to my bed and pulled the trashcan nearer to my head. Movement caught my eye, and I slowly turned my head to see Uncle Josh pacing. Uncle Josh was a pacer when things went wrong. He was great under pressure, but when the pressure was lifted and he started trying to plan the next move, he paced. It has always been exhausting to watch.

 

“I hurt, I hurt so bad, Nanny.”

 

“I know, baby girl, I know. It’s gonna be okay.” I heard Uncle Josh snort from the other side of the room, and I watched as Nanny glared at him. 

 

I didn’t know how badly I was hurt, but the last thing I needed was to be humored. I couldn’t go to a human hospital, and as long as we have been hiding, Uncle Josh would never trust another pack to have a doctor or nurse to help me. He didn’t trust any packs, anywhere, for any reason, after all we have been through. I don’t understand why my chest hurts so bad. I have been running my hand across my chest looking for bandages or for the gunshot, and I don’t feel one. I don’t feel anything wrong. But I hurt so badly. 

 

I couldn’t stop the whimpering, and Nanny turned back to me upon hearing it. With a deep sigh, she reached over to smooth my hair away from my face. I didn’t understand her next words, though. They made no sense.

 

“Baby girl, quit trying to find the gunshot. You were not shot. I didn’t smell blood on you in the car, and we didn’t find so much as a cut on you when we got here.” Her gentle, soothing voice was anything but soothing at that moment. 

 

“But, I hurt so bad. Why do I hurt so bad? My insides feel like they are being ripped apart.”

 

I saw Nanny bite her bottom lip before looking toward Uncle Josh again. I knew then that she wasn’t willing to tell me what was wrong. I forced my head to turn toward him again. I tried to glare, but the pain made it more of a grimace. And still he paced.

 

Finally, I guessed Nanny had had enough, because she growled at Uncle Josh. Nanny hardly ever growled at him. I darted my eyes back to her to see she was still glaring at him. I felt the bed dip down on the other side, as Uncle Josh finally gave in to the silent threats I felt sure Nanny must have been sending his way.

 

“Trina, sweetheart, you are not the one that got hurt tonight. That’s not your pain. Somewhere in that group of wolves was your mate. Since he was undoubtedly the one shot, and none of us fired a round this night, the other wolves must have turned on him. He would have felt driven to protect you at all costs, even if it meant turning against his own. That howl I heard tonight was probably him challenging the others for you. His howl was what saved our lives, and by ours, I mean your aunt and me. I thought the challenge was directed at me, as a way to lure me from the house. But now I know—or rather, we are guessing—that challenge was directed at the others. And I pity you greatly right now, but I cannot help you any more than your Nanny can. If you can feel his pain, then he is not healing well; it has been hours, and yet you hurt. I don’t know, maybe the bullet was silver, or maybe the wound was too bad for his wolf to heal. I don’t understand how you can feel his pain at all when you are not soul-bound to him. I have never heard of that happening before. But as long as you hurt, he lives. I know that’s scant comfort. What you can do with a wolf such as that—as a mate—boggles the mind. I would rather that he would have died. His death would have been survivable, probably. Him being with the others, the ones chasing us, well, only reason for a group of males to be chasing an underage female would be to take her. The life he is living, kidnapping females, that’s not the kind of mate to make you happy. He would be lucky to survive your rage the first time he went out to kidnap another. I don’t understand why your wolf would be drawn to him. He cannot keep you safe, and if he can’t, he won’t live long anyway. Others would kill him to take you.”

 

Uncle Josh was still talking, but I had quit listening. He must have been mistaken. He told me my wolf should not really feel her mate until she was called forth. I remembered his words very clearly. I would feel safe with my mate, like a part of me that had been lost was suddenly found. I would feel complete. They must be wrong. I didn’t think that I could feel safe or complete with such a male—one who would hound us from our home in the middle of the night would never be someone I could bond to for the rest of my life. I refused to accept such a mate. I would have to accept the man as much as my wolf were to accept his wolf, and I refused. I decided I would chart my own path. My freedom is my own. I hope he dies. Nanny said it’s rare to find a second true mate, but not unheard of, not impossible, just the next thing to impossible. I will just have to keep looking. The ratio of females to males means I have a better chance, but I have to hunt for that one. 

 

I hoped this stern talking-to would lessen the pain. I decided I would refuse such a mate, so the pain should have gone away, but it hadn’t; if anything, it seemed to be growing. A blazing furnace of pain shot through my body just at that moment, and I shrieked. Blissful darkness claimed me again.

 

Cherise looked down at Trina, then up at Josh. She had tears in her eyes as she lifted Trina and pulled her close to her chest. Josh, shoulders slumped, seemed to age before her eyes. These last few years had been especially hard on her mate. He wasn’t an Alpha wolf, he wasn’t even close. In a good pack, he would only be maybe mid-range in the pack. But she loved him more than life itself. She had loved him for well over a century, and planned to continue loving him as the next couple of centuries passed. 

 

It was slowly killing her to see her precious mate so stressed all the time. She believed she was well beyond the age when another would kill her mate to kidnap her, even though she wasn’t quite beyond the age to bear children—but she would stand between anyone coming after Trina, and Josh knew that. He expected no less. But it was slowly destroying him to have both his mate and his brother’s child in danger every day of their lives. And to have lost one of the twins was a blow that she had worried would destroy him. 

 

For the last couple hundred years, neither of them had done much socializing with other packs, preferring to keep to their own pack. When infighting and pack disputes had slowly began to destroy the pack, they had been on the verge of requesting to return to Josh’s former pack. They never got the chance. Instead of returning to his old pack, he had ended up taking his brother Nate and his mate in to try to protect them while Ariella was pregnant with the twins. 

 

Although as far as Josh and Cherise knew, no one had an answer to why the female shifters were dwindling; all they knew was that there was a problem. After all, Nate had fended off too many attempts on his life over the years before Ariella got pregnant. They ran when they found out about the pregnancy. And when the twins were born, everyone knew they would have to keep running. Josh and Cherise had discussed it and knew they would fight to keep the twins safe, right along with Nate and Ariella.

 

So they went into hiding, leaving Jules to try to keep up with what was going on in the world. But somehow they had made a mistake, and the pack had found out Ariella had given birth to a female. Nate and Ariella had died protecting the twins, and Josh and Cherise had gone even further into hiding, taking the girls to raise as their own. 

 

Thankful everyday for his father’s genius in increasing the family fortune, and the ability to hide the money so well, Josh and Jules had set everything up to make the small family completely disappear. With the increases in technology, it became harder to hide, but Josh had managed. He did love his technology.

 

When Trina had collapsed last night in the car, they were sure she had been shot. But realization hit when they smelled no blood. If Trina was going through the pain of a gunshot wound she didn’t have, and one of the wolves last night had been shot, that wolf was her mate. Some wolves didn’t survive the death of a mate, and every time Trina collapsed, the fear increased that this time might be the time she didn’t come back to them. In days of old, this wasn’t how it worked, and Cherise wished they could go back to the days of old. They were not magically bonded, so Trina should not have been able to feel anything concerning her future mate.

 

For now, Trina was still breathing, though more shallow than normal, with pain-filled whimpers to mar the silence of the room. Cherise cuddled Trina in her arms while Josh closed his arms around them both, praying to a god he didn’t believe in, for a miracle he knew would never happen. He silently raged against the fates that would tie such a beautiful young pup to such a mate as the wolf from last night. He prayed the wolf died from his wound and that Trina would live through the loss. It should have been easy for her to live through it; she should never have even known she’d lost anyone at all. 

 

But things were not like they were in the past, and Josh didn’t know what to do. He wished he had a pack to turn to—living so secluded when you are meant to be pack was harder than he imagined. Trina would turn twenty-one tomorrow, and he didn’t know how to call her wolf forth. That was an Alpha’s job, and he was no Alpha. 

 

As he nuzzled his mate’s neck and breathed in her scent, they discussed what they would do and where they would go next. Thinking back to the conversations with Trina the last few days, they agreed that Trina’s mate may actually have been in the small town with the last dojo they visited. They had stayed in the area long enough that they knew the male could not have been from there; they would have caught his scent at some point. They had no other clues to finding the male, and Josh wasn’t in favor of going in search of him in other pack’s territories. One wolf against many is not the kind of odds he would have wished for, but if he was understanding the events of last night, Trina’s mate was one against many.

 

Decision made, the two stayed to hold Trina close, both loving her as though she was their own. Both fearful of the future and hopeful the male perished soon, so Trina could begin to heal and look for a different. t mate. But first, he had to find the male from last night, if he lived, and see how Trina reacted to him and how he reacted to Trina. Call it fate, call it destiny, or call it magic, but a true mate is a miracle in these times, and if there was anything redeemable about the male, Josh would help him. 

 

But Josh could find no reason the male would have been there last night other than to take Trina. They continued to discuss the situation concerning the unknown male. Cherise pointed out that true mates were true mates because they were the other half of each other. Since they both knew Trina would never trust a male such as they believed the male to be, it stood to reason they must be wrong about the male. But if that was the case, why was the male there at that time of night? Could he have been in the town and felt Trina, and come looking for her? Could he have been trying to track them for longer and remained one step behind them? After all, they did move around a lot. Josh had no answers, and neither did Cherise. All they could do was wait and do the best they could for Trina. It was all they could ever do.

 

 

 

I tried to swallow, but my throat felt dry and scratchy. Coughing, I tried again, and then I made the mistake of trying to sit up. Collapsing, realizing that may also have been a mistake, I looked around. As I struggled to get up again, I realized Marcus was sitting in the chair beside the bed, staring at me. When I took a deep breath, I could feel the difference. I didn’t know how long I had been out, but it must have been for most of the night and into the day. At least, I hoped it had been no longer.

 

“You look like crap.”

 

“Yeah, you want a mirror? I am not the one who got shot. What the hell were you thinking? You knew we were heading out this morning. What the hell happened?” 

 

This time when I struggled to sit up, Marcus reached out his hand and pulled me up and into his arms. His hug was gentle, and I could feel the relief mixed with fury through our pack bond. I started taking stock and realized I felt sore, like I had been run over by a truck, but I wasn’t in soul-crushing agony anymore. So I was out long enough for them to return to pack territory, get Doc to get the bullet out, and for me to start healing. Before I could follow this train of thought, Marcus handed me a glass of water. Gulping it down, I realized it would not be enough. I needed something to eat to get my energy back up so I could finish healing. I needed to find my mate. Now that I was awake again, I could feel my wolf clawing at me, in an agony of a different kind. Still, it was better than being shot. 

 

“Food will be here soon. While we wait, why don’t you tell me what went down last night. Was your mate there, or am I gonna have to explain to another Alpha why my Beta was in his territory without permission? We don’t have anything that shows a pack around that area, but these last few decades have torn the shifter world apart, so it is possible.”

 

“No. They were after my mate.”

 

“So she was there. Craig was hoping you had found her; Jamie, on the other hand, was betting your little mate was the one to shoot you for showing up in the middle of the night. He said he would have if you had shown up without calling ahead at that time of night, but not with silver. He didn’t know we had a dead one on our hands. I didn’t even know that ‘til we were on the way back. I left a couple back to clean up—they found him. Don’t worry, they cleaned up your mess. You better start at the beginning, starting with why you felt the need to sneak off. Could you—did you feel she was in danger?”

 

Taking a deep breath and finding it still hurt, I hoped they were bringing food soon. Where to start? The beginning was further back than just last night. How to try to explain, again, what it felt like having a true mate and yet not having her? How do you explain that pull to one who is not mated to a true mate? Shifting around to get comfortable, I started to speak. Before I could, the door opened and I smelled the steak. Saved by the food. I also smelled Craig and Jamie, and a few others. As they began to crowd into the room, I could see the worry on their faces. 

 

I didn’t see my steak. I started rumbling, and soon it was full-blown growls. I could smell my food, and I wanted it now. Getting comfortable and trying to arrange the pillow behind me had been forgotten; I was now trying to get up. Marcus must have realized my predicament, because he bellowed at everyone to make a hole. As soon as they parted, I could see Krystal standing there with two plates heaped high with food. I decided that next to my mate, whom I didn’t know yet, Krystal was my favorite she-wolf. I wished she and Marcus had the true mate bond. If any two wolves deserved to have that bond, it would be them. 

 

Her smile, as she made her way between all the males in the room, brightened my day just a little. She was always so happy, it was impossible to be upset in her presence. Of course, if you did screw up and got upset around her, you regretted it quickly. She didn’t tolerate unhappy people. Said it messed with her mojo. I have tried to stay away from her this last month, out of self-preservation. I’ve asked a few times why she smacks people upside the head when they are not happy around her, even explained to her that it is impossible for someone to be happy all the time. Her answer to that was simple—if you are not happy, keep your ass at home. She said you can be just as unhappy at home as you can polluting her presence with your crap attitude. 

 

I used to give her crap about hitting people; it seemed a really shitty way to improve anyone’s attitude. I never saw it work, not one time. But I have seen many of the pack pick themselves back up and take themselves elsewhere, anywhere, as long as it was away from their Alpha’s mate. Marcus finally admitted to me that his mate battled depression pretty often, and if other people were down around her, it made it harder for her to handle her own. He told me the happiness was often just an act for the pack. I became more likely to hit them for her than to pick on her about that kind of thing. 

 

I felt she was incredibly strong to battle something like that and never let the smallest hint of it through the pack bond. My brother has been mated to her longer than I have been alive, and not once in my life have I ever felt the slightest hint of depression from her, other than the one time she miscarried. The entire pack felt her loss and depression. Depression is expected in a case like that, so it surprised no one. My respect for her is pretty high, but I was worried about how she would react to this latest stunt of mine. She had been put in the same boat as Marcus—she loves her mate, but they are not true mates, and you couldn’t explain that bond to someone who had never had it.

 

The more I thought about it, the more concerned I became about that smile on her face. But I had absolutely nowhere to go, and she had my food. Watching her, I began to grow a bit more concerned about the look on her face. That smile was a pity smile. I mean, I could see the pity in her eyes, now that I was paying closer attention. That look was one of the reasons I tried to sneak out and get my mate on my own last night. I am sick of the looks of pity from the few in the pack who know what is going on with me.

 

As she handed me my plates of food and helped me arrange them on the bed, I kept a wary eye on her. But she didn’t say a word, just backed up ‘til she bumped into Marcus, who wrapped his arms around her. Everyone was waiting on my story, but all I could think about was the food on my plate. I started shoveling the food in, and I heard Jamie laugh. I saw him stick his hand out toward Craig, who pulled a bill from his pocket. Guess they were betting on me—probably about whether Krystal was going to hit me or not. I would have taken that bet. I would have lost that bet, too. Until I saw the look of pity on her face, I was pretty sure she was going to hand me my food and then smack me upside the head. 

 

I would not have deserved it. I didn’t see how any male could stay put if he knew where to find his true mate, or at least had an idea. Now we had no idea where to look. If we had left as soon as we had the information, my mate would have been safely in my arms by now, and my wolf would be happy. 

 

Shoving the two empty plates away, I looked around the room. Worry, concern, pity, and anger, so strong I can smell the emotions coming from my pack members. I know the anger is not directed at me, not most of it, anyway. Staring at the ceiling to collect my thoughts, figuring out what to say, didn’t help. The most trusted in the pack were in this room, waiting on my story, my explanation. And all I had was my wolf is going fuckin’ nuts. That’s nothing new, they knew this by now, but none of them had a true mate, so they couldn’t understand. 

 

Taking a deep breath, I told them what happened from the time I left until they found me. I don’t leave anything out, not even the fact that I didn’t notice the other wolves until too late, that I was too absorbed trying to find the right house and planning what to say to notice my surroundings. I tried again to convey to them what it would be like to have a true mate. What it was like to have your wolf tearing at your insides. The best I could explain was that it was like being gutted from the inside out. 

 

When I finally finished, and looked around the room, all I saw was more fucking pity. I didn’t want the damned pity, I wanted them to find my mate. But when I tried to get up, I realized I did not have the strength to get out of the bed. Marcus finally made it a command—I was to stay in bed for at least twenty-four more hours. 

 

Soon after, the room had been cleared again of everyone but Marcus and Krystal, the others gone to try again to get another lead on my mate. I noticed Marcus was still holding Krystal. But now I notice how stiff she is in his arms, and how she is gripping his arms as though they are a lifeline. Looking into her face, I knew that whatever she was about to say wasn’t going to be good. And I knew she was about to say something, because she had started a couple of times already, only to pause and start over. But nothing could have prepared me for what she did say when she finally started talking. 

 

 

 

 

This time when I surfaced from the darkness, the pain was gone. I moved around a bit—well, it was mostly gone. I still felt a bit sore, but not at all like before. I looked over to see Nanny and Uncle Josh on another bed. I didn’t even notice it before. Looking around, I took stock—we were in a hotel room, but we never stayed in a hotel room for long. Uncle Josh refused to stay for more than the bare minimum of time. Too easy to track people, he says. Motels used to take cash, back before my time, though, but now, now you had to have identification. We never stayed in motels that would take cash. Although, sometimes you could bribe the desk clerk with enough of it.

 

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and saw them watching me, worried looks on both faces. I smiled to reassure them, even though the last thing I wanted to do was smile. I had to figure out what I wanted to do next. I knew Uncle Josh, he believed in true mates so strongly that I was betting he had been planning on the best way to find mine. Well, I could tell him the best way to find him. We could find him with a bullet in his head. That would be my first choice. 

 

Although, I really don’t want to find out what a bullet in the head of my true mate feels like. I have got to find another name for him. I refuse to give him that title.

 

When I heard a throat clearing, I realized they had been trying to get my attention for more than a minute. Guess it was time to face the music and make new plans. One day, I wanted to settle down in one place and stop looking over my shoulder. I had already told Uncle Josh I was tired of running, and I meant it. We were going to find a place to settle, I was going to shoot strangers on sight, and I was going to find a true mate—a different one—to be happy with, and together we were going to find my sister. 

 

I might end up needing a big property to bury the bodies, but I have no doubts I can find the perfect place when the time comes. I wish Uncle Josh would bury his honor sometimes, and just let us shoot our attackers. Seems eventually they would get the message and quit coming after us. How much good do they think it will do them to bond a female to a male when the female is not willing? I asked Uncle Josh and Nanny what would happen if they did the bonding ceremony without my permission and I killed the guy the first chance I got. Neither of them had a clue what the consequences would be. Since magic is involved, there would have to be consequences, I think. But if I am unwilling, what good would they get from doing it to begin with? I must be missing some clue about the whole bonding ceremony. And Uncle Josh and Nanny must be equally clueless, possibly because they have never seen an unwilling bond done.

 

When Uncle Josh started his rambling explanation, I guess I kind of tuned him out. I was so done with running, and I knew that was what he wanted to do. I swear I am going to find a strong male as my mate. Oh, I love my uncle Josh, but strong Alpha-type male he is not. He is more of a geek than anything else, really. I turn twenty-one tomorrow, and if Uncle Josh cannot call my wolf out, we will just find someone who can, even if I have to terminate them later.

 

I wonder if that makes me a horrible person to consider killing so often. Every time I bring it up, just kill our problems, Uncle Josh tells me I would have to live with myself afterwards. I would have to be able to look myself in the mirror every day, knowing I’d taken someone else’s life. Me, or them, me or them, yeah—I think I can live with myself. 

 

My attention jerked back to the present when I realized what he was saying, and I stared over at Nanny to see her head nodding. Holy shit, he has got to be kidding me. Last night they were hoping he would die, and tonight he is suggesting we find the guy so I can be with my true mate. I am not drinking his koolaid. I don’t care what flavors he offers, not drinking the koolaid. 

 

“Let me get this straight—you think, you both think, that just because some magical bond suddenly appeared, linking this wolf to me, that everything is suddenly going to be all unicorns and rainbows? You honestly think I would be with someone like that? A man who shows up in the middle of the night with others, and hounds me from my home? If he had good intentions, if he was worth anything at all, he would have come a-calling in the daylight hours, don’t ya think? Did we get into a wreck last night and now you both have concussions? What the hell is wrong with you two? Are you so tired of me you would wish me someone like that? If you are tired of caring for me, just tell me. I am a grown woman and I will take care of myself. Don’t forget, Poppy left me plenty of money. It isn’t even like you are out a dime in my care. Aren’t you tired of running? Well, I am. I want to go back home to the estate we grew up on, rebuild, and hell, I can even build my own house, and you can have your lives back and still keep me close.”

 

By the time I finished my little rant, or temper tantrum, Nanny was in tears and Uncle Josh was glaring at me. I knew I’d gone too far, but I was just so tired of this life. I wanted my sister; I wanted to be safe and happy again. 

 

I mumbled an apology. I don’t know what is wrong with me, but my temper is just crazy today. I feel like I am on an emotional roller coaster, and someone else is in charge of where it’s going. I struggle to my feet and rush over to Nanny. I have just realized how absolutely horrid everything I just said sounded. They have no kids of their own, and growing up, we knew how much they loved us, still love us. Losing my sister would have been like losing their own child to them. I don’t know if they feel as lost without her as I do, but I am betting they feel damned close. 

 

As I wrapped my arms around Nanny, Uncle Josh wrapped his arms around us both. “I am so sorry, I didn’t mean it, any of it. Well, I mean I did mean some of it, but not the part about the two of you. You both have been so wonderful to me, and I love you so much. I am just being an idiot today. I still ache, and I just want a normal life. I am tired of the level of craziness we have to go through just to keep me safe. If you didn’t have me, you both could have a wonderful life, and I feel guilty you have to go through everything.”

 

Uncle Josh squeezed me just a little tighter before he said anything, “Baby girl, we would not want to have to go through life without you. Losing your sister was one of the hardest things we have ever gone through. We will never stop searching for her. We will find her. But listen to me—Cherise and I talked about your mate while you were out of it.” 

 

I struggled a bit in his hug, but he didn’t let go. I wanted to argue about the situation, and he knew me so well—I always preferred to argue as long as I could see your face. I needed to know if I was making any headway, or if I needed to change directions with my argument.

 

“No, stay still. We talked about it, and we realized something. Trina, sweetheart, we have told you time and time again that a true mate is the other half of you, they complete you like no other ever can. You could not be a true mate to someone that you could never love. It just doesn’t happen that way. And the male we first thought him to be would never make you happy. If he is your true mate, and he is, then he must not be what we thought him to be. He has to be honorable, because you are honorable. We don’t know why he was there last night. We cannot know until we find him. But baby girl, you could not love a man as he appeared to be last night, therefore he must not be that kind of man. What if, now stop struggling and listen—now, what if he felt you and came looking for you just as the other wolves found us? He would have been enraged to see them sneaking around the house. He would have challenged them, to protect you, and that could very well have been what got him shot. We don’t know. We have to find him and find out the truth. Unless the shifter world has changed so much that even the magic that bonds true mates together has been corrupted, then he may be—has to be—something different. And unless he proves me wrong, and he might, he will be the best thing that ever happened to you, if we can find him. We’re going to start by going back to the town with that last dojo. You remember how much you have been demanding we return there? Well, we think it’s because at that last moment, as we were saying our goodbyes to the sensei and leaving, at some point your mate must have gotten close enough for that level of comfort to suddenly appear. That feeling like you could settle there? That was probably the contentment of being close to your mate.”

 

This time, when I struggled to get free of the group hug, he let go. I stared at him, then turned my attention to Nanny. They both were staring at me in expectation. I was at a loss for words, for the first time in what seemed like forever. 

 

“This is what you both believe?” Watching them both nod gave me a little hope. Not very much—the guy did show up in the middle of the night, after all. And coincidentally, at the same time as the others. I don’t believe in coincidence like that. I wanted a mate I could believe in from the start. That’s what they had both drilled into my head for the last five years. I would feel safe with the right one—protected, cherished, and complete. Instead, I was feeling anything but safe. For fuck’s sake, I got shot last night. Well I didn’t get shot, he did, but in my mind, that was a really sucky form of safety and protection and comfort. Nothing about that pain was anything close to what I wanted to feel around a mate.

 

Without the support of Uncle Josh and Nanny, I suddenly realized how very weak and tired I still was. I was still sore, and in need of food. Sighing deeply, I sat back down on my bed. Looking up at them again, I found they were still watching me and waiting for me to say what was on my mind. I had gotten quite good at speaking my mind over the last few years. It’s funny sometimes what will change about you when your life changes. I was always the timid one. My sister had always been the stronger one. I knew that strength was what was keeping her alive, and hopefully safe. I knew that when we found her, she was going to be shocked at the change in me. I just hoped we’d find her soon. 

 

Laying back down on the bed, I struggled to get comfortable. “Can we discuss the whole find-your-mate situation later? I am terribly tired, and sore, and awfully hungry. I don’t suppose we can order pizza and just meditate on the situation?”

 

I watched as Uncle Josh’s mouth crinkled up in a smile, “We already ordered pizza, and it should be here any minute. We ordered it when you started moving around; we figured you were about to wake up. You laid so still for so long, you scared us. I don’t know if you realize this, but you were out the rest of the night and most of today—the sun is going down soon. We will stay here one more night, but tomorrow, we’re going back to the dojo to see what we can find out. We have to know, one way or another.”

 

“Deal,” I finally muttered. Not like arguing was going to do me any good. His mind was made up, and he had Nanny on his side. “But if we cannot find him, or he turns out to be what he seems to be, we’re going back home and rebuilding, and we will just defend the estate with deadly force. Terminate with extreme prejudice is how they said it on that show we watched once.”

 

I saw Nanny’s shoulders slump just before Uncle Josh pulled her closer into his arms. He was staring at me, and I knew what he was seeing. He had known me all my life. I was done, and he knew it. Done with running, done with hiding, done with letting others get away with destroying our lives. 

 

Finally he nodded, “Deal. But we will rethink the whole kill-them-let-God-sort-them-out mentality you have going on there. I told you before, you would have to look yourself in the mirror every day, and I cannot see you being able to live with that. We will find a solution, somehow, but not by the deaths of others.”

 

I nodded my head. I didn’t agree with him, but he didn’t need to know that right now. Plenty of time for that later. Fortunately, I didn’t have to say anything, because there was a knock on the door. Pizza, then bed, that was the only thing I had planned for the next little bit.

 

“I haven’t been honest with you. I mean, I have, but I haven’t told you the truth.” I saw Marcus close his arms a little tighter around Krystal. I noticed the tears in her eyes—they hadn’t fallen yet, but I did see them. I was starting to get a bit concerned. Krystal was nibbling on her bottom lip so much I was sure it was going to be raw. 

 

“Krys, whatever it is, I am sure you had a good reason. I love you. I have since I was just a tiny pup. My brother mated to a wonderful woman, and I am glad to see him happy. Just tell me what is wrong.” I couldn’t stand to see Krystal with such a broken look on her face. And, I realize, that was exactly what that look was—broken. I knew my brother would never hurt her; I knew she silently battled depression, but I had only ever seen that look on her face once before, when she lost the baby she’d carried. 

 

I looked up at Marcus, but he wasn’t looking at me. He had eyes only for his mate. He was too busy resting his head against her—trying to comfort her—to notice me. I could feel my breath getting shorter as my pulse raced. A few hours ago, I thought I would be willing to let the world burn if it meant getting my mate, but watching my brother and his mate made me realize I would only be willing to watch part of the world burn. My wolf was even whimpering at the tragic scent of despair we could smell in the air.

 

I looked, really looked at my brother, and noticed how tense his shoulders were. He was hunched over his mate, almost as though he was expecting a blow, and trying to protect her from being hit. As my gaze bounced from one to the other, trying to figure out what was wrong, I started to worry—well, worry more. 

 

With a deep breath, and then another, Krys finally started her story.

 

“You see, Jaden, I love your brother, I truly do, but he is not my true mate. I know you know that part, but what you don’t know is how I know I will never find my true mate. You see, I had one long ago. He and our Alpha had a bit of a falling out, and he thought he could do a better job. He was the Beta, but strong—he had to power to be the Alpha, almost. If our Alpha had been just a little weaker, he would have taken him. But,” swallowing hard, Krys gave a tiny whimper before she continued, “you see, he wasn’t quite powerful enough to take the Alpha position, and the Alpha was too selfish to let him yield. He wanted to make an example of him. I know what you are feeling, and more, because I do know what it’s like to lose the other half of your soul. But the thing is, as long as she lives, you have a chance.” 

 

Marcus turned her around and just held her. I didn’t think she was finished, but I damned sure wasn’t going to say anything until she was ready. I could see her shoulders shaking and I heard the sobs she was trying to muffle. Marcus told me she suffered from depression, but I never dreamed it was from losing a true mate. That’s not even supposed to be survivable. Sure, some people did survive losing a true mate, but more often than not, they just gave up on life. I guess to some, living a half-life after being whole wasn’t worth living. Honestly, I could understand that concept. If we didn’t find my mate soon, it would be too late. The pain from my wolf was slowing destroying me emotionally and mentally, not to mention the physical pain I lived with every day now. 

 

After what seemed like forever, Krys finally seemed to calm down. I could not imagine what else she had to say, but it seemed there was going to be more. When she finally turned back to face me, her tear-streaked face was calm once again, almost like she had put on a mask. After what I had just heard, I guessed this was the mask she wore often, like a worn-out shoe, just stuck on for comfort. Or probably just to comfort the rest of the pack. 

 

“Jaden, I want you to listen very carefully to me. You have been close enough to your mate twice now, you should be able to feel a pull. Not very strong, just the faintest of pulls. With what you have been going through, you probably haven’t even noticed. But I need you to close your eyes and just relax your body completely.” She paused for a moment when she heard my snort. Before I could protest, she just threw her hands up and glared. 

 

I didn’t want to interrupt her, but she really could not understand—I could not relax, my wolf was constantly clawing at me. I opened my mouth to tell her so when Marcus shouted through the bond. SHUT IT. Pissed, I glared at him, but I closed my mouth.

 

I could feel my wolf jerk when Krys continued, “I need you to understand, it’s not you finding your mate, it’s your wolf. That’s why he keeps clawing at you so much. He can feel her, he wants to go to her, and he has not had your cooperation. He is not trying to lead you on a wild goose chase, the magic draws him to her. It may take a while to find her, but if you can get your wolf on board, between the two of you, you can lead us to her so we can finally meet her, and maybe convince her we’re not the ones endangering her.”

 

Now she had not only my attention, but the undivided attention of my wolf. For the first time in a month, my body seemed at peace—and I was pissed. Oh, I was happy to have my body calm, even if my wolf was just whimpering find mate over and over, but I was pissed. We could have saved me a lot of pain if I had known this before now. I understood the subject was painful for Krys, but I thought I was important to her, and to my brother. Why wait ‘til almost too late to tell me? I swallowed hard—I was so close to being lost for good, and the two of them let me get this way.

 

“Why now? Why not a week ago? Or a month ago? Why now?”

 

Krys looked confused at my question,so she turned to look up at Marcus, maybe for enlightenment.

 

Marcus glared at me before looking down at Krys, the tenderness on his face as he cupped her chin in his hand and leaned down to softly kiss her was almost my undoing. I needed to find my mate before I completely lost myself. I wanted to have that kind of tenderness with a woman. Human females just didn’t do that much for me. Oh, I’d had some relationships over the years, but something inside of me always stayed too restless to settle for one of them. I had a huge amount of respect for the humans in our pack mated to members, but they would never know what being a wolf was like, never know that freedom. And the pack members who settled for humans certainly never looked at it as settling. 

 

When I grunted, Marcus finally broke the kiss and again glared at me. “Krys didn’t know you were not the one looking for your mate. She didn’t know we were using the agency to track her down. She thought you were leading the others to her. She thought the problem was that your mate kept moving, making her difficult to find. She only found out when you came back, having been shot. I didn’t know you could track a mate, so I didn’t really discuss the situation about you with her. That was my mistake. But I didn’t want to upset her, knowing what she had been through. 

 

Remorse slammed into me. I could not be pissed at Krys and Marcus for not telling me, not when neither knew the whole story. The pull I felt—wonder filled me—that pull would actually lead me to my mate. Relief filled me, all I needed to do was get better, just a little stronger. I would be healed enough to start looking by tomorrow for certain. I closed my eyes as I realized that by tomorrow night I could have my mate in my arms. Well, I modified my thoughts, I could meet her, at least. No need to scare her by trying to grab her and hold her. I wondered—when I caught her smell at the dojo, she still had that immature smell. My shoulders slumped as I realized it could be a while before she would be old enough to mate. Squaring my shoulders once again—Dating is fun. I will wine and dine her until she is old enough to be soul bound to me. I smile as I start planning all the places I can take her to get to know her. 

 

I looked over at Marcus and Krystal to find them watching me curiously. I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. Laughing, I told them, “I have to make a list of places to take her, dating, you know. She is not old enough yet. At least, she wasn’t last month. And I have to get to know her. Human females don’t just jump into a relationship, they like to be wined and dined, and I cannot imagine, even with the magic bonding us together, that a she-wolf would be any different. Unless,” turning my attention to Krys, “unless, is it different? I mean, my wolf knows she is our mate, and doesn’t let me forget it, at all, not even for a minute. But will the bond feel the same for her? Like she has to have me, be with me, bond with me?”

 

By the time I was finished, Krys was laughing at me. Marcus was watching her with a smile on his face. Well I am glad I made her happy, but damn, I wish it wasn’t at my expense, and she still has not answered me.

 

“Well, if she is underage, then no, she will not feel the bond. She will feel safe with you, she will feel like she has been missing something all her life and that something is no longer missing, but she will not exactly realize it’s you. It’s one thing to tell someone about true mating, quite another to experience it. I met my true mate when I was just a child. He was the one I went to when I got hurt, instead of my mother. He was my fierce protector, and even then the Beta of our pack. I attributed it to his standing in the pack, but it wasn’t that at all. Of course, it was years before I understood what was going on, and even then, it was my father who figured out why I gravitated to the Beta of the pack for protection and comfort. I didn’t have to date him to get to know him, I had known him all my life. He didn’t tell anyone until my father confronted him. He admitted to my father he had known since I was born that I was his true mate, said he felt the pull the moment I was born. But, he reasoned, what would be the point of saying anything when it would be over two decades before I was old enough. So he waited, biding his time, but protecting what was his. And how could anyone have known, when his job was to protect everyone to begin with? Other children turned to him, too, but he told me later it was only after I started turning to him so much. The other children lost their fear of him and his position and power in the pack, and looked at him through my eyes, so to speak. So, even in that I didn’t stand out. So I cannot think that you will have it that easy. You are going to have to get to know her. You will have her trust from the beginning, and she will want to be around you, but that doesn’t mean she will want to jump in the sack with you the day she turns twenty-one. Not without knowing you. Her wolf may want to, but we are more than just our wolves.”

 

Well, that was a disappointment. I wanted my mate to want me and need me as much as I wanted and needed her. Apparently I would only get half of that, or a little of it at a time. I thought Krys was done, and I desperately wanted to sleep some more so I could heal faster. But she wasn’t done, and I could have lived the rest of my life not knowing what she had to say next. 

 

 

 

 

When I woke up this time, I felt great. I was twenty-one today. I was excited. We were going to find a nice spot in a wooded area, and Uncle Josh was going to call my wolf. I was bouncing on the bed, which of course woke up Uncle Josh and Nanny. 

 

They laughed to see me so happy. I looked at the time; it was later than I thought. We were all so tired, though, it wasn’t surprising we had slept in. Uncle Josh reached for the remote to catch the news as he headed toward the bathroom. Bouncing out of bed, I started dancing around the room, until the face on the TV stopped me in my tracks. In no time at all, I was screaming and crying. Oh my God, my sister was on TV! My screaming caused Nanny to rush toward me to find out what was wrong, while Uncle Josh raced from the bathroom. 

 

Both of them looked around the room, trying to find what had caused my screams, but all I could do was point. As they realized what they were seeing, Nanny collapsed on the bed, stunned, and Uncle Josh grabbed me and covered my mouth with his hand. Only then could we hear what was being said by the newscaster. Now stunned into silence, I just stood there and listened. 

 

In the world of business, the CEO and owner of Pack Robotics got married this morning. Yes, ladies, one of the most eligible bachelors in the tech world is out of the singles market. We had the honor of meeting his new bride and, in a surprising turn of events, he let us have some pictures. Famous not just for his technology but also for his excessive protection of his privacy, Trey Caveno often uses his own technology to keep the press away. His new bride, Gabriella Patrov, had a few words for us this morning.

“So how did you meet Mr. Caveno?”

“My grandfather lives in his community. It was like fate brought us together.”

“You look beautiful, and very happy to be married.”

“I am thrilled. Trey fills a part of me I never knew was empty.” 

“What is next for the two of you? I assume you are going on a honeymoon.” 

“We are; as soon as we get back, we’re going to try to talk the rest of my family into moving to the area. My uncle Josh and Aunt Cherise and their kids will love it here, especially Uncle Josh, he is such a geek.”

“I take it you are not what you would consider a geek?”

“No, technology has never been my forte.”

“Well, we wish you both all the best, and a long and happy life.”

 

The three of us watched with bated breath as the newscaster turned to the groom. 

 

“So, Mr. Caveno, off the marriage table, how does it feel to no longer be one of the most eligible bachelors? Your new wife said she is not into technology. Does that bother you?”

“Not at all. I have waited my whole life for Gabby. She is everything to me. If she never cares about technology, it will not affect our relationship. I have an entire company to talk shop with, but I only have one true soulmate.” 

“I see, soulmate is an unusual way to label it in this day and age.”

“Well, we are not your usual people, either. Besides, she has promised me that her Uncle Josh will be more than happy to talk all the shop I want. We just have to convince him and his family to move to our little community. I don’t think that will be a problem, since his dad and niece both call this area home now. We figure we can convince him to move here.”

 

We watched the tenderness on the man’s face as he leaned down and softly kissed his bride. The happiness on her face was incredible. She looked happier than I had ever seen anyone look. The newscaster had moved on to other news, but we were each still in a state of shock. Not only did we know where to find my sister, but she had married her true mate just today. Holy cow, and the interview wasn’t anything short of a blatant plea for us to come live there. And Poppy was alive? We had no other grandfather—well, not that I knew of anyway, which meant she could only mean Poppy. We have been searching for years, and there she was, safe and sound with Poppy? 

 

All my happiness melted away in an instant. She was safe, I should be happy, but I was upset. We have been running for years, and there she has been safe and secure with Poppy. In a community in—I realize I have no idea where the place is. I turned to Uncle Josh—they said technology, and Uncle Josh is such a geek, he will know exactly where it is. Not only that, but they invited us to come live with them. If they have such technology, why didn’t they use it to find us? After all, someone has been using technology to chase us. 

 

When I turned to question Uncle Josh, I realized that the tears on my cheeks were not the only tears in the room. Both of them were holding each other and sobbing. I lost no time in joining them on the bed, the three of us huddled together sobbing in relief, joy, and partly, on my part at least, anger. 

 

Some time later, tears all dry, silence still unbroken, shock still heavy in the room, Uncle Josh was the first to clear his throat and start talking. 

 

“Trina, sweetheart, we can feel your anger, you know. I am at a loss to understand it. Are you not happy for your sister? Not only is she safe, but she has found her true mate. Why are you angry?”

 

Still sniffling, I rubbed at my face, “Because we have been running, and she has been safe and sound with Poppy this whole time. If this Trey person has so much technology that he can keep the press away, why didn’t they use it to find us? We could have been safe and happy with her.”

 

I watched him rub his own face. Our eyes still leaked a little, just one tear here and there, from each one of us. We would think all the crying was done, but one lone tear would slide down the face, barely noticed.

 

“Did you see the man in the background? The one in the wheelchair?”

 

“What?” Confused, I tried to see where Uncle Josh was going with that question. I wanted to discuss my sister and her mate. He could have been looking for us. If he loved my sister, he would have found us for her. I know she would have asked for help. I know her.

 

“What do I care about some man in a wheelchair? I mean, I am not trying to be selfish or hateful, but what does that have to do with anything?”

 

I let out a startled yelp when he turned on me, lightning fast, and growled. Uh oh, I missed something big. Then it hit me. I didn’t notice a man in a wheelchair, having eyes only for my twin, but if she is in that community, with Poppy, whom we had all assumed died since we never heard from him that night, oh my God. It didn’t take long for me to realize that my assumption of who the man was was correct.

 

“If you had taken note of what was in the background, which you should have done—you have had enough training now to know that you need to look at everything, watch everything, because you never know when you will need to know what is around you—but if you had paid attention, you would have noticed, off to the right of the screen, visible but not center stage, there was one lone man in a wheelchair. It looked like they had staged that just right, to capture the man in the picture. Perhaps they knew we would be wary of any situation. Even with the obvious invitation, we don’t know what your sister has been through. But they made certain Poppy was in the picture. We know, if things were not on the up and up, if she had been bonded against her will—and anyone watching would know she had not been—we would still have seen both her and Poppy in the same picture. So we have to believe that the invitation is genuine, and maybe this was the only way they could think of to reach us. I am not an idiot when it comes to technology, and I could not find your sister—maybe they could not find us. We don’t know what is going on until we get there, and we’re leaving as soon as everyone is dressed to go. We’re driving straight through. Even if they did leave on a honeymoon, if he is not the Alpha of that pack, I will eat my shoe. I am certain as I can be that if they did leave, that pack is expecting us, and he will be expecting them to keep us safe. Pack Robotics—I am a fool. I never put the two together. He owns Pack Robotics. Poppy is in a wheelchair—do you know how rare it is to see a shifter disabled to the point of a wheelchair? I have never, in two-hundred-plus years, seen a shifter in a wheelchair.” 

 

I watched as his shoulders slumped, and he seemed to shrink before my eyes. As he sat back heavily on the bed, I watched Aunt Cherise reach for him and fold him into her arms. I felt a spurt of envy as I watched her gently rub his back. I wanted that kind of love. I wanted someone to hold me when life got to be too much. I didn’t want the poor excuse for a male that showed at the house the other night to hound me from my bed in the middle of the night, though. I wanted a real mate. Someone smart and gentle, strong and kind, brave, and well, all the things a girl dreamed of when she thought of having that special someone in her life. Someone who could make me laugh; that would be important. 

 

I wished now that I had noticed more about what was in the background. I missed seeing Poppy; I hadn’t seen him for so long. I remembered sitting in his lap the last time we saw him, he was cuddling me and telling me I was the best granddaughter in the world—of course, he said the exact same thing to my sister. I missed him so much after he went away. I know why he went—to protect us. I cannot help wondering, why is he in a wheelchair? Did that happen before we started our running, during the time we have been on the run, or did it happen when Uncle Josh called him and said there was a fire? Did he get hurt trying one last time to protect us? I have so many questions now, and no answers ‘til we get to wherever this place is and ask. 

 

Aunt Cherise finally pushed Uncle Josh up and they started gathering their things. I had gathered mine while they had their moment. As we walked out the door to get in the car, Uncle Josh said, “They apparently call her Gabby. It’s funny, you know, that was the first thing we called her when the two of you were born. But you just could not say Gabby when you started talking. Gabby—I still like that nickname. Let’s go find our little Gabby.”

“She what?” Horror flooded my body. Even my wolf was just whimpering in sorrow. Looking deep within me, I could see him curled in a ball as though to shield himself from what Krys has just told me. Gut-wrenching pain was racing through my body. 

 

“I’m sorry, Jaden, it’s part of the magic of the bond. I need to know if you still feel her? Calm yourself and your wolf, and stretch your senses out to find your mate. If you lost her, well, you should have known, but with all you have been through in the last twenty-four hours, I don’t know.” The matter-of-fact way Krys was speaking, no one would have ever known she had just told me my mate had felt every bit of pain I felt when I was shot. Every single bit of pain flooded her body. Krys was concerned, because apparently that level of pain could kill someone.

 

Terrified of what I would find, or not find—surely I would be feeling her loss—I take deep breaths to calm myself and dig deep within to my wolf. Together we stretch out our senses, and I find myself turning on the bed. There—faint, but in that direction, I can feel her. My eyes fill with tears as I smile in relief. I am beyond glad to finally have a direction. But I am still filled with horror that she suffered everything I suffered. How can I claim her love if the first encounter with me, or almost with me, ended up with her in that kind of pain? This true mate stuff was some serious shit.

 

So full of being able to feel my mate, and knowing that the pull was my mate’s location, I completely tuned Marcus and Krys out. How long they had been speaking, I had no way of knowing. Bits and pieces of their conversation finally penetrated. I blinked a few times and looked back at them, just in time to see them headed for the door, laughing and making comments about silly grins, and yes I did have a silly grin on my face; I could feel it. 

 

Just before Marcus closed the door behind them, he turned back, grinning like a fool himself. “Tomorrow we will get you up and moving around, and we will put your wolf to tracking down my new little sister. I will let the guys know—noon or so should give you enough time to get some strength back. Congratulations, man.”

 

I watched as they left the room, closing the door behind them. I wanted to leave now; my wolf wanted to leave now. But we were still pretty weak, and it was getting a bit late. I could not believe how comforting it was, knowing we could find her now. My wolf even seemed calm for the first time in a month. Full, happy, tired, sore, and yet this was going to be my best night of sleep in a month. 

 

***

 

I didn’t wake up ‘til Krys brought me my breakfast. Sitting up in bed, I could not keep the happy, probably silly, grin off my face. “As soon as I am done eating, I am gonna shower and pack a bag, and we can head out. Where is Marcus?” I was reaching for the remote as I spoke. I liked to keep up with the news, and it had been a while since I cared enough to turn the TV on.

 

Krys started to answer me, but I never heard what she said. A dull roar filled my head as the picture came up on the screen. The newscaster had barely gotten the words out when I launched myself at the TV, changing into my wolf mid-leap. Fury such as I had never known flooded my body. The only thought in my head was to kill. I could faintly hear Krys screaming as I ripped the TV from the ceiling, falling to the floor with it. I lost all sense of time and reason then; my only goal was to destroy. When I finally came back to myself, the TV was destroyed, as was most of Marcus’ guest bedroom. Craig and another member of the pack were between me and the door, in wolf form, snapping and snarling, preventing me from getting to my mate. 

 

Furious, I tackled Craig, and when the red haze had cleared this time, I was back in human form, on my motorcycle, headed for Piney Hills. I had just seen my mate—it could be no one else, I had her face engraved in my mind—get married to someone, and that someone wasn’t me. Whoever this Trey person was, he was going to die when I got there. 

 

When I realized the state of my dress, I was glad that for some reason, the only clothing you didn’t have to take off to change into your wolf was underwear. No one knew why that was, but it would magically disappear and reappear as you swapped forms—nothing else, though. So here I was, cruising down the highway in just a pair of boxers. Nothing else. I looked around and eased over to the side of the road. I kept a bag on the bike for just such occasions. Well, not just such—who the hell could have anticipated this happening? As I dressed and grabbed my helmet off the bar, I took stock of where I was, several miles from the community. My rage had been so great that the mental path to the pack seemed blocked for some reason. I could hear a muted rumble, sort of, on the path, but no words. For the moment, I didn’t care, maybe that meant they couldn’t follow me. If they couldn’t follow, they couldn’t stop me. No one is going to stop me from killing the man who took my mate.

 

I never knew the mess I left behind. I could not know the destruction I had caused. I would not have cared at that moment if I had known. 

 

***

 

As Marcus scrubbed his face, he could not keep the growls at bay. Krys, locked tight in his arms, hadn’t stopped shaking. “I don’t understand, why would he go berserk now? We were leaving in an hour or so, he knew that.” Looking around at his sentinels, and the doctor working on patching Craig back up, he finally looked down at Krys. “Sweetheart, one more time, walk us through what happened. You brought him some food, he was happy, grinning, then suddenly went insane, destroyed the television, the bed, knocked you to the floor, damn near killed Craig, and peeled out of here on one of his motorcycles like the hounds of hell were on his ass. But why? What exactly was going on when he lost his mind?”

 

Krys’ voice when she answered was muffled, she hadn’t pulled her face from her mate’s chest since he came rushing into the house. Small sobs still escaped her as she once again tried to make sense of what had happened. “I don’t know what happened. He had this silly grin on his face when I came in, he said something about taking a shower and leaving. He asked where you were, Marcus, and then he just went crazy. I don’t understand—he was so happy. Maybe he saw something on the TV. But I didn’t—oh, wait—I heard something. I don’t know, someone got married, maybe? I wasn’t paying attention; I was so busy being happy for your brother that I wasn’t listening to what came on the TV.”

 

Marcus turned his head to look at Jamie, but before he could say anything, Jamie held his phone up. “Already on it, man. Somebody got married, someone important enough to make the news. Give me a minute.” 

 

Marcus watched as Jamie’s face lost all expression. “Patrov? Shit, we have a shit sandwich held together with a whole lot of fucked-up with a side of oh-hell-no.” Jamie looked up from his phone, turning it around so everyone could see. “We don’t know for a fact that the girl’s first name is Gabriella, but Trey Caveno from Pack Robotics got married yesterday to a Gabriella Patrov, and, according to the interview they are hoping an Uncle Josh can be persuaded to come and live in his community. And the happy bride right there matches the description we have of Jaden’s mate, as does the last name, and the name of the uncle. So unless she has a twin, and we all know how impossible that would be, we have a situation of epic proportions. Shit. How likely is it that a female would be true-mated to two males?”

 

Marcus shrugged, “I have heard it has happened in the past, but who the hell knows. I have never personally seen it. Kent, call Trey—no, wait, he will probably not appreciate being bothered if he just got married. Anyone have the number to his Beta on their phone?”

 

“Craig will, if we can find his phone in this destruction. Trey’s Beta is his marketing head, Craig deals with him pretty often with some of these gadgets.” Kent headed over to where Doc was still working on Craig, to find Craig awake. “Hey, where’s your phone, man? We gotta call the Beta for the Piney Hills pack—what’s his name?” 

 

When Craig just blinked up at him, Kent knew he wasn’t out of the woods yet. Before he could try to ask him any more questions, Craig's eyes fluttered closed. Cursing, Kent started kicking things around with his feet, looking for the phone Craig would have had on him when he responded to Krys’ screams. Hearing a commotion at the door, he turned and saw Craig’s brother trying to push through past the others. 

 

Doc, hearing the same commotion, looked up and demanded everyone clear the room. Marcus saw the bags of blood in Jonathan’s hands, and looking back at Doc, got a quick head shake. Gritting his teeth, Marcus ordered everyone from the room. Rare were the times a wolf would need blood from another—Craig was healing—but the loss of blood was, looking around the room again, Marcus thought the loss was enormous.

 

Two of his pack members needing blood within just a day of each other, both because of the same female, but in different ways. By the time Marcus had everyone in the living room, he was regretting the day Jaden saw his true mate. At first he had been happy, everyone thought she would be easy to find, but as the month had dragged on, and the female proved elusive, he had watched Jaden change, and not for the better. He knew—they all knew—that if something wasn’t done soon, Jaden would have to be taken care of, and Marcus could not imagine a pack without his brother as his Beta. 

 

But he was certain last night when he walked out of the room that everything was going to be fine. They now knew Jaden could track his mate, they could find her. But, with the evidence they had, it didn’t look like everything would be fine after all. The weight of the pack hung heavy on his shoulders as he tried to figure out what to do. Looking around the room, at the pack he called family, the pack who loved Jaden, if not as much as they loved him, damned close, he felt the weight of leadership keener than ever before. Everyone loved Jaden, and it was going to destroy him to have to put Jaden out of his misery. But the destruction of his guest bedroom, and Craig almost being killed, spoke volumes. 

 

Jaden had lost what little sanity he had been holding on to when he saw the news. Krys wasn’t true mate to Marcus, but Marcus could not imagine a life without his mate. Jaden must have it far worse. In the pictures Jamie had found online, the bride looked happy, too happy not to have been given a choice. And she chose another man, not her true mate, unless the fates were cruel enough to have given her two. Cause Jaden would never share, he knew his brother—he would be more likely to kill the other male than share. 

 

As this realization coursed through him, he could feel the blood leaving his face. Krys whimpered and he loosened his hold on her; he hadn’t realized he was squeezing her that tightly. Looking around the room, he told the others, “He has gone to find and kill Trey—we have to stop him. If that little female is true-mated to both Trey and Jaden, they will have to learn to share, and we will have to let Jaden join Trey’s pack. But we have to catch him before he gets there. And the female will have to—gods—I don’t even know how it works when this happens. Jamie, get the seekers gathered up, and tell Roberts to fire up the other bird. It has been a while since I was at Pack Robotics, but there is only one road going into and out of that town. Kent, see if the motorcycle he took is one of the ones with a tracking chip. We’re going to have to beat him to Piney Woods. That should not be a problem. We will take two birds, six-man teams, I want a restraining cage on each bird. We will bring him back, alive, and contain him until we can find an answer. There has to be an answer to this situation.”

 

“Marcus, I can’t reach him through the pack bond. It feels like some kind of buffer between us—have you been able to reach him?” 

 

Marcus stared off into the distance before answering Logan, “No, I haven’t. It feels muffled, like there are layers and layers of something between us.”

 

Logan nodded, “Yeah, that is what it feels like, but Marcus, we have to be prepared for the worst. We can’t let him endanger the pack. What are you going to do?”

 

“What can I do? That’s my brother we’re talking about, and if there is a way to save him, we are going to save him. Everyone get yourselves situated. With the birds, we can let him have a good head start and still beat him there. But don’t waste time, because if we don’t beat him there, Piney Woods pack will kill him. Trey and his pack don’t play when it comes to uninvited strangers. And an uninvited stranger with intentions of killing the Alpha is going to go over like a lead balloon.”

 

As everyone rushed from the house to get their things together, Marcus leaned down, lifting Krys’ face to his. He slowly kissed her, then rested his forehead against hers. “Are you sure you are okay, baby? I will personally beat his ass when we get this straight, if we get this straight.” 

 

“You will save him, Marcus; I love him as a brother. He didn’t mean to scare me, really he just shoved me away and I fell. I am fine—scared, but fine. Find that little female and fix this—I know you can. Surely Trey will see reason, right?”

 

“Baby, I don’t know. I could never share you, and I don’t know how I could ask a man to share his mate. Our magical bonds are strange things, though, so maybe the magic makes it okay, somehow?” The hoarseness of his voice indicated just how hard he was having to fight to hold it all together. Stretching up, she kissed him one last time, then pulled herself from his arms and, turning him around, shoved him toward the door. 

 

“Go save our brother, or at least keep the other pack from killing him. We will figure it out. I learned to survive without—without—” With a sob, Krys broke off what she was saying, but Marcus knew the rest. She had learned to live without her true mate, maybe Jaden could, too.

 

Marcus didn’t believe that, though. Males who lost their true mate before mating rarely survived, and Marcus had asked a few discreet questions lately of some of the old ones. No male survived long without going insane if his female was alive but where he could not get to her. It had happened in times past, that packs would have feuds; it was inevitable that someone would figure out how to strike back against the pack with the male when the female belonged to the other pack. Take her away, hide her, and watch the enemy pack lose the male to insanity. That was rarer than rare, because the council tended to get involved at some point. But it had happened. If Jaden didn’t get his mate, his wolf would go insane. Could the two males share? Marcus was determined to find out.

 

Well, I finally found out where Piney Hills is located. Uncle Josh decided driving straight through might not be the best idea. He doesn’t want to show up there in the middle of the night and we’re about twelve hours from the place. Well, we were, if we hadn’t overslept we would still have been late getting there. But he pointed out, if we hadn’t overslept that would not have been the news we saw at the time and possibly we would not have found out about the mating ‘til later. 

 

I still don’t know how to feel about the situation. All three of us have been a bit weepy since the news earlier. I am happy, I am more than happy, but at the same time, I am upset and angry. I have never lived around a pack before, though Uncle Josh and Nanny have told me about it. I think I may be jealous of my sister, if I am honest with myself. Even though she would not have been able to change into her wolf until today, and therefore not been able to have the full experience of being part of a pack, she still would have gotten some of the experience. I don’t have any experience with pack except for my aunt and uncle, and they were insistent that wasn’t the same as being part of a pack. 

 

We’re going to be going through much of the Rocky Mountains, and somewhere along the way we’re going to stop and call forth my wolf. Uncle Josh may not believe he can do it, but I think he can. And if he can’t, well, the little bitch better listen to me and come out. I can sort of feel her, I think. If I can feel a bit of something deep inside me that is not me and yet it is me—then that will be my wolf. According to my aunt, once the wolf is called forth, she and I will be able to communicate. She explained it by likening it to a woman being pregnant, the baby is there, and you can talk to the baby all you want, but until the birth happens, you cannot actually communicate in any meaningful way. 

 

Uncle Josh didn’t care much for her explanation. That’s one thing they don’t really agree on and never have. Uncle Josh used that argument to try, again, to convince me to at least meet my true mate if we can find him. He says I should be able to vaguely feel the direction he is in, and after we find Gabby, we’re going in search of the male. I am not certain I want to find him. Uncle Josh thinks if he draws my attention to every single disagreement he and his mate have, I will understand that just because you true mate to someone doesn’t mean you will always agree. It’s almost cute the way he stops in the middle of a discussion with Nanny to point out they are disagreeing about whatever they are talking about. As if I cannot hear them clearly from the back seat. 

 

Most of my life, when they disagreed, they did so silently, mentally. Not that I knew they were doing that when we were growing up, but now I do, and I have learned to tell when they are having a silent disagreement. Their faces give it away. But today, they are not being silent about anything.

 

Nanny was becoming frustrated over his antics. I knew because she began growling at him every time he did it. Not only that, but I think he was finding everything they ever disagree on to talk about on this trip. I didn’t know why she was humoring him, maybe to help him convince me. In any case, I thought he was taking it further than she wanted him to take it. 

 

I had been watching the scenery and not paying attention to what they were discussing, so caught up in my own world that when the car turned into a small road, barely more than a track, I was surprised. Once the main road was out of sight, Uncle Josh stopped the car and we all piled out. I was all but bouncing on my feet with excitement. It was time to call my wolf.

 

Squaring my shoulders I started unpacking so I could strip down. After I had removed the four pistols, two hunting knives and started on the daggers, Uncle Josh was holding his head in his hands. By the time I had all the throwing knives, throwing stars, and brass knuckles in a pile, he was just shaking his head. He hates that I arm myself to such a degree, and he had no idea the protection had increased so much. I did tell him I was going to add to my collection every time we had to run. We have had to run a lot these last four months. And every time we did, I upped the protection. They may get me one day, but they will not keep me long.

 

I have been trying to figure out how I could add swords as the next level of protection. Unfortunately, I couldn’t figure out how to carry them and hide them. The clothing I wear now is specially chosen to conceal my arsenal. If I could get away with it, I would not have any of it concealed. Uncle Josh says there will be no way in hell to ever explain what I have on my person if we ever get stopped by a cop. I just shrug, because I don’t plan on doing anything that would cause a cop to want to inspect my person. 

 

Well, I do, but I don’t plan on getting caught when I kill our pursuers. And I most definitely plan on getting rid of them. They will learn to leave me alone if I have to kill them to get my point across. Which is another reason why I don’t think being around my true mate would be smart. I cannot approve, condone, or otherwise allow what happened the other night to just melt away. He was one of the ones who drove us from our home, well, our temporary home. I don’t care what his reasons were, the fact was, he was there in the middle of the night. If he was looking for me, he should have come to the front door like a gentleman, er, like an honorable wolf. 

 

Finally I was down to just my underwear, Uncle Josh said I would get used to being half naked around others, so much so that I won’t even think about it. For now, with no wolf yet to call, I was still working on that whole not-even-think-about-it thing. Taking a deep breath, I filled my lungs with the scent of the forest, looked at Uncle Josh, and waited. He was too busy looking at Nanny to notice me at first. When he did, he made some strange chuffing noise I had never heard from him before. I glanced over to Nanny to see her watching me. 

 

Glancing between the two of them, back and forth, I waited. Finally, “Well? I am ready. Call her forth.”

 

Uncle Josh made a grimace before looking back at Nanny, eyebrows raised high. I looked back at Nanny in time to see her just kind of shrug her shoulders. He made that strange noise again and again. Finally I realized, that noise is him trying to call my wolf. I tried to look deep in myself to see her, but nothing. I closed my eyes, hoping that would help, but still nothing. Opening my eyes, I looked up at Uncle Josh. He had a look of defeat on his face. I knew that look. I took a deep breath, knowing he would start pacing any minute now. 

 

And, there he goes—pacing doesn’t help, I have told him that any number of times. I cannot see it helping in this situation at all. I look back at Nanny and she just shakes her head. They did tell me we would probably need an Alpha. I wonder what kind of power my true mate has? As soon as that thought enters my head, I shake my head as if to dislodge the thought. I don’t want to start thinking of that idiot as my true mate. I absolutely refuse to go there. With a deep sigh of disappointment, I start dressing again. Looks like I will not get to meet my wolf just yet. 

 

On the heels of that thought comes resentment. I bet my twin has met her wolf, all safe and sound in her community of wolves, with Poppy at her side. Yeah, I am a little bit bitter, and the longer it takes us to get to that pack, the more my bitterness seems to eat at me. Which just makes me more upset. I have looked for her for so long, I think meeting her with bitterness and anger in my heart will devastate me. I don’t want to lose her as soon as I find her for something we could not control. 

 

I heard a throat clearing and looked up to find Uncle Josh staring at me in disapproval. Drawing my lips tight, I stared back at him in defiance as I put my weapons back in their places, one at at time. Never really taking my eyes off him, I had armed myself so often I didn't really have to look anymore. I practice wearing this stuff every time I pull guard duty, and I wear it every time we travel now.

 

Nanny says something, so faint I actually don’t catch it all, and I usually hear everything. But Uncle Josh wasn’t as quiet in his reply, “No, I didn’t realize she was wearing all of that. I thought she was getting fat, if you want to know the truth.”

 

My jaw dropped—how in the hell he could have thought I was getting fat when I work out hours a day? It was baffling. I wasn’t the only one baffled; the look on Nanny’s face was priceless. Wish I had a camera to record that look. 

 

“Seriously, sweetheart? You thought she was getting fat? Fat? Oh my god, how, just how, can you be so smart about some things and clueless about women is beyond me.”

 

“But baby, I don’t pay attention to her body, that would be just sick on so many levels, how was I to know? And, in my defense, every man is clueless about women, because females are confusing. Ask any man, it’s true and you know it.”

 

Whether he was right about that last comment, I didn’t know. I have never gotten to be around any male wolves, and humans are just strange anyway. As we loaded back in the car I told him as much.

 

“Humans are no different than shifters, not really. They just lack some of our senses and the ability to change. And many lack the ability to stay faithful, and they, you know what, you are right, humans are just strange.” He snorted before continuing, “But then again, everyone is strange to someone.”

 

When we left, I looked back at the wooded area and caught the glimpse of something or someone. I don’t think we were as hidden as we believed. I don’t know who that was, or what it was, but I hope that movement was just an animal. Something told me I was wrong about that, but since they were not following us, that I could tell, I would not worry about it so much. I had my protection, and had made a vow to start using it so let them come. This time I would not hold back, and damn the ones who were stupid enough to catch us. 

 

We found a place to stop for the night, still a few hours from Pack Robotics. Uncle Josh wasn’t sure what the name of the pack was, so for now we would just call them by their company name. Since Uncle Josh had driven most of the trip, Nanny chose to stay watch. They didn’t do a watch last night—well, they tried, but Uncle Josh said they were just too tired from the stress of everything that had happened to me, and not knowing whether I would live or if the stress would kill me wore them out. Turns out both of them trying to keep the other awake had resulted in them both getting too sleepy and hence they overslept. Oh well, it’s behind us and no one got hurt, so all is good.

 

Nanny slept for a long section of the drive, just so she could pull the first watch. She promised to wake me around three, so I could pull the last watch before we left again in the morning. When three rolled around, true to her word, she woke me before climbing into bed with Uncle Josh and snuggling close. I watched enviously as he pulled her close in his sleep and buried his face in her neck. I wanted someone to cuddle like that—someone I was so comfortable with that they could crawl into bed and cuddle me and it feel so right I would sleep through it, and in my sleep, cuddle back up to them.

 

But that would require a level of trust that I couldn’t see developing with the idiot who was in the raid on our house the other night. My shoulders slumped as I questioned that the fates would be so cruel to me. First I lost my sister for years, then, when I was determined to find a true mate, I got one not worth a damn. So much suck.

 

Breakfast was a solemn affair. No one spoke much, each lost in thought about what was ahead of us. My sister may not be with the pack right now, she may be on a honeymoon, but Poppy was there, and we had no clue what we were going to say to him, either. I missed him and I was a bit bitter at him at the same time. He could have looked for us, he has money, he has tons of money. If the human world had any clue how absolutely rich he was, they would be all over him. But he and Uncle Josh are very good at technology, and they hid that shit well. Well, mostly Poppy hid it, he made it, kept up with technology changes in the world, and banked all over the world. 

 

Uncle Josh did some calculations once, probably more than once—he loves data and plays with it for fun. He said that if Poppy had all his assets under one name, that name would be in the top ten richest people in the world. In the world, the world of over seven billion people, I cannot even fathom that amount of money. 

 

With that kind of money we should be able to buy security, safety, and fuck it all, happiness. But money doesn’t buy you happiness, and it has not helped us find my sister—no, we had to wait ‘til she mated a powerful man and made the news. Fuck this shifter life.

 

 

“Alright, everyone knows what to do. We are about thirty minutes out from the start of Piney Woods Pack territory. According to the tracking device, Jaden is still two hours out and closing fast. I wish we could have gotten in touch with David to tell him what was going on. Logan, keep trying to get him on the phone. At some point, someone there has to answer a phone. For fuck’s sake, they have an empire to run, how can no one be answering the phones or switchboards?” Marcus was pacing outside the helicopter. 

 

Jamie had found a clearing to set the birds down in, and now it was just a waiting game. Marcus didn’t want to drop down too close to the pack territory until he could get someone on the phone. But they were running out of time. In an less than an hour, they would have to leave and take their chances. Dropping a dozen seekers and sentinels just outside another pack from a helicopter was dangerous, if not deadly. But Marcus had no choice, and everyone in the helicopters had agreed to face the danger if it meant saving Jaden. Marcus just hoped the other pack would ask questions first. He was more than prepared to tell them what was going on, if they would just answer the damned phones.

 

After some more pacing, which was getting him nowhere, and more attempts to call Pack Robotics, or David, just to get a recording that no one could come to the phones, so Marcus gathered everyone around him again. With the map in hand, he went over everyone’s positions, and the drop line-up. He hated dropping that far from one of the helicopters, but they had trained for it extensively. He had an agreement with the council to track rogues down and bring them back alive when possible, dead when they were too far gone. 

 

His seekers were some of the best trained in the shifter world. The security company was legit, but in reality, the real security provided was by keeping the shifter world safe from the rogues. Every one of the seekers had their uniforms on; most every community in the shifter world knew those uniforms. When you saw seekers, you got the hell out of dodge if you were not on the up-and-up. The seekers were able to sniff out a rogue. But seekers didn’t travel with enforcers, or sentinels from another pack, and drop down outside a territory not their own. 

 

Seekers usually traveled light, quickly, and silently. This operation was light, but certainly not quick or silent. Marcus just prayed that the other pack would consider the seekers and disregard the rest of them. Small chance of that happening with him there—what he was doing was just not done. They would sense his position the moment he got close enough. He just hoped they let him talk and didn’t assume he was making a grab for their territory. 

 

Watching the display showing Jaden’s location, Marcus called it when Jaden was less than an hour out. As everyone loaded up in the birds, Marcus tried one more time to reach his brother while Roberts and Jamie tried to call Pack Robotics and then David. No one had any luck, though, and minutes later they were in the air.

 

When they reached what Marcus could feel as the end of the Piney Woods territory, the birds hovered and his men started dropping. The cages were tossed down last and moved off the side of the road. Marcus was hopeful that if Jaden evaded some of his men, the others would be able to get him into a cage. Marcus and his pack members spread out to block the road going into town, while the birds slowly flew back to the landing site from earlier. 

 

“Remember, what ever you do, keep the cage ready, and be prepared. Capture—not kill. Do not kill.” Marcus boosted those instructions with a tad bit of power. Not that he needed to do that, he just didn’t want them to get so caught up in battle they got carried away. And after witnessing the destruction left behind, and how Craig looked, Marcus had no doubt saving his brother would be a battle.

 

Watching the screen and following Jaden on it, Marcus was about to breathe a sigh of relief that the other pack wasn’t going to start trouble. Maybe he could get Jaden secure before approaching the other pack with his problem. It was at that moment he heard someone behind him. He didn’t recognize the voice, which meant it wasn’t someone he had met on previous visits to the plant. 

 

“No one here belongs to you. You need to take your wolves and go.”

 

Jaden was too close for Marcus to be able to afford to take his attention off the road. He was worried about how they were going to get Jaden off the bike. His seekers were prepared to do a clothesline, but if the speed was too great, if he didn’t slow down when he saw the others in the middle of the road, that could be too dangerous for both parties. 

 

“Yeah, well, we can’t do that. We got something we have to take care of here first. Then we need to see your Alpha.” Marcus didn’t even turn around when he delivered that news. He could see Jaden coming. When he heard the sound of the motor winding down, and saw that Jaden was in fact slowing due to the blocked road, Marcus wanted to cry out in relief. They were not out of the woods yet, but the speed was such that they could knock Jaden off the bike without too much worry about hurting him or themselves. When he hit the ground, though, shit would hit the fan. Everyone was prepared, except the lone wolf behind them.

 

When Jaden realized what was going on, and who was blocking the road, he attempted to cut between his pack members, but he had lost too much speed and they were too well-trained. Within seconds, one of them had clotheslined him, and two more were attempting to hold him while another two went after one of the cages. Before they could get the cage lined up, Jaden had again lost all sense of reason and gone full-ass berserk on them. The three men trying to hold him were rapidly losing the battle, and more of the pack was getting involved. All of the seekers had gone wolf when Jaden morphed, and in that form, there was no way to hold someone unless you could get to the throat, and that would mean certain death at this point. Jaden would fight too hard to get loose and end up with a mangled throat. The only hope the men had was to swap out and wear him down. No one expected to come out of the battle unscathed, and Marcus rather hoped Jaden wasn’t able to think clearly enough to remember all his training. So far, things were looking good in that respect.

 

Of course, Marcus was concerned this meant Jaden was too far gone to be saved; you don’t lose decades of training in moments if you are still able to think coherently. Jaden obviously wasn’t, because the others were gaining ground. Marcus was standing by the cage, trying to gauge the best time to drop it on his brother. The maneuver they were going to attempt took three people to successfully pull off—the cages were not light, and Marcus was really missing Craig right then. He and Craig had pulled this maneuver together before, but Marcus hadn’t trained personally with the ones helping him this time. 

 

Doc had finally let him know that Craig was going to make it—he didn’t realize until then that there was a real chance he would not pull through. He knew Doc was concerned, but Doc had exaggerated a bit now and then, so Marcus was unaware just how serious the wounds were when he left. He just hoped that if they could save Jaden, Craig would be able to forgive him. Jamie was right, they had a shit sandwich held together by a whole lot of fucked-up with a side of hell no, alright. Marcus was beginning to fear his pack would be torn over the situation with his brother. And he still didn’t know if they could even save Jaden. They certainly would not be able to unless the Trey was willing to cooperate. Trey had a brother or two; maybe he would be understanding of the situation. But being asked to share your female, well, Marcus didn’t hold much hope for the outcome. But right now, any hope was better than none. 

 

Sensing an opening in the battle, he shouted, “Now!” He and the other two scrambled to drop and roll the cage, with Jaden inside it, securing the door in one fluid motion. Only when he was facing his brother inside the cage did Marcus give a sigh of relief. 

 

The relief was short-lived. He might not have recognized the first voice, but no one who was any kind of Alpha to their pack could mistake the voice that rang out across the clearing this time.

 

“Kill him, or I will. We don’t cage our rogues. You should know better, Marcus.”

 

Oh, fuck me running, was the first thought Marcus had as he stiffened and turned toward the voice of the most powerful Alpha in the shifter world outside of the council members. He had only met him once, but he had never forgotten him.

 

“Gammon, what in the holy fuck balls are you doing so far from Alaska? You don’t usually leave your compound.”

 

I smiled down at Gabby; the stories told about finding a true mate were true. She completes me in ways I didn’t even know were empty. Nuzzling her neck, I started nibbling my way back to her lips. When she giggled and tried to squirm away, I increased my attack. She was so ticklish, she was soon laughing and squealing for me to stop. When I captured her lips with mine, the giggles quickly turned to moans. 

 

I have ached for months to have her under me like this, but even then I didn’t dream of the difference between making love to my true mate and a casual hook-up with a full human female. We have barely slept since we got here yesterday, and I cannot believe I have her to myself for two whole weeks. If anyone disturbs us, I may have to kill them. 

 

I was going to kill my Beta, and my sentinels, maybe even Gammon. I was on my honeymoon, for fuck’s sake. But the information my Beta was relaying to me at first made no sense. A group of males from an unknown pack had just dropped from helicopters just outside our territory, on the main road into town. David said they were blocking the road on both sides of the territory. Instead of attacking, though, they had formed a barrier and faced outward, as though toward a threat. 

 

David hadn’t gone into any more detail, though—mostly because he didn’t have anything else other than the group had an Alpha power wolf with them, and he was giving commands to capture, not kill. Capture who, David had no idea. So maybe I would have to wipe out another pack to get time alone with Gabby. I was good with that. Ok, so that may be an exaggeration, but not by much.

 

David said he was on his way to the edge of the territory to find out what was going on and would let me know as soon as he had more information. When he called out to me through the bond, he was going off of motion sensor readings and information coming in from the sentinel in that section of pack land. He said Gammon might ride with him. I was not too fond of another Alpha getting involved in my pack business, but that was just the Alpha in me. I rather hoped Gammon hadn’t elected to go with him. 

 

Although I had tried to get back into the moment with my mate, my mind was far away, back in pack territory. I knew my Beta and my sentinels could protect the pack; I knew Gammon and the few sentinels he had brought with him would, if necessary, help secure my land, but I was needed back home and that made me edgy. I didn’t know who was invading my territory, and my wolf wanted to leave; I wanted to leave, and yet I didn’t want this time with Gabby to end. Somehow I had the feeling if we went back now, we would never get our honeymoon. 

 

I had told Gabby what was happening, and she was concerned for the pack as well. The time I had spent in Alaska getting to know her was time spent also telling her of the pack she would become part of as my mate. She had met everyone, either just before we bonded, or soon after when the pack pledged their loyalty to her as my mate. The oath given to her as the mate of the Alpha meant she could feel everyone and was slowly learning to speak through the bond, but so far she had only spoken to a scant few. But the oath bound her to the pack as surely as it bound the pack to her, and her wolf could not stand to have potential danger at the door any more than my wolf could. 

 

Neither of us was in much mood to cuddle and kiss and make love with our pack facing some unknown danger, and we had just decided to head back, as much as we hated to, when we got the news. I had told David to put Gabby in the loop when he got back to us, so we both listened at the same time. Although at first relieved the danger wasn’t directed at us, we were soon concerned, then flabbergasted, at the news we were being told. 

 

A battle had just taken place outside my territory, one rogue against a group of seekers, and some who David guessed were not seekers, as they didn’t have on the seeker uniform. David was a bit uncertain to what else was going on, and warily informed me that Gammon had become involved when the others put the rogue in a cage.

 

Rogues were not any thing new; since females had become more scarce, rogues had become increasingly common. To have a rogue at our territory wasn’t unusual, we always took care of them quickly before they could threaten our pack. And we didn’t cage them to take care of them. But according to David, we had an Alpha at the edge of our territory, and David claimed it was Marcus. 

 

Although I did have a few friends here and there, and I did business with several different packs, for an Alpha to show up unannounced was unusual and not something Marcus had ever done. Security was high priority for a good pack, and my company produced some of the best security devices the world has ever seen. Well, the shifter world, some of our equipment never saw the public light. The government would go to war for some of the things I sold to shifter packs in good standing with the council. And by council I really meant my grandfather had to vouch for them before I would do business with them. We went to great lengths to keep the shifter world from becoming common knowledge, and even greater lengths to keep the females safe. 

 

With the mating yesterday, I had shut the plant down today so everyone could celebrate late into the night, even though Gabby and I had left immediately after the oath ceremony. It wasn’t every day your Alpha true-mated, and the entire pack was entitled to celebrate the occasion. I should have taken into consideration someone needing to get in touch with us, but damn it, a day off is a day off. Only the sentinels were working today. And that was only because the pack must be protected at all times. Especially after the press got their hands on the pictures and we allowed the one interview. I could not afford other press trying to barge into the territory. 

 

But if seekers were at my boundary, and they were after a rogue, who were the others, and why was Marcus with them? David sounded certain the Alpha was Marcus, though he had not yet gotten a good look at him, what with the battle and everything, but Marcus would not intrude upon my territory, or even the boundary of it. And having spoken with Marcus many times in the past, I knew he didn’t go out with his seekers after rogues. So what the hell was Marcus doing at the gates, so to speak, and why did they cage the rogue instead of killing him?

 

Who the hell does that in this day and age? Especially a seeker pack, they have seekers who train specifically to seek out rogues and destroy them, not cage them. I had never heard of a seeker caging a rogue, which made me wonder what was really going on. David wasn’t saying anything at the moment, but the last thing he had told us was that Gammon had told the others to kill the rogue or he would. Who the hell was the rogue? David was certain of one thing, the rogue wasn’t from our pack. The relief at hearing we hadn’t had someone go rogue in the short time since the pack gave their oath to Gabby and just now was enormous. That, too, caused me some confusion—why was the rogue headed for my territory, and how did Marcus know where to go?

 

Marcus and his seekers, and whoever else he had with him, had dropped outside my territory and set up a blockade specifically to catch this rogue, otherwise why the cage? Marcus had territory on the other side of the Rockies, so this was a planned trip, unless he had a tracking device planted in the rogue. My head came up as I thought about that. 

 

Marcus had our latest technology in tracking devices, and he had told me he used those devices on most of his vehicles, since the work his pack did was so dangerous. If shit hit the fan, he needed to know where his pack members were when they didn’t check in on time. And shit had hit the fan a couple of times over the last few years, or decades, he didn’t go into specifics with some of his stories. A couple of times, they could only track and recover the bodies of his pack members. Marcus’s pack was responsible for seeking on the other side of the mountains, not this side. This area was seeker grounds for a pack south of us. 

 

Oh, holy hell, the rogue must be someone from Marcus’ pack. But who? 

 

When I explained to Gabby what I suspected, she agreed we needed to head back. Losing a member of your pack was hard enough, but to have one of your own go rogue was even harder. You felt like a failure, I know I did. I had only had one pack member go rogue on me since I took over the pack. And even though I had felt a bit of guilt, the relief of having him gone outweighed the guilt. I may not have felt the same if he hadn’t gone after my sister, but he did. And he died for that mistake. He would have died for any female that was mine to protect, but that it was my sister made it even worse. 

 

The guilt was one of the things I had shared with Gabby when we were getting to know each other. The guilt of having the one guy go rogue, the guilt I felt for not feeling as guilty as I thought I should feel, the agony of feeling as though I had failed not just the guy who went rogue, but the entire pack. Gabby had helped me to feel better about the situation, so she had some understanding when I told her I believed Marcus was going through the same thing I had gone through.

 

It wasn’t long before we were on the road headed home. David could reach us just as easily while we traveled as he could when we were at the cabin. If the shit storm going on back home turned out to be a small drizzle instead, I was determined to turn around and head right back to finish my honeymoon if I had to kill the rogue myself.

 

You know, Marcus, I could ask you the same question. What are you doing here? This is not your territory, nor is it your seeker territory. And I am in a better position to ask that question.” 

 

Marcus grimaced as he searched for what to tell Gammon. If he didn’t think fast, Gammon would do just what he promised. Tales of Gammon were legendary among the packs. Gammon didn’t suffer fools lightly, and had been known to kill wolves that pissed him off, unless—Marcus smiled—Gammon didn’t ever mess with a true mate, ever. No matter how pissed off Gammon might be at another, if that one was true-mated, he lived. Oh, Gammon might hurt them, he had been known to hurt a few, but he never killed them. There was a story in there somewhere, but Marcus had never gotten the whole story. This could work in his favor. Gammon was older than him, and predated the problems in the shifter world, so Gammon might actually have an answer to the problem of his Beta true mating to the Piney Woods Alpha. 

 

“Well, it turns out we have a small situation.” Before Marcus could continue, he heard Gammon snort.

 

“That’s not a small situation Marcus, that’s a full on, lost his mind rogue. One of yours?”

 

“My brother, my Beta, my right hand. Yeah, you could say he is one of mine. He true-mated, and we haven’t caught up to her yet. We barely had a lead until earlier today when the news hit.”

 

“True-mated? To who? Why have you had problems? He should have just followed his wolf. How exactly can you not catch up to her when he should be able to follow her anywhere?”

 

“Ah, well, we had a few communication problems, and to tell you the truth, we didn’t know he could follow her like that.”

 

Gammon’s eyebrows had steadily risen as Marcus talked, then they fell as Gammon lost all expression. “You are not true-mated, are you? I seem to remember you mated someone, and your pack has a few humans, too. So are you telling me no one in your entire pack came forth with the information? What the hell is wrong with you people? Your pack let your Beta get to that?” The scorn dripped from Gammon’s voice as he pointed toward Jaden, who was snapping and snarling at anyone and everyone. 

 

Bristling with anger now, Marcus snapped back, “We didn’t know to ask anyone. If you don’t know, dammit, you don’t know. And we didn’t know. We tried to handle the situation quietly, without upsetting the pack. I was trying to protect the pack. I mean, for fuck’s sake, there is no other pack with the resources we have for tracking someone. And that damned little female was fucking impossible to track. Until today.”

 

Gammon drew back slightly. Eyes narrowed, he asked, “What made today so special?”

 

“Oh, she made the news, along with the Alpha of this pack. Seems they got mated yesterday, and now Jaden has completely lost what sanity he had. So what do you suggest we do now? Cause, honestly Gammon, I will do anything to save my brother.”

 

David chimed in, “Oh, hell no. Fuck that. Gabby belongs to Trey, and he will never share her. Man, it just isn’t done. You can’t ask a man to share his true mate. No way. Take your brother and go, Marcus. I like you, man, we do good business, and man I am sorry for you, but you cannot have our Alpha’s mate.” 

 

“David, shut up.” Gammon was looking at Jaden in the cage as he spoke. He had no illusions about the power he wielded as an Alpha. He was second to none, not even the council, and even though only he and the council knew that secret, he was about to out himself in a small way. Hopefully, no one would realize that what he was about to do would show the power he wielded. He hoped the display of power would be overlooked by the others due to the situation. He closed his eyes briefly before opening them and moved closer to the cage.

 

“Change, now!” The power rolled across the clearing, causing even Marcus to draw back. In the cage lay Jaden, as he should be—wolf form gone—whimpering and screaming in pain. As the implications of what had just happened struck Marcus, he could feel his eyes widen. He turned to look at Gammon, and then around the clearing. No one should be able to command his Beta, and Gammon had just easily done so. Marcus gritted his teeth as he became aware no one else seemed to realize what had just happened. He saw Gammon staring at him with his jaw clenched tight. With a brief nod, he managed to convey to Gammon that, for now at least, he was going to say nothing. The small smile he got in return was actually a bit frightening. 

 

After watching Jaden for a moment, and listening to his almost incoherent cries, Gammon commanded him, “Calm down, where is your mate? Look within yourself and point us to her.” The rolling power behind the command brought silence to the clearing.

 

Jaden, willing or not, was calming down, and turning in the cage, he faced the direction Trey and Gabby had gone when they left on their honeymoon. David, more knowledgeable about what was going on with regards to tracking a true mate, began to swear, fluidly and at length. 

 

“David, send your men back to their posts and the others back to where ever they need to be, because they do not need to be here for this.” Before David could protest, Jaden started again with his screams. It was a pitiful display, and David realized Gammon was trying to protect Marcus and his men from the pity that could be felt in the air. 

 

Soon the clearing held only Marcus’ men, Gammon and his sentinels, and David. Gammon started talking.

 

“I don’t understand how you let it get to this point. He is facing the direction Gabby and Trey are staying, but how do you know Gabby is his mate? A picture on a television is not how you determine a mate. I have never heard of such a thing.”

 

“I have no doubts she is his mate. None at all. We have been searching for weeks. Unless you magically have two of them, that female is his true mate, too.” Marcus snarled.

 

“Two?”

 

“Oh, fuck.”

 

“Shit.”

 

“Get Jules.” Everyone was speaking at once, and Marcus wasn’t sure who said what until the last words, and when Gammon spoke, David was on the phone almost immediately. Marcus’ attention was captured when he heard David tell an unknown person on the phone. “We found a lead to Trina. She is true-mated and he can find her for us. You need to get down here, now.”

 

Confused, Marcus turned back to Gammon, but Gammon had turned his attention to Jaden. “Knock it off. Gabby is not your mate, do you understand me? She is not yours. She has been in Alaska with my pack for months. Not your mate. Shut up, you damn fool, and listen to me! Gabby has a twin, do you understand what I am telling you? Your mate is out there, and you need to find her. Your mate is not here—not here! Shut up! For the love of god, stop whining, you stupid fool. You will find my niece, and you will damned well do it today, do you hear me?”

 

Marcus could feel his jaw drop as he stared in disbelief at Gammon. Twins! There was no such thing as shifter twins. He had never heard of twins; he looked around at his pack members to see the same disbelief on their faces. He heard Logan give a whoop of joy, and suddenly his pack members were jumping around and shouting and slapping each other on the back. Gods, he could feel the grin splitting his face—a twin. He didn’t have to kill or watch his brother be killed. He didn’t have to give up his brother. Oh gods, don’t let it be too late. He warily looked back at Jaden.

 

Gammon and his sentinels, along with David, had gathered closer to the cage holding Jaden. Marcus realized every one of those men knew who they were looking for, and they didn’t have any better idea of how to locate her than his pack did. Marcus was slowly putting two and two together, though. The interview with Trey and his mate, Gabby, had to be a planned event to attempt to locate her twin and her uncle and aunt. So Gabby didn’t know how to find her twin, either. Marcus wanted more of the story of these two twins. But for now, his focus, and the focus of his pack members crowding around the cage, was Jaden. Oh, hell—Gammon said his niece—no wonder he was here; he came to see his niece mated. Oh, shit—that meant Jaden would have Gammon for an uncle by mating if they could find the other girl—Trina—at least they had a name. 

 

Fuck balls, Gammon didn’t play games, and holy hell, he had heard stories of Gammon and his meddling. If Jaden survived, Marcus swore he would beat him for bringing Gammon into his family. Of all the females he could have true-mated to, one related to Gammon would not have been his first choice, or even his hundredth choice. Life was sure to get more interesting, especially after seeing that display of power. Not even the council could command a Beta oath-sworn to a strong Alpha—and Marcus had no illusions of his strength—he had never had to send a female to Gammon to protect, and his pack had several. What kind of power did Gammon really wield and how did he get so much? Marcus wondered.

 

Gammon was talking to Jaden in a calming voice Marcus would not have believed him to possess. Jaden, clutching the bars in a tight grip, just continued to beg to be released so he could get to his mate. Only a few words at a time seemed to penetrate Jaden’s despair, and just as soon as they penetrated, he seemed to lose grasp of them. Gammon looked like he was getting more and more frustrated, but his voice didn’t reflect the frustration. 

 

It took a while, and Marcus had to admire Gammon’s patience; it didn’t at all match the stories he had heard. Finally Jaden appeared to understand that his mate was still out there, still lost to everyone, and not mated to anyone. He was finally coming around to the fact his help was needed to find his mate.

 

Just when it looked as though they would be able to open the cage and release Jaden, everyone heard a car coming down the road at a pretty fast pace. The car skidded to a halt, and Trey jumped out with a look of fury on his face. Marcus could see the evidence that Trey was speaking telepathically with his Beta, and he could almost guess when David filled him in on what was going on. Trey had been rapidly walking toward the cage, but suddenly stopped and wheeled around to look at his mate, who was slowly getting out of the car, and then turned back to the cage with a look of disbelief on his face. Apparently Gabby hadn’t been in this silent communication, because she was slowly walking toward Trey with a look of confusion on her face, mixed with wariness, as she skirted the cage and all the men surrounding it.

 

But for just a moment, Jaden had caught a glimpse of Gabby through the ring of men surrounding the cage, and just as suddenly he was again a wolf, snapping and snarling and banging against the cage in desperation. When Gabby screamed in fear, Gammon, his men, Trey, and David all bristled with anger. Marcus silently commanded his men to step aside, away from the cage. He was in over his head, and he was leader enough to know that he didn’t have to power to contain the situation. He knew his brother’s life depended upon Gammon and the power he wielded. That was a bitter pill to swallow, but swallow it he would, for the sake of his brother and his pack. Lifting his head and squaring his shoulders, he did what any good leader would do, he shamelessly asked Gammon for help.

 

“Gammon, can you calm him again? Please—I—we need him.”

 

Gammon, voice again packed with power, commanded Jaden to change back once again. Marcus looked over at Trey to see what he thought of the power rolling through the clearing. Trey appeared unmoved as he wrapped his mate in his arms, and it occurred to Marcus—Trey was young for an Alpha, and probably didn’t know the significance of what had just happened. Marcus was good with that. A smile broke out on Marcus’ face. Twins, that meant, oh holy hell, he might have to put up with Gammon, but Trey, he would get Trey, the owner of the best security toys money could buy, as family. Well, in a roundabout way, but still. 

 

When Gammon had Jaden calm once again, he motioned Trey to bring Gabby closer. Gabby, at first, dug her heels in and would not be budged. Trey didn’t even try after the initial resistance, he just looked at Gammon and shrugged. Gammon, after scrubbing his face with his hand, looked at Gabby in disbelief. 

 

“Really? Do you honestly think we’re not going to protect you? What do you think he is going to do to you through a cage? You do realize—Trey did tell you—this is Trina’s true mate, right? Just walk over here, and walk between the cage and the town. Just down the road a few feet. That will put you upwind of him for one, and for another, I want him to find Trina, and he cannot do that if you and she are both the same direction.”

 

Trey, led Gabby, who now appeared to be in a state of shock. Apparently, no, Trey hadn’t informed her that her twin’s true mate was the one in the cage. She walked in the direction of the cage, then veered to walk down the road toward his community. After a few feet, he turned Gabby around so they both faced the cage, and he shrugged his shoulders toward Gammon. 

 

Gammon looked down at Jaden and again began to speak in a soothing manner. When Marcus glanced over at Trey, it was to see a look of complete stupefaction on his face. Even his mate seemed surprised, so he wasn’t the only one to think what Gammon was doing was out of character, if it took even his own niece by surprise. Man, he would pay good money to know the story of Gammon’s protection of true mates.

 

Just about the time Gammon again had gotten Jaden calmed down and facing away from Gabby and toward where his true mate must be, they again heard a car coming down the road. Trey and David were both swearing while looking from the cage toward the road. 

 

“Get that cage in the woods and out of sight. Get your men out of sight, Marcus, that’s probably going to be more press looking for a story. The last fucking thing I need is something getting out about the owner of Pack Robotics caging people. David, call some of our men back out here, tell them to be prepared to move out as soon as we get rid of this car. We need to find Trina, so tell them to make it snappy. Has anyone told Jules what is going on?” 

 

“Yeah, I called him a bit ago, he should be here any minute.” David pointed back toward town, “or like right now.” 

 

Just about the time Jules managed to get out of his van, specially made for his wheelchair, the other car had arrived and the cage was safely just inside the edge of the woods. The driver of the SUV stepped out warily, looking around at the men still gathered on the road, and his eyes lit on Jules. He seemed to sway on his feet just as Jules called out to him. The passenger door opened, and a female jumped out and ran around to the male Jules had just called Josh. Almost immediately, one of the back doors opened and another female stepped out, this one the spitting image of Gabby, and all hell broke loose at the edge of the woods.

 

Thinking has been so hard all day. It feels like I keep losing control—well, I am losing control, but for brief moments I seem to get control back, just to have something trigger it away again. This time when I come back to reality, it’s to find myself in a cage. Fuck my life—a cage—this cannot be good for my prospects of surviving the rest of the day. I look up to the man speaking so softly to me, and find myself looking at the biggest damned man I have ever seen in my life. That soft speaking doesn’t match the mountain of a man in front of me.

 

I listen to him tell me Gabby is not my mate, but before I can go insane on him again, he tells me my mate is still out there. My mate is a twin to Trey’s mate—a twin—twins do not exist in the shifter world, but I can feel the truth radiating from him. Just as I think I am going to be okay and we can figure this out, my mate steps out of the car with Trey and my wolf again takes over. 

 

Gods, this is getting old. Reality, insanity, I don’t know what is up and what is down anymore. The power radiating from this guy is insane. Who the hell let this Alpha loose on the world? He is not high council; I have met all of them. I like most of them except Conrad—my wolf and I have a mutual hatred for Conrad, but I have never been able to tell Marcus why.

 

I look around the clearing, still in the cage; I recognize most of the men gathered around the cage. I don’t know the monster of a man in front of me, nor the four men gathered close to him—probably his sentinels if I had to guess. Looking around further, I see the one called Gabby standing inside Trey’s arms. I recognize David standing off to the side. My mind feels splintered. My attention drifts back to the softly spoken words the mountain of a man is saying. He wants me to focus on my mate; I glance back at Gabby, but something inside of me turns my attention away and down the road. My mate is not the female behind me. The relief causes my knees to sag, and I hold on to the bars of the cage for dear life. 

 

Before I can do or say anything, something happens and members of my pack have the cage in the air and headed for the woods. My pack has not deserted me; I look around and see Marcus here. Oh gods, my mind is trying to tell me something about Krys and Craig, but I cannot think. Trying to listen to what is happening, but my wolf is making that difficult. Vehicles are coming from both directions toward where we are. Apparently Trey believes one might be the press, so they are getting me out of sight. They could just let me out, but I understand why they may not want to do that yet. 

 

According to the mountain, though, my mate is in that direction, and they are depending on me to find her. A deep sigh of relief leaves my body just as the two vehicles get stopped on either side of the men still in the road. I watch as a man in a wheelchair gets out of the van and calls to the man getting out of the SUV. I recognize the name—Josh—this is the uncle to my mate. My attention suddenly fully focused on the SUV, I pay no attention to the female who jumps out of the passenger side of the vehicle. But then the back door opens, and my mate steps into the light. I fight my wolf for control, dammit we are one, he should be…

 

“Oh my god, you’re here.” My sister, oh gods I found her, standing in the middle of the road, wrapped up in a man’s arms. Before I can go rushing up to her all hell breaks loose in the edge of the woods. I freeze as my eyes search out the sound of a wolf going crazy. When my eyes finally pick out the wolf I see he, or she, is caged. I warily glance around at the men gathered on the road. Why do they  have a wolf in a cage, I mean, other than the obvious. The wolf is making such a ruckus he, I see now it is a male, is all but frothing at the mouth. 

 

I wonder if they have a wild wolf caged up and what would be the point of that. Seeing that no one else seems too concerned I keep my eyes on the cage, and the men surrounding the cage as I quick step to my sister. They called her Gabby on the news yesterday so I am determined to find out if that is what she wants to be called, along with where she has been and why her and poppy did not come looking for us. Oh I have lots of questions for my twin, but they will have to wait. I just want to hold her. Maybe without letting the caged wolf out of my sight. There is something strange about that wolf. He is making me feel weird. Shaking the feeling off I reach out to hug my sister.

 

“I missed you so much. Where have you been? Why didn’t you and poppy come for us? We have been running for forever. I can’t believe you just left us out there. Why?” I thought I would be cool and rational but my fears, joy, bitterness and anger all course through me. As I am squeezing her I realize she has started to struggle a bit. I ease up to see her rubbing her stomach and chest.

 

“What in the world do you have in your shirt? Holy cow Trina, you almost broke my bones.” Tears were coursing down her face and I could feel the tears pouring down my own face. I had to laugh at that, Nanny was forever protesting when I would hug her. I had been wearing so many weapons for so long I never noticed them any more. 

 

“Oh, well, I have a weapon or two to protect myself.” Before I can say more Uncle Josh barks out a strangle laugh. I glare over at him. He does not approve of my weapons, but he can not stop me from wearing them. I smile, “So, Gabby huh? I am never going to get use to that name, it suits you though so I will try.” My smile fades, “so why didn’t you and poppy look for us? We were not that hard to find.” This time a bark of disbelieving laughter comes from the men surrounding the cage. I don’t know who they are but I glare at them too. These people are seriously messing with my happy and that was pissing me off.

 

I watch as a haunted look comes across my sister’s face. “I wish I could have looked for you. I was on the run and alone for the last five years. I only found poppy a few month ago. I missed you so much. I was so scared. Men kept chasing me and I didn’t know why.” She wailed.  

 

Before I can say anything more, find out anything, she burst into heart breaking tears and throws herself back in my arms. I am dumbfounded as I watch the man, Trey I think, try to pry her from me to comfort her. He only makes a feeble attempt before giving up. She has me in a strangle hold and breathing is becoming a bit difficult. I am crying right along with her but with difficulty. Her mate has this animal in the headlight look all men get when faced with a crying female. I try prying her arms from around my neck unsuccessfully. Thankfully Nanny, who has rushed over to get in the hugging realizes what is happening and snaps at her

 

“Gabriella Beatrice if you don’t let go of your sisters neck this instance I am gonna smack you.”

 

When she jerked back in surprise I smirked at her. That actually was not the first time in our life Nanny had used almost those exact same words to one of us. Soon we were all in a group hug with Gabby and Poppy. Our family had been through hell but we were finally together again and no one would be breaking us up, ever again.

 

I had managed to tune out the caged wolf during this reunion, and I wish I could have kept tuning him out, but soon this giant of a man interrupted us. I looked up and up and still up some more. I had no idea men came in that size. I would not want him mad at me. He could snap me in two with just his fingers. I could not help it, I instinctively backed up. Gabby on the other hand hugged the man. Or, she tried to, her arms did not fit all the way around him. I looked over at her mate to see what he thought of her hugging another man but he was barely paying attention, instead his focus more on the caged wolf. What the hell kind of mating did they have.

 

I needn’t have bothered backing up because Gabby grabbed the mountainous man and dragged him toward me. Looking left and right I did not see a viable escape route, and I truly did not want to kill the man, he seemed, not harmless, but at least well liked by my sister. 

 

“Trina, you haven’t met Gammon, he is the best. Trina, Gammon, Gammon, Trina. You are going to love him. His bark is worse than his bite. He is really just a big teddy bear.” I heard muffled snorting and choking when she made that comment from the men around him. One guy had actually gone to his knees and his face was turning red from suppressed laughter. Gammon on the other hand had a resigned look on his face. If those were his men, he was going to catch hell with the teasing, although, narrowing my eyes and looking at him then to the other men, I don’t think he was going to have to worry about being teased over being called a teddy bear. He would break them, I am sure. 

 

“Uh, nice to meet you Gammon.” I could not think why it would be nice to meet him, or why I needed to meet him. But when you are meeting someone that damn big, polite seemed the way to go despite whatever lies about him my sister seemed to believe. I could tell the men around him did not share my sister’s view of him. 

 

“Oh Trina, you will never guess who he is.”

 

Raising my eyebrows I just nodded at Gabby, “You’re right I won’t guess, maybe you could, I don’t know, clue me in. Just tell me outright maybe?”

 

“Momma had a twin sister, and this is Uncle Gammon.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, “Don’t call him uncle though, it makes him growly.” Voice normal again she continued, “Aunt Mia will be so happy to meet you. Did you know Gammon and Aunt Mia have been looking for us for years and years? It is a long story but I have to tell you all about it. You should see their place in Alaska, it is incredible. How did you find us? It was the news story about our wedding wasn’t it? Stormie is going to be over the moon that the idea worked. You don’t seem surprised to find out momma had a twin.”

 

“No, when everything went to hell I got a lot of information dumped on me in a quick amount of time. Not a recommended way to learn about who and what you are by the way. Just saying.” The whining and yelps and yowling had gotten steadily worse as we stood there talking till I absolutely could not handle it anymore. “For the love of little green apples why doesn’t someone knock that wolf in the head?”

 

I am not sure who was more surprised, me at everyone’s reaction to my words, or everyone in the clearing save Uncle Josh and Nanny. I heard a few gasp and some swearing along with some muffled growls. I was missing something here and I did not know what. I did not like being out of the loop. I narrowed my eyes and I could feel my lips tighten. I glanced from person to person, some refused to meet my eyes, some had shocked expressions but the one look I did enjoy, the mountain was trying not to laugh. Gabby was right, I think I am going to like this Uncle of ours. 

 

Since he was the only one who seemed to share my thoughts of the proper way to take care of the whiny bitch, male or no he was a whiny bitch, in the cage I turned my attention toward  him for answers. The answer, when it came, was not what I expected.

 

“Excuse me? He is what? Nope, not mine, you have me confused with someone else. Wait a minute,” I tensed up, “Hold up, is Fido over there the one that got me shot?”

 

“Fido? Did she just call him Fido? Oh holy hell, Craig is going to love her, so is Jamie. Please Marcus can I tell the others? Come on don’t be that way, she called him Fido for gods sake. How can you forbid us to repeat that. That right there is solid gold. We can keep her right?” I did not know who spoke but my hand eased toward my throwing knives. No one was ‘keeping’ me.

 

I jerked my attention back to Gabby when she gave a short scream, “Shot, oh my god, are you ok? When did you get shot?”

 

She tried rushing toward me but her mate put a dead stop to that by folding her deeper in his arms. Uncle Josh gave a muffled groan, ”You were not shot, your true mate was shot, you just got the full effect of it. Please don’t tell people he got you shot.”

 

I turned on him, “Just because I did not bleed does not mean I was not shot. It sure as hell felt like I got shot and it is all Fido’s” I pointed toward the whiny bitch, “fault.”

 

I turn back to see a strange look cross Gammon’s face. I finally identify it, he is trying not to laugh. The internal struggle he appears to be having is a beautiful thing to see. I just know he will be on my side. Unlike my traitorous Uncle Josh. Putting on my most winsome smile I inform Gammon, “He is clearly not good enough for me if he is going to get me shot by turning up in the middle of the night and hounding us from our home. I absolutely refuse to have anything to do with him. Not happening. I will find my own true mate and I can assure you he will not be someone like Fido over there.”

 

I did not know the mountain of a man could get bigger but I am almost certain he just doubled in size. And his words were not what I wanted to hear. Ok, well, I was clearly mistaken about him taking my side. I do not understand why no one in my family is willing to take my side. Why do they think this Fido guy is going to make me a good mate. 

 

“Look, I get that you people are all happy with your true mates, and I want that too, I would just about kill to have what I have seen between true mates. But I don’t think you get it any more than Uncle Josh and Aunt Cherise, just because some magical something points to two people as true mates does not mean things suddenly become all rainbows and unicorns. What do you even know about that guy? Did you know he showed up in the middle of the night and was with the group that hounded us from our home? Do you realize I was all but shot because of him? I could have died! Do you people not get it? I want a true mate I can respect and love, not some psycho bat shit crazy wolf, I mean look at him! He is all but frothing at the mouth and you want me to give him a chance? To do what? Get me killed? No thank you. I want to look for my own true mate, not be told this is it by some magical mumbo jumbo crap shoot called fate. No.” 

 

I could see the surprise on their faces but they just did not get it, or maybe I was not the one getting it. I honestly could not see how it could work and I did not understand why they could not see the same thing I was seeing. I heard some cursing coming from the direction of the cage and jerked my head around to look. The sounds had changed, drastically changed. The wolf was belly up and, crying?

 

All of the guys around the cage looked ill, not sick ill but just had their puppy kicked in front of them ill. I do not think I am their favorite person right now. I don’t know who they are but they are not happy with what I just had to say. I rear back in surprise as one of the guys by the cage starts stalking my way. I look over at Gammon but he is not lifting a finger to get between me and the guy with murder in his eyes. Taking a step back I draw one of my pistols. I am tired of being threatened, I am tired of running and perhaps they are missing the point, I will not be dictated to any longer. 

 

When he saw the pistol in my hand he stopped short. Gammon made what looked like an aborted move to grab the pistol but I was not sure, I had only caught slight movement from the corner of my eye. My attention was mostly on the man in front of me, the man looking at me with murder in his eyes. I don’t know who pissed in his cheerios but he needed to step back and check who he was dealing with, because he was not going to come at me with that look in his eyes.

 

“Look, I get that you are young, I get that you have no idea what is going on. I understand you have been running scared for awhile. But the thing is, you don’t have the whole story. You do not know why Jaden was at that house that night and it is a bit selfish of you, no it is a whole hell of a lot selfish of you to condemn a man to death out of ignorance. I don’t know why you think a true mating is rainbows and unicorns and I don’t give a fuck. You need to grow the fuck up and listen to someone before you condemn them. You dare waltz in here with your oh so advanced age of twenty what, twenty-one? You waltz in here talking about fucking rainbows and unicorns and calmly condemn a man you don’t even know to death. You don’t deserve to be blessed with a true mate, and you damn sure don’t deserve one like my brother. He is ten times the wolf you will ever be unless you learn to quit being so close minded and give him a chance. That magic you scoff had never, in the history of shifters, ever been wrong. If the magic bonds your wolves you are true mated, they are the other half of your soul. You say you want that but you are willing to just throw it away when you get it. Let me tell you something little girl, if he dies you die, whether because of the bond or at my hand. You will give him a chance or I will personally kill you myself.” 

 

Balls, this man had balls of steel. I am pointing a loaded gun at him and he still threatens to kill me. I take a moment to glance over at Gammon and then to Uncle Josh. Neither of them seem very inclined to take my side. And if what this guy just said is true, I guess I can understand that. No one told me to decline the true mating would be a death sentence to the other wolf. Did they? I am sure I would have remembered that, although, I did tune Uncle Josh and Aunt Cherise out every time they brought the subject up. The very lack of protest from anyone around me tells me this wolf, whoever he might be, is telling the truth. I glance back over at the wolf in the cage, he looks cowed. He was raging and fighting to get out of the cage when we arrived, now he just looks beaten. Did I do that to him? Does the bond have that kind of power? 

 

Slowly placing the gun back I eye the guy in front of me. “I am willing to listen. That does not mean I will change my mind but I am willing to listen. Make me see why your brother would be good for me.”

 

“Ah little one, I can’t make you see anything. You have to want to see it, you have to want to believe it. I can only tell you what Jaden has been through, what my pack has been through because of you. What you do after that, well, that is up to you. 

About a month ago, outside a little dojo Jaden caught wind of the most, his words, incredible smell in the entire world. He caught a glimpse of, again his words, the most incredible woman ever created. We are kinda of sick of his descriptions of you to tell the truth, and no, before you ask, I am not true mated though I am mated to a wonderful woman. 

For the last month my pack has used every resource to find you, we did not know a true mate could track the magical bond, especially when that bond had not been cemented into place. Like I said, I am not true mated, my sentinels and seekers are not true mated, my inner circle is not true mated and we tried to keep the situation as quiet as possible so as not to upset the pack. That was, our mistake. 

A few days ago we got a lead on your uncle and instead of waiting for a decent visiting hour like his alpha told him to do, he left as soon as he could sneak away. He was so intent on finding you that he let all his training slip away. He was amongst the enemy before he knew they were there. All he could think of was protecting his mate. He was shot trying to save you. You did not get shot because of him you little fool, he got shot because of you. And you know what, I don’t even hold that against you because it was not your fault. 

The men chasing you, we don’t know who they were. But we retrieved the body of one Jaden killed and we will find out where they came from, we will back track them to who is leading them, and we will kill them all. My pack is a seeker pack, tracking down wolves like the ones who came after you that night, that is what they do. So far from being the bad guy you think he is, Jaden is one of the best you will ever meet. He has honor enough to spare. 

So choose wisely little girl, because unless it escaped your notice I said, no one in my inner circle is true mated. That bond is rarer than you understand. You may look around and think it is easy enough to find, maybe you look around and see nothing but true mates, but it isn’t all that easy. If you give up the one you have, you may never find another one, if you even survive walking away.”

 

When he was done he turned and stalked back to the cage. I heard  his next words and I they caught me by surprise. “Let him out the fucking cage.”

 

I turned startled eyes to Gammon, he was the biggest somebody in the whole clearing. He just looked at me in disgust and turned away. Even Gabby had a look of disappointment on her face. 

She is rejecting me. I don’t understand. I can feel her rejection, I just heard her rejection, everyone heard her rejection. How can she reject me? She never even gave me a chance. My wolf is just giving up, I am giving up. It hurts so much. How can a rejection from a female I never got to meet hurt so bad? I don’t understand this magical bond. How cruel is it to give someone the other half of themselves just to have that other half reject them. How does that happen?

 

So lost in my depression I do not notice the conversations going on around me. My pack is upset for me, I can feel their anger and despair and it is multiplying mine. I think I liked it better when there was some sort of barrier between me and the rest of the pack. The weight in my chest is crushing. I finally hear the cage door open but I can not bring myself to care. What does it matter what happens to me if my true mate rejects me.

 

I just lay there, unable to muster up the will to get up and out of the cage. I felt like they could just leave me there and I would not care. Fortunately I have a worthy alpha because he was not letting me go down like that. I would have preferred him be a bit less brutal in his methods, but it probably would not have worked. What did work was the piercing pain shooting through my ear. I yelped as fire raced through my ear. Oh hell no, was Marcus pulling me out by my ear. That shit hurt and I snapped at him. Jerking back he let go and I realized he was steady talking to me through our pack bond.

 

“Get up, you can’t show her what a catch you are like this. Get up, are  you listening to me? You look like a loser, you are not a loser, she will want you but not like this. Grow a pair of balls. You can’t win her like this. What is the matter with you? If you don’t get your ass out that cage this minute I will beat you like, like, I don’t know but I swear Jaden if you don’t get your ass up. You get your ass up or I will turn on your mate like a rabid dog see if I don’t.” 

 

Snapping my  head up I was out the cage and on Marcus before he could move. And flying through the air the next minute. He is not the alpha because he is weak. Rational thought penetrated and I realized, my brother would never in a million years hurt my mate. But the threat had worked. I looked over to my mate, who was staring at me in disgust. My wolf wanted to turn tail and run and just keep running until we died. But I was not going to let us give up. 

 

Trying to wrest control back from my wolf proved impossible. He was whining and watching our mate. Fine, I would use his despair in my favor, I hoped. Moving slowly toward Trina I finally reached her and began to rub against her. She stood very still and allowed it and though I knew I had a long battle ahead to win her, my wolf, with the contact, was willing to keep trying. 

 

At least he warned me he was giving me control back so I had time to move away from our mate before changing. When she saw me change from wolf to man she barely batted an eye. But, I hoped it was a good but, she slowly eyed me from my head to my feet and back to my head. When her eyes landed on my face again I gave a slow smile, “Hi.”

 

Ignoring my greeting her eyes began the slow trek down my body again, lingering at my chest. Hoping she liked what she saw I waited for her eyes to travel up my body again before I said anything else. When her eyes again landed on my face I was still smiling, hoping she would say something, not sure what to say myself. Cocking my head to the side I tried again, “Hi.”

 

This time she said hi back, it was a small victory. And the happiness shooting through me was ridiculous. Such a small sound, such a tiny word, could cause such joy. What could a lifetime with that kind of magic be like. And it was magic, everyone admitted to that. 

 

“Could you, um, put some clothes on?” Her voice was a bit hoarse, as though filled with emotion. I could sympathize. I was trying to sympathize anyway. Her life had not been all sunshine and roses, trust would take time and I was more than willing to give her the time she needed.

 

 

 

I wanted to back away from the wolf approaching me. He caused the strangest feelings in me. I did not want to believe in the bond. Not because I did not want a bond, but I found it hard to trust the bond could be true. Maybe, if he had not been there that night, and I had not gone through such pain I would be thrilled. But he was, and I had, and those two events caused such confusion inside of me. I think, possibly I have been looking forward to being free to be me for so long that I am worried he will try to control me like Uncle Josh and Aunt Cherise. 

 

I understand why they have directed my life, but I have been learning to defend myself for years now, and I am scared of losing the independence I could finally see in my future. I think, honestly, that is what the real problem is, not the man itself, but the idea of losing myself to another. It is one thing to want the kind of happiness I see with my aunt and uncle, and have heard about, quite another to realize that true mating means becoming one with another person.

 

Wow, oh wow, I watch as he changes back into his human form, I can not stop my eyes from traveling the length of his body. As my eyes return to his face he smiles at me and says hi, but I have no words, my eyes trail down his body again. I am mesmerized by his body. When my eyes again reach his face he has the silliest grin. He said hi, again, and I repeated the word back to him, but was clueless what to say next. All I could think to say was a request for him to put some clothes on. I can feel my face flaming with embarrassment but when I look around the clearing I realize everyone else has quietly melted away leaving me alone with this stranger. 

 

I am taken aback by everyone’s disappearance, but Fido does not seem surprised. Looking back at him, nope he is not surprised, or has not noticed. He doesn’t seem to be able to take his eyes off me. 

 

“Uh, clothes, you know, clothes, can you put some on?” 

 

His face flushes red as he looks around the clearing. Finally he spots something and heads toward it, looking back at me every few seconds. I am trying to figure out what he is doing but totally clueless. When he reaches down for some bit of black cloth on the ground I understand what he is doing. I giggle, he is looking for his clothes. I don’t know what happened before we got here but apparently he didn’t take the time to undress before he changed into his wolf. I realize some of his clothes did not survive when he holds up what looks like, once upon a time, may have been a shirt. He starts looking around the clearing again and this time he heads off toward the woods. Surprised I find myself following him without my knowledge or consent. I look down at my feet in dismay, who told them to move?

 

When he stopped this time it was beside a motorcycle, a kind of wrecked motorcycle. He starts rummaging around and drags the saddle bags from the bike. I watch as he goes through them pulling out articles of clothing. Ah, well, someone who is prepared, that is a plus. As soon as he is dressed he slowly approaches me again. I step back in dismay before I think. My step back stops him in his tracks. His husky voice sends a shiver down my spine. Not that I am going to tell him that. 

 

“I won’t hurt you you know. I would give my life for you.” He makes a swiping motion with his hand before continuing, “Preferable not to you, for you, big difference.”

 

When I look at him in confusion he laughs, “Marcus has not quit complaining about you pulling a gun on him. Loudly complaining.” 

 

Still confused I look around the clearing, “I did not hear anything.”

 

His eyebrows climb to his hairline before slowly lowering, when he point to his head I feel a tiny bit foolish. I am use to my aunt and uncle talking through their bond but had not really realized two brothers would be able to do the same. I guess they must be in the same pack. Uncle Josh said a pack bond would allow you to speak to others in the pack, not just your mate. 

 

“So where did everyone go?” I asked him.

 

He shrugged and seemed to lose focus for a moment before gesturing toward the direction our SUV had been going. “They went a ways down the road to give us some space. They thought you might have a few choice words to say to me. At least Marcus thought you might. Although, honestly the way he has been bitching I think he is hoping I have a few choice words to say to you.”

 

“And do you?”

 

“Do I what? Have a few choice words? Not unless you count a request to date you and get to know you properly to be choice words.”

 

“Date me? I thought,” I pause while I eye him but he is just waiting for me to continue. “I thought the true mate bond meant everything was a done deal.”

 

“Ah, well, for my wolf, for your wolf, that is exactly what it means. And the magic has never paired two people who do not get along, who are not the other half of each other, but you don’t know the first thing about me. And, well, honestly I am a guy and we sorta don’t tend to care about a lot of things when it comes to relationships, but a relationship for life? I would really like to know you.” He gave a wry grin, “How can I make you happy if I don’t have the first idea of what makes you happy?”

 

He had been slowly drawing closer as we talked until he was within touching distance. I should care I thought, but for some reason I felt safe, safer than I had in years. When he slowly reached out his hand to me, giving me time to move away, I let him. As his hand stroked my cheek, in a caress so tender, a touch that made me feel fragile and precious, I almost moaned. He did moan. And something deep inside me stirred.

 

 

 

 

She was the most beautiful person I had ever seen. Her skin was soft and I could almost feel her wolf. Almost, but not quite, which means no one had called her wolf forth yet. She did not have an alpha but she did have an uncle. He should have called forth the wolf when she turned twenty one. I did not know how long ago that was. I knew she was of age, her twin was mated, and her scent was subtly different than an underage female. But how long has she been of age? And where is her wolf. I grit my teeth for a second. I have to be careful. 

 

The guys are calling me Fido through the bond and I do not know if she will accept me yet. Though my wolf is dancing away like he just found a t-bone steak. Glad one of us is now confident. The Fido remarks are making me self conscious. Did she not like my wolf. Opps, should not have thought that so loudly, I have my wolf’s complete attention now. 

 

Mate love me. Named me herself. Loves me. Loves me. You she no like. You gotta fix. 

 

Rolling my eyes I can not stop the snort of laughter. I am glad he thinks being called Fido is a good thing. She noticed the eye roll and snort. I will say one thing, she is bold because she immediately asked me what was so funny. 

 

As my eyes dart left and right I lean in closer to her. Our hearing is too good for me to do anything but whisper and I hope she does not blab what I am about to tell her.

 

“My wolf is happy. He told me you love him already and me, not so much, so I should work on that.”

 

“Your wolf, you talk to your wolf? Huh, Uncle Josh left that part out of my training. So your wolf said I love him, uh, I did not tell him that.” I am certain I would have remembered telling a wolf that I loved him. 

 

My lips twitched, “No, you did not have to tell him, he said you gave him his own special name and apparently you would not have done that if you did not love him. He will be broken hearted if it turns out not to be true.” The last was a warning I hoped she understood.

 

I watched confusion wash across her face before her eyes widen and her mouth formed a little o of surprise. Soon she had her hand over her mouth and was trying not to laugh, and losing that battle rapidly. When she doubled over I became concerned and looked inward toward my wolf. Still prancing around in joy. Relieved I looked back at Trina, “Really? Come on, you are killing me here.”

 

“I’m sorry it’s just, I never,” peals of laughter continued to ring out as she struggled to talk, the others could hear her and I was getting requests for updates through the pack bond. No way in hell was I going to tell the others what my wolf had come up with concerning the name Fido. Holy hell I was never going to live this down. 

 

I decided I better change the subject quick and said the first thing to pop in my head. “I would love to see your wolf.” I have never seen someone stop laughing so quickly in my life. And I realized in that instant I would spend the rest of my life finding ways to make my mate laugh like that. The joy that had, for a brief moment filled the clearing was gone as though it had never been. My wolf even noticed the change in the clearing and stopped prancing long enough to snap at me. It did not physically hurt me, but it was an uncomfortable feeling.

 

Grimacing, both for the loss of laughter and the response of my wolf, “I am sorry, I can feel her you see, there, but not there, and I wanted to see her. I understand if you don’t feel safe yet. I mean, when people tell you the wolves will mate, you know they don’t mean, uh, mate mate right? I mean, they, we, do that too but not, the, dammit. We are not bonded yet, not two halves of one yet. I would like to see your wolf, my wolf would like to meet his mate, but we just want to see her. I am making no sense am I?”

 

I was watching her closely or I may not have seen the sadness on her face, it was gone so quickly. “Uncle Josh tried yesterday to call her forth. She isn’t there.”

 

Hating the sadness I had gotten a glimpse of I instinctively reach for her and fold her in my arms, “Oh sweetheart, she is there. You Uncle Josh may be a good man, I mean he would have to be to have kept you safe all these years, but sweetheart, he is not an alpha, he would not even make a beta. His power level would be no more than mid pack of a good pack.” I felt her struggle and I let go of her but she did not go far.

 

“I don’t have an alpha, they said I would have to join a pack for that, and if I had a true mate I would join his pack. But, I don’t want to join your pack, I want to stay with my sister and the rest of my family. If this works, I mean, us, or well however this is, you will just have to come here.”

 

Now it was my turn to move away, and I moved much further away from her than she had moved from me. In fact, I found myself facing away from her for a moment while I tried to gather my thoughts. I was pretty proud of the way I had stopped myself from saying the first thing that came to my mouth. I do not think she would have appreciated being asked if she was insane. I reminded myself that she was a bit ignorant of how a pack works. She had never been part of a pack. When I knew I had myself under control I turned back to her.

 

“Are you fucking insane? Shit, that is not what I meant to say. I am sorry. But, are you out of your mind?” aw shit, I thought, that was not much better. I watched warily as she crossed her arms and started tapping her foot. I looked at her face to see her lips were drawn into a straight line and she looked pissed.

 

“I beg your pardon? From what I have been told a true mate will do anything to make their mate happy. Are you telling me you won’t do this for me?”

 

I stalked back to her. When I was practically in her face I snarled “That true mates will do anything is a crock and if you stopped for one minute to think about it you would realize that. How can one person give everything to make another happy and be happy themselves? Did you think of that? True mates compromise, they ask questions, they find a way to work things out. Some of our elders in the pack are true mated, I have watched them. Haven’t you ever watched your aunt and uncle? Does either one of them take take take without giving anything back? Do you think a true mate will be your foot stool? Did you even ask who I am in my pack? What my position is? How much do they need me? Could I move to this pack? Sure, I could do that, of course that would mean I would be miserable and would eventually have to challenge Trey for the position of alpha. Which of course means your twin’s mate would die, at my hands, because we are fucking wolves and my wolf could not swear an oath to one weaker than him. So sure, I could give up my position in my pack to come here to live, within a month your sister would be mate-less, your family destroyed and you would be torn because of the magic which would have bound us together.” I would have kept going but I felt something pushing into my stomach and looked down. Raising my hands I slowly back away. Forgot about the gun, my mate may be a touch insane, oh hell, Marcus is not going to be happy.

 

“I don’t think it is at all necessary to get in my face like that. All you had to do was explain, in a rational manner, that my suggestion would not work. And how do you know it would not work if you are not even willing to try? How do you know if you and Trey got in a fight you would win? You can’t know things like that. You could lose.”

 

Eying the gun warily I took a deep breath. I would be much happier when she put the gun back up. “Ok, well, first off, the chances of Trey beating me in a fight are slim to none. I am not dissing the man, but he can’t be over thirty maybe thirty-five. He is not the alpha of a particularly big pack, though he does a great job of keeping it safe. He has not had the decades of training I have had,” 

 

“Excuse me? Decades? How old are you anyway?”

 

“I will be seventy-two on my next birthday, I think, or was it seventy-three? Doesn’t matter, prime of my life,” I tense as I think about what I just said, she was not raised in pack but she was raised by wolves, will my age matter to her, or will she be more human in her outlook? I hold my breath as I wait for her response.

 

“Hmmm, yeah, I guess if you have half a century on him you would probably beat him,” I watched as a deep look of concentration settled on her face, “So I guess I should ask, what are you to your pack huh?” 

 

I watch as she carefully puts the gun up. Winking I lean in to whisper to her, “Second only to the alpha darling, second only to him.”

 

“Oh, so my sister gets an alpha and I get a lowly beta?” I could hear the laughter in her voice as I winced.

 

“Oh harsh darling, harsh, you may only get a beta, but your beta trumps your sister’s alpha.”

 

From the woods we hear laughter and snorts as a voice rings out, “I heard that.”

 

Laughing I told Trey, “You were meant to man, you were meant to. Sorry bout breaking up your honeymoon.” The others were slowly emerging from the woods to gather around us once again. Trina and I were long from settled but I thought I had some kind of chance now, that is more than I had when I left the house this morning. I was still fighting a sick feeling that she might, somehow, find a way to break the bond and look for another true mate. After all, she had pulled a gun on me, called me Fido, and ask someone to knock me in the head, according to Marcus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I am telling you Stormie, I think the man is insane.” I could not believe I was confiding in a stranger. Gabby and Trey had decided to go back to the other mountain and spend a few more days alone. I had felt Trey was not real happy about cutting his honeymoon short but he loved my sister and he wanted her happy so they visited with us yesterday and last night and headed back out today. Instead of being gone for two weeks, they are just going to be gone for a few days.

 

 Gabby had introduced me to Stormie and told me she made a wonderful friend. I am starting to question my sister’s sanity now. Stormie makes an exhausting friend. She never stops talking and barely lets you get a word in edgewise. Oh, and she is an emotional roller coaster also. She told me it is because she is expecting a baby in a couple of months. Poppy told me last night she is exhausting when she is not expecting. And she has been an emotional roller coaster as long as he has known her. 

 

Fortunately I figured out, she eats a lot, and all I  have to do is catch her eating to talk. I have not had someone my age to talk to since Gabby left home. I am still feeling out this whole friendship thing. I should have started with someone a little easier I think. 

 

Before I can say anything else though, Stormie swallows the food in her mouth. I was hoping I would get to say more but, nope. She put her fork down. “Why do you think your mate is insane? Did he do something insane? I mean besides what happened yesterday. We heard about yesterday. Well, not everyone heard, when I saw we I mean me. David told me all about it. He was not really worried about me being scared for my safety cause we already have a baby girl on the way, so he says-”

 

I threw my hand up, “Stop, oh my god do you ever let anyone else talk? What is wrong with you? Don’t you dare start crying. Your mate has already threatened me a couple of times. I would hate to have to shoot him. For gods sake Stormie, you are happily mated to your true mate, you have a pack that loves you, you have a baby on the way. Did you stop to think for one minute that maybe, just maybe I might have an issue or two that I need to work out and since Gabby is on her honeymoon, maybe I wanted to have someone else close to my age to talk to, to discuss what I should do? I can not do that if you don’t let me talk.”

 

I took a deep breath as I saw the tears trickle down her face. I turned and looked toward the door, any minute now. I hear a faint howl, yep, there he goes. I cross my arms and lean back on the sofa. I did not have long to wait before David burst through the door, glaring daggers at me. Close behind him was Jaden, glaring daggers at David. This true mating thing was a down right circus. David feels Stormie get upset so he comes to threaten me, Jaden follows David so he can in turn threaten David for threatening me. I am not in a safe haven for female wolves, I am in a three ring circus and the ring master is away. 

 

“What did you do this time? Why is my mate crying? What did you do? When are you going to go through the ceremony and go join Marcus’ pack?” David was throwing the questions at me as he rushed over to Stormie to fold her in his arms, while steadily glaring at me.

 

Jaden on the other hand, was stalking toward me while glaring at David. Jaden stopped a short distance away, body between me and David and just stood there. I could feel the power wafting from him. David had power to spare himself, but Jaden had more. I was a little confused about the alpha and beta deal. David felt just as powerful as Trey, but in a different way. Jaden had promised to explain that when we went out. 

 

Jaden, after introducing me to his alpha and other pack members had formally requested I go on a date with him. Trey had looked surprised as had David, but no one in Marcus’ pack had seemed the least bit surprised, neither had Gammon. I wondered about that, and first chance I get I am going to ask Jaden about it also.

 

After meeting everyone in the clearing, and being reunited with my sister and grandfather, Marcus and Trey and Gammon had gone off to discuss something. After a while Jaden had excused himself and gone off with them. I felt a shiver of power shortly after that and when Jaden rejoined me and my family I had raised my eyebrows at him. He had looked surprised at my expression, turned and looked at Gammon, Trey and Marcus, and then the freakiest thing had happened. He seemed to know what my raised eyebrows meant because he stated, “You felt that.” When I nodded my head he got the strangest look on his face before leaning over to whisper, “I will explain later.”

 

Later had not arrived yet for that question I suppose. I have had a mentally and physically exhausting last few days and I realize, spending time with Stormie today was probably not the best idea I could have had. I stayed at Trey’s house last night, and finally met my aunt Mia, but since Gabby and Trey left earlier I will be going to Poppy’s house later. I turn my eyes back toward the door, one more, I wait, ignoring both Jaden and David. I did not have to wait long.

 

“I have explained to both of you, this pissing contest you keep getting into is going to drive both your wolves insane. David, Trina is not going to hurt your mate so knock it off. Jaden, David is not going to hurt your mate. The two of you are being ridiculous. I am going to say this one more time, and it better be the absolute last time I have to say this while Trina is here. Jaden swore an oath, backed by magic, to both his alpha, and yours David. That oath keeps his wolf from challenging your alpha and anyone oath bound to your alpha, but that oath will not hold if you don’t quit threatening his mate. And if the rest of the pack gets wind of your threats to an unmated female you will start to lose ground in this pack.”

 

“But Gammon, she made Stormie cry. I can’t just let that go. She is oath bound to none, I have to protect my mate.”

 

I watched Gammon throw his hand in the air to stop David. I felt the tiniest bit of magic, kind of like a warm spring breeze gently blowing across my skin. I shivered and Jaden jerked his head around to look at me. Weird, I wonder what caused that, I did not think I made a sound, but maybe I did.

 

“That is enough,” Gammon bit the words out, “David, I have not known Stormie for all those years she was in my compound without being able to tell you, will full confidence, everything makes your mate weepy. When she is happy, she cries, when she is sad, she cries, when she is scared, she fucking cries, although, Mia has a tendency to cry every now and then, about various things, no one, and I have housed a lot of females, no one fucking cries as much as Stormie. It is just a part of who she is and you damn well know it. Her emotions have always been close to the surface and you know it. Trina is not the first person to make Stormie cry so that can not be your problem. You know what your problem is? Your problem is you can feel Trina has more power potential than Stormie, and you know she is true mated to a more powerful wolf and your wolf is concerned your mate will get hurt.”

 

“Of course I am concerned. For gods sake Gammon, the girl has pulled a gun on me, Marcus, and even her own mate. She is not sane. And no one will take her guns from her either. Yes, ok, that bothers me. She is dangerous.”

 

“Excuse me? I am not dangerous. I am just very protective, of myself. I am sane, rational, considerate, and- why are you laughing at me?” The last question was directed at Gammon. 

 

“Sweetheart, you give new meaning to the word protective. I have lived a long life and in all those years I have never met anyone who wears as much protection as you. Have you considered allowing me to call your wolf forth yet?”

 

The abrupt change of subject caught me by surprise. I had considered it, but I was strangely not ready. Funny to consider how long I had waited but, I did not trust my wolf. I mean, I did, but, I did not trust her with the mate bond. That sounds crazy but I had seen how subservient my sister seemed to be to her mate. If bringing out your wolf meant you were suddenly under the thumb of your mate, I would wait. I wanted to see just what kind of mate I was linked to before I let her out.

 

“Not yet Uncle Gammon, I want to wait awhile.”

 

I watched him close his eyes and breath deeply and I silently laughed. I watched Jaden’s shoulders shake and I could feel his laughter. Gabby was right, Gammon hated being called Uncle. This was too delicious. I have not had such fun in, I don’t know when. 

 

“You see, she is not sane! I told you. Who wants to wait to get their wolf called forth? He uncle Josh said she has been waiting for years and now, suddenly, nope never mind we can do it later. What is up with that?”

 

“David, shut up.” Gammon growled before turning to leave the room. “Both of you, come with me. This is ridiculous. Trina, try, just try to be nicer to Stormie. She can not help being emotional, she has been that way since she was a child. She is a good kid, so behave. Please.” 

 

“So does this mean I can come visit you in Alaska like Gabby did? She said she stayed for four months, I was thinking, maybe a month.” Laughter rang out in the room at the startled look on Gammon and Jaden’s faces. Both shouting no at the same time. 

 

Gammon had a hunted look on his face as he warily looked back into the room. “No, you have a true mate, no need to visit. Mia and I will come visit you when you leave here. As soon as Trey gets back Mia and I will be heading home. Seriously, you need to stay. And do not discuss this with your aunt, no need to upset her.”

 

“Don’t discuss what with me Gammon?” Mia walked around Gammon and into the room. 

 

Before she could get far Gammon swept her up into his arms and nuzzled her neck. “Hey baby, I thought you were visiting with Josh and Cherise and getting to know them better. And getting tales of your sister and her mate from them.” Gammon starting walking down the hall with Mia, still nuzzling her neck and kissing her ear.

 

“Gammon, put me down, what are you hiding from me?”

 

“Hiding, baby, I hide nothing from you. Ok, fine, did you know your niece is refusing to let anyone call her wolf forth? Have you ever heard of such a thing? I don’t know what we are going to do with the girl. She must take after her daddy’s side of the family. She is as stubborn and pigheaded as Jules.” 

 

As they disappeared around the corner their voices got fainter and fainter till we heard a door close and after that, nothing. I looked around the room to see David still gaping at the door where Gammon and Mia had recently stood. Jaden was laughing and Stormie was, thankfully, eating again. Gammon was sneaky, I would have to watch him. His power caused the hairs on my arms to stand up so the less time around him the better to my way of thinking. I did not really want to go to Alaska to visit, well, a part of me did. But Mia looked so much like momma that instead of bringing me comfort like it seemed to do with Gabby, it made me uncomfortable.

 

Gammon seemed to sense that discomfort, Jaden also. When I had first been introduced to Mia yesterday I had physically drawn back. Jaden had wrapped his arms around me again and gave me some kind of comfort. Gammon on the other hand, had tightened his lips and drawn Mia to his body as though to shield her from me. I was not comfortable with Mia looking so much like momma and I could not make myself be comfortable. It was like seeing momma in the arms of another man. Yes it was irrational, but I could not help it. Gammon had pulled me aside last night determined to find out why I seemed to almost shun his mate. I had no problem telling him the truth, I did tell him it would take time. He in return told me about the first time Gabby had seen Mia.

 

When Gabby had left home she was the strong twin. She was the adventurous one, the one ready to  take on the world and made it her oyster. I would have rather have a book and a quiet place to read. Maybe a show on the television every once in a while. To learn my sister had turned into some fainting, faint hearted woman was shocking and I was dismayed to hear about it. I was more dismayed to hear her story last night. Sleeping near dumpsters, homeless for years, always on the run, wearing a backpack almost twenty four hours a day because she never knew when her pursuers would catch up to  her. I thought my life was bad having to  move around a lot. I had seen almost every continent, been to too many countries to count, always with me family. And if we were not always safe, at least we had each other. 

 

I had been so worried about Gabby for so many years, and then, for a couple of days had been furious to find she was safely here with Poppy. I had no way of knowing that safety had only been four months worth. Thinking of the places I had been I turned to Jaden to find him watching me.

 

“So, what do you think of Australia?”

 

His eyebrows rose, “Can’t say I have any thoughts of Australia, should I?”

 

“Well, yes, I was thinking, there is this place in Queensland called Hervey Bay, on the coast. They have this long pier you can walk out on and the weather there is incredible.” Smiling I remembered the Lolly Shop. “And the Lolly Shop, oh my gosh, do you know that was the only place in the whole country I even saw a Dr. Pepper.”

 

Now he was looking at me a bit strangely, “Um, ok, the Lolly Shop had Dr. Peppers, sweetheart, where are you going with this conversation. I don’t mind following but I would really like a clue. I am guessing you would like to go to Australia? To Hervey Bay I suppose? If you want a Dr. Pepper I can just go to the fridge and get you one. Apparently that is your sister’s favorite drink also. Saw a couple of dozen cases of it in the garage now that I think about it.”

 

“Well, no, I don’t want a Dr. Pepper at this moment. I was just thinking, if this thing between us works,” I hear a strangle sound from Stormie’s direction and look over to find her and David both gaping at me, I glare at them but turn my attention back to Jaden. “Like I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, if this thing between us works I was thinking we could visit Australia, maybe rent a cabin at Arie Beach and go on a cruise out to the reef from there. We could rent a cabin there for a week, after we spend a week at Hervey Bay of course, I am going to want my American snacks you know. Oh my gosh, I don’t know if the place is even still there. I will google it later. Maybe I can call ahead and get them to special order somethings for me.” Deep in thought about vacationing in Australia, but this time not having to look over my shoulder all the time, my voice peters out as I start to think about all the places I could go with a mate.

 

So lost in thought I jump when Jaden grabs my arm, and Stormie screams, Jaden and David curse, and I find myself apologizing, again for the gun pointed at Jaden. He startled me though so it is his own fault. I waste no time in telling him so.

 

“Yes, but Trina, I was trying to ask you if you would like to go for a walk but you were miles away in your thoughts. Do you think maybe you would like to go for a walk toward the cabin they are putting me up in? And, if it would not be asking too much, do you think you could leave most of the weapons behind? David and Stormie said they would walk with us, but not that close if it would make you feel better.”

 

I snorted, “You know, even if I am not sure this thing is going to work, you know as well as I do that there is no one in the entire world I feel safer with at the moment. As crazy as I believe that to be, I feel safe with you.” I glared at him, “That does not mean I have decided to like you though, the jury is still out on that.”

 

“What is not to like? I am, do you think you are not going to like me?” the uncertainly of the last crept though.

 

I could not stop the giggles, it was a heady feeling to know that I could make such a powerful man uncertain. It was not on purpose or cruelty that caused me to do it though. I was just worried about losing my independence. Not that I had ever had any, but it loomed on the horizon and I could almost touch it. I wanted to feel a bit of independence before being locked into a relationship for the rest of my life. I probably should try not to think of it that way. I look up at Jaden, I should put all my concentration into learning more about the man and worry less about our wolves.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Look Marcus I am telling you I am making headway in getting to know her. Yes, I understand you need me back but I can’t just up and leave. Trey and Gabby are suppose to be back tomorrow. What? No, who told you that. Look man it was just a couple of times.” I pull the phone away and glared at it, who was telling Marcus tales, sure Trina had pulled a gun on me a couple of times but, well if I was not holding that against her my alpha had no place to hold it against her either. “Yeah, ok, I will discuss it with her. But you know I promised her we would go out to, what? Yeah yeah, I know. Look, I said I will discuss it with her. I am not going to force her to do anything she does not want to, yeah fine. I know, ok ok. Whatever man.” 

 

Swiping I ended the call, I missed the days of slamming a receiver down. It was such a satisfying feeling. And I really felt like slamming the receiver down. I glance over at Trina to see her face full of mirth. I am glad she thinks the situation is funny. Times like this I wish we could speak through our pack bond at this distance, but since we can’t Marcus had taken to calling once a day, at least. 

 

And my mate had gotten to hear every last word he had to say to me. None of it very complimentary toward me. I was not going to make her put her weapons away. Hell, I carried, not that my alpha knew that, or for that matter, anyone in my pack. But I had watched the changes in the shifter world, if me getting shot, by a shifter, with a silver fucking bullet did not speak volumes about how the world had changed nothing did. If the rogues had no honor I was not going to die for mine. Fight fire with fire, or bullets with bullets, or well, knives with knives, whatever worked. 

 

I had asked Trina about her weapons, I had to admit, she went a bit overboard with them. She had a shoulder holster for both sides, how she made that work was a thing of beauty, to me. Not to mention the one in the back of her pants, the one in the front, the two knives, one in each boot, and the numerous throwing knives and throwing stars. I had not yet figured out where she kept all of them. If Marcus found out how many weapons my mate had on her he would go ape shit. He thinks she carries one gun. 

 

How he did not notice the bulges around her body, but I guess he had other things on his mind that day. I promised her I will never make her go defenseless, and she believed me, she could smell the truth I spoke. Now she is laughing because my alpha, soon to be her alpha, has demanded I explain to her wolves are their own weapons and do not carry weapons. I wish he would have told that to the one who shot me. Guess they did not get the memo. 

 

So Marcus is pissed on my behalf because Trina has pulled a gun on me, a time or well, several. But, she has also pulled a gun on Gammon, David, and apparently half of Trey’s pack at one time or another this last week. Half the pack may be an exaggeration, what is not an exaggeration is the fact his pack want her gone. They consider her a danger to their pack and they do not care if she is Jules granddaughter and their alpha mate’s twin.

 

“So I guess he did not want to hear about our date?”

 

“No, and he knows good and well if we go somewhere we are going to have to take a guard with us.” I turned worried eyes toward her, “You do understand even the mating will not protect you? I mean you are young, and they do not care if you true mate to another, they just want females. Even with our weapons, it will be years before you can feel safe. I wish it wasn’t like that, they say it didn’t use to be like that. If we could figure out what happened, maybe our females would be safe again.”

 

“I know, Jaden, if I did not understand fully before, Stormie made sure to tell me about the night she was kidnapped. Everyone in the pack knew she had true mated to David, yet she was still stolen away in the night. Beaten and abused as the psycho tried to force her to accept his wolf as a mate. I get it, better after her story than before. I talked to Gammon about the situation, a few times. Mostly he talked to me, I don’t think he cares much for me to tell the truth. Anyway, he has a theory, completely untested and probably untestable. He thinks that if the female has a child she becomes safer. Some of the females in his compound came to him through rescues after their moms were killed. A few over the years, the moms that is, were still very young, young enough to mate and bear more children. But instead of taking the mom and leaving the child, or taking both, they killed the mom and tried to take only the child.”

 

By the time she was finished I was looking at her with what I am sure was dismay. “You are not telling me you want a child anytime soon are you? Because, although I would love to have a child, one day, I want years or decades with you before that happens. I mean, we could try before then, but I would rather just practice trying for a few decades.” The last was said with a bit of a leer.

 

When she started laughing, at me, with me, who cared, I smiled and reached out my hand to caress her cheek. She was letting me touch her more often, without pulling a gun on me, and I could not resist those occasions. “No silly, I do not want a child anytime soon. Hey, if we have to have guards to go anywhere, why doesn’t Trey and Gabby have guards with them? Is it because he is an alpha?”

 

I blinked a couple times at the sudden change in the conversation. Apparently talking about having a child, or maybe it was the subtle reference to sex, made my mate uncomfortable. I would remember that. 

 

“I asked Trey about that before they left. Apparently their honeymoon spot is more remote than this community and less accessible by far. I still would have thought they would have guards but they used some of Pack Robotic technology to protect the access points. Has nothing to do with being an alpha. If you noticed, Gammon had sentinels with him, to protect his mate. Mia is still young, and they have no children, so if Gammon’s theory is correct, maybe that is why they have so many guards. As powerful as Gammon is, I would not have thought he would travel with guards myself. I wonder why they have no children if that is what Gammon believes. Did you ask him that?”

 

“Nope, tell you the truth, Gammon makes me a tad bit uncomfortable, like, I don’t know how to describe it. I don’t really care to be around him, I feel bristly around him. Makes the hairs on my skin rise. It is most uncomfortable. Why are you looking at me that way?”

 

“He makes the hairs on your skin rise? Are you saying he makes your hair stand on end?” I was hoping, oh I was hoping she said yes. You had to be powerful to have that kind of reaction around another wolf. I could feel myself grinning. Gammon was more powerful by far than I was, but he made my hair stand on end also. Marcus could not stand the feeling. Neither could I, but he was my mate’s uncle and I would put up with it. Trey did not make my hair stand on end, he just made my wolf aggravated. Trey, the man, did not aggravate me, it was just the lack of power my wolf could feel. It was not even that much less than mine. Hell, Marcus did not have enough power to make my hair stand on end, and he was my alpha. I narrowed my eyes as a thought occurred to me. I had met several of the council members, only about half of them made my hair stand on end. Holy shit, that meant Gammon was more powerful than some of the council? Damn, I was going to have to tell Marcus that when I got back to the pack. No alpha was suppose to be more powerful than anyone on the council. Hell, the council oath bonded to the shifter world as a whole and somehow, no one understood how, they drew some sort of power from the shifters. So in theory, no one could be more powerful than a council member one on one. 

 

“Hey, are you listening to me?” 

 

“Yes, baby, uh no, no I am sorry, I was miles away. What did you say.” 

 

“I said yes, Gammon makes my hair stand on end. So does Trey’s grandfather. It is a creepy feeling. I do not like it at all.”

 

I snorted, “You should not be able to feel it at all. Come here, sit beside me on the sofa, please, and I will explain, try to explain, what you are feeling.”

 

When she rolled her eyes I knew she had seen through me, her words confirmed it, “You do not need me to sit beside you to explain anything, you just want to slowly ease your arm around me. You have tried that same ploy three times now. I have allowed it two of those times. You are getting bold.” 

 

I was going to defend myself, even though I had no defense to give but she winked at me and settled down beside me. Her next words had my wolf prancing again. I am never going to live it down, never.

 

“Ok Fido, go ahead with your explanation of why my hair stands on end.” 

 

“So you are telling me that only a powerful wolf gets that bristly feeling around another powerful wolf? That makes no sense. The weak should be more intimidated by the strong, not the strong intimidated by the strong. I gotta tell you, this wolf stuff is pretty messed up.”

 

I watched him roll his eyes, that is not at all what he meant and I know it, but I will tease him where I can. I like to see him get all ruffled up when I put down, in some manner, the shifter world. 

 

“No Trina, that is not what,” When he stopped talking and drew back I chanced a peek up at him. Ah, well, for a moment I had him fooled. That did not last long. I was beginning to understand what the others meant when they said the magic that true mated you to another was never wrong. I didn’t often have to complete my sentences before Jaden just seemed to understand. And even when I tried to pull a fast one on him, he was never fooled for long. 

 

I gave him a wicked smile. “Yes Fido, I get it, if you don’t have power you only know you are weak, not how powerful the other really is. Do you think that is to keep you from tangling with someone more powerful than you?”

 

I watched him draw back in startled surprise and a look on concentration crossed his face before he relaxed. “Honestly, no, I can not see that being a reason. Even the weak know they are weak, to them it doesn’t matter how strong the other person is, they can feel the power. The power just does not physically affect them. Besides, I told you Marcus has more power than me and you both, yet he does not give either of us that, what did you call it, bristly feel. No, in all my years I have only met a few, very few who project that kind of power. None of them anyone I would want to tangle with, ever.”

 

I wanted to discuss it with him, but at that moment I heard someone I was not expecting. Jumping up I ran to the door, “Gabby! I thought you were not coming back till tomorrow!”

 

When she glared at me I became concerned something had gone wrong between her and Trey. But her next words both relieved me and pissed me off. 

 

“Oh no, everything was fine, there, but pack problems brought us back early. Seems someone keeps threatening the wolves of our pack and Trey is not happy. Something about someone pulling a gun a few times, there may have been knives involved. You wouldn’t happen to know who screwed up my honeymoon would you?”

 

“Me, no, I can not tell you who may have screwed it up. But if you give me the names of the rats calling to complain I assure you Jaden and I will go visit them and let them know just how wrong they were to whine to Trey on his honeymoon.” I shrugged my shoulders, every single person I had pulled a gun on had deserved it, and to go whining to Trey like little bitches was, well, wrong. 

 

I felt Jaden rest his hand on my shoulder as Trey walked up. The man looked pissed, I would be too if my pack was full of whiny bitches. 

 

“Jaden, Trina, both of you are always welcome in my pack, mostly. Your family members have given their oath to me and they are my pack now. But, you had to know there was a but coming right? I would greatly appreciate it Jaden if you would take Trina to meet her future pack. And oath bond her to your pack, sooner rather than later.”

 

I drew back in dismay, “Excuse me? Are you telling me you want me to leave? When I have barely had one day with Gabby? How dare you! Who the hell do you think you are?”

 

“I don’t think Trina, I know, I am the alpha of this pack and as such I answer to no man, or woman.” He got no further than that before Gabby punched him on his arm, “Except you baby, no man or woman except you, but you don’t count as you are so much a part of me. We are one, so we answer to none, how is that?”

 

I snorted, from growly male to pussy in point zero seconds. I love it. Before I can say anything though, or make fun of him, he turns his attention back to me. 

 

“Look Trina, I am as certain as I can be that if we had time to become a family, and get to know each other, I would love you for yourself and not just the twin of my mate. But the fact is, you are making my pack uncomfortable. You won’t let anyone call your wolf forth, though you have several here who could try, not counting your own mate. You insist on going everywhere armed as though I do not have a safe haven for females here. You have pulled a gun on at least four of my males for no other reason than getting in your space. You are single handedly wiping out my progress in making my pack feel secure. How can they feel secure if a female is walking around armed to the gills, obviously worried for her safety. You worry, which causes them to worry. They fear if I can not keep my mate’s sister safe, with her uncle, grandfather, aunt, and her own mate here, and she still feels afraid, how can they be safe. I don’t want to ask this of you, but I have to. Will you please go with Jaden and meet your future alpha, your future pack, please. I could command this of you, but I am asking, as your brother by mating, please.”

 

“You could not.”

 

“Could not what?” I watched the confusion on Trey’s face, saw the same confusion on my sister’s face. Maybe I should not have said anything but it was too late.

 

“You could not command me. I bow to no one. You can ask, and you have, but you can not command of me that which I choose not to hear.”

 

“I don’t think you understand how being an alpha works.” Now I could hear the frustration as Trey glared at Jaden. Perhaps he thinks Jaden should have told me something? Maybe he blames Jaden for something?

 

“I don’t think you understand, if Gammon can not command me, and he has more power in his little pinky than you have in your whole body, how can you?”

 

By the time I finished Trey was gaping at me, Jaden had tightened his hands on my shoulders, Poppy had come from around the corner of the house with Uncle Josh and Aunt Cherise, and Gammon and Mia were coming down the road. I guess word had gotten out that Gabby and Trey were back. The little reunion was about to get interesting. Until now the only people who knew Gammon had used his power to try and force me to let someone call my wolf forth, was Gammon, Mia and myself. 

 

“I have been telling everyone, I am tired of being a victim. I bow to none. I flee from none, not anymore. You can try to command me, but you will be barking up a tree if you do.” I was hurt and lashing out. I knew it, they probably did not, well, Jaden could feel my pain, I was certain of that. He was pushing comfort at me and it was the only thing keeping me from breaking down and crying. I could not believe the man was telling me I had to leave. And my family, all of them, would be staying here. But suddenly I was not welcome because his wolves were scared of me. Pain and fury flooded my body but I would not let anyone see me hurt. I had just found my sister again and now her mate wanted me gone. 

 

“So, this little reunion looks like everyone was served bitter apples before we got here. Trey, Gabby, welcome back. Why are you back a day early anyway?” Gammon looked mildly curious while Mia had Gabby enfolded in a bear hug. 

 

I watched Trey turn to Gammon, still gaping, and then look back at me. He was, for a moment, like a fish out of water. “Is it true? Did you give Trina an order that she did not follow? How is that possible. I smell the truth, but, Gammon, how the hell can she not obey? I mean, that just isn’t, she isn’t, what the actual fuck man?”

 

I watched Gammon slowly smile, I backed into Jaden just a little. Gammon has the most frightening smiles I have ever seen. “I told her, commanded actually, that she allow her wolf to be called forth. Seems my little niece is not a stupid female, nor is she particularly ignorant. Whether she was told or whether she figured it out on her own, I do not know. She has figured out no one can command her until she lets her wolf be called forth. She is a bit like a female rogue at the moment. And, with the power I can feel simmering beneath the surface, the chances are high that the only people who will have any control of her when she does let her wolf out will be the alpha she gives her oath to, and her mate. And I don’t know that even he will be able to control her, theirs will be a true partnership.” 

 

I elbowed Jaden and heard a grunt from behind me. Ha, I told him I would bow to none. 

 

“Then all the more reason she has to leave. I can not have her here.”

 

I heard Gammon growl, “Did you come home early to kick her out of your territory? She spent years looking for her sister and you have, because of a few complaints, decided she has to go right now haven’t you. Un-fucking-believable.” Gammon turned to me and Jaden, “Gather your things. We will see you back to your territory before we head home.” Gammon turned a look of disgust back on Trey. “Un-fucking-believable.” With that he scooped up Mia, who was crying, and walked back toward the car. “Come on Jaden, I will take you to the cabin to gather the things you have. We will let Trina say her goodbyes to her family while we do that.”

 

Behind me I heard Jaden snort. “Not leaving her man, thanks, everything at the cabin can burn for all I care.” I could feel the fury coming off Jaden in waves. I don’t think our family was going to recover well from this incident.

 

 

 

 

I had to take a deep breath, again, before I strangled my brother. “No Marcus, I am telling you for the last time I will not force her to do anything. Now I promised her a date at a fancy restaurant, with candle light, steak, soft music, and I am telling you, I want protection for this date. She has agreed to let me call her wolf forth after the date. She has even agreed to give you her oath, after the date. But not before, if you want you can use your power to command it, and watch her laugh in your face. But if you want to save face, and stave off future problems, don’t try. I am telling you, if Gammon can not command her, you can’t, not until she gives her oath. Think about what you are asking man. She has asked for one thing, and she knows good and well you don’t want to give it to her. So she has no reason to believe that if she gives her oath you won’t then use your power to deny her request.”

 

“Look, Jaden, I love you, one day maybe I will love your mate. But she is a walking keg of dynamite, you have to see that. For her own protection I need her oath, she needs her wolf, help me out here.”

 

“No Marcus, she is my mate, and her happiness is in my hands, you could command me to obey you, and I could ask her to obey you. But she would lose any trust of us and I am not willing to risk that. As long as she has no wolf, she could, in theory, walk away. You would risk my life for a date you don’t want us to go on?”

 

“I would save your life dammit. That area is a rogue hotbed. Every time we get rid of one, another pops up.”

 

My head came up as I felt Trina approaching. I closed my eyes and took another deep breath. But her words caught Marcus and I by complete surprise.

 

“I feel your fear Marcus. I feel it.” I turned startled eyes toward Marcus, I did not feel fear coming from him. My little mate was full of surprises, and she wasn’t done. 

 

“You know, this has not been easy for me. But I can feel your fear for your brother, and it isn’t me you fear. These last couple of weeks with him has shown me the mate magic does not lie. I want this date, but I will make you a deal. I will let Jaden call my wolf forth today, I will go through the mate  ceremony and then we are going on vacation for one month to Australia, and you will agree because you love him and want him happy. And he, well he wants me happy. And I want a month away from the whole lot of you so I can make him happy without having to worry about pack.” 

 

“Australia? But, we can’t keep you safe in Australia.” Marcus turned startled eyes on me. I just shrugged. I knew Trina had mentioned Australia before, and she had talked with her grandfather about it, but she only told me it was a surprise. I could not give Marcus the information he wanted, I did not have it to give.

 

I watched the smirk on my mate’s face. “You don’t have to keep us safe. My grandfather has connections and Gabby’s grandfather by mating is high council. I have made arrangements, they have made arrangements. We will vacation with another couple who will have guards. Trevor, an alpha located somewhere around Roma, will provide the guards. We just have to stay fairly close to the arrangements his two pack members have made for their honeymoon. And I am fine with the arrangement. We fly out tomorrow. We will be met in Brisbane and we will travel to Arie Beach. We have a cabin waiting there, they have rented out several of the cabins to house their pack members. We will go snorkeling on the reef. We are also going to Magnetic Island, and Hervey Bay, not in that order, but I want to hold a Koala bear on the island, and walk the pier at Hervey Bay.”

 

I could not remember anyone taking over so forcefully from Marcus before today and I hoped he did not hold it against her. She seems truly not to care about the position of alpha and that worries me. But watching Marcus, I don’t think he is as worried as I am. He is a couple hundred years older than me so I wonder if he knows something I don’t know about my mate. Something he is not telling me. My thoughts come to an abrupt halt with his next words. 

 

“Deal. You let him call your wolf forth, now. We have the ceremony tonight. You both fly out tomorrow and in one month you come back and take your rightful place in this pack.”

 

I turned to look at Trina just in time to see her shucking her clothing. Gammon and Marcus both had gone over with me how to call her wolf and I wasted no time calling her as soon as the clothing was gone. Minutes later the most beautiful she wolf I had ever laid eyes on stood before me. I could only stare in awe at her. Marcus on the other hand just had to put in his two cents. 

 

“She looks nothing like her twin in that form. Identical in human form, nothing alike in wolf, how does that happen. Hold on let me get a picture of this. Did you know,” snapping a picture Marcus stared at his phone a moment before walking away. I stared at him in confusion, he just walked away like we did not exist anymore. I heard him talking to Gammon before he walked out of my house, I only caught a few words but even those few caused me to catch my breath. “Gammon, Marcus here, you called it right, she is an alpha powered female, now here is what…” 

 

Turning back I saw Trina was again in human form, smirking at me. She had not gotten dressed yet and I had my arms around her kissing her neck before she realized what I intended. As she giggled she wrapped her arms around me. “I told you Fido, I bow to no one. What do you think that means for me, for us, that I am alpha powered? Do you think that means I can not join this pack.” 

 

I could feel the worry and fear wafting from her. To be so close to becoming family after having hers practically reject her, just to hear a comment like Marcus made as he walked out. I could understand her worry. But in this I had all the reassurances she could possible want.

 

“Sweetheart no, that is not at all what it means. Sometimes you have two powerful males in the same pack, both capable of being the alpha, but only one can be the alpha. Have you never noticed Marcus and I have almost identical power levels? I could have my own pack, but this is my family. Marcus, if he was a different sort of alpha, my wolf could not follow him. But his wolf and mine get along, and we do not have power plays. You being an alpha powered female, equal in power to your mate would be my guess. It would take a special sort of wolf to determine if one of us has more power than the other, but my guess it, we are perfectly matched. If you want to be part of this pack, and can see this pack as family, if you can see Marcus as your brother, as family, then the oath you give him will bind you and calm your wolf when it comes to power struggles. Which we do not have.”  The last was said with a glare, I could not help it. To lighten the mood I told her something she may have already figured out. I thought after what had happed a couple of weeks ago when we left Trey’s territory she might get a secret thrill from knowing, “You do know Trey is not the real power in his pack right? David has just a tad bit more power than Trey. I don’t know what the deal is with the two of them, but David is beta to a less powerful wolf. The difference is small, almost undetectable, but Logan can feel those tiny differences. And he has met both of them. So if David can happily serve beta to a wolf his wolf has to know is less powerful, then you can certainly give your oath to Marcus, who is slightly more powerful than I am.”

 

This time I was the one to smirk as she turned startled eyes my way, still wrapped in my arms. I tried to stop myself but I failed. She had no weapons to defend herself from my attack, if that is what someone wanted to call the sudden attack of tickling I commenced upon her body. Just as she would squirm one way to get away from one hand the other would find a new ticklish spot. She squealed and squirmed and finally, she gave in and attacked back. But she cheated, as her lips landed on mine, and she gently sucked my bottom lip, I forgot all about my tickle attack and fell backwards onto the sofa, still tightly gripping my mate. It was minutes, or hours later when Marcus returned to the house, time had stood still for both of us. His interruption was both welcome and not welcome.

 

“Hey, stop that you two. We haven’t performed the mating ceremony yet. Here now, stop it. Gods I can’t leave the two of you alone for a minute. Come on now, get the rest of your clothes on, you can finish what you started in a few minutes. I have everyone gathered at the hall. I been calling you through the pack bond for the last ten minutes Jaden.”

 

Trina started giggling at my growls. I was not happy to be interrupted, but Marcus was right, I wanted to be true mated, magically bound to Trina when we made love for the first time. I was getting impatient to have her in my arms, naked, looking at me with that look of fulfillment two people get when they have just made love.

 

Lifting her up and holding her in front of my body to hide the evidence of what she did to me I growled at Marcus to get out and told him I would be there shortly.

 

He looked back at me, then at Trina, “I will wait just outside the door. I would be more than happy to walk you both to the clearing for the ceremony. It will be my pleasure. Trust me, my pleasure. In fact, Trina, since you are the only one not completely dressed, why don’t I get Jaden out of your hair so you can get dressed.”  

 

I let Trina slide down my body as I glared at my brother. He knew if he did not stay around Trina and I might not make it to the ceremony. If I had known how long they would draw out the ceremony and celebration after-wards I would have just locked Marcus out of my house instead of letting Trina get dressed and pulling her along with me to the meadow. One day I was going to find a way to pay Marcus back for that delay. 

 

Late that night, after making love to my mate and packing for our honeymoon. Not that there was much to pack, Trina had packed most everything behind my back. Apparently she had been planning everything, playing everyone, this whole time. I thought she was a genius. If she had not made Marcus so uncomfortable, he may not have been so willing to give us a month in Australia as a honeymoon. But she played our pack like a fiddle. Just to get me alone with her to truly bond without everyone interfering with us. I love this female so much. The magic was not wrong, she is the other half of my soul.

 

Epilogue

 

“Look, isn’t he adorable? But he isn’t very soft. I thought koala bears would be soft.”

 

“Yes sweetheart, you are, I mean he is adorable.” Jaden had eyes for Trina, and only Trina. He did not really care about the koala bear she was holding. But like a good mate he got plenty of pictures. He still was going to tease her about her refusal to hold the snake earlier. He got pictures of her holding the baby croc though. He told her if she would hold the croc, she should have been able to hold the snake. The guide had even given her a hard time about it. Apparently the koala had bitten a few people over the years while the snake had never bitten anyone. That did not matter to his Trina, she wanted to hold a koala bear and only a koala. She only held the croc because the guide had given her such a hard time over the snake. He had pictures of her holding the croc, he could not wait to show them to his pack back home. Who was he kidding, he wanted to show all the pictures to everyone.

 

So far they had visited several different small coastal towns. His favorite was Arie Beach, he enjoyed visiting the Great Barrier Reef. They were leaving today for Hervey Bay, the last stop before going home. He was going to miss being alone with Trina. Well, as much alone as they could be with another couple and their guards. 

 

He watched her give the koala, reluctantly, back to the guide. Grabbing her hand he started pulling her behind him. “Come on, the others were going hiking, we need to catch up.”

 

She started laughing and he knew he was never going to tire of the sound of her laughter. Looking down at her he asked, “Have I told you how beautiful you are.” 

 

“Gosh, no, you haven’t said that in, well hours and hours.” She broke off her laughter when Jaden leaned in to kiss her. 

 

“Hours huh, I will have to do better than that. How long did you say that pier was in Hervey Bay? Wonder if we could make love under the pier in the dark of night. At some point the tide has to be out right? You said you watched little creatures in the sand under it last time you were there? You picked the most beautiful country in the world to honeymoon in. Well, the second most maybe. At least, it is more beautiful right now, with you, and summer. I have never much cared for the winter.”

 

“I know, but if we had stayed home, you could have kept me in bed the entire time, because I hate winter. And there was too much snow at Trey’s and at Marcus’. What is it about snow and wolves, even Gammon lives in Alaska, and that has to be lots of snow. I kinda like this area, and this pack, do you think we can come back to visit sometime?”

 

Jaden was still struck by the comment he could have had her in bed the whole honeymoon. Suddenly her idea of this honeymoon was not as wonderful as it had been before she said that. He looked down to tell her so and saw she was laughing at him.

 

She was so much the other half of him it almost hurt. If he ever lost her he would destroy the world to get her back. May the gods have mercy upon any rogue who tried to take her, because he never would.  

 

 

 

Author Notes

 

Thank you for reading this second book in the Safe Haven Wolves. The first book was badly edited and if you gave me a second chance, I appreciate that greatly. Gabby is with my regular editor, and I will not be leaving her again for someone else, I can assure you of that. 

 

We are not done with the Safe Haven Wolves. Kate, book 3 will be out in October. Kate is not your usual female shifter, in fact, some might even call her a mutant. Kate did not have the narrow escapes that Gabby and Trina had. No, Kate has been held prisoner, excuse me, a guest, of the rogue faction for awhile. What is the rogue faction? Are they really so organized? Are they the reason for the lack of females? Is it something else? 

 

Stay up to date with what is next in store for our shifters by finding their face book page. Like it, ask questions, leave ideas. If you have a really good idea, you might just find your self in one of the books. 

 

Without our readers us authors would not go very far so I want to encourage you to leave a review.  If you found typos in this book, and face it, the best editors in the world will miss some so there are typos, tell me about them. Even my editor occasionally misses something. Not as much, by far as the original editor of Gabby. Send me an email at deyarianuniverse@gmail.com so I can fix them. Or leave it on the Safe Haven Wolves face book page.  If you want to see more of this series tell me. 

 

Again, with this book, as with all my books, I had help. Actually, tilts head to the side, I am pretty certain trying to defend your feet from attack by your fur buddy does not count as help. I hesitate to ask her if she believes she is helping. 

 

Like my Face Book page and stay up to date on new releases. See snippets for up coming books.

 

If you really enjoyed the book, and you would like to see the new books before anyone else, consider becoming an advanced reader for the series. Drop me a  line and let me know if this interest you. This author note, with this offer, will change as soon as I get the number of advanced readers I am looking to get. 

 

https://www.facebook.com/SafeHavenWolves

 

If you missed book 1 Gabby find it here: 

 

Gabby (Safe Haven Wolves Book 1) by Sherry Foster https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07F62VZF7
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