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      Save the Dads. That's the plan.

      

      But it can't be that easy.

      

      When a despotic regime- backed by a massive wolf god- is determined to destroy everything she holds dear,

      

      Jules knows they need to get their act together.

      

      But trust is at an all time low, and the pack isn't quite the peaceful, loving, kick arse group she'd hoped for.

      

      Can they work through their problems in time to save their people?

      

      Or will Sanctuary be overrun by the violent Volkens?

      

      Click now to find out how Jules' adventure ends, and see her fight for love, freedom and the town she now calls her own.

      

      Thrown to the wolf is the third book in this super steamy, fast burn, reverse harem title. If you love why choose romance with shifters and MM, you'll love this thrilling conclusion to the Pack Heat series.

      

      18+ only.
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      For my reader group

      Yup, you get the dedication this time. A nicer bunch of crazy, thirsty ladies couldn’t be found anywhere and man, have I needed you lately. You rock!
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      This book is written in Australian English, which is a weird lovechild of British and American English. We tend to spell things the way the Brits do (expect a lot more u’s), yet also use American slang and swear more than both combined.

      

      While many people have gone over this book, trying to find all the typos and other mistakes, they just keep on popping up like bloody rabbits. If you spot one, don’t report it to Amazon, drop me an email at the below address so I can fix the issue.

      
        
        samhall.author@gmail.com
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      “Hold her still,” Jack said, glancing up at where Slade held me in his arms. My legs quivered, my muscles straining against Slade’s grip. He had me spread wide, offering me up like a delicacy on a platter, and the way Jack and Hawk glanced at each other, lying naked, side by side on the bedrolls inside the tent, they were looking forward to a bite.

      We were testing out the tents we’d brought through the portal at the deserted mine site before we rolled out. We’d gotten the tent erected, then other things had gotten erect, and it was all downhill from there.

      “You better let me go soon or I’ll—” I growled.

      “Or you’ll what?” Jack asked, cocking an eyebrow. His cocky grin said he knew just how empty my threat was. He reached out, noting how my eyes observed as much of what was going on as I could. My hips bucked slightly, my range of movement limited by Slade’s grip, his fingers tightening further. Jack’s finger trailed along the crease where my thighs met my hips, the skin so, so sensitive.

      “We can see and smell that you want this,” Hawk rumbled, reaching out and mimicking his mate’s gesture. Such a small insignificant caress, nowhere near where I needed it, but fuck, it had my cunt clenching down on a horrible emptiness, dying to be filled. The sensation was so close to the way it felt when they rubbed their fingers through my folds, their fingers sliding along my slippery skin, but yet nowhere near enough for satisfaction. My clit throbbed in sympathy, whispering sweet nothings to me about how good it would be when one of them buried their hand, face, or dick inside me. But right now, it wasn’t that kind of goodness, it was just the promise of that.

      “I need—”

      “We know what you need, love,” Jack said, that devilish smile stabbing straight through me. “You’re glistening. So pink and wet—”

      “I agreed to play your little game as part of the whole team-building thing Aaron wanted us to get a start on, but if you two fuckers don’t get on the job, I will,” Slade growled.

      I leaned back and smiled. “I knew I made you my mate for a reason.” He bent down and kissed me, but when he pulled away, I saw his grin was a pleased one.

      “Hey.”

      I gasped, my head jerking down as a finger slid through my wetness, trailing oh so briefly across my clit. Jack stared into my eyes as he drew his hand away to the sounds of my whines. “Got your attention now?”

      “I want you to—”

      “I know exactly what you want, love, and we’ll give it to you, in our own time.”

      “No, Jack, now.”

      “Yes, Jules. Think about how good it will feel when you finally get what you want.” He moved his hand closer, but all I could feel was the barest of caresses on one tiny point on my inner thigh. “Deprivation brings your focus down. You’re not noticing the heat or the tent or the noises of the guys outside doing their soldiery thing. You wouldn’t even have noticed how your heart rate has picked up, your breath coming in faster. Your focus is on just this point.”

      “I don’t want to focus on a spot on my inner thigh, Jack,” I snapped but his grin said he remained unmoved. I switched to Hawk, figuring he’d have mercy on me. “Hawk, you take over. I want to feel the prickle of your beard on my cunt, your lips on my clit. Get me wet and then push that fat cock inside me. You can go first, I promise. I’m so ready, I’m aching.”

      For a moment I thought I was successful in enticing him, Hawk surging forward, pressing my body harder against Slade’s as he kissed me, thrusting his tongue between my lips. I tried to respond, shift, move, but I was held fast, only able to wrap my arms around him, but he pulled away quickly before I could take hold. I just panted, Slade’s lips at my neck as Hawk kneeled there, cock straining in his pants, the tattoos on his bare chest starting to glimmer.

      “I’ll give you everything you need, when it’s time.”

      “When it's time?” I snapped. “You sound like Brandon.”

      An awkward silence fell over the tent. The sounds that Jack had said I was screening out came rushing back—the birds, the rustle of leaves in trees, and the muffled rumble of the guys outside getting shit organised for god knows what. The moment we got through the gate, Aaron and his soldier bros seemed to develop some kind of hive mind that had them bustling around, so busy in what remained of the mining camp.

      “This is good for you,” Hawk said, placing a hand either side of me, his body hovering over mine. “You’re pretty dominant, but over here, you’ll need to let other people lead at times.”

      “Oh yeah?” I leaned forward, straining against Slade, his hands having to go to my armpits to stop me from moving closer. Hawk smiled, but I could see the bright green of my Tirian’s eyes reflected in his. I continued to pull against Slade, felt the slow slip of my skin through his fingers.

      “You’re the leader, the heart of this pack, but over here, you’re gonna need to listen to other people, follow their lead. It’s either that, or we die. Can you do that, Jules? To keep everyone safe? Can you lie here, in your mate’s arms, and let us play with that pretty pussy until you come, then let us fuck you to another orgasm, then another?”

      Hawk made me feel like a petulant bitch, and maybe I was. His eyes were gentle, but he wouldn’t look away. He’d wait until the end of time if that’s what it took for me to relent. My eyes jerked down when I felt that same spiderish caress, saw Jack had moved towards me, running his thumbs against the edge of my cunt, pulling me open slightly with the downstroke.

      “Is this so bad, princess?” Slade said.

      “You know it’s not.”

      “Just give us this, because who knows when we’ll get the chance again. We roll out tomorrow to find the first cache. Shit’s gonna get real.” I nodded, and he pulled my head back, capturing my lips before dropping his hands back down to my legs and offering me up to Jack.

      “Mmm…” Jack said, settling down on his stomach between my legs. “I’ll never get used to this. So sweet and ripe.”

      “So have a taste,” I rasped.

      This earned me a sidelong look and a smile.

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Jack confessed one night that he’d never gone down on a girl before me and was a bit worried about his performance. He needn’t be. He used his tongue like another man would a finger, keeping the point tensed as he traced every sensitive inch, making my hips buck with the need for something more frenzied. I keened as Hawk lay down beside me, briefly noting that Slade wasn’t so uptight now about another guy touching him in bed, as long as it wasn’t sexual. Hawk’s hands began to roam across my immobilised body, but the sensations were interrupted by Jack’s oh so precise caresses. His tongue was circling closer and closer to where I ached the most, my whimpers increasing as his focus narrowed down.

      “Breathe, Jules.” My focus jerked to Hawk, who lay there with a smile on his face. “It’s OK, I know what he can do to you. Just breathe through it. It’ll feel even better when you do.”

      When it came, my breath was long and shuddering, and he nodded with encouragement as I did so. Then I felt it. The tight, hard ball of pleasure that had been building inside me under Jack’s tongue released throughout my body, a slow unfolding prickle of ecstasy that washed through me from head to toe. My mouth fell open, Hawk smiling and moving closer, brushing his lips across my nipple. It was almost like a mini orgasm, but it was far from finished. Jack seemed to almost sense my reaction—maybe my groans gave it away—and his tongue flicked my clit over and over, faster and faster, making the horrible ache inside me grow.

      “Jack…Jack…I need…”

      “Feeling empty, love? I know the feeling.”

      “You need me?” Hawk said.

      “Always, love,” Jack replied.

      For a moment, my focus was ripped away from my groin as I watched Hawk shuffle behind his lover and draw Jack back, his hands roaming that golden chest, pushing aside the fall of blond hair to mouth the skin of his neck. They were getting close, those two. All of us were on tenterhooks, watching the amount of biting in their foreplay escalate, wondering if this would be the moment they’d formalise what we all knew to be true. Jack’s back arched, his head falling back on Hawk’s shoulder as he nipped the skin between Jack’s shoulder and neck, then let it slip free.

      “Do you want me?” Hawk said, hand enveloping Jack’s cock, jerking him harder, rougher than I would have dared. “Do you want me inside you as you lap at Jules’ cunt?” That had Jack’s eyelids snapping open. When he looked down at me with those green eyes, they were muzzy with lust, his brows creasing slightly as Hawk started to jack him faster. “Is that what you want?”

      “So much…” Jack’s voice was a sigh as he fell forward, landing on his elbows, face hovering above me. He jumped slightly at the sound of a lube bottle cap being popped and then let out a long, shuddering moan as Hawk prepared him. “I can’t be gentle now,” he said to me.

      I grabbed a handful of that silken hair and said, “No one asked you to be. Gentle or rough, it all feels good.”

      Jack buried his face in me as Hawk started to work his dick inside him.

      “That’s it, princess,” Slade crooned as my chest thrust upwards. “Ride the pretty boy’s face.”

      I felt Jack’s lips and tongue ravage me, tugging me closer and closer to a godawful precipice. I felt the deep vibrations of his groan when Hawk finally seated himself deep inside his lover. I felt the shove of Jack’s face, his nose rubbing against my clit as Hawk began to move. I felt the frantic scrabble of Jack’s fingers as he pushed them inside me, working them in and out in time with Hawk. I felt the low throbbing pressure as he hooked those fingers upwards, stroking the place that ached the most, sending lovely great sodden waves of pleasure through me. I felt the moment when Jack pulled back, his cries getting louder and louder, when Slade moved beneath me, replacing Jack’s now lax fingers with his hard dick, felt the lovely spreading pressure of him moving deeper. We ended up sandwiched together, Jack and I, his lips on mine, my throat, my chest as we were pushed along by our lovers' cocks, his fingers interlacing with mine. I imagined my face was just as anguished, screwed up with the agony of ecstasy. “Oh god,” he gasped, and his chest began to glow.

      Immediately the pleasure we all felt took on an airy, almost incandescent feel. Sex is all hard, grasping, striving to that final point of loveliness, but this made it something else. Rather we floated together, higher and higher, the resulting pleasure a necessary byproduct and somehow better for it. It was less fucking and more all of us moving together like a well-oiled machine, hurtling down our preset track, getting closer and closer.

      When we came, we did so together. “Fuck, Jules!” Slade yelped, my cunt wringing every shot of cum out of him as if it was her due. Jack’s dick blasted ropes over me, his body shaking with the effort, Hawk’s groans almost agonising. I looked up, wide eyed at the rictus of Hawk’s face, his lips pulled back from fangs rather than teeth, then felt the burn as a single drop of his venom fell down to sizzle on my skin.

      “Hawk?” I said, holding an almost sobbing Jack to my chest with one arm and reaching past him to his lover. He had a terrible look in his eyes, as if using everything he had to hold back. “Hawk, it’s OK.”

      Jack turned his head, then disengaged from Hawk to flip over on his back. I watched his face as he stared up at Hawk, that smirking mask he usually wore completely thrown to one side. I tangled my fingers with Jack’s, giving them a squeeze when he shot me a look of almost terror. I nodded, trying, hoping that Jack would run towards, not away from this. His hand shot up, hands curling around Hawk’s neck before drawing him down.

      “Fuck, are they gonna…?” Slade asked, just as Hawk struck.

      Is this what it looked like when we did it? I wondered as light exploded. Jack sobbed for real now, clawing at Hawk’s back as the other man sank his fangs into his neck. Blood and venom, looking for all the world like liquid light, trickled from the marking site. The tattoos on their chests glowed brighter and brighter, then the beasts appeared to spring free, standing over the two mating men for a moment before the bigger darker one nodded to the other, launching into a sprint.

      The door flap of the tent was flipped open before I could track where they went, and Aaron stepped in, his commanding façade slipping when he saw what was happening. I had a front-row seat with which to watch his reaction—of surprise, shifting to envy, then softening into the same gentle expression I often saw him sport when we were alone. He nodded, smiling a little.

      “Finish up,” he half-whispered to me, “then meet me out by the fire.”
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      We emerged from the tent a bit like disaster survivors, though this time with grins on our faces.

      “You did it,” Jack said, his hand straying to his mate mark.

      “Yeah.” Hawk wrapped his arm around his mate’s shoulders.

      “We always said…”

      “You were dragging your fucking feet, Jack. You were never going to get around to it.”

      “I was.” Jack shook his head, eyes trained sightlessly on the ground. “I had this whole big gesture thing planned for when we got home.”

      Hawk tipped Jack’s chin up and then kissed him, slow and sweet.

      “I’m sick of waiting, Jack. I told you that. You’re mine, I’m yours. There’s no going back, no need for grand gestures. You’re my mate, so deal with it.”

      “Stop it. All this dominant shit is turning me on.” Jack was smirking, but we could all see the evidence that what he said was true. He forced his eyes away from his mate and then said, “Don’t think this means you’re the top now. I’m all for equal opportunity arse fucking.”

      “Fucking Jack,” Slade said with a shake of his head, then steered me towards the fire.

      “Fucking Jack, indeed,” Hawk said, with quite a different inflection.

      “Congratulations,” Aaron said, getting up from the log he’d been sitting on by the fire. For a moment, he just sat with that, a warmth radiating from his eyes as he regarded the two men. He seemed to bring himself back to being the commanding officer with some effort. “I’ve gotta be honest, I’d hoped this would happen. If we’re going to get through this, I need to know what we’re dealing with, and a cohesive team makes it that much easier.” His eyes flicked to me. “Not saying people should be forcing bonds or anything, just if it’s on the table, here’s probably the safest place to resolve them.”

      “Those that should be bonded, should do so before we reach Leifgart.” I felt everyone but Aaron stiffen at the appearance of Sylvan. “There is a power to your bonds that others don’t have. Strengthening them consolidates your position.”

      “Something you and I need to have a conversation about later,” Aaron said with a quirk of his eyebrow. “From what I’ve been able to glean, seers don’t share a lot of intel for fear of changing the outcome. That shit needs to stop. I…we need as much information as we can to get through this. We’re in a whole other dimension. Initial reports from the scouts say there’s plenty of wildlife here that poses a potential threat, and at least some of the sentients appear to be allied with the hostiles.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Sylvan said, though I’m not sure if any of us were convinced. Sylvan always looked like the cat that got the cream, so I didn’t think I’d know his sincere expression, even if he was.

      Aaron nodded but didn’t look pleased. “Jack and Hawk, both of you can use guns competently, so you’ll be in the back of one of the tactical vehicles. Don’t go taking potshots, I have no idea how much ammunition has been stored in the caches. Take your directions from the guys I put with you.” He turned to Slade and me. “Slade, you’ll be on bodyguard duty. You can shoot, fight, and you’re the one I’m the most confident can look after Jules.”

      “What about Finn?” he replied.

      “Yes, what about Finn?” the man himself said, arriving at the fire site and standing there, looking pissed off. “You’re resisting pushing forward with the mission, and now you’re taking me away from Jules?”

      Finn had maintained his optimistic façade until it looked like we’d be staying at the mining camp for a few days. The soldiers needed to secure the gate as best they could. It wasn’t just the Volken who liked to try to get through. Aaron was also cautious, not wanting to rush in, something I think Finn had been banking on. With every day we delayed, his mood got worse.

      “No one’s taking you anywhere,” Aaron said with a shake of his head.

      “Then why? Answer me that.”

      “Which part?” Aaron said with a shrug. “The moving forward part, or the Jules part? Or the part where you’re torn up with anger and guilt and wanting to rush in where angels fear to tread to try and absolve that?” I blinked, staring at Aaron for a moment. There were whole other sides to the guys, that I knew. It’d taken me ages to see into Jack, and I’d never suspected Brandon even had a secret, let alone what it was, so I guess seeing another side to Aaron wasn’t unexpected.

      “It occurs to me that observing your command is pretty much a courtesy,” Finn said, that alpha whip creeping into his voice. We all sat up straighter, and the hairs on the back of my neck began to stand up. “I could take control of this mission and damn the bloody detours and delays.”

      “But you won’t.” Aaron didn’t move in or face-off against Finn, just stayed exactly how he was. “Not if you want to get those men out. Not if you want Jules to return to Sanctuary. You think I haven’t seen a man on a suicide mission before? Willing to throw themselves into the fray, sacrifice everything to make amends? This is not some fucking heroic mission that a bit of pluck and clear heart will get you through. This is a whole society of warriors, intent on wiping our people out. Even with modern weapons, if we’re not careful, we’re fucked. You wanna pull the alpha shit and take over? Well, I can’t stop you, but if you want to actually achieve your objectives, you’ll listen to me and my guys.”

      Finn’s eyes had taken on a green cast throughout the whole conversation, but Aaron did not look away until finally, the other man’s shoulders relaxed. He let out a long sigh, then rubbed at his face.

      “You’re hurting, and you want to do something about it. I get it. Go and burn some of that self-flagellating energy by practising digging us some latrines. Without a safe place to shit, things will devolve pretty quickly.”

      Finn just nodded and turned on his heel and left.

      Something needed to be done about that. While I’d managed to give him a reprieve from the waves of self-loathing, Finn wasn’t out of the woods yet. Going through the gate and setting up camp in the mine site had just re-started the spiral. I went to get to my feet, but Slade tugged me back down.

      “Give him some space,” he said. “Aaron’s advice is a good one. We don’t even need latrines here, with the staff toilets, but there’s something to be said for just letting it all out in manual labour. He’s just gonna have to process this, and you being a spectator to his shame isn’t going to help.”

      “But—”

      “Slade’s right, Jules,” Aaron said. “He did send those blokes through here. They are getting treated like shit. He knows you love him and want him to be happy, but he’s trying to live with the unliveable. You try and get in close right now, you’re likely to be collateral damage, and then he’ll be even more ashamed. Anyway, we’ve got bigger problems to sort out here.”

      “I assume that means me.”

      Brandon walked in and hesitated for a moment, scanning the group before sitting down on an empty log. He didn’t look happy, his fingers going white.

      I felt it, that same tugging sensation that made me want to chase after Finn urged me to get up and take my mate’s hand and smooth away the empty look on his face. Slade’s fingers tightened around mine, as if he felt the same but was resisting.

      “Not you, but you’ve got to admit, dropping that bomb has to have some consequences,” Aaron said. “I dunno about everyone else here, but I feel like there’s been a breach of trust.” He held up a hand when Brandon started to speak, the other man falling silent, eyes on the ground. “You’ve explained, and I get it. You had your reasons, but both you and Sylvan have operated on a whole lot of covert information and chose not to share it with us. I think I speak for everyone when I say—what else are you hiding? What dangers do you know are coming that we don’t? How are you manoeuvring us into place to better meet your desired outcomes? You let Jules finally bond you, and then you chose to drop this bombshell?”

      “I…I…”

      I heard the pain in Brandon’s voice, something I’d never thought I’d see in a million years. I pulled free of Slade’s grip and ignored his grumbles as I got to my feet and went to Brandon’s side. Pulling him into a hug was not a pleasant experience. I felt his pain as if it was my own, but I was already full of a swirling mass of mistrust, betrayal, and frustration. For a moment, I just held him while he was stiff as a board within my grip, and felt like an overfilled cup, ready to spill messy emotions everywhere. Then he drew back.

      Brandon stared at me for a moment, eyes wide, just looking at me before pulling my hand away and putting it down on the log. When he was freed from our mate bond, he turned to Aaron.

      “You want some certainty about what’s about to happen. I understand that, I just can’t give it to you. My visions end here, just as Sylvan’s did when he came through the gate.” We all turned to look at the black wolf, who shrugged.

      “I saw that Jules and her pack were significant, and that you would come through the gate, and that was it,” he said with a shrug. “The rest was just waiting for that to happen.”

      “You also want us to be working as a cohesive unit. That makes sense, but I don’t think we’re there yet. You’ll have to plan around a grieving process, I think, and allow people time to adjust.” Aaron paused and then went to continue, but Brandon just reached into the interior pocket of his jacket and pulled out a familiar book. It was the token he’d offered me during the petitioning process. He held it out to me, careful to make sure our fingers didn’t touch. That stung, that he would avoid contact, but I guess even I wouldn’t want to be swamped by the morass of emotion I was feeling right now.

      “Read this. It might help,” he said, and then got to his feet. “You need intel? I had some visions of Leifgart. I’ll go and talk to your men now, see if I can help augment the map.”

      And with that, he was gone.

      Aaron shook his head. “Look, I get there’s stuff going on. I’m not immune, but for this to work, we’re all going to need to work as a team, and not so much in the fun way you were just enjoying. Find a way to get past all this…stuff.”

      “The burly one is right,” Sylvan said. “A queen needs her courtiers. The strength of your pack is what saves the day. I’ve seen that over and over. Time to get your house in order.”

      “I guess this means no Mate Torte for us,” Jack said drily as he watched Sylvan go.

      “Jack, I’ll—” Hawk said.

      “Let’s plan a celebration,” I said. “There’s a mess hall and a big kitchen full of supplies. Let’s make our last night at the mining site a memorable one.”
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      “Don’t beat it quite so hard. You’re folding oxygen into the mix, and if you smash it like that, you’ll destroy all those micro pockets of air you created,” Hawk said, peering over my shoulder at the bowl of whipped cream I was working on.

      “I love it when the little woman gets all dominant,” Jack said, leaning over the stainless bench.

      “Little woman?” Hawk’s eyes narrowed when he looked at his mate. “I bit you. If anyone’s the girl, it’s you.”

      “Ooh, I like this new side to you,” Jack replied with a smile, but I think we both noticed the lazy catlike nature of it. What he said was only partly a joke.

      “Yeah?” Hawk placed the bowl of cake mix down on the bench and walked around to Jack’s side. I heard his gasp as Hawk took up position behind him, wrapping Jack’s hair around his hand and tugging until Jack’s neck was a tight bow. He kicked Jack’s ankles wide, settling in between them and grinding. “Who’s the bitch now?”

      Whoa, my cream beating came to a stop as I watched the two of them together.

      “Fuck me,” Jack groaned. “We should have done this ages ago. Mating makes everything so much more intense. My cock is aching, and I can feel how much yours is. Pull my pants down. We’ll use some cooking oil for lube.”

      “Dude!” The lustful fog cleared as the thought of butts and food together hit me. Hawk made a move to comply, but I put my bowl on the bench with a clatter. “No arse fucking in the kitchen. That’s gross!”

      “Yeah? Spoilsport,” Jack said as he reached down and adjusted himself. “How about a blowjob then? Wanna see if you can fit two sausages in that hot little mouth, love?”

      I spluttered, about to snap back at him, when the kitchen doors swung open. Aaron strode in, his combat boots making a sharp sound. Dressed in the khaki fatigues that hugged his broad body, he looked damn good.

      “Make that three sausages?” Jack said, taking up position beside me. “Though go gentle on me. I never felt insecure about what I was packing until I saw these two hard in the same room.”

      “How’s dinner going?” Aaron said, taking us all in and no doubt guessing what we’d been about to get up to, if the working of his nostrils was anything to go by. “I hope it’s on its way, as you’re about to get fifteen hungry men descending on you in about half an hour.”

      Hawk nodded. “There’s two roasts in the oven, fresh bread, and a range of sides. I didn’t skimp, seeing as the miners just left it here.”

      “Good. A celebration and a decent feed is a good way to boost morale. We’re driving out in the morning.” Aaron turned to me. “And how are you holding up, Jules?”

      He indicated I should follow him with a nod, taking a few steps away from the kitchen.

      “We’ll revisit this later, love,” Jack said, dropping a kiss on my temple.

      That sounded half promise, half threat, but I felt a shiver of anticipation as I followed Aaron. That didn’t stop the farther I got away from the kitchen. I didn’t know Aaron well. We’d been fooling around when he was on leave and having a fun time, but it hadn’t left much time to get to know him. So right now, I was looking up at a massive guy, clad in his military uniform, standing with the well-practised ease of someone who felt complete confidence in what they were doing, and I’ll admit, I felt a little fluttery.

      It didn’t sit well with my self-image of being a strong, independent woman, but there was something about being around a really big solid guy rocking that casual confidence that drenched your knickers. It was stupid—since becoming Tirian, I was pretty sure I could put him on his arse, but the realisation he could probably do the same to me was somehow a turn on. His smile twisted as he looked down at me and tipped my chin up.

      “Just what are you thinking about, love?”

      “I think guys in uniform are hot.”

      Fuck! Where did that come from?

      “Yeah?” He shifted his stance, my eyes following every movement of that body, including the quite significant swing of something in his pants.

      “Do you go commando? Is that some kind of military thing? Like a uniform requirement or something? Is that why they call it commando? Fuck, what is with the verbal diarrhoea today? You need to stop wearing…this. It sends my brain offline.”

      Aaron chuckled, then herded me back until I hit the wall. He placed a hand above my head, leaning in so I was surrounded by a wall of male flesh. If I was feeling all quivery and girly a minute ago, now I was a molten mess of XX chromosomes. He just watched my breath come in pants, his eyes dropping to my lips and staying there as they began to part.

      “Fucking hell, Jules. I’ve got to go out there and finalise packing the vehicles so we’re ready to go at first light and you…” His voice trailed away, and then he swooped in, his hand going to my jaw as he brushed his lips against mine. “This is my first command. How am I going to keep everyone safe if I’m panting after you like this?”

      “Pretty sure there was mutual panting,” I gasped.

      He shook his head and laughed, then pulled me to him, burying my head in his chest. “I’ll come to your tent tonight. Maybe if we can give in now, I’ll get a little reprieve.”

      “I dunno about you, but having sex with any of you has never made me want to have less sex, or be around you less, or respond less intensely.”

      “Jules, you’ve gotta humour a guy sometimes. This connection, it’s intense, but we aren’t in the kind of safe place that will allow for the kind of indulgences we’ve enjoyed so far. We’re all going to be sleep-deprived, doing night watches, and everything.”

      “But you’ll come to our tent tonight?”

      “Like I can stay away from you. I’ll be back, but behave with these two. No bodily fluids in the food, that’s all I ask.”

      I missed his warmth, his bulk when Aaron pulled away, but I caught a snicker from the kitchen. Both Hawk and Jack had apparently been watching the whole thing.

      “Someone’s gonna get monster dick tonight,” Jack said as I walked back to the bowl of cream. I stuck my finger in, ready to smear it on his face, but he caught it too quickly, holding my hand and sucking the blob off my finger. “Bring him along. A nice little foursome to celebrate our nuptials would hit the spot.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to share.”

      Both Jack and I stilled at that, turning to look at Hawk.

      “Are you getting possessive? That is so fucking hot. Why is it so hot?”

      “I have no idea,” I replied. “All I know is I feel it too.”

      “You’re my mate. Mine. Maybe I want to celebrate that. We’ve never really made love, Jack. Maybe I want to try that.”

      I saw the doubt in Hawk’s eyes, the tense way he gripped the spatula he’d been using to pour cake batter into a tin, but Jack sauntered over, removing the utensil and folding himself into Hawk’s chest. The other man’s arms went around him, holding him tight, stroking his hair with an intensity in his eyes that made me feel like I was almost intruding.
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      “So, I believe congratulations are in order?” Sylvan said as everyone started to serve themselves from the many platters of food.

      Hawk had cooked like a man possessed, almost as if re-directing all the intensity he’d been lavishing on Jack onto the dishes.

      “Yes,” Finn said, “to Jack and Hawk.”

      “To Jack and Hawk,” everyone said, holding up their glasses.

      Hawk looked faintly embarrassed, focussing on transferring only the most perfect roast vegetables to their shared plate, but Jack beamed under all the attention. It was amazing to see the veil of frustration and anger lifted from his face. It might not have gone the way he’d planned it, but being mated suited Jack. Though not everyone was so pleased.

      I looked down the table and saw Brandon had sat with Aaron’s men, eating slowly, methodically, but without any pleasure. He observed the mated couple with haunted eyes. He had his mating mark, but had no such time to enjoy it, nor celebration. After I’d stroked his hair as Ophelia told us what she knew, he’d disappeared, seeming to know he wasn’t entirely welcome in our wing. Instead, what should have been the best day for him was a lonely one. I sensed the weight of the book he’d given me in my pocket and vowed to take a look at it before the naked fun began tonight. He must have felt my eyes on him, as he looked over at me briefly before dropping his gaze down to his plate. I watched him take one more mouthful, apparently struggling to swallow it before putting his cutlery down. The reason why he’d chosen to sit there became apparent when he pushed himself away from the table and slipped out of the room without anyone noticing.

      Anyone but me. I got to my feet as the teasing of the happy couple began, nodding to them when they saw me. As I walked out, following Brandon’s path, that glow faded, replaced by a confusing mix of emotions. Love, frustration, anger, betrayal—they were all tied up in a messy knot, and tugging on one made the others tighten. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to go after Brandon, just some nagging instinct made me put one foot in front of the other. What did I think about this? What did I want to do about our relationship? We weren’t tied together for eternity, the bond could be broken in the absence of love, but that wasn’t the problem. It wasn’t lack of emotion, it was too much.

      I frowned as I walked out of the mess doors, pausing for a moment to look up at an alien sky. Several moons hung there at various heights and levels of brightness with strange patterns of stars around them. It was all so unreal, the trip through the portal, but the mining camp was startlingly prosaic. It had buildings, cars, furniture just like Earth, so it was tempting to think it was home. I shook my head, then sniffed the air, searching for a sign of my mate.

      This way, my instincts told me, so I turned right and followed the path.

      Trees looked different here, many having these weird kite-shaped leaves and twisty branches, though the lavender coloured foliage was the first thing that drew my eye when we got here. All that was muted now into shades of black and grey as I walked farther. I stopped when what I assumed was a lizard skittered across my path. It was tiny, yet it paused mid scramble, then looked up at me with glowing yellow eyes before running away. I glanced around, realising there could be all sorts of alien creatures out here and I’d have no idea. I shook my head and moved forward.

      I found him crouched on a low hanging branch, the cherry red tip of his cigarette a beacon luring me closer. “Hey,” I said as I placed a hand on the eerily smooth bark, the light of one of the moon’s hitting us as I peered closer.

      “What are you doing here, Jules?”

      “Brandon, you’re obviously miserable.”

      “Of course, I am. Only a complete psychopath wouldn’t be.”

      “Well, no matter what’s happened, you’re my mate. I do care about you.”

      Even in the low light, those pale grey eyes managed to glow when they were turned on me. He crushed the cigarette out on the bark, releasing a weird astringent smell, before he dropped down from the branch right next to me.

      “But that’s not all, is it, Jules?” He was a dark figure now, the shadow of the tree engulfing him as he moved closer. “I played you, didn’t I? All of you, moving you around, making sure the connections were made, making sure they flourished. I advised and suggested, I pushed and manipulated, until you were right where I wanted.”

      His words sent icy fingers up my spine, not because they were foreign, but because they reflected exactly the doubts that had been plaguing me since the big reveal. Don’t hate me. That refrain of his, the last time we had sex… I blinked, my vision suddenly blurring. I’m trying so damn hard not to.

      “How do you do that? How do you fucking know everything?” I said.

      “Because I felt it all, that great streaming spiral of doubt, fear, and anger when you stroked my hair. It was my mating day, we’d just bonded.” His voice began to crack, and I reached for him, but he shied away. Of course, he did. He wasn’t about to subject himself to another round of my swirling emotions. They were a net he would get caught in, dragging him further down. “I asked you, begged you not to hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you! I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t care about you.”

      “Care?” The mealy-mouthed word seemed to twist on his lips, becoming something foul and unworthy. “Have you read the book?”

      “No, you just gave it to me. I was—”

      “Have you even opened it?”

      “I planned to tonight when we went to bed. Brandon, I—”

      “Fuck it,” he said with a shake of his head, then his arms shot out. Strong fingers wrapped themselves around my bare biceps, his skin searing into mine. And then I was gone.

      I was yanked from standing on an alien planet under the light of several moons, to another more familiar place. We stood on the banks of the great black lake that seemed to always be present when our pack melded. Brandon stood there, the one point of illumination in all the gloom, his expression a terrible one. “See it,” he said. “See it, and read it.”

      The light inside him flared as soon as he touched me, taking me from this subterranean landscape to someone’s home.

      “What have you got there?” a woman said. Janice, it was Brandon’s mum, I realised. She bent down and inspected the childish drawing the little boy with Brandon’s eyes was working on. “Is this Mummy?” She pointed to the stick figure sporting a triangular-shaped dress.

      “No, dat Jools,” he replied, his mouth struggling to form the words.

      “Ohh, is she your friend?”

      “No, she my mate.”

      “Mate? You mean like Mummy and your daddies?” He nodded his head earnestly. “That won’t happen for a long time, love. You know that.”

      “I know.”

      “Adam.” Janice turned to call over her shoulder to someone we couldn’t see. “Have you heard of anyone having a daughter named Jewels?”

      The light burned brightly, washing away the scene, only to replace it with a slightly older Brandon, playing with several dolls and action figures. Ophelia stood with Janice as they watched the boy play.

      “It’s this, over and over. I’ve checked, and there’s no little girls called Jewels. No nicknames, nothing. I even checked the boys’ names. He just spends the whole day making up these incredibly convoluted stories about him, Jewels, and their pack. There’re details in them that no kid should know. He keeps talking about Grace’s boy and Cheryl’s, Slade, but they’re not even friends. I’ve never had that much to do with either of their mums. I’m worried, alpha.”

      Ophelia didn’t get to reply, the scene quickly dissolving before another appeared.

      “You can’t waste your life waiting around for some fantasy woman,” Brandy, Brandon’s sister, said. By the unfinished, coltish look of her body, they were teenagers now. “Have you ever had sex?”

      “You expect me to answer that? You’re my fucking sister.”

      “So that’s a no. Go out with Sharon. She likes you, thinks you’re hot for some bloody reason. No one’s saying bond her, but just take her out on a date or something.”

      “I can’t.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Brandon.”

      “I can’t, so butt the fuck out of my life, OK?”

      Brandy’s stung expression faded away, only to be replaced by the darkened doorway of one of the Sanctuary sheds. A big burly guy just wearing a tight pair of faded jeans stood by it, his brows jerking down when he saw Brandon.

      “What are you doing here, kid?”

      “I…” I could feel it now, the pulse of heat fever in Brandon’s veins. He’d jerked his cock raw, but the need had not abated. Revel, Helen’s daughter, was in the midst of her mating run, and half the single men in town were off after her. He wasn’t. He was too young anyway, but he resisted the siren call of the other woman’s scent with everything he had. He couldn’t run after her, though some of the boys his age would, damn the rules. Never another woman. “I need to get off.”

      The words were bald, unvarnished, and the man at the door smiled at them. “Kid, I understand completely, but this isn’t the place for you. It’s a fucking zoo in there, and impulse control is at an all-time low. Go and find a couple of your mates for a nice safe circle jerk.”

      Brandon could hear the muffled groans, smell the scent of too many men crammed into one space. He wasn’t sure if that’s what he wanted, but he needed to find out. He shifted, the ache in his balls growing by the minute.

      “No,” he said. “I need this.”

      The guy sighed, pushing himself off the wall and broaching the gap between them as he came closer and closer, until Brandon’s nose was full of his masculine musk.

      “You need this?” His hand went to his zipper, slowly opening the front of his jeans. The man popped the button, and the fabric parted almost with a sigh, revealing a rigid cock. He palmed it, giving it a few long, swirling tugs. “How about you show me how much you need it.”

      Brandon’s heart pounded in his ears as he watched the man’s hand work, his chuckle sending shivers down his spine. This was it. He was about to jump off a point of no return. Would he think of teenage Jules? Of all those visions of her fumbling clumsy lovers helping themselves to her body with little regard for the treasure they had and no idea how to pluck the delicate sensations she needed to give her pleasure?

      “Come on, don’t be shy. I’ll be a fuck load gentler than those arseholes. Just open your mouth and—”

      “No. You open your mouth, and suck my dick.”

      The ring in his voice resonated throughout the darkened courtyard. It was a small, hard part of himself that he’d kept so carefully locked away, thanks to the advice and admonishments of his mum and the former alpha, but it felt so damn good to be out. Just as it felt good to see the man fall to his knees in front of him, his cock still twitching from the effects of Brandon’s command. He watched the man undo Brandon’s fly and release his aching cock with cold eyes, almost as if this was happening to someone else. That composure was shattered as the man swallowed him down to the root. It’d be much later when he’d come to appreciate Warwick—because that was the man’s name—and his total lack of gag reflex. But right now, as the other man’s throat convulsed around his dick, all he could do was rely on instinct and thrust. His fingers scored the close crop of the man’s head as Brandon shoved his dick into Warwick’s mouth.

      “Jules…” he whimpered as he felt his balls boil. “Jules…”

      The memory jumped forward a moment, Warwick now standing, his dick limp and a considerable cum stain across his jeans. He seemed to eye Brandon with a newfound respect. “I’m getting Mick for you. I reckon he’s the best person to get you started. But, kid, you want that,” Warwick glanced down at Brandon’s crotch, “on the regular, you just come to House 12. I’m on my own, got plenty of space for you—”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Brandon said. “Now, can you get me Mick?”

      The shed faded away to a brightly lit room. Rain pattered against the window, and Brandon sat naked on a bed, staring at the drops as they fell.

      “No one touches you.”

      He looked over his shoulder where Mick and Warwick lay. Mick was stroking the other man’s back, obviously ready for round twenty or whatever they were up to. Lily and Sharon were in heat, and the single men were in an uproar. Two women coming into season cloaked the unmarried quarters in a miasma of lust, and any work needing done had either crawled to a standstill or fell on the shoulders of the mated.

      “Pretty sure I touched you a whole lot,” Brandon replied, looking at the long pink marks still adorning Warwick’s back and buttocks.

      “That’s not what I mean. You fuck like the devil, but nothing gets you inside.”

      “Warwick…” Mick growled.

      “No, I need to say this. You take the ‘keep this just physical’ thing the women tell us to follow to a whole other level.”

      “Bend over,” Brandon said, rolling away from the window and moving across the bed, picking up the lube before working it up and down his hard cock until it was slick. For all his protestations, Warwick’s gaze was trained on his hand, following every movement. “I want to fuck you.”

      Warwick shook his head, jerking his eyes upwards. “You can’t keep doing this. You can’t just use me as a hole to get off. I need to know if there’s anything here beyond sex.”

      Mick met his gaze, a warning within it. Mick had taken him under his wing, introduced him to safe, sane, and consensual kink, helped him become the kind of lover he wanted to be. They often played together, but Mick knew this all had an expiry date. He didn’t understand Brandon’s visions, understood little about his prescient powers, but he knew this was not a long-term lifestyle for Brandon. Warwick didn’t.

      “I can’t give you anything more than my dick. If that’s not enough for you, I’ll leave. I’m sorry, you deserve more, but I’m not the one to give it to you. So, what do you want?”

      Brandon watched the war rage within the other man’s head. If he touched him, he’d get the blow by blows, but he didn’t need that. He waited for Warwick to choose to surrender or to put up appropriate boundaries.

      It was no surprise to Brandon when the other man got onto his hands and knees in front of him, presenting the very hole Warwick accused him of reducing him down to. Some men liked to be beaten and marked, or tied up and forced to do humiliating things, but Warwick seemed to thrive on a more subtle form of abuse.

      “I’m thinking of her when I push myself inside you,” he said as he fitted his slick cock against the other man’s arse, rubbing the sphincter there until it began to relax.

      Mick shook his head as Brandon very carefully, very considerately, started to arse fuck the guy. Because in his mind, it wasn’t Warwick under him.

      “Put it in,” her voice rasped, sounding like scored silk.

      He loved that sound, her voice breaking with desire and need, the desperation he’d managed to make her feel, wanting, begging him to push past her limits before she was ready. When he surged forward, it was the hot tight clasp of her around him, not some guy. He couldn’t do this with a woman, the overlay of her over the other jarred somehow. But on a sub like Warwick, he fell away, a meaningless substitute, and Brandon felt the other man’s dick ache that much harder from being treated as such. He thrust inside her, holding back somewhat. He only really let loose, slamming into someone, when he was consciously with a guy. Now, he was gentle and considerate, pulling pleasure from her body, edging her closer and closer.

      “Oh god, Brandon, yes!”

      He smiled at her exultant cries, speeding up, feeling his cock throb, her groans growing louder as a result. They were tied together in this endless feedback of pleasure that spun and spun until—

      Brandon’s hands were snatched back from where they gripped me, the visions, the dark lake, all disappearing until it was just him, me, and the moons.

      “It’s always been you, Jules, always. I think I learned your name before mum-mum or da-da. I was flooded with visions of you—being born, growing up. Your tantrums were my tantrums, your joys were my joys. I saw every milestone, every growth spurt. I saw the awkwardness of teenagehood, I saw those fucking boys who seemed to have no idea what they held. I saw that bloody brother of yours just leave you in Melville with barely a cent to rub together, telling you he’d ‘invest’ the money made from selling your parents’ house. I saw the dickheads who hassled you at work, the first time your heart was broken, when you finished your degree. I am saturated in you.”

      I took a step backwards, shaking my head, unable to get my mind around what he said.

      “I saw Buddy when he was a puppy. I saw you when your parents died. Jules, I saw you.” Tears shone in his eyes, his face a mask of pain. “I saw us. I saw everything we could become, if you chose me. But, Jules, I could have used all this to my advantage, made sure it was me you met first, slept with first. I could have hovered around your head like a bloody bee, seeking that sweet nectar, but I didn’t. I know you’re terrified, anyone would be. But, Jules, I’ve never used this information to try to coerce you. You had to choose, I saw that in all of my visions. That choice is the most important thing for anyone, and you did. You chose me.” He tugged down his shirt to show me the pinkish scar on his neck. “You chose me, and it's only now you’re learning what that means. You have to decide, love, if this is something you can live with, because I can’t take it away.” He held out a hand, and I saw the tremble in his fingers. “I’ve never seen past this point. My visions are done now, apparently. I have no idea what you’ll choose.”

      I don’t know how to describe how I felt. I’d just seen palpable evidence that Brandon had been watching me my whole life. Was he some kind of insane psychic stalker or as much a victim as I was? He was so young when the visions started. No one seemed to give him any advice on how to stop. But that wasn’t what I felt. That was the understandable mental chatter going a mile a minute, my conscious brain trying to work as fast as it could to make the right decision, weigh up all my options to stop me from making a stupid one. But my head couldn’t make these choices.

      Love makes you incredibly vulnerable, can destroy you so completely you never get up again. No rational person would choose to make such a bond. I grabbed his hand because he was Brandon and he was my mate and I loved him. I couldn’t hope to understand what he’d been through, but right now, I was willing to trust the gentle, loving side he’d always shown me was him and not some façade. I heard the hitch of his breath, felt the claw of his fingers on my back as he held me close, and then I was in.

      He hummed around me, Brandon—an amorphous cloud of his feelings. It rumbled with doubt and anxiety, frustration and loathing, but they were on the fringe. As I delved deeper, it was all there—his love. I bathed in that love for a moment, such a complete feeling of radical acceptance, filling cracks inside me I’d come to ignore. And of course, in the face of such a gift, an answering emotion swelled within me. His and my love for each other grew, edging out everything else, until that’s all there was.

      I blinked to find myself hovering again, held in Brandon’s arms as we looked down at the mining camp. “You chose me,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “Of course, I did.”

      “I promise it’ll all be on the up and up from now on. I’ll share everything.”

      “Shh….” I said. The grasping, needing part of me had been lulled into submission for a moment. A sharp prickle at the edges of my perception let me know I’d have a whole bunch to deal with once we came back to ourselves, but it was nice to just feel complete. Time felt like it stretched on and on, but it was no chore.

      “We need to go back,” he said, lifting my chin and kissing me gently.

      “No.” I shifted restively. “I don’t want to. There’s the planning and the Volken—”

      “Yes, love.” And with the next kiss, the sounds of alien birds and insects came roaring back, the chill of the night air caressing my skin.

      “You chose me,” he said again, out of wonder or to remind me, I wasn’t sure. I nodded, doubt and worry flooding back in, but it did not overcome that feeling of love. The emotions may have lain uneasily side by side, but they coexisted, for now.

      

      “I wondered where you’d gotten to.”

      I looked up to see Aaron leaning against the wall of one of the mining dormitories. We were supposed to be in tents to start adjusting to how things would be on the way to Leifgart, but Brandon and I had detoured to an empty room. The silence felt like exactly what we needed right now. He’d dropped down onto the bed, looking pale-faced and drawn, but at peace. We’d lain together, both of our anxieties thrumming in the background, but the stronger throb of our bond enough to let us relax. I’d just gotten up to get a glass of water when Aaron emerged out of the gloom.

      “I was seeing to Brandon. He needed me.”

      He nodded. “We felt it up the bond, me less than Slade or Finn, but we felt it. That’s a good thing.” He looked away, up the darkened hallway for a moment before glancing back. “I’d been meaning to talk to you about it. Slade’s wary, and Finn…well, he’s angry at everything right now, but I think that prick Sylvan is right. Strength in numbers. You made us a pack, we need to start working as one.”

      “That why you had the guys gang up on me earlier?”

      His smile was kinda devastating when it came, those white teeth stark against the honey of his skin. “Liked that, did ya? Not quite the group cohesiveness activities we usually use, but I figured it’d be a way to get everyone on board.”

      “Everyone was definitely on board.” He watched me shiver, remembering the sensations the three of them had wrought.

      “So, what now?”

      I sighed and looked over my shoulder at the doorway into the room I was sharing with Brandon.

      “Now I think we’re just going to have a quiet moment. I know I promised more tonight.”

      “To be honest, a quiet moment would be perfect,” he said, lines of worry forming on his face as he let a long breath out. “We’re driving out into…what tomorrow?”

      “Come in,” I said, not letting his thought process go too far. The way we were right now, we could either push our anxiety spirals up higher, or stop them altogether. I put a hand in his and pulled him inside.

      Brandon looked up when we walked in, scanning the other man for a moment before nodding. He patted the space beside him. I laid down there, and Aaron pushed another bed over to augment ours, then joined us until I was wedged between the rigid warmth of both men. Hands stroked my body as I stroked theirs, a curious kind of animal pleasure cycling between the three of us. As always, today had been too much, and touching did a lot to reset us. I rolled over on my back, feeling their hands skimming my sides, stomach.

      “Feeling better?” I said to Brandon, running a hand over his cheek.

      “So much.” His eyes closed, and he snuggled in tighter against me.

      “I’m sorry you never really got your mating day party.”

      “Don’t need that, just this,” he said. “Though fair warning, Janice and Brandy will probably be all over us for that when we get back.”

      “If we get back.”

      We both looked at Aaron, then pulled him in as close as he could go.

      “That’s not your responsibility,” Brandon said. “It’s something we’ll all have to work on.”

      “Any insights you want to share, Doc?”

      “I haven’t seen what happens, got nothing but small flashes, and there hasn’t been any for ages.”

      “I expect you to discuss every detail of those flashes with my men in the morning.”

      “In the morning.”
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      “This is not where you said you wanted me yesterday.”

      I tried not to be hurt as Finn snapped the words at Aaron. We stood beside a tactical vehicle—basically, a four-wheel drive ute with a machine gun mounted in the tray. That wasn’t where we’d be sitting, though. Aaron wanted me in the middle of the back seat with Finn and Slade on either side, and Brandon in the front passenger seat.

      “I took what you said under advisement,” Aaron said. “You’re in the back, protecting your mate.”

      “Put Brandon and Slade with her.”

      Her, I thought, not Jules, not Julie. My eyes were forced down as they began to sting.

      “Gimme one of the bikes, and I’ll go on ahead.”

      “Fucking give this cherry what he wants,” one of the soldiers said, edging forward. “Let him get his head ripped off by some weird arse monster or one of the murderous bastards. Give us a clear path to his grieving mate.”

      When the soldier’s eyes flicked to me, his gaze was lecherous, but it was hard to tell if that was real or to provoke Finn. Either way, it worked.

      “Don’t look at her.”

      “Well, why don’t you take your place by her side and stop him from doing so,” Aaron said, stepping into Finn’s space. “Do you know what any of us would do to be in your shoes? Do you?” My head jerked up as I heard the slight waver in Aaron’s voice. It didn’t deter him as he shoved his finger into Finn’s chest. “You have the one thing we all want, Finn—a mate. And instead of cherishing every damn moment of that, you’re letting guilt make you its bitch, and a stupid one at that.” The other man watched Finn’s shoulders sag. “Your dads have been out here for years, Finn. It’s imperative we get them out, but there’s no urgency. We do this safe, and we do this smart.”

      “But what I saw…”

      “We all saw it, mate, and now we’re gonna do something about it. Trust us, trust my guys. There’s no one else I’d want to be walking into a motherfucking huge wolf’s den with. But if we’re gonna do this, someone needs to look after Jules. She’s the most precious. Something might happen to one of us, but she needs to make it back. Work with Brandon and Slade, and make that happen.”

      My eyes took in every detail of the exchange, lingering particularly on the abrupt jerk of Aaron’s hands as he spoke to Finn.

      That one is strong, my Tirian said as I felt the eerie sensation of her moving within me to peer out my eyes.

      Yeah, I don’t feel like I know him all that well, and then this.

      Some of your men are all dramatic declarations, a view of Slade and Jack popped into my mind, but others will wait for you to notice.

      And I haven’t been noticing.

      I have.

      Aaron waited until Finn nodded in resignation, then clapped him on the shoulder, and turned to the others. “Everyone knows where they’re supposed to be. Hills, you keep to the middle of the pack, the rest of you, eyes peeled. We’ve got limited intel on what lives here from the mine crew. You’ll need your wits about you. No shooting indiscriminately, but if something looks hostile, take it out. Let’s go.”

      And that was that. Everyone started to move—everyone but me. It was weird; I’d come to Sanctuary, found out I was this crazy powerful smoke wolf thing, and still, I was manoeuvred around by the men in my life. My teeth ground as a wave of resentment hit me and I glanced at the alien landscape with its purple trees. I had no experience here. I couldn’t handle a gun, and would have no idea how to cope with some strange creature if it attacked me, so I saw the wisdom in protecting me. I had the least useful skills.

      “C’mon, princess,” Slade said, and for the first time, that label stung. I was the princess, a burden to be argued over and managed, and it wasn’t something that sat well with me. “In you get,” he said as he opened the door, like I was a child. I followed the instructions dully.

      “I’ll get in the front. Brandon can sit with Julie,” Finn said, moving to do exactly that. The other men all looked at me for confirmation, but I just got in the car and buckled up like a good little girl. I stared at the side of Finn’s face when the car started, hungrily taking in all of the details. I’d thought we’d resolved things, got things back on track when he’d cried in my arms, but it appeared I’d done little good. Finn was still torn apart by guilt and angry at the delays in atoning for it. All of a sudden, I felt a wave of love and reassurance. It was like being stroked by a velvet glove, the soft fibres brushing over all my sharp edges, encouraging them to relax and lay flat. I looked down and saw Brandon and Slade had taken my hands.

      “It’ll be OK, love,” Slade said in a low voice, partially obscured by the rumble of the engine. “He’ll pull his head out of his arse at some point.”

      “And we’ll step in if he doesn’t soon,” Brandon said, eyeing the other man.

      I settled back against the seat, staring out the windscreen at the strange landscapes that appeared. I saw tall spires of stone carved into weird sinuous shapes by the elements, long drooping lengths of vine with great purple and yellow striped trumpets of flowers that lured in masses of insects, only to close around them when they got near enough. We burst out of the closely wooded path we drove down, the foliage falling away abruptly to reveal a great plain of yellowish-green grass. White clouds scudded across a bright blue sky.

      I was seeing something so very few people on my world would ever get a chance to, and here I was, eating my heart out over relationship dramas. I glanced at the back of Finn’s head with narrowed eyes.

      I think Finn had managed to hold onto his good mood when we stepped through the portal, laden with guns and supplies, because he’d expected to see the Volken there, waiting for us the minute we got to the mine. Instead, we were greeted by the mine site manager, given details about the local flora and fauna, as well as any people likely to harass us. None of them were the Volken.

      The site manager seemed irritated by the whole thing. He hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the Volken warriors for months, obviously seeing it all as a massive waste of time. But he stepped through with his men and the machinery they were able to take back home and left us to the peaceful, empty mine site.

      Aaron had been relieved to have a bit of time to coordinate the mission, do a quick inventory of supplies, as well as consult the more accurate local maps. But Finn, left without an external enemy to direct his anger at, had turned it on himself in their absence.

      I wanted him to be happy, but I couldn’t take responsibility for that. If he was determined to be angry, to keep everyone out, then that was on him. Let’s face it—guys PMS too, though with no natural cycle to bring that crazy to an end. Sometimes they just had to follow that sulk to the ground before realising what kind of muppet they’d been. I relaxed against the car seat, the guys noting my softening stance with approving nods before directing their focus back outside the windows. Scanning the landscape, looking for threats, wanting to keep me safe. I was lucky, I realised, and had nothing to be miserable about. I was surrounded by people that loved me, that wanted to look after me where I didn’t have the skills to do so.

      I let that warm, fuzzy feeling carry me through until we stopped for lunch. I’d seen weird antelope creatures running in flocks, and clung to my seat with white knuckles as we drove over narrow, rickety looking stone bridges. We’d passed small villages, plumes of smoke spiralling from the top of simple buildings and saw what looked like an ancient temple mouldering in old growth forest. There were a million things I’d liked to have stopped and inspected more closely, but on we drove until we came to a clearing with some strategic fallen stones that looked like they’d be useful as seats and tables. The car in front of us signalled for us to stop, and we pulled over.

      I got out of the car, feeling that weird stiffness that comes from too much immobility and shook my legs to get the blood rushing back.

      “I’ll get us some food,” Brandon said. “You coming, Slade?”

      Both of them eyed a blank-faced Finn, who was just standing there, blinking, as if he couldn’t believe we weren’t before the Great Wolf already.

      “Look after our mate, yeah?” Slade said, slapping Finn on the shoulder, to which he nodded absently.

      I shook my head and said, “I’m going for a wee.”

      In hindsight, wandering off into the scrub of an alien world was perhaps not the smartest. The alternative though, of having a pee right in front of everyone, was pretty unthinkable. We’d explored a whole lot of kinks in my time in Sanctuary, but water sports were off the table. Finn just nodded when I told him where I was going, so I assumed I was safe.

      I’d never been a fan of camping. The total absence of bathrooms was a big turn off, and this was doubly so as I pushed my way through weird blue and green-leafed bushes. Some were laden with jewel-like berries that smelled lovely as I unintentionally stomped on some that had fallen on the ground, but I pushed on. Sampling unknown fruit is rookie behaviour, I thought. I found a spot not too far away from our temporary camp, but unlikely to be accidentally discovered. As I unbuttoned my jeans and did what I needed to, I noticed it was incredibly quiet. There was a bit of rustling of leaves, but none of the usual buzz of insects or chirp of birds. Perhaps that’s why I heard him.

      “Meep…meep…”

      My head jerked around at the mournful sound. I finished up, my heart starting to race, and buttoned up my jeans in record time before stepping carefully through the grass and scrub. Fuck, fuck, fuck, I thought, remembering that scene in one of the Jurassic Park movies where the killer frill neck dino lured people into the bushes and spat acid in their faces. I’m not sure why that particular scene popped into mind, but I crept through the foliage, my claws popping through my skin, ready to at least take acid spitty’s eye out, as he killed me with his overpowered saliva. What I didn’t expect was to see a small bundle of purple fur with massive dark brown eyes and little fluttering wings.

      “Meep, meep, meep!”

      Fluffy’s little mouth worked frantically at the sight of me, his little limbs scrabbling as he tried to get himself upright, but was unable to. The funny sounds he was making only got shriller and came faster as I crouched down a little ways away from him.

      I glanced around, not sure if this was a small animal or something’s young. The last thing I needed was mama…purple people eater turning up, outraged I’d dared to go near its baby. I watched the poor thing thrash about, increasingly desperate to get up, until I saw the problem.

      One of its wings was bent back at an unnatural angle behind it, and all its thrashing was just hurting the little guy further. It looked like it was quadrupedal, the way its limbs were going, and that its wings were more to help it balance-wise. Maybe for jumping short distances, but not enough to get him to his feet in his current state.

      “Fuck it,” I muttered, images of a similarly hurt Buddy flashing into my mind and tears beginning to prick at my eyes.

      I grabbed a stick, thinking that might be a safe way to flip him over and let him scuttle back into the undergrowth to hide and heal. He saw this as a whole other thing. His cries became piteous squeaks for mercy as he cringed back, obviously thinking I was about to hurt him. “Goddammit, do not give me fucking alien rabies. No alien rabies.”

      I reached out slowly, empty-handed now. The squeaks slowed, and those big dark eyes watched me carefully, but his meeps became little more than afterthoughts as my hand grew closer.

      “Oh!” I gasped when my fingers touched its fur.

      It was so soft, like clouds and velvet and duck down had a love child. I resisted the urge to pat the creature’s body, which I saw was about the length of my forearm now I could get a good look at him. The good wing fluttered as I reached under his back and then gently levered him onto his feet.

      Those massive eyes blinked furiously, then looked down at its paws as if amazed to see them holding it up. One wing fluttered, but the other still hung at a horrible angle. It looked up at me and then uttered a sad little meep.

      “No, no, no meeping,” I said, about to get to my feet. It crept closer with that halting, one step forward, two step back thing wild animals do.

      “Meep…meep…meep.”

      “Little dude, I can’t help.”

      “Meep! Meep, meep, meep!” it insisted, then it crawled over and put one gorgeous tiny magenta paw on my knee.

      Well, fuck.

      “Do you have any sharp teeth or anything, little guy?” I asked, eyeing the creature. I was trying to be practical. Picking up a wild animal was rarely a recipe for success. It’s meep got more and more excited as I reached for it, until I heard the sound. As soon as my fingers touched the purple fur, an honest to goodness purr rumbled through the creature. “Purring’s good, right, little dude?” I whispered.

      He fluttered his bat-like ears in response, and when I lifted him up, he scrambled up my arm, wrapping his limbs around it and closing his eyes. I brought him slowly towards my body, hoping he wasn’t going to go nuts and rip out my intestines, but he just curled up in the crook of my arm, for all intents and purposes about to go to sleep.

      Ohhhkay, now what? I couldn’t take a weird alien creature with us to the Volken city. I hadn’t brought Buddy because I didn’t want him becoming collateral damage, and this little guy was equally as vulnerable. I absently stroked purple’s—hopefully non-people eater—super plush fur, and he just snuggled down tighter as a result.

      What does he need? I thought, looking around me. I glanced down at his body and saw the wing, which seemed to be the main issue. I needed to make some kind of splint, something that would let him move again and eventually heal. I was searching for an appropriate stick when his ears pricked up. Those huge eyes opened, and his itty-bitty nose began to quiver as he let out a cautious meep.

      Only to be met with an echoing sound further in the bush. I looked down at Purple, and he looked up at me. Was he looking excited? It was hard to read his furry little face. The answering meeps grew louder and closer, as well as more plentiful.

      “Perfect,” I said, “I’ll dump you off with your flock or whatever and be on my way.”

      It was right about then that I should have questioned the wisdom of tramping through an unknown environment with a strange creature in my arm. But, ever the sucker for something cute and furry, I stomped onwards as Purple played a game of Marco Polo—or Meep Meep—the cries of the others luring me deeper and deeper into the bush. Because, luring was the best description for it.

      The first thing I noticed when I stumbled out of the undergrowth was the gorgeous waterfall. Luminously blue, the water poured into a crystal-clear pond below that was surrounded by fern-like plants. The second more important thing I noticed was the big arse creature sleeping right next to it. Looking something like a cross between a boulder and a lizard, it blew small snot bubbles as it snored on. But it was its bed mates that were of the most interest, because all over the granite like skin of the beast was a huge flock of purple people eaters.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I hissed. I glanced down at Purple, who looked up at me with big shining eyes, its lips parting to show a row of sharp teeth. “C’mon, Purple,” I whispered. “Work with me. I carried you all the way back to your people. I’ll just put you down here, and you can—”

      “MEEP!”

      Fifty odd heads popped up, big eyes shining with what I was starting to think was bloodlust.

      “MEEP! MEEP! MEEP! MEEP! MEEP!” the little furry bastards began chanting in answer.

      “OK, down you go, Purple. Good boy.” I tried to pry him off my arm, but of course, the prick held on with a prehensile strength I hadn’t been expecting in an ‘injured’ animal. He finally threw himself into the air and fluttered over to his mates with two perfectly functioning wings. The bloody arsehole. His voice joined the chorus as he landed on rock lizard’s back, the beast snorting, then snuffling as he started to wake.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. I spun on my heel and launched myself into the brush just in time to hear the creature roar. I heard a whuffling sound, then felt a great shudder through the ground as the beast got to its feet.

      You are in danger, my Tirian said.

      “No fucking shit!” I growled, diving into the bush, scrambling madly on all fours in my haste to get some traction.

      I am taking over now.

      What? I didn’t get to consider what that meant as my body felt hot all of a sudden, and then… The process is hard to describe, though the gut jerking weirdness of portal travel was probably the closest thing I’d ever experienced. Instead of a human clumsily scrambling around, all of a sudden, I was on four paws and competent. I was in Tirian form.

      This is a rock crusher, she said, spinning around to face the lumbering beast. I watched the monster stomp over, flattening trees and bushes with little effort.

      Pretty sure it’s an equal opportunity crusher! I yelped, and felt the curious sensation of urging my body to move and not being able to. What the fuck?

      Steady, my Tirian said.

      Steady? I stared through my unmoving eye sockets and saw the bloody barrel-shaped monster stamping closer and closer. I felt my body drop down into a crouch rather than do the eminently sensible thing and run the fuck away. Our legs coiled, our belly grazing the ground. The boulder lizard opened its great big maw, revealing many blunt teeth, as the purple people eaters all hung on for the ride, flapping their little wings and meeping in encouragement. I half expected them to be meeping Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries.”

      We need to move, now!

      Finally, my Tirian obeyed my screeches, but not in the way I’d hoped.

      Not that way! Away from the bloody rock crusher thingo!

      She paid me no mind, stampeding—from my point of view—right into the beast’s mouth. Then, the miraculous happened. Right when the animal was about to lunge forward and catch us in its jaws, our paws slammed down on its broad snout, sending its teeth clattering against each other, but we didn’t pause to consider the dental ramifications. I felt a curious lift, like the feeling when you’re on the top of a roller coaster about to come slamming down, as we ran down the animal’s spine. The purples all pricked up their ears, big brown eyes all registering the same expression of ‘oh fuck!’ before they took flight as one. But not to run away, because of course not. No, the little bastards grinned bloody thirsty smiles and then swarmed.

      Impudent beasts, my Tirian growled, pausing for a moment as we dropped our head down and prowled along the rock crusher’s back. It shifted under us, but its lumpen body made it difficult to do much. We snarled a warning to Fluffaggedon, but they paid us little mind, meeping their disdain right up until our jaws closed around one of them.

      I felt bad, somewhere in the recesses of our shared mind. Their fur felt just as silky on our gums as it had on our skin as we shook our head, whipping the little needle toothed bastard back and forth before sending it sailing through the air. The prolonged sound of its mournful meep as it flew past was, I admit, satisfying. I imagined our open-mouthed skulk looked pretty bloody badass, if the rapid retreat of the purples was anything to go by. The rock crusher roared its frustration at us, but apart from some impotent stiff-backed bucks, it was nothing to worry about.

      I should have been worried about it.

      The purples rose in a flock, back-winging in what I thought was recognition of our physical superiority. The meeping fell silent as they flew higher and higher.

      Looks like we showed them, I said. The rock crusher began crooning this weird arse dirge I could feel all the way from my paws to my ears. The resonance of those powerful lungs pumping air through massive vocal cords could be felt throughout the surrounding area. The purples hovered where they were, their reedy meeps a curious counterpoint to the crusher’s song.

      Oh no, this is a female.

      What does that—

      I didn’t get a chance to finish that sentence, nor prepare myself for what was to come, because there was no way to anticipate it. My Tirian’s head swung around, as if searching for a place to jump, but we needn’t have bothered. Like the stereotypical representations of ‘wall of noise’ heavy metal bands in music clips, the rock crusher hit some kind of uber note, and the sound acted like a physical wave, shoving us up and off the beast’s back.

      The world was a terrifying blur, spinning as we sailed past, before we came crashing down with a thud.

      Fuck! I yelped as pain stabbed through my body, my jaws open and desperately trying to suck air into winded lungs.

      We scrabbled in the dirt, attempting to right ourselves, get back on four paws, but our bruised and battered limbs struggled to obey. That’s when the rock crusher turned. Flanked by its meeping cloud of doom, the beast took one ponderous step towards us, then another.

      I must shift, my Tirian said.

      No! Don’t leave me with this bastard thing!

      I must.

      I didn’t get a chance to argue further as I unceremoniously emerged on the grass. My arms and legs shook as I shoved myself upright, only to wobble when I did so. The rock crusher paused, opened its mouth, and belched out a foul-smelling note that had me floundering back and smacking into thin tree trunks. Then I was shifted back into Tirian form, my view of things considerably lower and no better for the change. I could see every one of the bloody animal’s teeth and the beady eyes of those bloody purples. I didn’t spend any more time dwelling on this, I finally did what I’d always thought was the wisest choice—I ran.

      We leapt from a standing start, ran into the bush, over rocks, and burst through bushes. Smaller animals and birds skittered and flittered out of our path as we ran, but we got little chance to dwell. The rock crusher was slow and ponderous, but it had a stride that was far longer than mine.

      Where are we going? What if we’re going deeper into the scrub where there’s more of these things?

      Feel, she replied, quick and clipped. Reach for them.

      Fuck, everyone kept asking me to reach for obscure psychic bonds with little to no preparation. I took a deep metaphorical breath—it wasn’t me who was directing our now pumping lungs—and tried to shut out the insane rush before me. It came reluctantly, that dark internal landscape with its sullen black sun. It was the place we always came to when we joined spiritually, so I assumed this is what she had meant about reaching for the guys.

      “Hello?” My voice felt curiously flat, like this place did not have the physical capability to transmit sound and what I was doing was somehow an affront to this reality. I frowned, wondering what the fuck I was supposed to do.

      “It’s OK, Jules. I’ve got you, now reach for it,” Brandon told me as our bodies entwined.

      I dunno if I’d describe what I did as reaching. It felt more like my consciousness spread thinner and thinner, filling the endless barren landscape within us, fusing with the air, seeping into the earth. I poured the crazy shit I’d stumbled upon into the mix, the fear, the stupid, the ridiculousness of it all, then it hit.

      I was bowled over by a great tumbling mass of fear and confusion, flashes of memories and viewpoints, slashes of anger and recrimination, incoherent shouts all smashing into me like blows. I opened my eyes and saw I was back in my beast’s body and we were arrowing towards the campsite, the cars just visible through the gaps in the trees, but so was the rock crusher. We were labouring, my breath harsh and ragged in my chest while the bloody lizard seemed to be powering on, its progress fuelled by some kind of naturally occurring combustion engine.

      Close, she said as we forced our legs on, stabbing our paws into the earth and sailing forward in mechanical rather than fluid movements.

      “Fucking hell!” Aaron said as we burst out as he and his men all moved like well-oiled machines into formation, rifles swept off backs and into arms. Eyes looked down sights, but he called out, “That’s Jules! Do not shoot until she’s out of range!”

      But his order was ignored by one. Finn stepped free of the cars, rifle on his shoulder. He found the target, put his finger on the trigger, and then squeezed. The rock crusher’s bellow flattened me to the ground, its screams clawing at my ears as I lay there, breath rasping in and out. I heard a chorus of meeps, felt the flutter of their wings as they tried to settle on me, their modus operandi apparent now. The placid rock crusher was the muscle, and they, the carrion eaters that cleaned up after it. A few quick shots that whistled above my head had them rethinking their life choices. Both lots of monsters appeared to feel a retreat was strategic, if the sound of the rock crusher’s footsteps were to be trusted.

      “Oh god,” I groaned, realising I’d reverted back to human form.

      “Jules…!” Brandon had rushed to my side, and was whipping off his shirt and placing it over my now apparently naked human flesh. “Oh my god, what the fuck happened?”

      “Where the hell were you?!” Slade shouted at Finn.

      I didn’t get a chance to hear the answer, using what muscle strength I had to look up at Brandon as he shuffled in and rested my head on his lap. Slade barrelled up to a wide-eyed Finn, still holding his rifle in somewhat limp fingers. He didn’t answer, obviously processing what happened. That wasn’t good enough for Slade. He had his fist pulled back in one second, and drove it into the side of Finn’s face in the next, man and gun going flying. He stood over the fallen man, chest heaving.

      “You were supposed to fucking make sure she was safe! What the fuck were you doing?”

      Finn had no answer. He sat up slowly, hand going to his jaw.

      “We’ve been best mates since we were kids, but fuck me, if you don’t get your fucking head out of your arse, I’ll do my damnedest to break the mate bond myself. This is not you, Finn! Your dads wouldn’t want you neglecting the one thing they have to live without because of them. This isn’t helping anyone.”

      I struggled to get to my feet, feeling the discord as keenly as a knife to the ribs. I needed to fix it somehow. The ragged sound of Slade’s voice breaking as he delivered his judgement, Finn’s blank-eyed stare, it all tore at me.

      “No,” Brandon said when I managed to sit up. I was hauled back into the shelter of his arms, his limbs wrapped around me like iron bars. “Just stay, please.”

      Brandon, as always, knew what he was doing. Slade turned on his heel, his face disfigured with disgust, something that only softened when he saw me. He marched over, then dropped to his knees beside us.

      “You don’t have to let her go, but I need to hold her as well,” Slade said in a low voice. I felt Brandon nod, loosening his grip a little, sharing the burden that was me between the two of them. “You better not tell me you’ve got a shy bladder, princess, because I am gonna be on you like white on rice. Taking a piss, even a dump, I am there.”

      “Slade…” I gasped, both of them feeling a bit oppressive as my head started to swim.

      “We’ve gotcha, love. We’ve gotcha.”

      And that seemed as good a time as any to pass out.
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      “Give her some air.”

      “She’s got plenty of air! There’s a whole world of it around her! She just has to breathe it!”

      “She’s breathing, Jack. She’s OK.”

      “She’s not OK. This should never have fucking happened.”

      “This is an alien world. Shit’s gonna happen. We need to—”

      “RAWRR!”

      My eyelids fluttered at the sound of the godawful roar, trying to open and assess what new danger awaited me. My brain refused to comply, my face falling lax. It stayed limp as I was scooped up and hauled away from where I’d passed out at incredible speed. I groaned faintly, frowning at the dizzying swirl in my head as we went. When we came to a stop and I was delivered gently to a firm surface, I found my body was slightly more compliant. I forced my eyes open.

      “Jules…”

      “Aaron?”

      To say I was surprised to see the man leaning over me—his breath coming in shuddering gasps that weren’t brought on by exertion, and his eyes glowing green—was an understatement. I reached up to touch his face, and he grabbed my hand, bringing it to his mouth and depositing a rough kiss on the palm. His eyes closed for a moment as he rubbed his nose across my wrist, and when they opened again, they had returned to hazel.

      “You OK, big guy?” I croaked.

      “Don’t worry about me, worry about you. Jules, what the fuck?”

      “I know, I know, my reputation as a trouble magnet is maintained. In my defence, the little purple guy looked so cute.”

      “What?”

      “And then there was this big rock lizard thing…”

      I was scooped up and held tight to his chest.

      “Just…stop talking. I’m holding on by a thread, and listening to this isn’t helping.”

      His arms were tense around me, but he wasn’t content to simply hold me still, his hands moving restlessly, trying to draw me closer. His fingers buried themselves in my hair, his nose going to my throat as he breathed me in, his lips soon following.

      My chest felt tight, not due to his constriction, more because I felt like I was right on the edge of something. This wasn’t the reaction of a guy who liked fucking me, who liked performing with Brandon, showing me hot man on man sex. This was something else. I carefully put my arms around him, a thing I’d done so many times before, but now felt strange and new. It seemed like it was the right thing to do, his fingers digging into my sides, a low groan coming from his chest, something that turned almost into a purr when I stroked the short pelt of his hair.

      “Fuck, Jules…” he said in a low growl, then he reached down and tugged my mouth up to his.

      Kissing Aaron was always intense. Apart from the whole big and strong thing, he was always one hundred percent into whatever we were doing, and the breaks forced upon us by his military service made things that bit hotter. But this was different somehow. It was like he was trying to memorise the taste of me by lips and tongue, moving slowly, slick and sensual, not rushing into anything. Though I felt the effort that took in the faint tremble of his limbs.

      “Jules…” He couldn’t—we couldn’t pull away long enough for him to complete the sentence, rather he panted my name between kisses that grew more and more open-mouthed and hungry, until I felt the shift of my fangs. He jerked back, hand going to his lip where a small spot of blood welled. His eyes were wild, staring at my teeth, as he reached out to capture a drop of venom when it dropped, where it sizzled on his palm as he rolled it around.

      I want this one, my Tirian said.

      I do too, but we haven’t had a chance to—

      No, I gave you time to engage in your monkey rituals. We need this one.

      And if you rush into something—

      She disregarded me, not for the first time, taking over my body and making the decision for me. She pushed Aaron back onto the leaf litter, and only then did I realise we were under a tree somewhere as his golden skin contrasted starkly against the grey-purple of fallen leaves. My fingers went to claws, and I held them up in front of him, causing his hands to go to his buttons and undo his shirt in record time to stop me from slicing through his clothes. The talons faded away as he shrugged out of his shirt, the mesmeric sight of his muscles bunching and shifting enough to settle my Tirian. His hands went to his belt with a questioning look shot to me. We nodded, and he peeled them off.

      We were rushing this, I felt that deep inside me, but damn the sun loved him. The golden dappled light seemed to soak into his skin, reflecting it back with a luminous radiance. He was this huge expanse of man flesh, and my mouth watered with venom saturated saliva at the sight of him.

      This will hurt, I thought, belatedly dragging my consciousness away from what was before me and back to reality, but even as I thought the words, I craved it—that deep, stretching sensation that let me know I was getting seriously fucked. There were no tricky angles, no special sexual positions to get him to hit my g-spot. That dick would smash into every sensitive spot and then some.

      My mind struggled to function, a haze of lust clouding my thoughts.

      Are you putting me back into heat?

      You’ve never really known what it is like to mate as a Tirian, she replied, shifting forward to straddle Aaron’s hips. His eyes fluttered shut as we took him in hand, slowly working up and down his length. You have always been a vessel, but not fused with us.

      And I’m not now.

      But you’ll need to be. You fight this, him, the bonds, wanting sureties and guarantees, waiting and waiting until this mythical perfect moment comes. There are no perfect moments, only this. This one wants you, needs you, waits for you to see him.

      And I’m only just starting to! Give me time!

      We don’t have time, she said, almost sorrowfully. I can shelter you from this, but I do not advise it. Join me in joining with him.

      When I put a hand on his chest, it carried both my power and hers. I looked down into those hazel eyes and saw him, Aaron, shining through. We hadn’t had enough time to really get to know each other, with him being tugged away by work commitments, but what did I know? I thought of him taking me into the showers, carefully washing me clean and caring for me, even when he ached to be with me. I thought of his gentle strength, his devilish smile, his arms around me, pulling me close and breathing in my scent. I thought of the sweetness with which he touched Brandon, always careful, making sure the other party was comfortable, right up until the point it all went to hell. I think we relished it, Brandon and I, forcing those shuddering, gasping releases from him, tearing his composure apart until something wilder and truer burst out. It was me that bent down to kiss him, my Tirian pacing impatiently inside me, but she recognised that while we were two souls, I had my own way of connecting. He panted against my lips, my hand still stroking him in long, sure movements.

      “Are you ready for this?” I asked, my heart in my throat as I asked the question. I smiled, masking the doubts and the fears and the joys and the need that swirled inside me. My Tirian wanted to do it her way, take what she needed, but I couldn’t. This was me reaching out, waiting for him to take me up on my offer.

      “Jules…” He pushed me backwards onto the soft, sweet-smelling leaves, his eyes beginning to take on a green cast again. I wondered if he was feeling the same push from his beast as his hand slid up and over my breasts.

      “Aaron…uh!”

      I’d been about to suggest I sit up, dispense of the clothing altogether, but his mouth closed around my nipple, and I went limp under him. The rhythmic suckle felt like it was taking part in two places on my body as my clit throbbed in time with his movements. When he pulled away to lavish the same care on my other breast, I pulled back slightly, and he watched with bated breath as I reached for his clothes. If this was going to happen, I was going to rush towards it. I was sick of prevaricating and overthinking. Aaron seemed of the same mind as he laid his body over mine the minute he was naked.

      “You gonna be OK?” he asked as his hand snaked down between us, skimming up my thigh. My nod was jerky as his fingers slunk through my wetness.

      “Oh…oh yes!”

      My head flipped backwards, and I dimly stared up at the purple leaves of the tree above us as his thumb circled my clit once, twice, then his fingers speared inside. He kept pushing me higher, his movements growing faster. I felt the frantic scrabble as he tried to force more inside me, my body stretching to take it with surprising ease.

      This is what it is to be Tirian, mine said to me.

      What? You can take monster cock without a whimper?

      We can alter our bodies to suit any given situation.

      She shifted inside me, and we pushed Aaron back, his fingers disengaging with a rough tug that had me wincing, but she showed nothing. He seemed to sense the change in mood, his eyes flashing greener, watching us prowl over his body. When we clasped his dick in our hands, he gasped, and I saw fangs poking through as he panted, his eyes trained on our mouth as it came closer and closer. We licked the head of his cock like it was the most delicious thing in the world, making sure the soft swipe of our tongue slid across the entire swollen crown, filling the indentation on the top and tasting the salty residue, then swirling around to trace the flared edges.

      “Jules…” His voice was strangled, forced out between pants that only grew more pronounced as our hand dropped lower. We carefully caressed his silky scrotum, then cupped them as our mouth slid down.

      “Fuuuck!” he groaned as our tongue stroked him, the mix of saliva and venom creating a low simmering burn. It didn’t seem to faze him, as his hips jerked in time with our movements. “No!” he snarled finally, just as his cock began to flex in my mouth, twitching with what was gonna come. He pulled my head away, smashing his mouth against mine.

      “You are ready?” my Tirian asked through my lips. Her voice sounded weird and echoey, as if coming from far away. He nodded. “You know what this means?”

      His head cocked slightly to the side, green eyes boring into mine. “It is now?”

      She nodded, and I felt it then, the wild pulling sensation in our chest that had me reaching for him without even noticing. Those alien eyes glanced down to where my fingers linked with his before receding to leave just Aaron. I watched him for a moment, saw the hitch in his chest, then he turned his head away, leaving the great muscle of his neck there, open and vulnerable. I was surprised to feel her shift us over him with care, climbing over him until we crouched, weight balanced on the balls of our feet and the hands we gripped his shoulders with. One slipped down, between our legs, grasping his thickness and bringing it away from where it was pulled tight against his abdomen.

      “Take me,” Aaron said.  She paused in rubbing the head of his cock against our wetness, a low rumble building in our chest. His eyes slid around to us. “Take everything I am. I hold nothing back.”

      When I felt the surge of her anger, I jerked my Tirian back as if on some kind of dog chain, and I was shocked I was able to.

      The gall…!

      It’s not. It’s a human thing. He’s saying he’ll give us everything, keep no boundaries, hold nothing back.

      He should not anyway. Those others—

      Are human. I’m human. We are cursed to be all too aware of the ways we can hurt each other, and we develop a bunch of complex rules to deal with them. That’s what we are, what you’ve fused yourself to—something I’d like to know a whole lot more about, by the way. He’s basically saying he’s going to put all the human protective shit to one side for you, us. You’ve got no idea how hard that is. I glanced over to where Aaron waited, no doubt wondering what the hell was going on in our mind. He’d just offered us everything, and we were digressing for side arguments. Let me do this, I said.

      No, you will—

      Yes, I will.

      I would have liked to have been in a more sure place, to have spent a bunch of time hanging out and getting a sense of each other, but like everything in Sanctuary, it didn’t run on Jules time. Instead, faced with no doubt the same worries, Aaron made this simple, but devastating offer. He held out a hand and asked me to jump, no matter what lay below, to hold on to each other and find out, then deal with what came together. When I moved forward, it was just me again, so I drew in close and rested my forehead against his cheek, listening to our breath for a moment.

      “Of course, I will,” I whispered, accepting his offer, no matter how belatedly, and catching the choked back sob in his chest when the words registered.

      I moved smoothly now, my cunt over his cock, my mouth over his neck, in the oddest, yet somehow most natural clinch. My fangs snapped down as I engulfed him, blood and venom running down his skin.

      I pulled back, resplendent above him, chest adorned with the rivulets of our mating, hips rolling in slow sinuous movements. When he stared back at me, his eyes had returned to hazel and it was just me and Aaron again. Strong hands gripped my waist, then he shuffled under me until I was basically sitting on his lap, except for one crucial difference. A difference that had me draping my arms around his neck and him clasping my hips. I stared into his eyes and he into mine, and then we moved.

      We didn’t look away once, not as he thrust up, stretching me to my limits, not when I bore down, drawing him in deep. We rocked, a long slow lope, and I watched the twitch of the muscles around his eyes. When his lips parted, I leant forward and claimed them.

      Because there was a special gift to being mated that I had never experienced before in my life. Perhaps I was an insensible dick before becoming Tirian, or just with the wrong guys, I don’t know. All I did know was that the bond allowed for more, so much more. His body, his hands, his dick, it didn’t matter. We floated, becoming diaphanous and all-encompassing, until I could no longer just feel Aaron, but all of them. Points of light in the cloud that was us, I could feel every single one of my pack and  their reactions, from lustful, envious, or incandescent love, fusing together until all that remained was us. When we came, that pleasure shot out and sent shock waves through all of them, going on and on and on, and the feedback loops of their surprise at the feelings provoked yet more responses in the rest of us.

      Reality came back slowly. First, the sound of birds chirping, then the rustle of leaves, then I opened my eyes and saw Aaron’s smile. He was radiant. He’d meant it, for this moment at least, he let everything be there on display. Of course, being me, I was struck by a need to protect that, not wanting to see that face grow shuttered as Slade’s had. This was all happening so fast and I—the anxious overthinker—was gonna roll with it.

      I liked the way his hands shot up to stop me when I disengaged from him, only relaxing when I lay down on the leaves beside him, our bodies slotting together again as if made to do just that.

      “Jules—” he started, but words failed him. Of course, they did. They were so manifestly hopeless when trying to describe something like this, all the best poems and songs lacking, even when they got the closest to it. We just lay there, staring into each other’s eyes until they came.

      I wasn’t surprised to feel the others come and cluster around, taking a seat in the dirt with us. Slade clapped Aaron on the shoulder with a smile, and Brandon dropped a kiss on the top of my head. Even Finn looked pleased, albeit stiffly so.

      “So, looks like we aren’t going to maintain that place in the spotlight for long,” Jack said, pulling Hawk to him and kissing his temple. “Our girl’s always gotta be the centre of attention.”

      “Shut up, Jack,” Hawk said, but he hugged his mate to him.

      “No one can outshine you, Jack,” I said.

      “Said by a woman with cum running down her leg? High praise indeed.” But he softened his words by crawling over and kissing me. “You seem in an awful hurry to take mate bonds with your pack,” he said when he finally pulled back. “Anything I should know?”

      And there I saw it. Vain, snarky bastard that he was, Jack had just gotten some kind of certainty last night with Hawk. He had to be worried about my Tirian’s shitty schedule, because I was. But I was tired and sore and full—of love or Aaron’s cum or both, it didn’t seem to much matter—so I spoke to him and hopefully my Tirian as well.

      “I’m tired of fighting this…whatever this is. I wanted to do this properly, spend enough time with each of you and really get to know you all, but it seems whatever paranormal forces are at play won’t allow that. So instead, I put this to you, as the remaining members of my pack. I won’t bite either of you, not in play or to form a mate bond, not until you ask me for it. I know it's traditional for the woman to make the move, but in this case, I think the rules can be bent. I care a lot for all of you. Like, startlingly so. It feels so rushed and intense, but I can’t bring myself to regret it. Do I want to chomp on the both of you, bring you into the fold, have all of you included in this bond that pretty much sings in my chest? Of course, I do. I…” Pick the right word, I told myself. Be careful. “I care about the two of you so much. Obviously, I want to expand what I have to include you, but I’m not going to, not until you want it. If you want to spend some time just being mated and enjoying each other’s company, I’m not going to care about you less. That doesn’t take the offer off the table. Same goes with sex. You’re all insanely hot, and I love being with all of you, but if you want some time to just be together, that’s cool too.”

      I looked up at Brandon, and those cool grey eyes met mine before he nodded.

      “A great man told me that loving someone doesn’t mean owning them. Sometimes, it’s holding the person you love in a secret space just for the two of you, and that’s OK. For others, you hold them lightly, let them be who they are, prioritise their happiness, safety, and protection over all else and let everything else sort itself out. I’m holding you lightly, up until the point you don’t want that anymore.”

      I could have punched Jack in the face and he would have looked less stunned than he did now. He rocked back on his heels and just stared blankly, and my heart hurt for him that he would be so shocked to hear those words.

      “You shut Jack up, that’s one for the books,” Slade said, shuffling over to kiss my cheek. “Congrats, mate,” he said to Aaron, offering him a bloody fist bump. “Glad to have you with us.” Aaron chuckled, reached up, and matched Slade’s emotionally repressed gesture.

      “Great man, huh?” Brandon said as he swooped in and thrust his head between Aaron and I, draping his arms around both of us and swooping in to kiss me first, slow and heartfelt. He started to move in to do the same to Aaron, but stopped himself. His eyes glanced from me to the other man. “Is this OK?”

      “Is it?” I asked in answer.

      Aaron reached over and pulled Brandon to him, and I had a very nice view of the two of them kissing. But I didn’t get to watch for long as Hawk drew close and kissed me before pressing his forehead to mine. “Thanks,” he said, a world contained within that one word, but I knew what he meant. Everything was under the surface with Hawk, something we’d all have to learn to manage.

      “We’re gonna have a group hug, aren’t we?” Jack said over Aaron’s shoulder. “God’s hairy balls.” But for all his curses, he moved in quick enough, never able to stay on the outskirts without an effort. Slade cursed too, but his arms went around us all the same.

      I agreed with Jack’s sentiment, really. If you’d said I’d be hugging a bunch of guys, naked, under a tree, in another world, and just short of breaking out into the chorus of “Kumbaya,” I’d have said you were on crack. Yet, here I was. The steady hum of one guy’s feelings that I got when touching one of them became something else altogether when we were all interlinked like this. In some ways, it was a dizzying array of different feelings, but I forced myself to relax into it, taking one deep breath and then another.

      It’s just feelings, I told myself. They can’t hurt me, not unless I let them. I admit, the next few breaths were shuddering ones. There was so much going on, but as I kept breathing, feeling the fear inside me rise and breathing through it, the anxiety spiral finally crested before tapering off, and then all that remained was me and the current of emotions from them.

      Largely, it was love. There was some irritation and fear, confusion and doubt, all hovering on the surface like there was in every moment, but underneath that superficial turmoil, there it was. I felt the warmth pulse through me, through all of us.

      I knew when Finn touched my shoulder, it was a light thing, there and gone again. When I looked up, he was walking away, back to the cars. People are going to come and go within the pack, I told myself, feeling the ache as I watched him go. I laid my head on whoever’s body was the closest and just felt the hum of my pack’s energy around me.

      “This is well done, but you may need to break things up.” Our heads jerked up to see Sylvan standing over us, some of Aaron’s men hovering in the background. “Another step towards unity is a good thing, but that will be all for naught if the rock crusher’s call for males is answered.”

      The idea of more of those bastards stampeding had me on my feet, the guys falling away. Sylvan’s eyes dropped down to my breasts and widened for a moment before forcing a polite smile on his face. Aaron’s men were not so decorous and I quirked an eyebrow as they quite openly checked me out. It took Aaron standing in front of me like a modesty screen of muscle to nip that in a bud.

      “Boss, we think in honour of your new relationship, you should get a change in call sign,” I heard one of the men say to Aaron.

      “Whaddya mean? I’ve been Tiny since I joined up.”

      I dropped down and hastily pulled Aaron’s shirt on.

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s gonna fit now.”

      I paused, looking at the other guys with a quizzical eyebrow.

      “Yeah, we’re thinking Moon,” another said.

      “What the fuck?” Aaron replied.

      “You know, bluuuue mooooon…” The guys crooned the line to the song as their hands went to waistbands before turning around and shaking their arses at us.

      “You fucking… Everyone better be at the cars, ready to go in five.”
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      “Here,” I said, sitting down beside Aaron and placing a steaming cup of coffee in his hands. We’d gotten in the cars and driven to the next cache site, then decided to camp here tonight. He took a deep breath, breathing in the steam that curled on its surface before taking an experimental sip.

      “Black with two sugars?” He smiled, his look at me almost coy. “You remembered.”

      “I have to, Aaron. We haven’t had time to share much else, have we?”

      He shook his head and then placed the cup down beside his boot, tugging me over and kissing my head. “Always worrying.”

      “You can’t blame me. We haven’t—”

      “But we will. When this is over. When we’re home. When the shit dies down and it’s just us. When we’re all in the house together, a pack. Waking up to each other every morning, arguing over who burnt the bacon.”

      “That’d be Slade.”

      “Or Jack, too busy looking at his reflection in the glass.”

      “He’s not that bad, really.”

      “No, he’s not, and that’s just it. You have a good sense of us. Deep down, when all of this,” he tapped my scalp, “stops chattering, you’ve got our numbers. You know we all care about you.”

      “Yeah…”

      “You know we all want the best for you.”

      “Of course, and I want that for you too.”

      “Then, the rest will come. We’ve just got to get through this. Which brings me to something important. The caches aren’t what we hoped. Some look like they’ve been damaged by wildlife. Others have been raided by humanoids. Maybe some of the exiles, maybe someone else. We need to keep our eyes peeled, but this changes how we’ll proceed with the Volken.”

      I kept my eyes trained on the ground, hoping the stab of fear I felt wasn’t apparent, but his big hand came to rest on my shoulder blades, rubbing my back in big slow circles. He was right though—I did have a feel for him, as this gesture was a familiar, almost expected one.

      “We’re going to have to go in covert and Jules…” I waited for it, knew what was about to come. “I want you to wait somewhere safe. We’ll get the guys out, come back to you, and then we can go home.”

      It made sense, I knew that. I wasn’t a badass. I had the potential to be one, if I could get off my back for one second and actually train, rather than just be a core member of Sexapalooza. I scratched at my neck, my nails raking my skin. They were going to go into the wolf’s den without me.

      “That would be ill-advised.”

      We looked up to see Sylvan had come to sit by the fire, not tasked with setting up camp like the other guys. He frowned as he scanned the two of us.

      “This isn’t up for discussion, not with someone like you,” Aaron snapped.

      “No? Well, then I may as well make my way back to the gate to try again with a different pack. Covert or full-frontal assault, doing so without Julie is a mistake.”

      “You showed us what was in that place. You expect that we’ll take the person most precious to us into that? You saw how they treat women. What would happen if she was caught?”

      “She’d be sent to breeding quarters to pop out sons until she died. All the more reason to keep her safe.”

      “We will keep her safe, away from Leifgart and your fucking people,” Aaron said, jerking to his feet. “You’ve played the lot of us, and almost got Jules raped, so you’ll excuse me if I don’t accept your counsel. You’ve proven yourself a manipulative cunt, done little other than cause chaos and given us the thumbs up occasionally. If you know what’s going to happen, tell us, before I give my men a couple of pairs of pliers and a car battery to force the truth out of you.” When he looked down at me, Aaron’s eyes were burning. “It’ll be OK, Jules. We’ll make sure nothing happens to you.”

      “Oh, so honourable,” Sylvan said with a frown, as he watched Aaron march off. I just looked at the discarded cup of coffee.

      “You said we were bonded, mated,” I said, tilting my head but not looking at the black wolf.

      “Yes, of course. My venom was part of what—”

      His words were choked off as I leapt to my feet, slapping my hand down on his arm before he could think to run off. For a second, I noted the widening of his eyes, and the flare of some emotion within. Hope? Need? I couldn’t tell, but I soon would. I listened to the rapid pant of his breath, felt the warmth of his skin, the cords of muscle there, felt the faint tremble in his body, then I was ripped away, my awareness of the world thrust to one side as I was caught up in the swirl of him as he pulled me down like a silken undertow.

      Fear rose up—much, much greater than anything I’d ever been able to inspire with my own anxiety spirals, which just added to the conflagration. I was buffeted and tossed through a chaotic environment, red throbbing cells spinning, the massive boom of a heartbeat smashing into my ears every half second. My own heart started to keep time, the two bass notes thundering faster and faster. I heard the rapid rasp of breath—mine, his? I couldn’t tell, and then it all fell away.

      I heard my own lungs labour as my mental field of vision was filled with alien scenes. I watched black fur-clad men toting crystal tipped spears file into a valley, their movements jerky and stuttering, as if the recording of them doing so was speeding up and slowing down at random moments. The men created a loose semicircle around a massive temple complex. Tall menhirs marked the procession way towards the huge temple doorway, the neatly arranged bleached bones of human skeletons marking the spaces between the huge stones. The view jerked forward to the men holding up the spears as the points started to shine with a reddish light, then back again to the tossing of several bodies of dead men at the end of the path, carelessly dumped on top of each other. Flashes of rumbles shook the ground, spear tips sent out a net of scarlet light, and the Great Black Wolf stepped out of the temple gloom into the sunlight.

      It all got faster and more garbled after that. Teeth slicing human bodies into chunks in a single snap, disappearing down a night dark throat. The kneeling of all the crystal spear toting warriors as the Great Wolf stood before him, rays of red light radiating from each spear point, then back to the wolf. Hundreds of slave men brought to the site, and being worked to death by the Volken, digging up and carrying endless wheelbarrows of dirt to the temple and burying it. The creation of a settlement, then increasingly a city on the top of this great man-made plateau. The mass execution of those surplus slaves once the settlement was complete—dragging them down into the depths of the embankment, the spasmodic recording of their attempts to escape and howls of protest all silenced as the Great Wolf crept from its cave, its mouth open and ready to consume its due.

      Crystals—on spears, in rooms to light them, held in braziers and offerings burned to them, worn on armour, bestowed on boy children at their birth. Men, always men—fighting, talking, cooking, organising, leading, hunting, building and inventing. Slaves did everything else. Men swarming out of the city to attack interlopers, banding together on horseback to swoop in and eradicate whole villages. Then the subsequent raping of the women, thankfully swept over this time. It all became a blur of the same, over and over, until her.

      It felt like the camera of Sylvan’s mind wanted to gloss over this, move on to something else, so it was no surprise when the story shifted to the first of us, the white Tirian. Her emergence out of the filth is documented, cold and starving, heavy with child, but transformed with the aid of the strange green-eyed woman. I could see her now, the shadowy outline of the Great White Wolf regarding the process. Then it galloped forward, skimming over what must have been years of frustration for the Volken. The appearance of the first girl children at their door, those initial ones brutalised so thoroughly, I found myself closing my eyes, seeing only their bodies dragged away when I opened them. Then over and over, the hordes of girl children arriving at their door, with only a few male children amongst them, shifting into Tirian form at the first sign of violence, attacking with snapping jaws and heads held low. The begrudging acceptance of the females into their midst, the corralling of them in simple pens initially, then considerably more opulent seraglios as new generations were spawned, until the women were all ensconced in the prettiest of cages.

      Then, it shifted again. I watched the halting words of a young boy, with ragged black hair and eyes like iced water, be recorded by much larger men. There was some conferring between them as they considered what he said, then a nod, and his fate was sealed. The boy was schooled and trained mercilessly, a swagger stick slapping the boy’s knuckles each time he faltered in what was asked of him, fists driven into his side over and over. The never-ending requests for information, often specific details about upcoming events, the twist of ever-present fear winding that much tighter as he knew he had nothing to give. His later astute prophecies delivered more from his observations as to how the Volken operated than any god touched vision, borne as much for a desire not to be beaten further. His relief when what he predicted ended up coming true, that guilty slinking flush of pleasure twisting up tightly with the fear that next time, he would not be able to deliver.

      Then it all slowed down. I counted the breaths of the man who rolled free of another in bed and looked down at the muscular white shoulders and fan of black hair on the pillow. The shadowy man with dark hair and a beard took in the silent sobs, the way the other’s body curled away from his as far as it could, before getting to his feet, refastening his trousers, and exiting the room.

      A paler, younger Sylvan lay there, flinching only when he heard the snick of the door. Her, his mind begged, show me her. And she came, quick as only thoughts could be, a tumbling mess of memories and visions. Her smile, the tumble of her red hair, the clasp of her fingers around his, the tangle of their limbs, the taste of her lips—

      “No!”

      I was returned roughly to the real world, blinking now at the sun setting behind us, the sky painted a rainbow of colours. Sylvan shook me slightly, his jaw tightening, and despite his hands being on my biceps, nothing came down our shared link. He struggled to catch his breath as it came in long ragged sighs, and his eyes bore into mine, glowing an almost phosphorescent blue and flicking from my eyes, down to my lips, and back again.

      My hand went automatically to the collar of his shirt, pushing the fabric away to reveal the firm white expanse of his chest. My fingers spidered across the heaving surface, like I had a right to, a weird echo of his handsy approach in my nightmares. When my hand connected with something hard and sharp, not muscle or bone, it appeared as if summoned by my touch. An iridescent crystal, brutally knapped into a sharp point and hanging from his neck on a leather thong.

      “So, intent on getting under everyone’s skin,” he snarled, his fingers biting deeper. “Always pick, pick, picking at everyone to let it all out.” He shook his head and then pushed me off him, forcing me to stumble back and sit down hard on the ground by the fire or fall. “Stay away from me.”

      I blinked, just looking at the dirt and the trees and the sky for a second, trying to process what I’d just seen. It was momentous, useful. Sylvan was little more than a manipulative puppet master in our midst, so to get something on him felt like a victory. I nodded, still trying to piece it all together as I rolled to my feet, then went off to find Brandon.

      

      “Crystals and I think Leifgart is an acropolis built on top of the Great Wolf’s temple.”

      I blurted out the headlines of what I had seen, and the guys all looked up at me from where they were assessing what they’d retrieved from the cache.

      “What?” Slade said.

      “I touched Sylvan.” This provoked some growls around the group of my pack. “Not like that! I felt his bond and saw a bunch of weird shit. He said I’d be getting his visions now that we’d acknowledged the bond, but I haven’t gotten a thing since we crossed over. If anything, he’s become even more of a closed book. I didn’t know I could do that, just thought it was emotions. Figured I’d at least know what he felt about everything. The Wolf seems to have been there before the Volken. His temple is buried beneath where they built the city. The Volken, they have these crystal spears. That’s how they controlled the Great Wolf. That must be how they keep him controlled now…” I blinked, coming back to myself. “I think that’s important.”

      “It’s OK, love,” Slade said. “How reliable do you reckon this vision would be, Brandon?”

      “I’ve never known anyone able to share visions, down a bond or any other way.”

      “She shouldn’t be bonded to him at all,” Jack growled, then looked around. “What? Am I talking out my arse here? He’s one of them, a fucking threat to what we have here.”

      I heard the edge rise in Jack’s voice, watched his hands tighten and his shoulders stiffen, until Hawk slung an arm around him, pulling his head in close and placing a rough kiss on his temple. Jack was scared. Scared a lot of the time, I was beginning to think, but he couldn’t share it. His eyes flicked around the crowd, looking for confirmation, but the rest of the guys kept their own counsel. Jack shook his head, his finger working the small part of the seam of his jeans that were fraying as Hawk tousled his hair. I glanced over at Brandon, who nodded, seeing what I saw.

      Sometimes it was hard to see why I’d added Jack to the pack. He was so spiky, getting his back up the minute people didn’t see things the way he did.

      You don’t need to agree, merely acknowledge, my Tirian said.

      But I did, at least partially. I thought about Sylvan, and a rapid flicker of memories popped up—of his fangs crushing into my shoulder, of his mocking description of me as a little queen, of the much more sober Sylvan, shaking under my grip.

      “That makes sense,” I said. “He has been a threat, to my life, my freedom, my peace of mind. I’ll admit, I don’t know if he’s an asset or a liability on this mission. He makes vague prognostications…” I watched Brandon go pale, then swallow and straighten, not letting his body slump like it wanted to. “But provides little real useful information. You’re right to question his presence.”

      Hawk smiled at me, his eyes holding mine for a moment before he glanced down to see Jack straighten slowly, the blond man’s face lighting up before he hid behind his cocky smile.

      “The problem is we don’t have enough information. He broke the connection, made it so I couldn’t see anything else. Is that normal, Brandon?”

      He nodded, his mouth tightening. “Any of you could shut out the others, if you really wanted to. The vision thing though…”

      “Would you be able to show Jules how to get past that block?” Aaron asked.

      “I…” I watched Brandon’s eyes dart around the group before settling on me. He wasn’t comfortable with the idea, that I could see, but that wasn’t all of it. There was an odd resigned look to his face as he searched mine. Not as severe as the first night at the mining camp, but even though we’d had a quiet moment together that night, there hadn’t been much since. He watched, waiting for something, and as if bidden, the longing and wariness of that night rose inside me. He nodded, looking away for a second before meeting Aaron’s eyes squarely. “I’ll try.”

      “That’s all we can ask,” Aaron said.

      “Moonie,” one of the soldiers said. Chuckles went around the group—well, everyone but Finn and Brandon. “We can’t do much as a mating celebration, but we brought some bottles of piss from the mining camp.”

      “I said to leave them,” Aaron growled.

      “Yeah, and we figured this was on its way. One night of celebration’s not gonna kill us. The fucking Volken don’t even know we’re coming,” another soldier said. He shook the longneck beers hopefully.

      “Put them in a bag in the river and secure them well,” Aaron said with a shake of his head. “That’ll cool them down before tonight. But…” That stopped the guys from their cheering. “The cache will be itemised and evaluated, and a report given to me within an hour. Tents set up, campfire organised and kindling, rations assessed, and the area scouted for any of the plants or prey on the viable foodstuffs list. Latrines dug, all non-essential items squared away—”

      He had more, but the guys just sketched a salute, grinning wildly. “You got it, boss,” they said before taking off.

      “I’ll help them,” Finn said, and got to his feet without waiting for input from us. I watched him go, noting the stiff set of his shoulders.

      “He’ll come around,” Aaron said, rubbing his hand across my knee.

      “Or he won’t,” Slade said, arms crossed over his chest. “I get he’s torn up and shit, but this is bullshit. Jules, love, I know you’re always trying to make sure everyone is OK, but maybe this time it won’t be, and it shouldn’t be.” I just stared at him, my brain struggling to digest his words, so on he ploughed. “You’ve tried to reach out to him, so have I, so have plenty of the blokes. We all want Finn with us on this, but all he can think about is his guilt, his role in this, and his dads. That kind of inward focus puts a bloody big target on our back, right when we need everyone pulling together.”

      “Slade…” Hawk said, shifting restively.

      “You don’t kick a bloke when he’s not even here to defend himself,” Jack said with a frown. “If anyone knows what a pain in the arse Prince Perfect can be, it’s me, but at least let him have his say.”

      “Now’s not the time to discuss this,” Aaron said.

      “No, it’s not.”

      I got to my feet, and saw all of their eyes follow me as I did so.

      “You’re blunt, everyone knows that, Slade, but sometimes that spills over into just being an arse. Walking away from someone when they’re doing it tough isn’t what makes us a pack. It’s sticking together right when things are difficult and finding a way through it.” My eyes settled on Brandon, and now I could meet his easily. I felt our bond thrum for a moment, and his lips curled into a slight smile. “Brandon, are you cool coming with me for a bit?”

      “Yeah, of course,” he said, and came over to stand by me. He grabbed my hand, closing his around it, and I felt that pulse of our connection more strongly.

      “I’ve got some things to do, but I’ll be back for the celebration,” I said to Aaron. “Just don’t let the guys persuade you to start drinking without me.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Spoilsport…” Jack muttered, but his mouth was twisted in a grin.

      “You guys gonna do the food?” I asked. Hawk nodded. “Well, there better not be any pubic hair in it. Hands off snakey while cooking, yeah?”

      Jack went to protest, but Hawk just shifted slightly, eyes staring into mine.

      “We’ll save some batter for later then.”

      “Right, right…”

      The big man watched me mentally toss that idea around to find many intriguing ways we could combine food and sex, until I forced myself to shake my head and stop thinking about frosted penises.

      “Let's put a pin in that for now and explore that at another time.”

      “C’mon,” Brandon said, tugging my hand and jerking me back into the real world.
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      For a few moments, I just let him lead me away from the stifling emotional and sexual cloud the guys seemed to always bring on, especially when all or almost all of them were together. I was fucked, well and truly, I realised. This whole ‘leader of the pack’ thing was total bullshit. They jerked my ovaries and my heartstrings like master puppeteers. When we finally moved into the house as a pack, I knew I’d be one big drooling mess, cleaning up and making emotional messes while falling on dick after dick. And some of them wanted me to have a child? Pretty sure no small person was safe with Nympho Mum. I stopped for a moment, just focussing on my breathing, while Brandon took the hint and backed up to take a seat on a nearby boulder. He tugged me closer, so I stood within his legs, and rubbed his hand up and down my back.

      “Where were you just now?” he asked in a low voice.

      “I’m…overwhelmed. How am I going to do this, Brandon? Walk into a fucking Volken city, assuming I can get Aaron to let that happen, and try to rescue those guys? Facedown the Black Wolf? I’m just sitting there with a group of you, talking about a mating celebration, and I’m emotional or horny, then emotional and horny. I’m a mess, even when there’s currently no alien wildlife trying to rip my head off.”

      I looked down, hoping my wise seer would have some sort of prophetic vision to help me out, but instead, he smiled. But it was different. It was only seeing it now that I realised how little I’d seen this smile lately. It was bright and full of lazy pleasure, and I was instantly sad.

      “God, you haven’t smiled like this in forever,” I said, and put my hand on his cheek. It faltered for a second, maybe because of what he was getting down the line of our bond, but something inside me lightened when it was back again, as intense as ever. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Jules, don’t,” he said, putting his hand over mine and then turning to kiss my palm. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. I knew what I was getting myself into.”

      “Yeah? What was that?” My voice was breathy, half hopeful, half terrified he would start blasting me with all the ways I’ve been a terrible mate. My hand slid down under the collar of his shirt to the firm brown expanse of his chest. I glanced up at him as I felt the beat of his heart, and saw his smile starting to fade as something intense rose up to replace it.

      For a second, it was just him and me. Any one of my pack could do this to me, rip me so completely from reality, Meep Meep and the rock crusher could be back for Fluffaggedon 2: The Smashening,  and I would have no idea, and it scared me. I watched those grey eyes widen, heard the rasp of his breath, and then my mouth was on his. He didn’t get to answer, of course he didn’t, because whatever this was that tugged us here and there was pulling on me hard right now. I felt all that was him rise up as the bond grew more intense, and I wanted to throw myself into it.

      I wanted to drown in him, leave Finn and Slade and all the crap going on to one side and dive on in, because what Brandon showed me was glorious. It was as if his big reveal had allowed him to take the gloves off, and he no longer had to hide all he felt and knew behind a mysterious Doc-like façade. People had stopped calling him that anyway. Instead, there was only him and me.

      He exhaled.

      Brandon loved me in a way that was, to be frank, daunting. With all the other guys, there was a steady stream of worry, anger, frustration, or boredom that came with their love. We were human. We weren’t ‘stars in the eyes’ gone for each other twenty-four seven. Sometimes we didn’t want the same thing at the same time. Sometimes one of us wasn’t listening or understanding what the other was saying. Sometimes someone had eaten too many beans and had an attack of the farts. In all the ways that several distinct personalities could subtly fall out of sync, we had done so. You couldn’t get seven strong personalities together like this and expect it to be all hearts and flowers, but diving into Brandon’s inner world, there was none of that.

      How can it be like this? I wondered, and thinking that seemed to transform the space. Rather than a formless intense feeling of love, I found Brandon and myself standing in what appeared to be a well-lit cave. Walls of stone surrounded us, but a huge skylight was torn in the ceiling, which let the sunlight stream down, caressing us and the plants that grew on the outcrops.

      “You can’t compare me to the others,” Brandon said. “No one…knows you like I do.” He seemed almost embarrassed to make the statement. “They haven’t seen you like I have, haven’t experienced so much of what you’ve experienced, witnessed what you’ve become.” He shook his head slightly, forcing his eyes down, despite the fact our gazes were drawn together as if by strings.

      “Why does that make you uncomfortable?”

      “It doesn’t, Jules, it’s just hard for anyone to cope with. From my understanding, most couples thrive on having a little mystery. Knowing someone’s seen your entire formative years…” A quick slideshow of some of my more embarrassing moments as a kid sprang to mind. I glanced up at him with a wary look, and he shrugged.

      Fuck, I wanted to take a step backwards, escape this pretty shared mental space we’d created, and hide behind the myth of adult competence we all erected. But I’d never be able to do that with Brandon. Running would make no difference. He’d still know, we’d still be tied. He watched me swallow, not touching me or moving any closer, as if I was a skittish animal, and just waited, his eyes slightly shuttered as he braced himself for my reaction. I forced my spine straight and took a breath.

      “I love you,” I said, taking his hand. “You know that scares the shit out of me, would scare the shit out of anyone. I don’t know how you survived that, being bombarded by me, but I’m glad you did. We’re always going to love each other, aren’t we?” He lifted a shoulder, as if acknowledging the chance we mightn’t, but only as a courtesy. The uneasiness I’d felt since his big reveal was still there, wound around my neck like an insidious snake and squeezing tight at times, but I felt I had breathing room right now. I fitted my body against his, our mouths, our hands all slotting in against each other, as if the time we spent apart was some kind of mild affront.

      I kept forgetting how this felt. The constant mental chatter that filled my brain got in the way, its twenty-four hour broadcast of any and all of the things that might hurt me made it easy to push this to one side. I had countless memories of just this, this moment of completeness, with most of my pack. Visions clouded my mind as we kissed—of wolves and black suns, of glowing creatures frolicking in the dark. While it had its purpose, a break from the noise in my head was almost as exhilarating as the feel of him.

      “We’re OK,” I whispered against his lips, and something loosened inside him, making his fingers dig deeper into my hair and yank me closer.

      I don’t know how long it took for us to pull away. The cave came back to me slowly. “What is this place, anyway?” I said, looking around. He seemed pleased he could distract me so thoroughly.

      “That internal space you’ve gone to when mating with us. It doesn’t have to look the way it does. There is no reality, no physics here.” He made a slight gesture, and all the plants detached from the cave walls and went spiralling upwards. “Aaron wanted me to show you how to get past Sylvan’s barriers. Well, what better way than to bring you into my psychic space?”

      “So, all I’ve got to do is kiss him?” I asked.

      Brandon went very still at that, but recovered quickly.

      “No, I’m letting you in here. What you’ll have to do is try and get in when someone either doesn’t know or doesn’t want you to.”

      “Isn’t that going to be bloody hard with a seer?” I asked.

      “Probably. You’ll need to practise.”

      “On you?”

      “The basics, yeah. But, Jules, I can’t keep you out. I never have. Ophelia and some of the ladies Mum was talking to on the down low gave me plenty of exercises to do, putting up emotional walls and keeping my mental space my own, but they never worked.” He smiled gently. “I guess I didn’t really want them to. We’ll need to work on making these connections deliberately. None of us have really done that, and that’s a stupid oversight. You managed to work it out when you were being chased by the rock crusher, but we need to practise being able to do so intentionally.”

      “That’s what you were asking me to do before, when you said to reach out.”

      He nodded. “I’m going to push you out now, but I want you to see if you can reach for this place again. You know what it looks like, feels like. See if you can visualise this place, and come back here.”

      Reality slowly reasserted itself, and both of us blinked as we glanced around at the purple and red-leaved trees, the orange rocks, the blue of the river beyond. We could hear the trickle of the water, the rough amusement of the men as they followed Aaron’s orders. I looked up at Brandon, noting the patient expression, and felt almost shy. Why was that? We were connected in ways that most couples would never experience. I reached out and took his hand, not wanting to let the weird twists of my mind dictate to me anymore. I took a deep breath, because that’s what everyone did before meditation or shit, didn’t they? Maybe some pan pipe music with dolphins chirruping would help.

      “You’re getting nervous,” Brandon said. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll stuff this up or do something stupid, like fuse our minds together until we’re some sort of mini Borg unit. You know, ‘resistance is futile.’”

      He shook his head. “Every time I think I know what you’re going to say next… Just try, Jules. For once, there’s no risk here.”

      Of course, that’s not what my body thought. Any time I tried something new, my heart started to race, but I closed my eyes and took another breath, seriously this time. Just focus on my breath, like your counsellor always told you to. Then I reached for him.

      In my mind, I was moving towards him, taking his hand again and moving into his physical space. But when I opened my eyes, I was in the cave again, looking around at the way the sun fell on the walls and the plants that grew there with surprise.

      “Not so hard?”

      “No.” I spun around, seeing the brilliant crystalline quality of the air. “Do ya reckon I could do this with all of the guys?”

      “You’ll need to. We all will. According to Sylvan, improving the connections between us is the key to success.”

      “And we all do the bidding of seers…” I said, half to myself, but my eyes jerked right when I was answered by silence. Fuck.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t be,” he said. Brandon had an expression I’d rarely seen on anyone else—the ability to face down something that hurt him, the pain plain, but with no hunching avoidance or angry response. He just stepped up and took the hit and kept on going. “Jules, this will take a while. You’re all going to be touchy and weird about the seer thing, maybe forever. I’d rather you just bloody said what’s on your mind, rather than pulling away.”

      “That goes for all of us, doesn’t it?” I asked. He nodded, and it was then I saw the breach of his composure. I pulled him into a hug.

      “What are you guys doing, just sitting here?”

      Reality came flooding back again at the sound of an outside voice. Aaron was standing beside us, looking faintly irritated. He’d asked us to try and work out how to enter other peoples’ minds, so no time like the present. I grabbed his hand, feeling the weight of it, the rough calluses across his palm.

      “Reach for him,” Brandon said, which must have been confusing for Aaron as I already had, but that was nothing compared to what happened next.

      “What the fuck?” he said, the view around us having transformed into Brandon’s cave again. “What did you just do?”

      “Looks like that was a success,” Brandon said. “Aaron, it's OK. You asked us to practise entering each other’s psychic space, and we have. I pulled Jules into mine, she pulled you into hers.”

      “So, none of this is real?” Aaron squinted as he inspected the cave.

      “Nope,” he replied, and made the plants and rocks fly through the air as he had with me. “Change it. This is a shared space now.”

      “How the hell do I do that?”

      “Think about the pack and your bond with Jules. Where would you want her to be? If you could create anything you wanted, what would it be?”

      “Anything?” There was something fragile about the way Aaron spoke the words as he watched the plants swirl around him. “OK, then this.”

      The cave expanded so rapidly, it was kinda dizzying to watch, then it transformed into stone blocks rather than a natural formation. Spires and turrets grew, with armoured men filing in to take up position on the ramparts. Red carpet spread across the floor, and a golden throne appeared down the end of it. Aaron blinked when he saw it all appear, as if unable to believe his vision was taking form in front of him.

      “You want to be the king of the castle?” I said with a smirk, but Brandon shook his head. Aaron’s eyes jerked over to me and then slid down my body. I looked down, confused, and saw instead of my beloved jeans and a t-shirt, I wore a gown stiff with gems and lace.

      “OK, this isn’t real, right? I’m not going to be wearing this when we come back to reality?” I plucked at the fabric and imagined trying to run away from alien creatures dressed in a bloody ball gown.

      “Calm down,” Brandon said, rubbing my back, though I barely felt that through the layers of fabric. “Just respect the fact he sees you as his queen.”

      I glanced over at Aaron, and struggled to meet his gaze, for good reason. That bloody expression they all took on in moments like this, it was hard to look upon. I’m not sure why, though perhaps it was because we are so unused to seeing men be truly vulnerable, we’re not as comfortable with it. Whatever the reason, I ached to see his face look so completely naked, so I dove towards him, rustling monolith of fabric that I was, and wrapped my arms around him as I buried my head in his chest.

      This was better, safer, as I felt his arms do the same. The hum of our bond was stronger here for some reason, perhaps because it wasn’t diluted by the outside noise. I screwed my eyes up tight, feeling the waves of affection coming off him and sending across my own.

      I knew when Brandon came closer by the curious, wary but kinda turned on note in the bond. Aaron’s arms tightened around me, as if he was scared somehow Brandon would take me from him. We had talked several times about moving beyond this, but now, some action was needed. I turned in Aaron’s arms, placing a hand on one arm as it snicked around my waist, but I held the other out and Brandon took it, his face carefully schooled to blankness.

      We were hurting him, over and over. I didn’t like what he’d hidden from us, but it was time to either let him go or start moving down that road of acceptance.

      “He can feel it, all of it,” I said. “Down the bond, through our expressions and actions. We’re joined now, as a pack. There is no private place to have your doubts or nurse suspicions. As difficult as it is to deal with, having a huge impact on each other is our default setting. We can’t keep hurting Brandon like this.”

      Anger, frustration, and shame immediately roared through my link to the men, on both sides. Something larger and smothering tried to shunt that to one side, but that wasn’t going to work, not this time. I was as much a fan of pretending serious emotional disturbances weren’t happening as anyone else, but we were going to have to face this head on.

      “Tell him what you thought about him being a seer,” I said to Aaron.

      That was interesting. I saw his eyes narrow slightly, his jaw flexing as he considered my words. The knights he had imagined up on the turrets, protecting this castle he’d created, all turned towards us, drawing their longbows.

      “Aaron,” I said with a warning growl.

      “It’s fine,” Brandon said, and stepped away. He threw his arms wide, glancing around the castle, watching the arrows be pulled back.

      “No,” I said, and I couldn’t keep the tears from my voice. This wasn’t real, no one was actually going to shoot Brandon, but that’s not how it felt. “No, no, no!” I leapt in front of Brandon right at the moment the arrows were let fly. For a second, I felt the bolts slam into his back before they did the same into mine.

      My breath caught in my chest as I was smashed by wave after wave of violent emotion. Suspicion, low and slinking, wrapped around us like bony curs, snarling at any kind of positive thought, laughing at my feeble attempts to reassure Aaron—or even myself—that Brandon did what he thought was right. Anger, great raging fires swept through us, burning out all other emotions, until all that was left was a barren desert. Fear whipped through, stirring up the ashes, forcing the negative spiral to build again. Then, as each wave finally died down and all three of us were left bent down low and gasping for breath, there it was—a small, pulsing, vulnerable ball of dim red light. It mewled in the darkness that followed, calling for help but not expecting it.

      I crawled through the wasteland we had created towards the only point of light. Its cries raked over my nerves, dragging sympathetic tears from my eye sockets. The going was so slow, every movement of my body a Herculean effort.

      This place isn’t real. Physics and reality don’t exist. Brandon’s words came back to me, echoing in my head. If it wasn’t real, why did it hurt so much?

      Fine, I thought, bring me that light.

      It rushed towards me, slamming into my chest and leaving me spread eagled in the dust. I took one shuddering breath, then another, then I felt the glow.

      ET had nothing on me. I peered down at my chest and saw the glow get brighter and brighter until it flared suddenly, and I was forced to close my eyes, putting my arm over them to block the glare.

      “I trusted you…”

      I jerked my arm down to see the space has transformed again. Now, it was a soft grey that was soothing and desolate by turns. It made the two men stand out all the more, even though they would always draw my eye. I noted their stances, Aaron leaning toward Brandon, and the other man standing stiff and straight.

      "I…we thought you had Jules' best interests at heart. We thought you wanted to keep her safe. We thought you loved her."

      "I…" Brandon let his voice trail away. His eyes dropped to the ground, and I saw his shoulders slump. I wanted to go over, cheer him up out of this mood, and make everything better, but I couldn't. In some ways, Slade was right—if this was our pack and the only thing that kept us together was my meddling, then we would never make it. We had to sort this out, and we had to decide to make it work.

      "I do," Brandon said finally, jerking his head up. "That's the thing that none of you seem to get. With the information I had, I could have replaced the lot of you. I could've gotten on side with Jules early, steered her towards guys who would be easier to manipulate, who'd do exactly what I wanted, but I didn't. I loved her, before you even knew who she was, before you'd even considered taking a mate. I loved her, and did my damnedest to use the information I had to make sure she succeeded."

      He scuffed the dirt with his boot and then straightened.

      "I was the one that drove her back when she ran. I made sure the right antibiotics had been ordered when I brought her home. There were other black wolves that could have come through that night, they were supposed to, but I stuffed around with the rosters and made sure there were extra soldiers on deck. I helped Finn find her on her first mating hunt. I made sure you knew about the choosing hall."

      "And what about me?" Aaron said, taking a step towards him. "What did you see of me?"

      Brandon shook his head, forcing a smile, but it looked desolate.

      "I saw us, both with and without Jules, and I was selfish enough that I wanted her at the centre of things." Aaron was obviously stunned by this. "Sometimes we were in a relationship when she came, and we ended up becoming her gay best friends. We were happy together." Brandon's eyes grew unfocused as he seemed to re-experience something we couldn't see. “Sometimes one or the other of us were in her pack, but it was always when the two of us were together that things went best. You're calm and grounded, stopping her and the others she's collected from going too far, and I help her keep everyone on track, until now." Brandon sighed, raking his hand through his hair. “I’m just as invested in all of your relationships with Jules as you are. I know exactly how important you are to her, and you all treat me like I’m some piece of shit you trod in.”

      Aaron flinched, wavering slightly on his feet, then his eyes flicked up to scour Brandon’s form, as if committing to memory every aspect of his body. That seemed to tug him forward, his steps eating up the space between him and Brandon, and for the first time, neither man looked at me as one jerked the other into his arms. Aaron’s mouth was on Brandon’s, the smaller man’s hands flying up in the air in surprise before slowly, cautiously going around the other man’s back.

      There’s a curious pleasure that comes from seeing two of your partners reunite. Tears welled in my eyes as I watched Aaron groan the moment Brandon’s hand landed, obviously getting what the other man was feeling down the bond. They were so fucking beautiful together as Aaron was the aggressor for once, his fingers raking through the other man’s hair, his tongue halfway down Brandon’s throat. I watched their muscles flex and smooth as they seemed to fight to get closer, like they didn’t want anything between them.

      Including me. That was the curious part. A selfish part of me stung to see them unload on each other so thoroughly, even though I was the one trying to get them to talk to each other. I took a long shuddering breath through the feeling and just let it go. Going into this practice, I’d felt sure of the relationships between all three of us, and now I wasn’t so sure. That was the problem with Brandon, he introduced uncertainty where we didn’t want it.

      Or did he? Part of me felt guilty for potentially keeping the two men apart, but I hadn’t, had I? Brandon had made his choice. I’d checked in with both of them several times to see what they wanted to do, relationship-wise, and keeping it an occasional sexual thing rather than an emotional thing was what they both stressed that they wanted. But perhaps not now.

      I wasn’t totally sure how to get out of this inner space, but I started to feel around for a way to do so, to leave the two of them to it and give them the time to sort whatever this was together.

      “No.”

      All of a sudden, the two of them were right next to me, one arm around each other but their other held open for me to step within.

      “Look, I think you need—” I started.

      “I know what I need,” Aaron said, hooking me about the waist and making me the meat in a very nice sandwich.

      “You’re exactly what we need,” Brandon said, nuzzling the back of my neck.

      “We’re exactly what we need,” Aaron corrected.

      He glanced over my shoulder, eyes on Brandon, and while I couldn’t see it, I could feel it down the bond. It rang like a bell now, pure and sweet. For this precious moment, we were together, completely together. I closed my eyes, resting my head back on Brandon’s shoulder, and just let go.

      I began to see why Sylvan felt it was so important for us to bond. When we were all moving in the same direction, and the power I felt down our bond was immense. Could it be used in any real way? Would we be able to use it against the Volken or the Great Wolf? Would we end up with an adult equivalent of the Care Bear Stare, using the power of love to triumph over evil, and would I be the green one because that’s my favourite colour?

      “That’s not letting go,” Brandon said, tapping me on the head.

      “Heard that, did you? Look, I did for a second, which is like a world freaking record for me.”

      “Ah, Jules, that crazy head of yours,” Aaron said, kissing the top of said cranium, and then he drew my lips up for something a whole lot more satisfying. They knew what they were doing, their hands roaming, their lips trailing. It stopped the Brain Train in its tracks and drew me right back down to Planet Let’s Fuck Now.

      “Can we have sex in this inner space?”

      As soon as my words were out of my mouth, the world shifted and lightened, the old spare bedroom in the honeymoon cottage reappearing. We were now lying on the bed, and everyone was naked. Aaron’s eyes blinked as he took this in, then he smiled.

      “Mmm… I remember this place,” he said with a grin as he prowled over and dropped kisses on my lips, then Brandon’s.

      “I assume that’s a yes,” Brandon replied, his voice a little breathless. His fingers tangled with mine, then he pulled me across so I lay on top of him. His breath hitched as I spread my legs, thrusting my hips back and forth in small movements and sliding along his length. God, that felt amazing. Like the most beautifully violent wrench inside, the sexual tension ratcheted up more rapidly than I’d ever managed in real life. My head dropped down and twisted sideways, my lips grazing his as I began to pant while he made the same sounds.

      “This is so intense. Why is it so intense?” I mumbled.

      “No reality here,” he gasped, his fingers digging into my hips. “You want to be turned on, so you are.”

      “Fuck, so whatever we want to feel or do will happen?”

      He nodded as I placed a hand on his chest and sent what I hoped was waves of desire through our link. It seemed to work as his jaw clamped down, his teeth grinding as his hips jerked upwards, trying to force more contact between us.

      “You teasing our boy?” Aaron’s voice rumbled in my ear as his torso came to rest against my spine. My neck flopped as I felt the massive spike of lust spear through me from his side of the bond. I didn’t, couldn’t reply, as my body felt like it was on fire. I arched my back, rubbing my arse back on his rigidity, which just had his hands clamping down on me. “Stop that, you little minx. I’m already feeling fit to burst as it is.”

      “But that doesn’t matter, does it?” I said between kisses. Brandon’s lips seemed to draw mine like magnets, pulling me closer over and over. He smiled at this, seeming to like the effect he had on me. I pulled away, narrowing my eyes in mock condemnation. I leant against Aaron’s chest, his hands covering my breasts, fingers plucking, and his mouth found mine.

      “What doesn’t matter?” he prompted finally. My brain stuttered as Brandon moved beneath me, his hand going to his dick, prising it away from where it was drawn up hard against his belly, then grabbing it to rub the head against my clit. Aaron’s lips felt like velvet on my shoulders, and my nipples pulled tight under his ministrations. “Jules?”

      “What?”

      They both chuckled as I stared at them blankly.

      “What doesn’t matter?”

      “Oh, coming. This is a psychic space. Whatever you can imagine, can happen. You guys can have multiple orgasms like a woman if you like. You can be hard again in a second. Reality doesn’t exist, so neither do refractory times or gravity.”

      I felt the two of them still beside me, then reality upended itself. Rather than resting on one guy while another was at my back, I was lifted up into a swirling maelstrom of movement and sensation. Mouths went everywhere—kissing, licking, sucking, separating my folds and spearing a tongue inside, biting just firmly enough to send shivers down my spine. Fingers stroked, rubbed, flicked. Dicks pushed in or ground against my thigh. Then I heard the gasps. I couldn’t see it, but I felt it down our bond. The same was happening to the two of them.

      How do I describe what it felt like? It should have been overwhelming, the pleasure wrought swamping my body and mind, reducing my consciousness down to a small point that hovered at the back of my skull and watched in awe. Instead, it was like a symphony. Our minds played these psychic facsimiles of our bodies like instruments, imagining more and more ways we could please the other, stirred on by the pleasure we created and that in our own bodies. Then it felt like the need to specify licks on nipples or hands on cocks fell away. Rather, we became bodiless. We hummed around each other, great clouds of pleasure spiralling higher and higher, until the intensity was almost frightening. I felt a few answering spikes of fear down the bond, and that seemed to bring things to a natural conclusion.

      I guess I could call it a psychic orgasm, though that label seemed inadequate to describe it. But what else was it? Layers and layers of pleasure pulsed through us, bringing us down gently and taking all the searching, needing, and just releasing it. Then came a moment of the purest satisfaction, and when I opened my eyes, the world rushed back—the real one. We all stood now with our arms around each other, the feelings we’d induced together still making our skin twitch. We were in an alien world, under a purple-leaved tree, and just were.

      When Brandon kissed me, then Aaron, and when he did the same, it didn’t matter whose lips were on whose mouth. I could feel their love, their desire, their pleasure as clearly as I could my own. For just this moment, we were in perfect accord. Then it was my turn. I leaned over and sucked Aaron’s plush bottom lip into my mouth, tasted the coffee and mint there, found my arms tightening as I sought to fill the smallest gaps between us. Then it was Brandon, tasting of nicotine and caffeine and smelling of sandalwood, and I drowned in him as he did in me. When we finally drew apart, there was almost an air of embarrassment for a moment. I shook my head.

      “That was beautiful. It can’t last, but let's not…”

      I was lost for words, but they nodded. They knew. They both straightened and met my eyes and each other’s head on. We loved each other, and right now, we were filled with that gorgeously insane belief that that would solve the world’s problems.

      Aaron turned to me. “Jules, it’s customary to be with your mate on the night of the celebration.” I winced at that, thinking of how Finn and Brandon’s had gone. He shook his head, grabbing my hand and sending reassuring pulses down the bond. “I want Brandon with us.”

      For a second, I just basked in that golden hazel gaze and felt the most immense feeling of relief. I didn’t know how I would get the others on side, but if Brandon had Aaron at least, then I could rest a little easier knowing he had that additional support. He is so strong, I thought, my eyes scanning that lean form covered in a worn grey t-shirt and some jeans, those grey eyes almost luminous against his brown skin. But I don’t want him to have to be strong on his own anymore.

      He grinned suddenly, as he seemed to hear my words, his eyebrows twitching quizzically.

      “Of course,” I replied belatedly. “But what about the two of you? You don’t always have to put me in the middle of things. I’d be hurt if you kicked me to the curb, but it seems like you’ve got stuff to explore between you.”

      The stab I felt when I saw a light flare in Aaron’s eyes was both beautiful and terrible. I was a product of my conditioning, having been brought up to feel that that light should only shine for me, but I consciously put that to one side. I didn’t believe that people should do that, I only felt Iike I needed to. It was still there, just as bright, maybe even brighter, when the big guy looked at me. So, I watched his gaze seek Brandon’s with a happy if slightly sore heart. Brandon wasn’t quite as happy.

      His face demonstrated perfectly what I had felt, but more, his eyes tightened, as if trying to brace himself against the pleasure-pain.

      “I saw us, a million iterations of us,” Brandon said, his voice creaking with the effort. “It’s always Jules for me. It’s not that I couldn’t love others, but that she was always there, between anyone else and myself. In the reality where it was just us together, I smashed you.” His eyes darted down and then up again. “I ripped your heart out when Jules came to Sanctuary. I still loved you, but there she was, the one I’d grown up engulfed in. She was there in the flesh, living and breathing, and so beautiful…” He blinked for a second, a greenish cast filling his eyes. “For me, it’s always Jules, and everything else comes after that. I’ll give you as much as you want, probably more than you’ll ever want, but Jules… I made sure we never went down that track. I didn’t want to get involved with anyone because it’s always Jules for me.”

      “So, you made sure I did too.”

      Aaron’s words were gentle, there was no recrimination, but they were hard ones to hear. Brandon met his gaze head on and then nodded, a quick jerk of his head.

      “It was the only way I could love the both of you.”

      I think we, the whole world, held our breath unconsciously as we waited. When the sound of Aaron’s sigh came, it was the most beautiful thing.

      “C’mere,” he rumbled.

      Brandon and I both glanced at each other, not sure who he was talking to, so Aaron opened his arms and tugged the two of us into them.

      “I have to remind myself you do this out of love,” he said. I heard the words with my ear pressed against his chest, so they reverberated through my whole body. Brandon pulled back slightly so he could meet Aaron’s gaze, and he nodded. “Well, as to Jules’ original question, if the only thing on the table is making love with two of my mates, I’ll think myself pretty fucking lucky. This mission, watching the two of you, it’s shredding my bloody resolve. I always thought I was a pretty staunch bloke, but I knew nothing until I got involved with you two. I feel like my fucking heart is out there in two pieces, walking around, getting in trouble with the local wildlife, looking so fucking vulnerable. I want to lock you both in one of the trucks and never let you out, just to give me some peace from this ache in my chest. But I can’t, because this is who you are. Jules will stumble into trouble, Brandon will be pulling strings from behind the scenes, and that’s the way it is. I’m a loyal bloke, I don’t let go of people easily, and I’ll love the two of you, no matter what. But if there’s any chance you could either avoid getting in trouble or tell me what the fuck is going on, I’d appreciate it.”
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      “Moonie,” one of the guys said, jerking us all out of the lovely little haze we were in. “One of the blokes shot what looks like a deer. We’re gonna roast it on a spit, and them other guys you brought reckon they’ve got some veg and bread to go with it.”

      I felt the tension slowly rise in Aaron’s body, his spine straightening as he prepared to take on responsibility again, but I squeezed his hand, and his eyes jerked down to me.

      “We need a wash before this evening’s festivities, and you’re just gonna be worrying about us being eaten by some freshwater shark. The guys have it under control. Come with us.”

      His eyes shone for a moment, and he nodded, turning to the soldier.

      “You need me for anything? That deer thing OK to eat?”

      “It’s on the approved list the miners left for us, and yeah, we’ve got this.”

      “Alright then, I’m off to have a swim with my mates. Keep at least three guys armed and on sentry. Cooking meat might lure predators.”

      Aaron gave the guy directions of where we’d be, at a pool he’d spotted just off one side of the river, a stone diversion in the flow creating a nice gentle current for us to bathe in. The soldier’s eyes took us in for a second, and then he nodded, heading off to do cooking duties.

      

      I’m not ashamed to say I stood by the riverside with my mouth open, looking at the pretty flowers that nodded on the riverbank and the long twisty branches of several weeping trees leaning over as if to caress the water’s surface with its limbs. But it wasn’t the very nice alien foliage that had me standing there, hands still on my buttons, midway through stripping off. It was the boys.

      The sun loved them, soaking into every golden inch of Aaron’s body as he shrugged out of his fatigues in a series of practised moves. His clothes dropped to the ground, as if happy to reveal the glory they customarily hid. Aaron paused for a moment when Brandon stepped free of his boots, and his hand automatically strayed to his semi-erect cock as the other man pulled his shirt off over his head, the tight muscles of his abdomen flexing and smoothing as he moved. Dicks are cool for more than just the thrusting, dragging against your g-spot, ‘fuck, I’m so full and I’m gonna come’ stuff. Aaron’s was out and proud, saluting Brandon’s specific gorgeousness with every steadily stiffening twitch. The boys would have to stick something inside me to see how I felt about them. Or I could just tell them.

      “Fuck, you guys are hot,” I blurted out.

      I wasn’t a moron, I could string a sentence together, and despite the many poems celebrating Brandon’s abs or Aaron’s massive biceps I’d devised while drowsing in our lovely post-coital afterglow, that was the best I could come up with. Great.

      They seemed to like it just fine though. Brandon stripped off a little slower now that he was conscious of his audience, and when he looked up at the two of us, there was something I hadn’t really seen before—a kind of smugness. He knew we were looking. He took our stares and the slow stroke of Aaron’s hand on his cock as his due and…fuuuuck.

      Why is a cocky attitude so sexy? It’s at least one third acknowledged arsehole behaviour by the wearer, but god fucking damn, I wanted him wearing that look every bloody day. Or not, because I only had about five spare pairs of knickers and between him, Slade, and Jack, they might just spontaneously combust.

      “C’mon, Jules,” Brandon said. “We’ve shown you ours.”

      Before, I was going to strip off, welcoming an opportunity for a wash, but now I froze. They had seen me in every position naked, inspected every inch of my body, yet I felt a weird shyness.

      Just strip off and stop overthinking, I told myself.

      Brandon and Aaron looked at each other and shook their heads, moving closer, one set of hands going to my shirt, the other my jeans.

      “You are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” Aaron said, and the brush of his fingers against mine sent waves of reassuring lust. The way he felt about me punched me in the guts as he moved my hands aside and removed my top. “I feel like my heart is being ripped out of my chest pretty much every time I look at you, Jules. Don’t be shy with us. It’s seriously not needed,”

      I nodded, because I knew this. I was just falling back on my old pre-Sanctuary days’ bullshit. I didn’t really get why they wanted me, but I knew loud and clear that they did. I stepped down with them, one holding each of my hands as I clambered over the slippery rocks into the water. Aaron sat down and pulled me onto his lap, using his hands to send perfect temperature water over my skin. Brandon settled down beside us, tangling his legs with Aaron’s and then pulling me back, so I lay across the two of them with my arms floating out on my sides.

      “God, this is nice,” I said, shutting my eyes against the evening sun. “Why do I feel like Godzilla or the abominable snowman will come stomping out of the bushes at any minute?”

      As I lay there, staring up at the sky and watching weird birds fly far overhead, I could feel it, the need to touch them. I could feel both of their erections pressing into me, and my nipples were poking above the waterline, pulled tight by their presence and the cool air. For a moment, I just enjoyed the sensation of water lapping at my skin, the feel of the guys' hands as they pushed water to spill over me. I grabbed the closest one, linking our fingers before rolling over to kiss Brandon.

      “No, Jules,” he said with a smile.

      “No? You can’t be serious. I can’t kiss my own mates?”

      “It won’t end with kissing,” he said, and I watched his breath come a little faster while his hips twitched underneath me, as if to contradict what he was saying. “We’ll have the public celebration, and then…” His finger ran down my sternum. “We’ll have the more private one in our tent.”

      “We’re waiting?” Aaron said, looking across at his mate, the gaze lasting longer than it needed to as Brandon stared the other man down. There was nothing hostile in that stare, rather those cool grey depths promised a world of pleasure, and I just wanted to dive right in. Aaron too, by the look of it. I heard the low groan, then saw the shift of his hand down to his groin, where he got a stroke or two in before Brandon’s shot out and stopped him.

      “Think about it. We keep Jules simmering away all evening.” Brandon flicked me a look, his eyes following the rivulets of water that streamed down my body as I rose up. His hand went to my waist, and he steadied me. “Make her sit through this whole celebration with a wet little secret between her legs, her clit throbbing.”

      “I’ll be fucking rigid all night from the smell of her,” Aaron growled.

      That drew Brandon’s gaze away as he peered into the water, looking for evidence of that and smiling when he saw it.

      “And I’ll be right there with you. But just think about it. What will it feel like when we finally stroke that clit and lick her pussy, all creamy from waiting?”

      Aaron’s eyes darkened, a subtle shudder going through his body before he shot me a rueful look.

      “Aaron,” I whimpered, moving closer to the big man. He watched me straddle his legs with rapt attention. “Don’t make me wait.”

      My hands went up, and I flicked my hair back over my shoulders as I forced my spine to arch slightly, pushing my breasts up into his face. His eyes followed their every movement, and his tongue slid out to swipe across his bottom lip.

      “I’m aching,” I said, my voice half caught up in the rustle of a breeze in the leaves. “Touch me, please.”

      “Jules…” Brandon growled, but I shuffled forward, so close I could feel Aaron’s breath on my skin.

      His nostrils flared, the hazel in his eyes now just a thin ring about the huge pupils. I noticed his hands twitching, watched the war within him with a smile. Sick of my antics, Brandon surged out of the water, hands going around my wrists and tugging me back, prompting a proprietorial growl from Aaron.

      “You’re the queen, always.” His voice was a low buzz against my ear. “You tug all of us along, panting in your wake. But sometimes, just sometimes, it’s nice to relinquish that power and let someone else take over.”

      I paused, considering what he said, and let my body soften against his. He took this for compliance, shifting to hold both wrists with one hand so he could run the other up the damp plain of my abdomen.

      “I want your clit throbbing through everything that goes on tonight. I want you rinsed and clean, so your scent washes over every man in camp, every single one of them aching to get inside you. The food will taste like dust when all they’ll want to do is bury their face in you. One after another, licking and sucking you until you can’t come anymore. But they won’t. You’ll be ours, and everyone else will have to return to their tent and lie on their sleeping bags, and spend a restless night stroking their rigid cocks as they hear the sounds we pull from you.”

      “How do you fucking do this?” I rasped, and I noticed that Aaron was just as caught up in the silken siren song of Brandon’s voice as I was. “How do you make me want to relinquish a guaranteed orgasm—”

      “Just the one?” Aaron asked, his smile a dead ringer for Brandon’s cocky one.

      “How do you make me want to give up on guaranteed multiple orgasms now and later, for just some later?”

      “Deliberately or not, I’ve been controlling things for much of my life. After a while, given the right circumstances, it makes me really fucking hard.”

      I blew out a breath, unable to believe I was about to do this.

      “Do we give this little control freak what he wants?” I said to Aaron.

      His smile was bright, curiously innocent and open, despite what we were discussing. He tugged me to him, kissing me lightly and resisting all attempts on my part to deepen it. Then he pulled away and nodded, looking like he’d just been given the greatest gift in the world.

      “Ugh, fine!” I said.

      “Just imagine what it’ll be like later tonight,” Aaron purred.

      “I don’t want to imagine. I’m gonna think of nuns and dead kittens all night.”

      “Don’t worry, darlin’” Brandon said, hands sliding up my ribs. “We’ll keep your mind on the task at hand.”
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      At that, I dove away from the guys and into the main body of the creek. The current was sluggish, so it was safe. The boys followed me, trying to put their plan into action and keep teasing me, but I slipped free of their arms without effort, so things pretty much devolved into the usual pool hijinks of splashing and dunking. We emerged a little chilled and pruney as the sun was well and truly starting to set.

      “Your stuff is in the tent over there,” Aaron said as he stood by me on the riverbank, shielding me from the view of the other guys milling around camp. “Wear something easy to remove.”

      My eyes dropped down to his hard cock.

      “Brandon’s gone to help with the cooking. We could—”

      “Figure I’m the weakest link, did ya?” He moved closer to me, and I could smell the fresh male scent of him. He cupped my chin and then kissed me, slow and sweet. “He’s our mate, and nothing makes him happier than playing these games, so let’s play.”

      “He won’t know,” I said, my feet shifting. I could feel him, smell him, and it was weird to not just reach out and take one of my mates. I had become spoiled in a frighteningly short period of time.

      “In this camp? Everyone’s gonna know when we take you, Jules. Now off you go. Wear something light, if you have it. I want that damn scent of yours in everyone’s nose, making their mouths water for something else altogether.”

      I growled, because of the command in his voice, because of the way those dark hazel eyes flicked from my eyes to my mouth, because I knew I’d do as he said. He grinned when I stepped back, then I turned and dove for my tent.

      

      “Oh, hello.”

      Jack and Hawk looked up from their bedroll where they lay nakedly resplendent in each other’s arms and looking smugly drowsy from no doubt an awesome fuck, if the close atmosphere in the tent was anything to go by.

      “Hey,” I said as I located my bag, dropping my dirty clothes on one side before starting to pull out clean ones. Something light, something light. I hadn’t exactly brought a summer dress along, since I figured that wouldn’t be needed. I had some thin sleep shorts, but I’d be freezing by the time night fell if I wore them. I shrugged and drew out a long sleeve shirt and jeans. Not what they wanted, but it’d have to do. I shoved the shorts in my back pocket, which got some raised eyebrows.

      “Someone’s sleeping out tonight,” Jack said in a singsong voice. “You gonna climb Mount Aaron in honour of your mating? If you wanna broaden your horizons first, we’re happy to help.” Hawk rolled away from Jack, got to his knees, and shuffled over, that big beautiful body drawing my eyes down, down… “Chuckles here wants to—”

      I knew what he wanted. I could see it as clear as day, and I wanted it too.

      “Shut up, Jack,” Hawk snapped, shooting the words over his shoulder.

      “But you—”

      “If you ever want me to do that thing with my tongue again, you will shut the fuck up. You’re my mate now, you need to start listening to me.” Jack fell back on the bedroll, arms crossed, but that ever-present smirk was still there. “Jules, we talked, and I just wanted to say…”

      I watched Hawk struggle to get the words out as Jack lay there, fairly twitching with the need to interfere, so I reached out and placed a hand on the man’s forearm. I didn’t know if being pack gave us the same bond as my mates had with me, or if he could feel anything down it, but I tried to send warm reassurance to him.

      Hawk looked up, his shoulders squaring, a big breath hissing out between his lips. “I want some time, just me and you, Jules. I wanna see where this could go. I need to know if there could be more between us.”

      “Looking for another mate so soon?” I joked, but I saw that was a mistake as soon as the words were out.

      I thought it a gentle one, but the way his face closed down said otherwise. So I crawled over and wrapped my arms around him, waiting for him to do the same. I felt the faint quiver in his limbs when he finally reciprocated. For a minute, I rested my head on his shoulder, smelled the scent of campfires and pine forests, and just felt him. It was subtle, but I could feel it, the rapidly shifting snarl inside him as he processed what was happening.

      Hawk and I were very similar, I realised, in that we both often went into a secret internal emotion spiral when triggered by our pack members. People struggled to understand those intense reactions, assuming it meant some sort of impairment, but it wasn’t. You had to be bloody strong to be hit hard by emotional stimuli and keep on putting yourself out there. I tipped my head up, his lips crushed down on mine, and it all fell away.

      When we pulled apart, I just stared into his eyes. That shy smile was back on his face, and I was glad.

      “I’m happy you asked, Hawk. I’ll always want you and want to spend time with you. Whether you want it with the two of you,” I saw Jack’s eyes light up at that, “or just you. Any combination, I’m there. I can’t tonight though. I’ve made a commitment to Brandon and Aaron, and I’ll need to work around that, but otherwise, yes. Tell me when and where you want me.”

      “All the time…” Hawk rumbled, kissing me again. I again questioned the wisdom of Kelly’s workplace advice when I came here. Being Tirian obviously came with a raging sex drive. How did they get anything done? “So, tomorrow sometime?”

      “You got it. Now, I think we’ve got dinner on soon, so clothes, or I’ll be doing some stuff by the campfire that may or may not raise the soldiers’ morale.”

      I wondered about Jack as I followed my own directions. He seemed awfully glad to have his lover back in his arms. Everything between me and him was centred around Hawk, and he wasn’t asking me for one-on-one time. Should I initiate that as pack leader? See where things were with us when Hawk wasn’t in the picture? I made a mental note to myself to do that at some time that didn’t feel tacked on to what had just happened with Hawk. I watched the two of them kiss, feeling that bloody painful throb in my loins as I did. Working out where we all stood should be done sooner rather than later.

      I stepped outside, leaving the guys to sort themselves out, and smelled the delicious scent of roasting meat. I might not know what was cooking, but it smelled great.

      “Jules.”

      My head whipped around to see Slade weaving his way between the tents. The boys were correct—we were close, and the walls of the tents were thin. Everyone would hear us getting up to mischief tonight. I wasn’t sure how I was going to meet the eyes of Aaron’s men tomorrow morning, which was perhaps why he had me simmering away right now, ready to discard some inhibitions as the need grew.

      “Hey,” Slade said, drawing my attention back to him. His nostrils flared when he scented me, his eyes widening slightly, and then he drew me in closer. “Look, about before…”

      “Before?” It took me a bit to remember the conversation by the cache. God, that felt like it had happened days not hours ago. That expansive feeling of contentment we’d experienced together pushed out little infractions like hard words. “Oh, you mean at the cache?”

      “Yeah, look, love—”

      “Jules, you coming?” Aaron stood a little distance away, holding out his hand. “The guys have cooked up a storm, and it looks like it's ready.”

      “Um…”

      Slade watched me glance from him to Aaron and smiled. “It’s OK, it's his night tonight. Have a feed and a good night. We’ll talk later.”

      “Thanks,” I said, bouncing up and kissing him on the cheek.

      His arms closed around me automatically, holding me still for a second before letting me go.

      

      “Smells bloody delicious,” Slade said, following the two of us to the campfire.

      “There’s certainly something that’s making my mouth water,” Aaron said, his hand squeezing mine.

      “So, where’s the beer at? Been a day since I’ve had one, and I mean to remedy that.”

      Aaron directed Slade to where the drinks were sitting in a tub full of cool water. They probably needn’t have bothered, the wind was starting to pick up, making me shiver.

      “I think I need to go grab a jumper,” I said, turning to return to the tent, but Aaron grabbed me and spun me around.

      “I’ll keep you warm, mate,” he said in a low rumble. He drew me closer, sheltering me from the breeze with his body, and wrapped his arms around me, then dropped his mouth down on mine.

      Aaron kissed slowly, thoroughly, patiently nipping and sucking at my lips until they parted, then slid his tongue in. He chuckled when he finally pulled away while I just stood there, dazed but certainly not feeling cold anymore.

      

      “I can’t do this,” I whispered.

      Everyone was seated around the campfire, the sun having already set. Most were grabbing food or drinks, but I sat between Brandon and Aaron, centre stage. Some of the guys raised their beers to us and shouted some kind of congratulations, but that wasn’t where my focus was. Instead, it was on two points of my body—one at my nape, where Brandon’s fingers drew circles on my skin, and the other where Aaron’s hand rested on my thigh.

      There was something possessive, slightly coercive about Brandon’s caress. Like his fingers were moving lazily right now, but could grip the back of my neck at any point if I decided to make a break for it.

      Brandon glanced at me for a second, an eyebrow raised, and then slipped a finger under the collar of my shirt. He held my gaze as it slid slowly south. Not towards anything, not even close to anything significant, yet somehow that small caress had a weight to it. As he continued to stare, his eyes told me long, explicit, filthy stories about what he’d like to be doing to me right now, would do to me right now, in front of everyone to my shame. But it wasn’t just shame, was it? That would make it a horrible thing. Rather it was the war between the pleasure I knew he could pull from my body, the low burning need for it, and the social inhibitions that made me feel like stripping off and riding his face in front of company would be a bad idea.

      As if in counterpoint to this subtle caress, there was Aaron. I sat with my back against a tree trunk that had been dragged over to the fire, my knees bent, and his hand resting on my inner thigh. Not the sweet, ‘I’m here and I love you’ touch on your knee thing. Nope, I watched him take a plate and balance it on his lap, eating very competently with one hand as the other snuck up, up, up, until he was just about able to high five my vagina.

      Both of them managed to occupy all of my attention, as my own plate was sitting uneaten on the grass. I wanted Brandon to stop fucking around and reach out and touch me where I ached. I wished I’d been able to wear a dress or a skirt so Aaron’s fingers could graze the elastic at the leg opening, tease the fabric from my skin, and slip under. I watched Aaron fork food into his mouth and wanted to knock it away, put my pussy where the plate was, and watch him eat that from a whole other angle.

      “I need to…” I couldn’t get the words out, they clogged, choked in my throat.

      “We know what you need,” Brandon said, glancing out at the crowd, looking for all the world like we were having a conversation about the weather.

      “Why? Why is it so intense? Is this another heat?” I asked.

      Brandon grinned when he removed his hand, and it felt like a cool breeze washed over me, removing some of the cloud of lust. I blinked, then said, “It’s you. Both of you.”

      “And you. We can’t force you to feel desire, but when all of ours combine…”

      Oh yeah, I knew exactly how that felt. My eyes closed as Brandon’s hand landed back on my skin.

      “I told Aaron how I wanted tonight to go, in explicit detail. We both have a very clear mental image that’s making it very uncomfortable to sit here.” He waited until I was watching him to grab his rigid cock and adjust it in his jeans.

      “And that makes me want to strip off and let you fuck me by the fire,” I replied.

      Aaron choked on the mouthful he was chewing, spitting out the food and putting his plate down. His eyes were wide when he checked me out, as if to gauge whether or not I was serious. I wasn’t, was I?

      “Jules…” he rumbled, turning to me.

      “Stick to the plan.”

      Both of us started at the iron in Brandon’s voice. He’d never really shown alpha tendencies outside the bedroom, but we both felt that instinctive need to follow his instructions. I pushed back against it, shifting to face him. He grinned in the face of my insolent stare, picking up his food and eating it with a nonchalance that had my Tirian pacing inside me.

      You humans and your monkey games, she said dismissively.

      You are bonded to a creature with a whole lotta higher order brain function. We’ve got to do something with our time.

      Perhaps considering what to do once we reach the home of the Great Wolf could be a worthy enterprise for that brain of yours.

      Of ours, I corrected her. And if you have any information on that, now would be a good time to share it.

      It felt like she shuddered at that, and then did something I’d never really felt before. She…faded away.

      “Jules.”

      I was jerked back into the here and now by Brandon’s command. His eyes searched mine for a second before he nodded.

      “You want to touch your mate, don’t you?” he asked Aaron.

      “God, yes…” Aaron’s voice was a low moan.

      “Pull her onto your lap and kiss her. Kiss her with everything you have. Make her cunt drip and her heart ache. Make her feel like she’s the most precious thing in the world.”

      Why would a man Aaron’s size follow Brandon’s orders? It was hard to say. There was this terrible intensity to his words that just made disagreement seem like a ridiculous option. Aaron’s hands closed around my wrists, and he hauled me to him, much to the delight of his men. There were a whole lot of suggestions coming from the peanut gallery, some I’m not even sure were anatomically possible, but they fell away as soon as I was seated, his long hard length pressing up against my cunt through the seam of my jeans. I hovered above him, looking down at my newest mate, and one part of Brandon’s order was already fulfilled. My chest did ache as my fingers trailed along the close crop of his hair, a bright echo of what we’d created together before swelling inside me.

      “I love you,” I said.

      He stopped mid move towards me, eyes flickering for a second. His head cocked to one side, as if he hadn’t heard me right the first time, so I said it again. “I love you, love both of you. I thank whatever deity you want that I came to Sanctuary and met you guys. I’m proud to call you my mates.”

      We glanced over at Brandon, whose expression had transformed. The icy demeanour that had us jumping at his orders had thawed, and the muscles around his eyes had tensed, as if my words hurt him physically. His smile was tremulous, but he said, “Do it. Show our mate how much we love her.”

      It was the same order, and I felt the same compulsion, but somehow, seeing Brandon come undone made it all the better. I placed a hand on Aaron’s cheek as his went to the back of my head and tugged me down. His breath came in sharply when our lips collided, parting almost instantly. It had none of the slow sweetness of before. This was hunger, pure and simple. His hips bucked underneath me, grinding along my seam, making my clit throb dully. He was nipping, sucking, kissing me, his movements so fast, I could barely register them. He swept me up in this swirling morass of need, and it provoked one inside me too.

      I leaned forward, not wanting the kiss to end when he pulled back, but Aaron held me in place. “Jules, Jules…” he murmured as I whined. He turned me in his lap, so my back leant against his chest. I could feel the tension in my hips in this position, my legs splayed. “Look at him, our mate, our beautiful mate. He’s holding himself back by a thread, wanting to touch you but wanting to stay in control just as much. Take it from him, Jules. Break him down.”

      I was dimly aware of the cheers when I crawled over to Brandon. Perhaps Aaron’s guys really did think they were going to get a show tonight. Brandon didn’t move an inch, just growled, “This wasn’t what we had planned.”

      “No?” Aaron said from behind me. “Maybe we all need to be driven out of our minds tonight.”

      “And you think I’m not?” Brandon grated out the words, but when I pulled myself onto his lap, he softened underneath me. His arms went around me, his mouth tilted up as if waiting for me to kiss him. He pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “You’ve ruined my plans. You always do.”

      “Does that make things better or worse?” I asked.

      “Better,” he growled as he pulled me down. “So much better.”

      Brandon kissed me, until I was dizzy with it, until my head swam and my heart pounded. I fought the urge to shove my hand down his pants or mine. He’d gotten what he wanted, anyway. My chest ached, my undies were drenched, and I seriously needed to find some kind of laundry solution, or everyone was going to smell me and not in the sexy way.

      “No, more,” he said when I drew back.

      “You want more? Go and get it,” I said, then jerked my head to Aaron, who watched us with burning eyes. I disentangled myself, going back to my place by the log, watching them consider my command.

      “This…this will make a statement,” Brandon said.

      “It’s who we are, isn’t it?” I asked.

      I gazed at the two of them, waiting for an indication of what they wanted to do.

      “You have the most to lose,” Brandon said to Aaron.

      The other man nodded. There was some tightness in his shoulders, but he reached out one arm and gestured for him to approach.

      It was weird, listening to the exclamations of the crowd as Brandon straddled Aaron, sitting where I had just sat, kissing the lips I still felt the imprint of. I watched them kiss with a kind of brutality I never got to experience. They clawed at each other so violently, I was expecting to hear fabric rip.

      Everyone would get used to this—that the two of them were together as well as with me. They would be free to touch each other as well as me, stroke each other’s hair, hold each other’s hand, show in the million ways I took for granted that they loved each other. But for some reason, I didn’t want to become accustomed to it. The ego-driven sting that came from being excluded for just a second heightened things somehow. Brandon’s insistence on this theatrical element to sex was all about creating controlled drama to what would otherwise become a humdrum thing as our relationship evolved. He would be forever orchestrating new ways to keep us on that edge, to keep us craving it, to keep us together.

      Because he knows, I thought. Familiarity was the perfect breeding ground for love and complacency, and he would never allow the negative to happen. When they pulled apart, I took in their pants and their bee-stung lips hungrily, imagining them wrapped around my nipples, sucking each other’s cocks. Fuck this. This was my pack, and it was time for the games to stop.

      “Tent, now.”

      “You need to eat, Jules,” one of them said. I didn’t know which. Food was completely superfluous as other hungers that had been stoked so carefully roared to life. I was starving for them. I needed them naked and under and over me. I needed us to come together, to try and replicate as best we could what we had wrought in the psychic space. Being apart from them hurt. My skin itched, and I needed their hands on me.

      Brandon shook his head as he watched my fingers turn to claws.

      “We’ll bring your food. You’re eating it afterwards.”

      “Whatever. Let's go.”

      I dimly noted my pack’s reaction as we stood to leave. Jack and Hawk smiled as we went, still feeling the first throb of the mate bond enough to know what was happening. Finn just followed us with his eyes without response. Slade was drinking and talking shit with Aaron’s guys, but he looked up and frowned slightly when we left. He managed to smile and wave though.

      “Naked,” I snapped as soon as we dove within the darkened gloom of the tent. A small LED light cast deep shadows over them, showed me they weren’t following my instructions. “Now.”

      “Now, Jules…” Brandon said.

      “No, no, no,” I said, shaking my head violently. “You’ve played your games, but that ends now. I can’t anymore. I need you, please. I’m not above begging.”

      They both glanced at each other, looking concerned, but they put the food down in the corner of the tent.

      Something settled inside me once they started to strip, so I ripped my own clothes off, tossing them to one side in my haste. They froze for a second, no doubt smelling whatever scent I gave off that indicated receptiveness. I lay there, a messy tangle of limbs, watching them watch me. Their eyes darkened, and their chests worked in long shuddering breaths. A spike of fear shot up my spine. They didn’t look like my lovers, these were the big bad wolves, ready to eat me up. I let my thighs fall open. I was ready for them to.

      Both of them surged forward, falling all over each other to get to me. Aaron’s mouth slammed down on mine, our kisses slightly flavoured by the taste of our blood. Brandon dropped kisses on my inner thigh, as if to rewrite the spots where Aaron had touched me, but I tugged him up.

      This was starting to go the way it usually did—endless lovely foreplay building and building to multiple amazing finishes. But that’s not what I wanted. I couldn’t tolerate anything that separated us right now. I needed him, them.

      Brandon’s brows creased and smoothed as he looked down at me, obviously confused about what was happening, until I reached down.

      “Jules—” he started as I grasped his cock, then stopped as I rubbed the head against my cunt. “Fuck!” His eyes went wide, then searched for Aaron’s. “She’s so fucking wet.”

      “Don’t tell me that,” Aaron said before he groaned, something that just got louder as I reached over and cupped his balls with my hand.

      Brandon finally relented, sinking into me. I felt every bloody inch, my back bowing until he was finally seated deep.

      “You OK?” he asked, the strain of holding still plain on his face, but I didn’t want him, Aaron, anyone to hold back. I answered with a flex of my hips, working him in and out within the limited range of movement I had. “Goddammit,” Brandon growled, but he began to thrust back.

      Something inside my skull broke loose and floated under the rapid pace of his thrusts, my head tipping back, my arms falling loosely against the sleeping roll. I was long and loose and liquid, but I was also hard and thrusting. I was Brandon’s gasps and Aaron’s hungry eyes, watching the proceedings. I opened my eyes a slit and smiled at the big man, then gestured for him to come closer. My mouth opened, to pant, to grunt some very unladylike noises of pleasure, to lick my lips and make it plain where I thought his cock should go. He shuffled over, running a gentle hand along my jaw, before placing that big bulbous head against my lips. I swallowed him, my cries reverberating down his length, provoking a spasmodic twitch of his hips.

      “Oh, fuck, Jules!” he said as my tongue swirled.

      This wasn’t going to take long. Brandon had over-egged this scenario, working us up so much that all we could do was stampede towards the inevitable. I slid a hand down between me and Brandon, his body slamming into my clit with every stroke, but I pulled the hood back. Fuck, it was both too much and just so fucking right. I heard Brandon’s inarticulate cries as my cunt snapped down around him, pulsing and twitching, knowing what was about to come.

      I hollowed my cheeks, forcing my mouth to tighten around Aaron’s swollen cock. I heard the ragged shift of his breath, the swell of his already considerable girth as he got that impossible hardness dicks get just before they come.

      And then he did, we did. You know how friggin’ hard that it is, to get three people to spontaneously orgasm at the same time? But it happened. The feel of Aaron’s hips jerking and trembling as he struggled not to force himself too deep, the rapid and desperate pulses shooting down my throat, all had me rising and then twitching around Brandon, my muffled cries forcing Aaron to pull his still jerking cock from my mouth, as if too sensitive to take anymore. Then that all fell away, and we stood in wolf form in the great yawning darkness of our psychic space.

      Aaron’s beast was big, his head lifted majestically as he surveyed the two of us. I followed his gaze when it settled, saw Brandon’s much paler beast shifting restlessly, seeming to almost dance on those long slender legs. Aaron whuffed at me, trotting over to Brandon and obviously expecting me to follow. I watched Brandon shy away as we drew closer, not running, but not entirely happy about staying either. He paced and whined, his green eyes flicking around the place, searching for threats, not expecting Aaron to come closer and push his muzzle into the smaller wolf’s fur and just sit there. I slunk up closer, feeling a tug to be a part of this, and also feeling like I should let them alone.

      They are your pack, my Tirian said, taking the choice from me and moving in closer. Assume they want you until they say otherwise, not the other way around.

      Smell was obviously an important part of our lives, if the guys’ reaction was anything to go by, but it was nothing while in Tirian form. I buried my nose in Brandon’s fur and felt the muscle tense under my touch. I breathed him in, the smell of wind, of dry grass, of a storm coming and the first rain. Aaron’s was similar, though there was also an undertone of wood to it. I breathed out, feeling their fur ruffle around my nose and that something else deep inside me was coming out with it. I blinked and saw the tent and our human forms reassert themselves, then turned to curl around the forms of my mates.
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      We lay there for some time in a comfortable silence, just hands stroking skin and hair, the only sounds the muffled ones coming from the celebration outside or our breaths. When I glanced up, the guys were grinning at me and each other.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Aaron said, pulling me over so I fitted in the curve of his body. “Just happy. I had a lot of thoughts about what might happen on this trip. This wasn’t one of them.”

      “Really? With Sylvan’s whole ‘you must become pack’ thing?” I asked.

      “Not a guarantee, Jules,” he said, smoothing his hand across my stomach and pushing my hips back against his.

      I could feel him thicken behind me, the spell we’d woven tonight too tenacious to die with just one session. I glanced at Brandon, who watched us with drowsy satisfaction. It seemed to be us together and the way we interacted that pleased him, as well as the hazy afterglow. That contentment pricked at me.

      “You don’t look at all surprised,” I said. His smile widened slightly. “You knew this would happen.”

      “Not knew, suspected. You both are good people, you’re attracted to each other, and you’ve spent a bit of time together. All the elements for a relationship were there, so no, I’m not surprised that you made the bond.”

      “And you’ve watched us come together a million times in your visions.”

      “And I’ve watched you come together a million times in my visions.”

      The smile dropped as he watched Aaron stiffen, then shift until he was almost sheltering me within the curve of his body. Interestingly, his dick still throbbed, hard as nails. Brandon sat up with a frown, staring down at his hands for a moment and then back at us.

      “You say you love me. Well, you love a guy who has visions, who’s had many, many visions of you, both of you. Who’s seen so many slight variations of you, shaped by different events or contexts, and loves who you are now. I’m done hiding or being sorry for this. It’s who I am. I could no more change that than my eye colour.”

      I went to move, but Aaron held me where I was. I wasn’t sure if it was to protect me or for his own comfort. I twisted back, looking over my shoulder at the man.

      “It’s just Brandon.” Aaron’s eyes flicked from me to him and back again. “Nothing’s changed.” I held the uncomfortable position until I felt his body sag. “What is worrying you?”

      This was hard for Aaron, to admit any fear. His fingers shifted restively, I heard him swallow, then clear his throat.

      “What makes you fear me?”

      Brandon restated my question more bluntly, his eyes shining. He got up on his knees, moving towards us, every muscle straining with the effort of keeping himself in check.

      “What do you think I’m going to do? How am I a threat to you?”

      His stare went on and on, waiting, demanding an answer, until finally, Aaron spoke.

      “How do I know any of this is real? How do I know if this is the way it would have gone, if Jules or you would have picked me if it was all down to free will?”

      “Real?” Brandon’s head tilted to one side. For once, I watched the man I loved struggle to find the words, as if finally, he’d encountered a scenario he hadn’t prepared for. His brows creased, his jaw locked, and then he threw himself at us. He kissed me first, a wild unpractised thing, forcing his tongue between my lips, clawing at my hair before sandwiching me between them and bestowing the same on Aaron. I felt his hard cock push into my ribs, felt the drag of his chest across my nipples. He didn’t let up until Aaron whimpered, shoving his dick up against me in spasmodic pulses. “Does this feel real to you? Does it feel like I orchestrated this whole thing, pushing and pulling you around to my liking?” His teeth ground when Aaron didn’t answer. “You think I control you? Well then, let me show you what that’s like.” He glanced down at me. “Lift your leg and hook it back over Aaron’s hip.”

      “What?”

      “Do it.”

      I obeyed, feeling open and vulnerable in a way I never had before, as Aaron’s hand took my leg and situated it comfortably hooked over his. My thighs were spread, the dampness between them cooling in the evening air.

      “Look at you,” Brandon purred, his eyes cool and flat, but he looked me over with something that appeared to be satisfaction. I balked at that, that he would display me so blatantly, look me over like I was a prize piece of meat, and yet…

      I knew Brandon loved me. I knew he was always looking out for me, wanting to make sure I was safe and sane when having sex, so it was perhaps the abandonment of that, however temporarily, that had my clit twitching. This was Brandon off the chain. I could feel the thick length of Aaron’s cock close, but not close enough. He shifted underneath me, making small, blind, stabbing motions, trying to rectify that.

      “He’s desperate to get into that hot little cunt, and you want him thrusting in you, irrespective of whether it’ll hurt. Is your clit aching? Can you feel the air brushing against it and wanting something a whole lot firmer?” We both nodded feverishly. “Grab your cock,” he told Aaron. “Line it up, but don’t push it in.”

      My eyes fell closed as I felt Aaron’s fingers move, creating friction but not enough. I gasped when I felt his cock shift, my hips tipping back, wanting to aid the process in any way I could. There’s that thing when you’ve had a lover for some time. You know just how good they’re going to feel going in, and you start to crave it—and I did. As Brandon’s eyes burned, watching the two of us follow his order with a fierce expression on his face, I wriggled against Aaron, trying to close the deal.

      “Hold her still,” he commanded.

      Brandon took in every one of my gasps, every grunt of frustration with a smile. His face looked like a mask, none of my soft-eyed bookworm left.

      “Want it, do you? Want him to thrust inside you? Flick your little clit?”

      “You know I do,” I replied.

      “Shut up, both of you. No more bloody words until I say so, unless it’s ‘Tirian.’ That tells me everything needs to stop right now. Otherwise moan, cry, scream, I don’t fucking care, but no more words.”

      Brandon laid down beside us, his head level with my groin. I imagine we both watched as he reached out with one finger, our skin jumping in anticipation. He reached me first, drawing an inexorable line down my pubic mound, diving into the cleft, forging a path down the hood of my clit, forcing my body to twitch and jerk as it skated on past rather than stroking it over and over. I held out hope as it slid through my folds, my skin well lubricated by his spent seed and my own excitement, and for a second, my heart went to my throat as his finger dipped just inside me. Yes! I thought, imagining those long fingers stabbing in and…

      I heard Aaron’s moan when Brandon moved past me and made contact with the other man, felt the throb of his cock, the tremble of his fingers as he fought to hold his dick in place, just as Brandon had said. Brandon’s smile was slow and carnivorous as he took in every indication of an internal struggle.

      He must have taken control of Aaron’s cock as I felt him stiffen, then my folds were spread open by a thick length forcing their way through them. Not inside me, though my cunt twitched in anticipation of that. No, he rubbed the other man’s organ over me, the friction welcome yet frustrating. It was so much more than before and not enough.

      “Pull your hood back,” Brandon said to me. “Now,” when I didn’t move fast enough. My fingers slid down, and he watched every movement, eyes narrowing, as if waiting for me to disobey and stroke the poor thing as I needed. “Don’t worry.” Those grey eyes met mine. “He’ll give you what you want in just a second.” He shot a look over my shoulder. “Rub your cock along her seam. Feel that sweet, wet cling. Drag the head across her clit. She won’t want that just yet. She’s not quite ready, but she’ll tolerate it, or she’ll say the word. Then, when she's gasping, when she’s humming your name despite my orders that she say nothing, only then will I let you thrust this into her cunt. Do you understand me?” I felt the jiggle behind me that I assumed was a nod. “Be a good girl,” Brandon said as I jumped, “and I’ll go down on you as he fucks you, sucking your clit, licking up all the juices the two of you make.”

      He knew us so fucking well, it was frightening. The tension of pulling my hood back, the stretch in my hips from the position, the harsh drag of Aaron’s dick as he worked it against my clit, all of it had me squirming. I wanted slow, considerate licks or gentle strokes, drawing me higher and higher, but instead, I felt like it was being gently bludgeoned. Brandon grinned cruelly as my back went rigid, then my spine started twisting like a snake. He grabbed hold of my hip bone, forcing me to stay still.

      "Those sounds. I’ll never get used to those sounds.”

      My eyes fluttered open. Brandon watched the two of us like we were his favourite show. He got what he wanted. Those gasps, sometimes bleeding into yips, flowed from my lips without thinking. I couldn’t hold them back, couldn’t hold anything back. Arousal always felt like a slow burning flame that flared harder with provocation, but this was next level. I was on fire. My heart beat with the pulses of my cunt, clutching at emptiness, longing for that brutal dick to slide home where I needed it the most. I was getting closer and closer, but there was no pleasure in it. I wanted, needed something other than this fucking scene.

      “Aaron!”

      “And there it is. Hold the position, but fuck her. Fuck her until she comes and then some more.”

      Brandon’s words were a promise and a threat all rolled into one, but I didn’t care. Aaron shifted the angle of his dick, lining the sodden head up, and then drove himself inside me. My eyes went wide.

      Brandon watched with a terrible glee, his own cock throbbing, neglected. He didn’t seem to need any physical stimulus, just the sight of my mouth in a perfect O, Aaron’s arms slapping around me, holding me to him as he rutted. His lips grazed messily against my neck, his breath coming too fast to do much else. I found my body suddenly stilled, no longer thrashing wildly, then I worked my hips backwards in time to Aaron’s thrusts, and we finally worked together as a team.

      “Good girl,” Brandon said, and slithered forward. I watched him through slitted eyes, unable to focus as his head dropped down. He stuck his tongue out, for all the world like a naughty child, and gave me the side eye before he made contact.

      Fuuuck. I thrashed against Aaron’s arms. I was done with this. I would shove Brandon down, ride that insolent face, and tip my hips back far enough to let Aaron in. We’d drip feed him the juices he so desperately wanted. But we didn’t. Aaron seemed to sense I was about to make my escape, and his arms locked down as his teeth bit down on my shoulder.

      Jesus fucking Christ! Is that what they felt when I bit them? I liked to bandy around flaming metaphors, but I really was on fire. Venom dripped down my neck, scoring my flesh as it went, and my skin felt hotter and hotter as he held on. My body worked on automatic, taking every stroke and giving back just as hard. During sex, it might be my clit aching or my nipples pulling tight, but this was my whole body. It felt like the air itself caressed me, as every square inch of my skin sensitised. And while I crested higher and higher, my throat raw now from the ragged sounds I was making, I just wanted to keep on going. This was something beyond mere fucking, this was transcendence.

      I felt Brandon’s tongue doing just as he’d said, making the sweetest of love to the place where Aaron and I joined, worshipping every centimetre. That’s what it was, I now realised—worship. My free hand landed on his scalp, and his eyes tilted up to meet mine, glowing green in the low light, and then I was gone.

      Orgasm for me was usually an ‘oh, oh, oh fuck!’ moment, followed by sweet spasming pleasure, then a slump on the bed and a burning desire for a nap. This was so far from that, I had no idea what word to use to describe it. For every pulse of my cunt came a sweeping wave of pleasure that swept through me from toes to fingertips. And it didn’t stop. Right when it began to trail away, it swept up again, until it felt like I was caught in a tide that was never going to go out. Aaron was tangled in it too, thrusting into me and unloading in pulses that mimicked my internal tides.

      Which didn’t prepare me for what came next.

      He pulled free of me, scrabbling back when he realised what he’d done, leaving me to fall heavily onto the bedroll. I looked up drunkenly, not completely sure what my name was let alone what had happened, and dimly recognised a bloody-faced Aaron and a huge grey wolf sitting by his side.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, holding out a hand. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

      What the fuck does he have to be sorry for? I thought. I was aware I should roll to my knees, scramble over there and see what the fuck was upsetting him, but I was broken. It’s why I just lay there when Brandon came to my side.

      “Fuck…” He turned my head, and I couldn’t have stopped him if I tried. I was limp as his fingers gently touched my neck, but he pulled back when I hissed. He probably thought it was pain, but instead, it was aftershocks shooting through me. “Jules? Jules, are you—”

      I was falling, some kind of terrible gravity yanking me down, no wind or air marking my passing, only my lurching stomach letting me know what was happening. And then I wasn’t. That same heat burned within me, but right now, it was a gentle glow. A glow that filled the whole place.

      I’ve been here before, I thought, and as if summoned by that, the Great White Wolf appeared. I jerked backwards, she now sat almost nose to nose with me, reaching forward to close the growing gap when I scrambled away. And then bam, the white place dissolved to reveal something else entirely.

      This is some next level Inception shit, right here, I thought, looking around me. The featureless space had given way to a bustling city, but unlike the ones I had seen in my lifetime, this one was beautiful.

      Buildings soared into the air in a series of fluid arcs, great crystalline windows filled with jewelled coloured glass depicted scenes from stories I was completely unfamiliar with. Broad plazas paved with rainbow mosaics were filled with elegant but oddly dressed people promenading to and fro. Huge sculptures of wolves prowled along public spaces, the white and black stone they were carved from containing a faintly iridescent glow. A sweet-scented breeze ruffled my hair, jerking my consciousness back to my own body.

      “OK,” I muttered. “So wow, this is amazing, but I have no idea why I’m supposed to be here.”

      As if summoned, a great procession of people emerged from behind one building, obviously having been walking along perpendicular to where I stood. Massive bouquets of flowers were carried, and confetti that shone in the sunlight was scattered, while those nearest to me immediately moved closer to watch the proceedings. By the time I hustled over, the crowd was four bodies deep, but in the end, it didn’t matter.

      I might’ve only been able to dimly make out the participants over the top of people’s heads, but the main attraction was clear for all to see. There, striding up the boulevard with a quiet dignity, was the Great Black Wolf.

      I took a step back instinctively, remembering that massive set of jaws that had emerged in our vision, the white fangs about to close around us. I blinked, jerking my attention to the here and now as I realised that I’d walked through the bodies of several onlookers as I’d done so. It appeared I was little more than a ghost. I didn’t get too long to ponder that, as the crowd all joined the end of the procession as the last of it passed by, and I followed along.

      People walked through the crowds, distributing leis of flowers, until everyone had one around their neck. A song in a language I didn’t understand was sung by one or two of the crowd with the rest soon joining in, and not long after the whole boulevard rang with it. And that wasn’t a metaphor of speech. By the sides of the road, tall crystal pillars had been erected. The stones shone, then let out a high pure note as the singing grew louder, the tips beginning to glow and then sending out bolts of light that connected the crystals together. I scanned the scene with a frown as I walked, trying to work out what the hell it was all for, when the crowd slowed down.

      I struggled to peer over the tops of people’s heads as some now performed some complex dance moves as well. Joy radiated from the face of every person I passed as I slid through the participants, making my way to the empty footpaths. I strode down the stony surface and saw the Great Black Wolf standing there at the edge of an immense plaza, waiting for something. I stopped when I got to the point he was at, my eyes darting over to catch a sidelong look at those massive black furred paws, before jerking away as some noise across the plaza had me turning to take a look.

      There, in mirror image to our side, was another huge singing and dancing crowd, and standing at the head was the Great White Wolf.

      She lifted her head, staring across the large space at her other half, and when I glanced up at him, he did the same. That gaze, green eyes burning into red, seemed to be the trigger they were waiting for. They strode forth into the square, the people following them much more slowly now, but their paws ate up the space and closed the gap between them until they reached two large podiums. Both climbed the steps with ease, then came to sit with tails tucked about their bodies, each watching the other. The music and celebrations grew louder. Worshippers toting instruments played them with wild abandon as dancing groups were formed, some centred around a woman, others around a man, though there were smaller groups of mixed participants. My head whipped up when I heard the hum, so similar to the one I’d heard in my head sometimes when my pack came together. The crystals ringing in the space, the podiums, even the ones people wore at their wrists and necks, all began to glow. The participants seemed to be inspired by this, moving their bodies in wilder and wilder movements so that when the glowing forms of their beasts appeared beside them, it was as if they had been shaken loose. The vast area filled now with both humanoid and lupine figures, the shadowy Tirians in every shade of black to white. And then it happened.

      The rise in sound had me looking back at the two wolves, their eyes glowing so bright, it hurt to look at them. The light, the sound, the increasingly frenzied dancing, all led to this. The two wolves shivered, their forms transforming until a man and a woman stood where the animals had. She was majestic, still a giant compared to us, her long red hair tumbling over her shoulders, her green dress hugging her shapely form before pooling across the podium. She smiled at him, that same gentle knowing smile women in love give their beloveds. He was tall, muscular, and dressed in simple brown leather armour that somewhat resembled what the Volken wore. His black hair was long as well, the ragged fall, the ice-blue eyes all very familiar. I watched the two of them step towards each other with a rising sense of dread, but not because of what they were about to do as their hands went to each other, their lips on a collision course. When they kissed, light exploded, washing everything away.

      My eyes jerked open, and the view of the tent reasserted itself. Both Aaron and Brandon hung over me, eyes creased with concern.

      “Sylvan,” I said, and then scrambled to my feet, wrapping a sheet around me as I left.
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      I dimly heard them calling my name as I left the tent, but I strode out into the camp, eyes searching the darkness, looking for the Volken seer.

      “Jules.”

      My head whipped around to see Slade standing by the fire, looking at me with concern. I loved that, but he was not my focus right now. I took a step, but was yanked back when the sheet I had wrapped around me caught on a tent peg. I pulled it furiously, hearing the fabric rip, but surged forward now I was free. Or I would have, if Slade hadn’t gotten in the way.

      “What’s going on?” he said, eyes taking in my dishevelled state.

      “Later, Slade,” I said. “I need to find Sylvan.”

      “Of course, it’s ‘later, Slade.’ You’ve got blood all over you, no clothes on, and look like you have a mating mark bitten into your neck, but now’s not the time to talk.”

      I frowned as I looked back at him. “What?”

      “This is the way it's been…well, since we mated.”

      “What? No. And anyway, I need to find Sylvan, now.”

      “Yep, and you needed to bring Jack into things, needed to fuck him in the lounge room while we slept. You needed to go off with Aaron the next night. You needed to mate Finn, after being nearly raped by half the men in Sanctuary and getting chained up for your efforts. You needed to go off with Jack to do god knows what and then you needed to turn the lot of us into a pack. My dads said it can be tough to be the first one, that your mate will often get caught up with her newer mates and forget about you, but I didn’t expect this.”

      “Expect what? That I’d get your permission for everything I do?”

      There was some extra in my voice, part throaty growl.

      “Permission? Never. I know you, Jules. You’d make your own decisions no matter what. It’s half what I love about you. I just thought we were the same—straightforward and honest about what we want and need.”

      “And I haven’t been straight with you?”

      “You haven’t been anything with me, not lately. When’s the last time you talked to me about what’s been happening? When’s the last time you discussed the pack dynamic with me?” He waited for me to reply, and my mind raced. Apart from the night we were mated when we talked about including Aaron and Hawk, we hadn’t. He nodded when he saw the realisation spread across my face. “You’re caught up with whichever wheel’s the squeakiest. I get that, which is why I asked to talk to you before. But you had things to sort with Brandon and Aaron, issues I have no idea about. Sure, I understood, but here we are. You’ve sorted through a whole lot with them, if your appearance and the noises coming from the tent are anything to go by. If now’s not the time, when is?”

      I felt like staggering, felled by his words and the truth he spoke, by the weight of it.

      “Will you at least listen to me before making major life decisions?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “Will you listen to me if I bring any of my concerns to you?”

      “Sure, but—”

      “Will you make time for me, sometimes just the two of us, if I need it?”

      The memory of our bonding party came flooding back so vividly, it was as if I could smell the scent of beer, hear the nanas cackling away under the tree. When I looked up at him, I saw it. He was hurting. He kept it all behind a pretty tough façade, didn’t let it all hang out like some of the guys, which is what made it so easy to overlook.

      “I’m so sorry—”

      “I don’t want apologies, princess, I just want you. I want to be a part of your life, know what the fuck is going on and who’s getting added to our pack. I want to know what’s happening, for you to sit down and talk to me about things. This is my first and only pack. Don’t shove me to the outskirts.”

      I moved as quickly as a woman swathed in a sheet could on rough terrain. The fabric pulled, caught again, but I didn’t let that stop me from going to him. His arms went around me, his heart racing when I placed my head on his chest.

      “Fuck, princess, it feels so good to hold you.”

      The suddenly conjured feelings of shame could easily have sucked me down into the abyss, but I just stayed as I was, breathing my mate’s scent in. He smelled of beer and cigarettes and wood smoke, and I clung to that.

      “C’mon,” he said, and steered me by the shoulders to a tent.

      “Who’s bed’s that?” I asked as we crawled in.

      “Finn’s. You needn’t worry about him needing it. He doesn’t sleep here.”

      That tugged at me, the troubles with Finn, but right now that was on hold. I’d made overtures, and he’d made it clear he wasn’t ready for that, and Slade was. He reached over and dragged the now dirty sheet from me, throwing it out the flap. I felt weird without it. I was naked before a guy I’d last fucked with two other guys in attendance, but somehow, there was that same old awkwardness couples have when they first get together.

      “Here,” he said, tossing me a shirt and some track pants, noting my discomfort. I shrugged them on, the warm soft cotton helping me settle. “So, what’s going on?”

      I picked at my toenails for a second. What did I say? I had left it too long if I couldn’t sum up what had been happening in a quick sentence. The vision of the two wolves and their human forms all beat down on me, especially the male’s resemblance to Sylvan, but Slade was right. We were travelling towards certain doom, and there was always going to be something critical going on. If I didn’t make time for my pack, there wouldn’t be one when we went home.

      I took a deep breath, and it all came out.

      He scooped me up and held me against his chest after I told him about what I’d been feeling about Sylvan’s manipulations and the dream he appeared in, his hands tightening around me as I described the weird mental states the attempted rape had provoked. He went still as I told him about Jack and Hawk, the bower in the forest, and how I’d found out about Brandon’s abilities. I closed my eyes and just felt the kisses he placed in my hair as I talked about Aaron and Brandon, and then lastly, my vision. Then silence fell over the tent.

      I ran my fingers over one of his hands, tracing the deep lines, the small white scars that scored the skin, and waited.

      “Mum always told me not to rush in with solutions or commentary when either her or Lisa were stressed about something,” Slade said.

      “But…”

      My heart lifted somewhat. I usually found it annoying, boys always trying to solve things, but I could do with a bit of that right now. When I closed my eyes, the doubts came rushing to the surface, about our ability to succeed at this suicide mission, about my designation as pack leader. I was just a horny girl floundering, I wasn’t fit to lead anyone anywhere.

      “But don’t you think there’s something to all these visions we get when together? Sylvan keeps rabbiting on about how important our bond is, and I asked my dads about it. Bonding doesn’t usually result in what we have. People might see each other’s Tirians or feel like they’re in each other’s hearts, but that’s about it. That black sun, the Great Wolves, that’s not normal.”

      “Of course, it isn’t,” I said, flopping against his chest.

      He chuckled and stroked my hair back.

      “That psychic space thing. Do you think we could try that?”

      God, I couldn’t think of anything worse right now. All that was keeping me together was some kind of brave front. How did I maintain that when my mate was literally inside me?

      “Nah, I guess not.”

      Fuck, there was that careful, polite tone again. I shut my eyes, felt the clamour of anxiety and shame and frustration, and firmly pushed that to one side. That was for future Jules to worry about. I took a deep breath, and then tangled my fingers with his as I tried to remember how to do this.

      It was a bit like diving, throwing yourself backwards off a perfectly good boat into the sea and just trusting it would be there for you to disappear into. And it was. When I opened my eyes, the landscape had changed completely. I was standing outside, and it was daytime, the sky a mass of dark clouds, thunder rumbling ominously. I looked down and saw I stood on the same powdery dry soil that had been there while Brandon and Aaron fought, and Slade was standing on it with me.

      “Holy shit, is this it?” he asked, head whipping around as he tried to take it all in. “What’s with the storm?” He glanced down at me and said, “Oh.”

      When I followed his gaze, I saw I was bound up tight in some kind of nightmare couture made from muddy sheets. I plucked at the fabric in annoyance, but it remained wrapped tight.

      “Well, that’s gotta go,” he said, waving a hand, and I was relieved to see my favourite jeans and t-shirt were restored. “And what’s the story with this?” When he gestured at the clouds, lightning struck, stabbing the earth some distance away from us, but I feared it was getting closer. “Stroppy, huh?” He wove his arms at the sky, making for a funny sight, but nothing changed. He glanced back at me. “Shouldn’t this obey… Oh, this is you?”

      I flinched at that. The clouds roiled faster under his gaze, lightning and thunder cracking across the sky as he did so.

      “Fuck, Jules…” He strode over to me and put his hands on my cheeks. The wind started to whip up, tugging at my hair, the cold making me shiver. “Is this you feeling guilty?”

      I wasn’t able to get out much more than a nod. I’d felt like a fucking god when I told everyone we were a pack. It’d seemed like the perfect solution to me, allowing people to pursue the relationships they felt comfortable with and giving room for others to be explored later if they wanted. But just a few days later, and I was realising I’d barely spent any time with one mate, let the others ostracise another, and then added more to the mix.

      “Jules, this isn’t what I wanted.” I could barely hear the words as he tried to get them out, the wind really howling now, our eyes streaming from the rush of air, the lightning strikes growing closer and closer, until I could see clearly the puffs of dust they were sending up. The air stank of ozone, the electric buzz setting my teeth on edge. “Princess, come on. It’s OK, I just wanted to—”

      Crack! Crack! Crack!

      Lightning struck in a ragged circle around us, and our hair started to rise at the change in electrical field. I tried to pull back, to draw this volatile thing away from Slade, but his fingers dug in. “No, Jules!” he cried, the wind whipping his words, tossing them far, far away, as if they were never spoken. It tugged at our clothes, yanked at our hair, tried to drag each of us to separate ends of the earth. I let my arms go limp. I was ready to just surrender to it, let it take me, send me spiralling through the sky, take me away from all of this.

      “Jules, NO!”

      The silence that followed was deafening. The wind, the clouds, the lightning, all disappeared, leaving a pearl grey sky that was slightly leavened by a watery sun, its rays staining the seamless clouds yellow.

      “Is this what you do? Every time something goes wrong or there’s something up with us?”

      Was it? How did I answer that? I looked around the dreary landscape and just felt so, so tired.

      “Yeah, probably.”

      “Ah, love.”

      He tugged me to him, my body as limp as a doll’s. It felt like it took everything I had to throw my arms around him.

      “Jules, I don’t need you to do…whatever this was. I love you. I don’t want you beating yourself up.”

      “But I fucked up. We bonded first, and then what? Nothing. Little sex, no talking, little spending time together. I’m a shit mate,” I croaked.

      “And I rushed things, left you feeling so alienated, you jumped the fence to get away and run into the arms of the Doc. There’s no blueprint here, Jules. We’re making shit up as we go along and trying to do the best we can, aren’t we?”

      I just stayed there inside the safe harbour of his arms, hearing the soothing words, but not sure if I wanted to take them on. If everyone kept being so bloody understanding, how was I ever going to learn to change?

      “Do you love me?”

      “Of course,” I replied.

      “Then maybe we’ve all gotta work on the communication a bit. Be less reactive and more proactive. It’s like I was trying to tell you about Finn, though I’ll admit, I didn’t do it well. Stop letting everyone and everything yank your chain. What do you want to do?”

      “Be better. Make sure you’re never hurt again.”

      “Well, that’s not possible, but what did you want to do wrapped in a sheet?”

      “Find Sylvan, see if I could bring him here and unpack some of the secrets he’s holding.”

      His smile was bright against the now lightening sky. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Let's get in front of this stuff, love. Together.”
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      “This is his tent, but it looks like he’s asleep,” Slade said in a whisper, crouching by the entrance of the seer’s tent.

      I thought back to the way Sylvan had pushed me out of his psychic space beforehand, cutting off my view of his memories.

      “That might make things easier.”

      “To get under his skin, you mean?” he replied.

      I nodded. “He had to consciously push me out, and how likely is he going to be able to do that if he’s asleep?”

      “Better hope he’s dead to it,” Slade said, then carefully and quietly unzipped the tent.

      We paused at the entrance for a moment, allowing our eyes to adjust to the darkness. It was a lot emptier than everyone else’s as he was the only occupant, now a shadowy bulk. This worked in our favour as we crawled inside, crouching in the empty space on the left, looking down at Sylvan’s sleeping form.

      The similarity in the features of the Great Black Wolf and him was startling. I hadn’t exactly memorised his face, but the sharp cheekbones and the broad jaw were all very familiar. That was the first thing I needed to know—why. I reached out my hand, ready to touch the Volken seer and see if I could find out.

      “Wait!” Slade hissed. My fingers froze where they were, and I shot him an incredulous look over my shoulder. “Will you be OK?”

      I shrugged. I wanted to be sure of that too, and everything I’d experienced in the psychic space hadn’t hurt me yet, so I had to assume that would stay the case. I just looked at him, not willing to disturb the silence and potentially wake Sylvan. He nodded finally, not looking happy about it, but accepting this was what we had to do. I slid my hand over the tent floor, careful not to create a noise, and then the tips of my fingers touched Sylvan’s.

      I was wrenched away from the tent in a chaotic swirl, reality reasserting itself quickly with a snap.

      “Thank the gods you’re here.”

      I looked up to see a shirtless Sylvan standing before me, and sure enough, he had the same well-defined muscular body that all men that were gifted with the peacock gene seemed to have. His eyes were wide, the crystalline blue all the more stark for it, and he looked at me like I was the most precious thing in the world. He took a step toward me, then stopped, as if he wasn’t sure he could or should.

      “You are, aren’t you?”

      “Of course,” I said, though it wasn’t me who was saying the words. I was in the body of the person speaking to him, but I wasn’t controlling it. That was enough for him though, as he broached the gap between us in two long strides, then jerked me to him and held me close. I heard the rasp of his breath in my ears, felt the shift of his hands restively on our skin as if it was my own.

      “It’s OK, my love.”

      My voice was lower, more melodious than mine usually was. It held a soothing note that seemed to unwind something inside Sylvan. But not for long. The tension that leaked out was soon replaced by an emotion that burned much hotter.

      The look on Sylvan’s face was an alien one—pure naked desire. He had pulled back, still holding me in his arms, and those bright blue eyes grew hooded and heated, dropping down to rest on my mouth before slowly drawing back up again. His tongue flicked out to swipe his plush bottom lip.

      What the actual fuck? I had no idea what Sylvan’s deal was. Sometimes he was some half naked interloper who’d savaged me and seemed to relish being electrocuted in his cell, and sometimes he was a foreign presence in my dreams, a hijacker of my mind, an inciter of mass hysteria. To feel a thrill of arousal spike through me was an odd experience. Me? Or the body my consciousness rode within? I didn’t know. I just felt the fluid shift of this body as it moved towards him, slinging our arms around his shoulders, angling our head closer until I could feel his breath on our lips.

      “And what has you so hungry for me, my love?”

      We pulled back when he tried to close that gap, his mouth searching for ours, and it took him moments to register before his eyes darted up to meet ours. Something cooler settled there as he straightened.

      “We’re getting closer,” he said, pulling free of us and tangling his hands in his hair. “We should be at Leifgart within days.”

      “This is good, my love.”

      “Is it? You helped me get out of that cesspool. I find myself questioning why the hell I would go back.”

      “You go back because we need—” we said.

      “I know, I know, but knowing doesn’t make me like this any better. They might fail, your little band. If Lian gets his hands on them, if Lonan rises.”

      “If, if, if. I’ve seen a million ifs and so have you. You know as well as I that all we can do is—”

      “Prepare for every eventuality.” He nodded, staring at the ground for a moment. “I should be training the girl, get her and her group of fuck buddies to develop some discipline. They’re just as likely to think they’ll be able to fuck their way out of any problems that occur.”

      “Sylvan, it is worrying to hear you speak so scathingly of desire,” we said. “It is the glue that has drawn all of our players together. Desire is the currency that rules the world.”

      His eyes flicked up to meet mine squarely. That flame of want still burned hot inside him, but as I watched, his hands clenched into fists.

      “And the desire that draws us together?”

      I felt my face split into a smile, something that seemed to strike Sylvan physically. He almost shrank away, but as we sidled up and put our arms around him, those fingers went to claws as they raked across our back.

      “Well?”

      His voice was threat and challenge and need, and we loved it. Our smile didn’t falter until our lips touched his. We took the surge of his tongue, the violence of his caress as tribute. He ground the hard length of his cock against our thigh, as if to underline this. He didn’t whimper when our hands wound in his hair, when we jerked it back, revealing the long line of his neck.

      “Yes…” he hissed as we lipped at the skin there, his body tensing when our fangs grazed his flesh. “Yes, yes, yes…” he chanted, a mantra that just got louder as we caught his flesh between them.

      “Not this time, my love,” we said, and tossed him down on a bed that had suddenly appeared, the look of disappointment on his face no less plain for the movement.

      I needed out of here. I’d seen more of Sylvan’s cock than I ever wanted to, and I definitely didn’t want to see his O face when he threw babies out of his flesh tube. I reached, for Slade, for the tent, for any reality that didn’t have Sylvan looking like all his wishes had come at once while stroking his dick, but I remained resolutely seated.

      Fuck! I yelped, but of course, no one could hear me. I’d been dumb enough to project my consciousness into a tricky bastard who’d caught me at every turn.

      She straddled him, the woman whose body I rode, removing clothes with a wave of her hand, and then teased the Volken seer with her hands and mouth. This had to be his dream, since he did little to reciprocate as he just lay there, gasping as she got him closer and closer. But we did not fully follow the script. His stomach bunched as she used his dick as a sex toy, rocking her hips as she worked it against her clit. And then, when his cries grew too urgent, she relented, sliding him into her in one stroke.

      I sat there in the rear of this mystery woman’s mind as she rode the seer to victory, felt her orgasm as if it was my own, which was uncomfortable at best. I cheered somewhat dejectedly when she climbed off him, caressing his face as he panted, struggling to get his breath back. Then we rolled off the bed while he called her name and she assured him she’d be back. We walked until a door appeared, then we slipped inside a white-tiled bathroom.

      I saw her face in the mirror as we went over to the sink, washing our hands in the water. Long reddish hair and green eyes was all I caught, but I needn’t have strained to get a glimpse. She straightened up, looking straight into the glass, and then smiled.

      “This is not what will help you. Hijacking my seer and seeking access to his mind will not give you what you seek. Do not try again. You will find his mind barred to you.”

      You’re talking to me? I asked.

      “I would have thought that was obvious.”

      And who are you?

      She smirked at this, “You need to focus on your pack, little queen. It is your bonds that will help you through what’s to come.”

      Yeah, you guys keep saying that, while keeping all the relevant information to yourself. That’s a lot to take on faith.

      “Yes? And what other option do you have? Very well, know this. Giving one’s name was a powerful thing when I roamed the earth. It was believed that knowing it could give you power over another. I am Branwen, little queen. Now return to your mate and build some bridges.”

      

      The tent reasserted itself with a jolt, my breath sounding horribly loud. Slade saw I was conscious, his face too pale in the moonlight coming through the flap.

      “Let’s get you out of here, princess.”

      We scrambled out of the tent with more noise than we should have, but if Sylvan’s twitches were anything to go by, Branwen had gone back for round two. I gasped when we emerged out into the night air, and Slade carried me until I was deposited on Finn’s unused sleeping roll.

      “Love, what happened? You were out to it, and then you were twitching. That was the scariest shit I’ve ever seen.”

      Slade wanted me to share more, and I had no problem meeting that need. I rolled into a seated position and told him everything.
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      I woke to the sound of drumming.

      I blinked, the tent now doing little to obscure the morning light, merely diffusing the brightness into an eye pricking haze. I looked around me, searching for some kind of sign of what was causing the bloody noise, but got nothing. Slade snored quietly beside me, and my eyes caught for a moment on how relaxed his face looked. He seemed younger somehow, with no sardonic twist to his mouth or sparkle in his eyes. Well, there was no such sparkle when I shook his shoulder. He looked blearily at me, unable to focus on what was happening around us, mouth hanging open as he said, “Wha…?”

      “Do you hear that?” I asked.

      Shouts came with the drumming, the tone frantic. “Come on!”

      We mobilised quickly, Slade snatching up a shirt as we emerged from the tent. What we saw did not improve things at all. Aaron was ordering people about at a rapid rate, shouting instructions I couldn’t hear the details of. The reason became immediately apparent when we turned around.

      “Oh, fuck…” Slade said.

      I saw his cigarette packet drop to the ground from limp fingers as we caught the huge cloud of dust forming along the horizon. But it was no dust storm creating this percussive sound. The place we had camped at overnight had a river to the right, an open grassland to the left. Trees grew thick along the water, but this seemed to be some kind of savanna with only low bushes and the occasional larger vegetation on the other side. Which gave the animals a massive space with which to run. And they did. I squinted, seeing their forms far in the distance as they stampeded towards us. Quite possibly the close relatives of whatever we had for dinner last night were bearing down upon us at top speed.

      “We gotta go,” Slade said, then grabbed me by the scruff of my shirt and hauled me along as I tripped over everything, his too long sweatpants tangling with my feet. I felt the tension in the fabric, heard it begin to give as he ripped open a car door and thrust me in the back seat.

      “Slade!”

      “Get in and be ready to go on my order!” Aaron snapped at Slade, appearing by the door. “We’re going to have to try and outrun whatever the fuck this is. I’ll be on the back strapped in and trying to shoot down whatever gets too close, but for fuck’s sake, don’t roll it.”

      “Got it,” Slade said as keys were slapped into his hand.

      “Aaron!” I said as he hauled himself into the tray, then another man toting a machine gun joined him. “Slade, what about the pack? Where are the rest of them?”

      “We gotta get out of here, sweetheart. They’ll be—”

      “Right here,” Jack said as he yanked open the door. He climbed in beside me, a rifle in his hands, and Hawk swung into the front.

      “Seatbelts on!” Slade said, putting the car in gear right as the door opened again.

      “Room for one more?” Brandon quipped, jerking it shut as Slade took off. “Seatbelt, Jules,” he said, and pulled his own on.

      We roared off, Slade cursing a steady stream as we drove. I watched his knuckles go white as he gripped the wheel, and the rest of us had to reach for the ‘oh shit’ bars or risk being tossed around the cabin.

      “You OK, love?” Hawk asked, turning in his front seat to look back at me.

      “No, what the fuck is happening?” A sudden flash of fear alerted me to what I’d neglected to notice. “Finn! Where’s Finn!”

      “There,” Jack said, stabbing a finger at the glass to point at several other of our vehicles pulling up beside us. He took my hand as I craned my neck, searching for a sign of him. “It’s Prince Perfect, love. He’s gotta go with the heroics, but he’ll be fine. Guys like that always are.”

      He was trying to be comforting, I knew, but it didn’t help. I watched the car next to us pull ahead slightly. Finn stood in the tray, strapped to the metal headboard, hands on a machine gun.

      “What’s happening? What are those things?” I asked, shifting to try and look out the back window, but the guns and guys in the trays blocked it.

      “No questions, love,” Jack said, standing up and popping open the sunroof. “Keep it steady,” he told Slade.

      “Fucking trying! This isn’t exactly a freeway, so try not to blow our mates’ heads off!” Slade glanced at the rest of us in the rear vision mirror for a second before jerking them back to the expanse ahead. “No more talking. Time to discuss after we get through this.”

      Brandon grabbed my hand and held it as we thundered on. Slade was right, the going was rocky as reverberations from the tires tracking over rough terrain shook the whole cab, and we couldn’t get anything like the speed we would have on asphalt.

      “Here they come!” Jack shouted. Then came the noise.

      Some was more muted, a rat-at-at from the other vehicles, but the sound of Jack’s rifle and the machine gun in the tray was deafening. I clapped my hands over my ears, then found I was swaying wildly with the motion of the car. Brandon leant forward, digging through the pouch on the back of the car seat, then passed me a crinkly plastic packet of ear plugs. He passed them around, Slade shaking his head when offered.

      So when the stampeding beasts appeared, they did so in a strange, muffled world. That was a relief in some ways. They looked like some kind of deer, their pelt a curious blush blue grey with faint mottled patterns spreading across their backs and hind quarters. Whatever they were, they ran fast, the first few drawing up to the sides of our car while we peered through the glass to take a look. And then they were shot.

      Blood bloomed on the side of the one closest, its mouth opening to emit a scream I heard even through the earplugs. Its stride faltered, those long slender legs no longer eating up the ground with frightening efficiency and instead folding messily underneath as the animal collapsed. I caught the moment its eyes dimmed from wild to dull and empty before we sped past.

      Brandon nodded to me as I shrank back against the car seat.

      “Fuck!” Slade shouted as the rest of the herd started to make an appearance. Animals streamed through the space between the cars, and the guys started shooting as many as they could, but that caused problems in itself. The beasts grew even more panicked as the screams of their brethren stopped them from just flat out running, causing them to veer wildly and get dragged down by those that were shot. “Get ‘em to stop fucking shooting! It's only making things worse!”

      I tugged on Jack’s jeans a few times to get his attention.

      “What?” he snapped, but when he ducked down, bracing himself against the back seats, he saw what was going on with a quick glance. He put the safety on the rifle and passed it to Hawk, and then stood up again.

      “Aaron!” I couldn’t hear much of the conversation as the words were whipped away by the wind, but I felt something inside me loosen when the sound of gunfire halted. Of course, that wasn’t going to be it.

      “Hold on!” Slade shouted as we charged up a rise.

      “This Dukes of Hazard shit is not cool!” Jack yelped, hands snapping around the headrests as the car felt like it became airborne for a second—that weird, airy, weightless feeling that just doesn’t feel right when riding in a heavy metal cage on wheels. Then gravity got her due, the ute slamming down hard.

      “Well, that’s gonna fuck the suspension,” Slade growled, but pushed onwards.

      “Is there more rough terrain?” I asked, craning my neck and looking out the windscreen. “What’s the plan? Do we just keep going until these things stop running? What’s chasing them, anyway?”

      “Fuck.”

      As if summoned by my words, horse-like beasts emerged from the trees that ran along the river, and on them were what looked like some scary motherfuckers. I saw them for a moment as we zipped past. They wore black leather armour a lot like the Volken, theirs more elaborate from the gleaming silver I caught, but that’s where the resemblance ended. Each was deathly pale, like albinos. They noted our passing and then urged their mounts forward.

      “Heads up, we might have hostiles on our tail,” Hawk said.

      “Of course, we fucking have,” Slade snarled. “Weapons?”

      “No guns, just bows and arrows.”

      “Well, we’re gonna have to hope Aaron and the boys can sort them out.”

      It appeared they were on to it, if the sounds of the guns were anything to go by. I pressed my nose to the glass, struggling to look behind us. I went to lower the window so I could get a better look, when Jack grabbed me by the scruff and yanked me back. I started to yell, then a barrage of arrows hit the door.

      “Don’t make me use the child locks!” Slade shouted.

      “Fucking hell, Jules!” Jack said, wrapping an arm around me and tugging me as close as the belt would allow. “They’re fighting out there.”

      I knew that, academically. It was why my heart raced while my head felt kinda spacey and my palms were all clammy. But sitting tight in the back seat while people put their lives on the line sat badly with me. I had no abilities, nothing other than the capacity to enter a weird psychic space. Really, I was powerless, required to be a good girl and stay safe, and I didn’t like it.

      “There’s something… Looks like ruins off to the left,” Hawk said. “Walls are high, will protect us from the stampede.”

      “Maybe. Make a nice little box for these white fuckers to herd us into as well,” Slade said.

      “We’re gonna run out of petrol if we just keep running. We’re way off course. The map doesn’t cover this place.”

      “Fuck.” Slade nodded and then slammed his fist down on the horn, pointing to the squat brown ruins on the horizon. “Let's hope these fucks are after meat and not us.”

      

      We watched the buildings get closer and closer, and Slade had to swerve madly to avoid chunks of brick in the grass, sometimes slamming into smaller ones that went unnoticed. Jack’s arm hadn’t loosened as he held me like I was some kind of comfort object.

      “It’ll be alright, love,” he said when I looked around at him, but I saw the tension in his eyes. They dropped down to my mouth, then he leaned over and kissed me hard.

      Maybe he was trying to distract me, maybe he wanted to take that one last opportunity to kiss me before shit went down. It didn’t matter, since it worked. As soon as his lips touched mine, I could feel him seeping into me. It was as if with stress, the psychic space we all seemed to be able to reach for was that much easier to touch. I pulled back, and his brows creased as he stared at me.

      “What was that?”

      “Alright lovers, petting in the back seat is done. We’re going to pull in hard, hope the momentum of the stampede keeps those white fucks running along,” Slade said. “Jack, let the blokes in the tray know.”

      “Done,” he said, and stood up quickly.

      Once he’d done it and was strapped in, all our eyes trained on the ruined building that was emerging on our left.

      “This is gonna be the biggest fucking handbrakie I’ve ever thrown, so hold on tight,” Slade snapped.

      Arms shot out, grabbing onto seats, bracing against the dash, and then the whole world slid sideways. Slade had wrenched on the handbrake, causing the back of the truck to swing out and around in a dizzying turn.

      “Out!” Brandon said as soon as the car came to a stop.

      “Here,” Jack said, reaching under the seat and pulling out weapons. He tossed them and ammo to the guys as they got out.

      “Down here, love,” Hawk said, pulling me to him and bringing me down to a crouch behind the car. “If those fucks come in, we’ll take them out.”

      “You OK?” Aaron dropped down beside me, lifting my chin and inspecting me, as if an answer from me wouldn’t be enough.

      “She’s fine,” Brandon said. “Nothing got through to us.”

      “And you?” Aaron asked, his voice much lower. I smiled when I saw him reach out to the other man, rubbing a thumb across Brandon’s cheek.

      “Never in danger. You kept us safe.”

      It wasn’t just me that saw the smile spread across Aaron’s face. Jack and Hawk watched the exchange, then glanced at each other when they took the gesture in, questions in their eyes.

      They didn’t get a chance to investigate this change in the pack dynamic as the other utes arrived. I searched them as they pulled up and created a little barricade between us and the plains beyond. My heart clenched when I saw the guys pile out, Finn among them.

      “Johnno’s been hit,” he said, holding one of Aaron’s men, keeping him upright with an arm around his shoulders.

      “Hicks, you got the med kit?”

      “On it!”

      “C’mon, mate,” Aaron said, helping Finn lay the man down.

      “The fucking cunts shot me with fucking stone age weapons!”

      “Not quite stone age,” Finn said, inspecting the brightly fletched arrow protruding from the man’s shoulder. “This has been well crafted.”

      “Yeah, well, feel free to congratulate the maker after you get the fucking thing out of me.”

      “Are they barbed?” Aaron asked the other men clustered around. One nodded. “Mate, this is gonna suck, but we’ve gotta push the bloody thing through.”

      “What? Fuck off, just yank the bastard out.”

      “I saw it in a doco. The barbs will anchor in your flesh and tear everything in its path coming out. You’re less likely to end up with a permanent injury if we do it this way.”

      Aaron waited until the other man nodded before gesturing to one of the men to hand Johnno what looked like a bottle of spirits.

      “Get a good mouthful into ya,” said one of the guys crouched down beside him, watching Johnno’s throat work as he swallowed the dark liquid down. Then, as he was passing the bottle back, they lifted his shoulders, snapped off the end of the arrow, and then thrust it through with all their might.

      Birds I hadn’t noticed fluttered up into the air at Johnno’s screams. I focussed on them instead of the man, but the ragged sound tore at my ears. I felt a warm presence at my back and looked up to find Hawk there. He pulled me to him, holding me close, and for a moment, I just felt that, let my eyes scan the ancient building before us as I tuned out the sound of the men helping Johnno.

      What if it had been one of them?

      Of course, my mind went there, and I felt instantly guilty that that was more important to me than Johnno being hurt. He had family, perhaps a mate waiting for him at home, or maybe he’d get one. He might not go home to find one, none of us might return. I’d been distracted by purple monsters and pack dynamics at Sylvan’s insistence, but that had left a glaring blind spot. I turned within Hawk’s arms, loving the weight of them, feeling like I needed to initiate more of that, and rested my head against his chest as I watched the guys get the wounded man to his feet. We were walking into the lion’s den, and one of us was hurt already.

      “Jules,” Hawk said as he stroked my hair. “It’s OK.”

      At his words, the world dropped away, as if he pulled me from the difficult reality to somewhere quite different.

      Almost immediately, a sense of peace settled over me. We stood on the stony shore of a vast ocean, pine trees growing on the rise behind us, beyond the sand dunes. The sea filled the air with its soporific hiss, the waves tiny, lapping at the big polished stones beneath our feet.

      “This is the place my uncle took me fishing,” Hawk said, looking about him. “How the hell did we get here?”

      “We’re not actually here,” I said. “Brandon showed me. We have this psychic space that those within the pack seem to be able to go to.”

      “So, this…” he bent down and picked up a flattish rock, “isn’t real?”

      “None of it is, I think. You know how we were having those weird experiences in that landscape with the black sun? Well, this is our version of it.”

      “Yeah?” I watched him toss the rock with a rapid movement, watching the bunch and shift of the big muscles in his shoulder as he did so. The stone skipped across the water’s surface until it finally ran out of momentum and sank. “So, why this place? Can I change it?”

      “Of course.”

      He smiled, his teeth bright against the dark of his beard, and then the world closed down into a muted whiteness. I blinked. I was lying down now, on a bed, if I had the feel right, and he lay beside me. I reached out a hand, and saw we were cocooned under the covers.

      “This is where you think we should be?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “It always made me feel better when I was a kid, hiding down under the blankets and shutting out the world. I think you need that right now.”

      My eyes jerked up to meet his. “Is it that obvious?”

      “No, I know because that’s how I feel. Seeing Johnno shot worried you. You thought about what it would be like if that happened to us.”

      “How do you do that? How do you read my bloody mind? You and Brandon both.”

      He shook his head. “Nah. Brandon, he sees way more than me, but it doesn’t take a huge leap of the imagination to guess, does it? How d'you think I felt? Jack sticking his head up through the car roof, inviting someone to blow it off. And you…”

      “Me?”

      He looked at me shyly, hand scratching at his beard as if needing something to do.

      “Most blokes, they thank the Great Wolf and the stars for the opportunity for a mate. Well, I’ve got two, haven’t I? Both of you rip my heart out just sitting there, bitching about who should be doing the dishes, until I want to do them for you just so I can continue to watch you. You start to feel like the world’s gonna fix that, take one of you away for being so greedy for wanting you both.”

      “Hawk…”

      He looked away, shaking his head, but his fingers tangled with mine. Then I was lying next to him, watching his eyes roam, the muscles around them tightening as he struggled to get the words out.

      “Half the reason why Jack’s such a prick is this. When you love someone, you gotta watch them go out into the world, face dangers, deal with the possibility that they’ll get hurt, and you can’t do anything about it. I take my punches head on, always have. No point making a fuss about it. You mighta noticed, Jack’s not one to take anything lying down.”

      Except your cock, my traitorous little mind supplied.

      His smile was immediate, his eyes shining with amusement.

      “Fuck, did I say that out loud?” He nodded.

      “Like that, do you?”

      “You guys are seriously hot together, you know that. But yeah, I feel privileged. You guys love each other in a savage way I’m not sure I’ll ever understand or be a part of, but I love to watch it play out.”

      “You don’t have to be a part of anything. You can make your own path to each and every one of us. If you want to.”

      I nodded and let out a long breath. Hawk had been right, the lack of sensory information by being huddled up in bed had settled me. He did that a lot, I realised, calmed me down, got me back on track.

      “I think we can reach out to each other without touching,” I said. “Can I do that sometimes? Just being with you makes me feel a lot better.”

      His face lit up at that. “Of course, Jules. Any time.”

      “You two just gonna stand there?”

      The world reasserted itself quickly—the vine-covered ruins, the chirp of insects all came rushing back. And Jack, looking at the two of us quizzically, fingers wrapped around his rifle.

      “No,” I said, and on impulse, I bounced up and kissed Hawk on the cheek. “I need to see Finn.”

      

      While we had our little interlude, it appeared everyone had decided to go into the ruins. I heard conversations about Indiana Jones and Tomb Raider bandied around and realised that human or Tirian, when men see something mysterious, they gotta go and take a look at it. I glanced at the dark entrance, the stone gate crumbling and looking much like a snaggle-toothed maw ready to swallow me up. I walked past Aaron sorting out weapons and talking to his guys, Johnno still sipping from the bottle of alcohol, and searched for that auburn head, finding him finally behind the cars, scanning the plains beyond.

      His name was on my lips, ready to call out as I came closer, but recent memories of how that’d gone stopped me. Instead, I lifted a hand and looked at it for a second, cognizant that this was unlikely to go well, but not sure what else I could do to get through to my mate. So I snuck up, and then placed a hand on his arm.

      Reality was wrenched away and replaced by a chaotic swirl of impressions and memories.

      My eyes burned as I held Mum’s hand as I watched my dads pack up to go. It didn’t feel real. I’d come home every day to find at least one of them waiting for me. They’d been there for every day of my life, and watching them fold underwear and t-shirts to put in a bag to take through the portal just didn’t feel real. This was made worse by Nana, standing in the corner of the room, face as white as a sheet, tears streaming down her cheeks. Nana was, no, had been, the alpha of Sanctuary since before I was born.

      “Don’t, Jules.”

      The vision dropped away, and there was only Finn standing over me, a thunderous look on his face.

      “Finn, I only want to—”

      “I know exactly what you wanted, and I can’t give it to you right now.”

      I could hear the guys behind me calling out to him, wanting him to come and join the expedition, but I wasn’t prepared to stand aside just yet.

      “Finn, we talked about this. You’re my mate, and you’re martyring yourself over—”

      “Over what, Jules? My dads? The guys I sent through? The fact they…” He swallowed, the stony cool of his expression slipping for a moment, and what I saw beneath it devastated me. Despite everything I’d tried, that rampant self-loathing was back and spreading vicious tendrils through the man I loved. “I thought they were going to get another chance. I thought maybe they’d find a way towards a meaningful life, that they’d move beyond the mistakes they made, but they never got an opportunity. They’re fucked to death, Jules. Starved, beaten, and thrown to the Volken women’s mercy, because of me.”

      I reached out a shaking hand. This is the last time, I thought. We don’t have to stay together, don’t have to be mates, not if the love isn’t there.

      “So why do you have to keep shutting me out?”

      “Because if I don’t, I’ll walk away from all of this, take one of the cars, bundle the rest of the pack in, get through that gate and go back home, and spend my life making sure nothing dangerous touches any of you again. Now, I’m going into the ruins with the guys. You should stay with Johnno and—”

      “No.”

      He stared at me with these cat-like eyes both him and Jack had that were just as implacable. Finally, he shook his head.

      “Fine,” he said, and walked off.
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      Yeah, this wasn’t going to end well.

      I was firmly ensconced in the centre of the group, guys with guns on every side of me, and for once, I was happy for the protection. The building was dark and crumbling with vines slowly undermining the building's integrity as they wound their way through bricks and crawled down walls. I jumped when I heard a skitter, causing a small chunk of brick to fall from a broken wall, and spotted a small lizard with deep ultramarine stripes along its back turn and flee when it saw us.

      Critters, I thought. Hadn’t considered there’d be more critters.

      I thought of Meep Meep and the fluffy pack of doom, and hoped there was no more like him in here.

      “How far are we going in?” Jack said, peering over a decaying balustrade. It appeared we were on some kind of mezzanine level, which was disconcerting in itself. I glanced down at the floor, not sure how stable that was. The structure itself seemed sound, but the mosaic pattern on it…

      “Stop for a sec,” I said, and dropped down to my feet. I brushed dirt and pebbles away to reveal a familiar turquoise and gold swirl pattern. I frowned, and when I looked up, Sylvan stood over me, smiling.

      “We go deeper,” he said.

      “Yeah, pretty sure I’m not taking fucking orders from you, mate,” Aaron said.

      The black wolf stared back, his smile never slipping. “Ask your mate then.”

      “Jules?”

      “I…I’ve seen a place with this same mosaic. After we…”

      Brandon came closer, eyes darting from me to Aaron, as the other man considered what I’d said and then nodded.

      “OK, we go a bit deeper, work out what this place was, and then go back.”

      Sylvan began to sing as I got to my feet, a song I remembered all too well. It was the one the worshippers had sung during the procession. Rifles went to shoulders as a high counter note rung out and dull red lights flared on the walls, the crystals embedded there revealing themselves, growing brighter and brighter as he did so. I glanced at the seer, then to the guys, and then joined in. The light made it much easier to see inside the ruin, and if we were going to persist in doing this, I wanted to know what was ahead. The note soured each time I muffed the words, sounds I made from what I recalled, but Sylvan smiled as he sang, nodding in encouragement. The guys all looked at me weirdly for a second, and then on we went.

      This is some kind of ceremonial place, I thought.

      The deeper we went in, the more intact the walls were and the murals there. I hadn’t realised there were any near the entrance, since the elements obliterated everything, but now, though faded and destroyed in sections, I could see it. That same city, with its beautiful architecture, was displayed along with several others I’d never seen before. I moved closer, winding my way through the guys, as the group spread out now to take a look as well. What looked like dragons flew through the air above the spires, and giant wolves stalked the city. Great creatures were depicted frolicking in the sea.

      “You’ve seen this place before,” Brandon said.

      “I’ve been there, sort of. When Aaron…”

      My pack stilled at that.

      “It’s alright, princess,” Slade said, rubbing my shoulder.

      He was the only one who knew so far.

      Sylvan, weirdly, continued to sing, stepping away from the group, but it kept the light on the artwork.

      “When Aaron placed a mating mark on me, I went here. I saw the Great Wolves. There was a big ceremony, people walked through the streets singing, and there were crystals that lit up like these ones. I followed the Great Black Wolf until we came to a plaza.” I moved along, the mural showing a more detailed scene of the city I’d visited. I reached out to touch a small detail that looked similar to what I’d seen. “There was a podium and each Great Wolf came to sit on one, and then they touched and became people. She, she looked like…”

      The singing stopped abruptly, the light in the crystals slowly dulling, so torches were pulled out.

      “She looked like what?” Sylvan said.

      “She looked like the woman I saw in my vision,” I said. “When you bit me, I got an infection, and I was trapped in this place with my Tirian. She showed me the first women, how they were turned, how they went through the gate.”

      “You never said you’d had visions,” Sylvan said, his eyes narrowing.

      “Why would I? You never say…anything but weird, vague prognostications or rapey bullshit.”

      That didn’t seem to satisfy him at all, his eyes boring into mine for a moment before breaking away. “Come,” he said. “There’s more to see.”

      He walked on ahead, singing again, but my pack made no move to follow him. “We’re being led around by the nose again,” Slade said. “We just happen to seek shelter in a ruin that could have been built by our ancestors? I fucking hate this seer shit.”

      Brandon paled at that, but Aaron reached over and took his hand. “No, you don’t,” he said. “It’s our seer that saw you end up with Jules, that got us together as a pack. Look around you, all of you.” The note of command in Aaron’s voice was enough that we obeyed, all except Finn, who was still as a stone. “Would we be a pack without Brandon’s tinkering? Slade, you would have pissed off Jules within a week without him moderating the two of you. Finn, your eyes are too much on the big picture. Jules would never have taken a second look at me after that first disastrous time in the sack.”

      “It wasn’t disastrous,” I said. “It was hot.”

      Aaron smiled at that, but continued. “Everyone’s led around by the nose by something. The matriarchs control us, our parents controlled us as kids. Our culture shapes us and directs us down certain paths. Free will isn’t actually all that free, but the thing we need to know is what that bastard wants.” He stabbed a finger in the direction of the Volken seer who’d wandered off. “If he’s got some secret plan, what is it?”

      “So, what do we do?” Finn asked, arms crossed firmly across his chest. “We could walk out of here and ignore the seer’s manipulations. Just get in the cars and make straight for the Volken. Fuck the caches, fuck the visions. Let's just go and do this.”

      “With what we have? We don’t even know what we’re facing. The guys have been working on Sylvan as we’ve been traveling, but they aren’t getting much. Unless we try something seriously hard core…” A light I hoped I’d never see bloomed within Finn’s eyes. Aaron shook his head. “That shit’s a scorched earth kinda deal. We break him, that’s it. We get what info we can, and then that’s it.”

      “I don’t see the problem.”

      “No, you wouldn’t, because you won’t have to get your hands dirty,” Aaron said with a shake of his head.

      “You think I wouldn’t?” Finn snapped. “I’m sick to death of sitting on our fucking hands and just walking blindly into these things. I’d be more than happy to get this done, and then everyone else could walk around with a clear conscience.”

      “You’re not talking sense,” Slade said.

      “The fuck—”

      “Nah, just this fucking once, you’re gonna listen to me the way I’ve always done that for you,” he replied, stepping into the other man’s face. “You think he’s a box you can open and get what you want from if you’re prepared to be ruthless enough, but he’s not. Jules told me what she saw. He’s been copping a hammering way worse than any of us could administer, and the fucker learned to lie through their interrogations. You won’t be able to trust a word he says, even if you could break him. But, Finn, the fact you’d ever say you’d do this? That’s what concerns me. You think you’re so bloody tarnished, it doesn’t matter what you do. I know that freedom well. But, mate, that’s not you. You’ve always been the one trying to keep the peace, keep us all ticking along, sorting out the shit. When we’re back home and we’ve sorted these pricks out, you’re gonna need to go back to that.”

      “So, I can keep sending blokes to these fucks?”

      “Fucking Prince Perfect, always with the self-sacrifice,” Jack drawled. “We don’t need you to beat the weaselly little fuck into submission. We need you to make the changes to stop this shit from happening when we get back. We need you to get the matriarchs on board.”

      Silence reigned for a moment, giving me time to watch Finn’s face closely. He was stricken, his eyes glowing almost as bright as the crystals behind him.

      “Who’s going to get an audience with them?” Slade asked. “Who’s going to make them see that exiling strong men isn’t the answer?”

      “Who’s going to get us access to the Women’s Council? Get us representation rather than just dictation?” Jack asked.

      “Who’s going to get the guys on side? Get them seeing that the world order they’ve lived with for so long is not the right one? That we’ll be stronger as a people if the best of us lead, not just the best women?” Aaron asked.

      “This will require a massive mental shift,” Brandon said. “It’ll mean making changes to the fundamental nature of Sanctuary. It has always been a matriarchal society. You feel sick about what’s happened, want to fix it quick to soothe your conscience. What about making permanent changes? Making it so that people get a fair trial, get the opportunity to redeem themselves, the opportunity to go into the human world rather than through the portal if they truly need to be exiled?”

      I watched Finn blink as he considered all of this, the muscles in his jaw working. He didn’t answer though, just shook his head and said, “If we’re gonna follow this bloke’s lead, let’s do it.”

      I scanned the murals as we went, but it all seemed to be more of the same—pretty scenes of life back in whatever place the Great Wolves had come from. There were more intimate scenes of wolves and humans cohabiting depicted in stylised shapes, or important events where humans wore rich robes and performed unknown rituals. We walked down the stairs, dodging the broken steps, before finally arriving in a large area dominated by a huge cluster of crystals. Sylvan stood before it, moving now in a series of dance steps as he sang, and the crystal was now glowing so bright, it was hard to look at.

      “OK, we’re here,” Slade said, “So apart from serenading random geological formations, we’re doing what now?”

      “Sing,” Sylvan hissed through the words of the song. We watched the light dim, then flare again. He waved his hand furiously when I didn’t start. Everyone turned to me, waiting to see what I would do.

      Of course, it had to be me that was expected to sing a bloody song, in a language I didn’t understand, standing within an ancient ruin, in front of the most incredible cluster of iridescent crystal, shards spiking up in every direction. I was starting to feel bad for chuckling at those people doing auditions for Australian Idol now, hearing my own voice warble in tone, my mouth struggling to make the right sounds. But I must have done alright. While I wasn’t going to walk away with a recording contract, I was able to get the crystal to sing. Louder and louder, higher and higher, the pure note sang over us, as we were a mere background distraction now.

      The words came easier now, the meaning somehow coming to me as I sang in fits and starts. It was part ode to the Great Wolves, part description of the wind in your fur and the land under your feet as you run. Part description of the love a mother feels for her cubs, part burning passion that brings mates together and potentially tears them apart. I no longer tripped over the words as we sang them faster and faster, the sound growing and growing until the light could no longer be contained. I worked out all too late what the shape was for. It was a conductor, it shot beams of light out through the room, hitting the stone walls and us.

      I didn’t sing the words, they sang through me. Those and a million others, a massive torrent of information streaming through me as my mind struggled to keep up.

      People were using the crystal to open a gateway, a panoramic view of the city I’d visited briefly winking into view as others came through it. Locals came down at the exact time to greet them, with much dancing and singing as a result, and the crystal was shining like a beacon throughout. More rituals, so many rituals, over and over. People painting scenes on the walls to commemorate the different events. People going through the gateway, in human or Tirian form, bringing food and goods, trading materials, long scrolls and important visitors. A constant stream of people doing a million things at the gate, their individual actions blending into one whole. Then came the calamity.

      The gate was opened by smiling locals, obviously expecting more of the same, and why wouldn’t they? There were records everywhere of the continued good relationship. Except this time when the gate opened, it did so on devastation. For unknown reasons, smoke billowed from the tall buildings, now smashed as if by an errant child. Chunks of stone were torn asunder, bodies strewn about the mosaic paths like discarded toys. But not all. People staggered through the gate to the dismay of the locals, then they were rushing forward to assist when the shock wore off. An impromptu field hospital was set up around the crystal, the faces of the injured were bleached white by the singing crystal, the red blood standing out all that more starkly for it.

      And then he came.

      For a moment, I thought the memory had come to an abrupt end as everyone went completely still, even the injured. They all watched from where they sat, lay, or stood as the Great Black Wolf padded through the gate.

      He hadn’t escaped unscathed either, which put the whole catastrophe into perspective. What the hell could hurt the god of the Tirian? He limped through the portal, attendants at his side, dragging one of his rear paws behind him. He didn’t stop until he was directly in front of the crystal cluster, sitting down on his haunches slowly and with difficulty. The portal shimmered closed behind him. If he’d come through, the Great White Wolf hadn’t. Perhaps that’s why his head was thrown back, a mournful howl coming from the depths of his chest, filling the building. The crystals flared terribly bright, the main cluster and the ones worn by those who had accompanied him.

      The howl still rang in my ears when reality returned, and perhaps that's why we were slow to detect the threat. And why would we? We’d just participated in some kind of 3D vision of the past in glorious Technicolour, not exactly the most guarded time. I blinked as I heard the sound slowly fade away, but it was hearing it start up again that sent shivers up my spine.

      “What the fuck was that?” Slade asked.

      “We need to get out of here,” Brandon said, staring at the podium behind the cluster of crystals. I shifted sideways and saw that somehow, we’d managed to open the goddamned portal to Wolflantis. Just as it had in the vision, the crystal cluster still shone, singing to itself in a much more muted tone, low enough that we could hear the howl of other Tirians.

      “I think I know what that black landscape we always see is,” I said, backing away from the cluster and edging towards the stairs, because all you could see through the portal was a large expanse of unrelieved deep charcoal grey within. The water I’d always seen lapping at the edges was the sea not a lake, but this was not a landscape we could run freely on as a pack. It remained torn and broken, and I could dimly make out the shapes against the slightly lighter sky, but it appeared some saw us much more clearly. A long eerie howl filled the air, closer now.

      “We need to close this and go. Sylvan, how do we close this?” Brandon asked.

      “No!”

      The Volken seer’s voice was almost as much a howl as our mysterious brethren, his face a mask of horror and grief. I watched his eyes burn phosphorescent blue, shining with the weight of unshed tears, his face twisted in a rictus of agony. He continued to sing, forcing out the words as if trying to create a different result.

      The guys all moved to cluster around me, guns raised, eyes on the gateway. “We gotta go,” Hawk said. “Jules.”

      “We need Sylvan,” I said, taking one of the steps.

      “Fuck this,” he said with a shake of his head, and then strode towards the seer.

      “Hawk!” Jack shouted as his mate grabbed Sylvan, slinging him over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold, then brought his rifle to his shoulder. As did everyone else, because in they came.

      Could we still call them Tirian? They were definitely wolf-like, though that stream-lined form had become something twisted and mutated in whatever was left of the former city. The flame like drifts most Tirian sported flickered and spiked in erratic fits and starts, and their eyes glowed a sickly green—the colour of putrescence.

      “No, no…” Jack muttered as he ran over to the portal, gun pointed at the newcomers.

      “Fucking hell, we don’t just rush in!” Aaron snapped. “Brandon, stay here with Jules and see if you can take them out. Clean shots through the skull if you can. Slade, Finn, back me up.”

      “On it,” they replied.

      I stood there, helplessly, watching those I loved approach something that looked like a gross distortion of what we were, and then heard the guns fire.

      The beasts slunk closer, their lips curled back in angry snarls.

      “No!” Sylvan said, recovering now. He thrashed within Hawk’s grip until the other man was forced to dump him on the ground.

      “You’re coming if it takes all six of us to drag you!” Hawk said, giving him a shake, unaware of what was sneaking up behind him.

      “Oh no, you fucking don’t,” Jack said, sending a spray of bullets into the stalking wolf. Which should have been the end of it. The beast crumpled, its yelp piercing as blood bloomed on its flanks, but that of course, was not it. The bloody thing pulled itself to its feet, shaking its body as it struggled to stay upright. Then everything got weird.

      I’d always wondered why our fur was all wispy and smoke-like, and now I knew. The thing seemed to…shift somehow. Bullets clattered noisily on the stone floor and the wolf stood, whole again.

      “What the fuck…?”

      I ran down the stairs as the two beasts stalked my men, only a hand on my collar yanking me back, stopping me from blundering in.

      “Jules, you need to stay safe,” Brandon hissed.

      “No, we need to stay safe! The pack stays together!”

      And they did, in a way. Jack just stood there, aghast, staring at the beast as it stalked closer. Its eyes flashed brighter for a second, then it attacked.

      “Fuck!”

      Jack’s voice rang out through the ruins as he was slammed onto his back, the wolf’s jaws slavering as it fought with all its might to rip out his throat. I jerked free of Brandon’s grip and ran forward as I saw Jack’s arms shoot out, hands closing around the animal’s windpipe. He held it off, but even I saw the effort it was costing him.

      “Brandon, get her back!” Aaron snapped.

      “Jack!”

      Hawk’s shout was scored by fear and anger. He turned his back on Sylvan and the other wolf, then darted towards his mate, grabbing his rifle as he ran. His gun was at his shoulder, and he looked down the sight, firing off one shot as he moved with terrifying precision. The bullet blasted through the brain of the beast, and made it instantly go limp, having no capacity now to turn to smoke. I had to fight my body to breathe. The animal’s head had been thrashing. A few centimetres to the left and…

      Jack scrambled to his feet, eyes going wide.

      “Hawk!”

      He’d ignored the other wolf, and so had we in all the fighting. Now everyone’s head swung around. It sent up a mournful howl, answering ones coming from deep within the portal, and then it attacked.

      Hawk seemed to move so slowly. Time decelerated down to a crawl as he turned, as the wolf launched itself at him. I got a frame by frame view of the animal’s terrible arc towards my love, his arm going up instinctively, which of course, was where the wolf’s jaws connected.

      Hawk was thrown to the ground, the animal’s growls muffled as it chewed into his flesh. I ran down the steps two at a time, no idea what I was about to do, but doing it anyway.

      “No, you’ll shoot him!” Jack said when Aaron lifted his gun.

      “Get back, princess,” Slade said, lifting up a fallen stone bannister and striding over to the two of them. The wolf didn’t see him coming, too caught up in its own bloodlust. He swung the chunk of rock, connecting with the beast’s head and sending it flying.

      I dodged between the guys, running forward as they shouted, and grabbed Hawk’s shirt to drag him back to the stairs.

      “Come on, you fuck,” Slade snarled. “You want a piece? Take it from me.”

      I wanted to watch, see what happened, make sure my mate was OK. I cursed his fucking bravery under my breath, but my eyes jerked down to Hawk.

      “Fuck…” he said, his voice starting to waver. “That doesn’t look good.”

      He was right. The wolf hadn’t hit a major vein or anything, but blood was running in rivulets down his arm. I just looked at it blankly for a moment, seeing the blood and him and that he was hurt and knowing I needed to do something soon, but unable to make my body move.

      This was my Hawk. I listened to his breath come in rapid, irregular pants, saw his eyes widen in ways I’d never seen before. His hand shook as he held the injured flesh away from him, his eyes tracking the drops of blood as they fell to the ground. He was always such a big strong figure, my mind fought to digest the fact he was indeed able to be hurt just like anyone else.

      “Fucking move!” Jack snapped, pushing me to one side, getting his shirt off in one second and wrapping it tight around Hawk’s arm with the next. His face bleached white when he saw how quickly the blood seeped through. “Gotta stop the bleeding. Gotta make it better,” he muttered, yanking the fabric tighter, flinching when he heard his mate groan. “It’s alright, love,” he said, bending down and placing his forehead on Hawk’s. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I sat there, watching the two of them and wanting to move away. They were mates now, you could see it in every line of their bodies, and while I was accepting of that, right now, I’d never felt so far on the outer edge. Jack shouldering me to one side stung, even though I knew he was right to do it. I was just sitting there like a stunned fucking mullet. But watching Hawk’s hands tremble as they tangled in Jack’s hair, his lips going to the other man’s, I’d never felt less like they were members of my pack, which made me feel worse. I pushed those feelings away. This was not about me.

      No, it’s about your pack. Reach out.

      This is their time. They need—

      Reach out, my Tirian insisted.

      My hand landed on Jack’s shoulder without thinking, and it all rushed in. Desperately chaotic emotions careened through me with little thought, smashing through my emotional landscape and filling me with flashes of anger and frustration and desperation and relief and guilt, but mostly fear.

      This is the core of Jack, I thought.

      The mouthy one is a cornered beast. He is always ready to fight to the death. His mate has not improved this. He now has more to lose, she replied.

      I sat there, feeling the warm weight of my lover’s shoulder, feeling the muscles tense as he looked out across Hawk and saw where the guys were fighting off the remaining wolf. They wound further, tighter when they saw the green lights appear in the darkness of the portal, as Sylvan was still mumbling the words to the song, keeping the crystal glowing. Jack shook my hand off, got to his feet, snatched up a gun, and drove the butt into the back of the seer’s head, dropping him like a stone. Immediately, the crystal dimmed and the portal wavered, then closed. The guys yelled at him as he looked down the barrel of the sight. They had some sort of plan, but Jack was not to be dissuaded. He fired one shot after another, caring little for anyone else that was in the room.

      “Fucking stop, Jack!” Aaron shouted, barrelling across the room, ready to put him down. The wolf capitalised on the distraction, phasing to shadow and passing through everyone to leap at Jack.

      “STOP!”

      Finn’s voice carried with it the momentum of a glacier shearing, the sound of the earth breaking apart during an earthquake. This was a true alpha voice, something you could no more argue with than you could the wind. Everyone in the room froze at the sound of it, unable to do little more than breath and move their eyes. His will beat down upon us, a huge and terrible thing, forcing all independent thought from our minds. We were merely offshoots of him.

      Including the wolf. It fell like a stone to the ground, and Finn stepped forward and said, “Stay corporeal,” before shooting a bullet into its skull. He then surveyed what he had done, his grey eyes blazing. He blinked, shaking his head slightly as he looked around, the crystal having flared brighter behind him. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice much softer now, but we all felt it, deep inside, that wrench of regret and shame. “Let’s see to Hawk.”

      And then everyone moved.

      “I’m going for the med kit and Smithy,” Brandon said.

      “Good idea,” Finn said with a nod.

      Suddenly, they were all clustered around us, inspecting the wound and the blood flow until Jack shouldered his way in.

      “How’re you doing, love?” he said, cradling the man’s head in his lap.

      “Pretty fucked,” Hawk replied. “Not sure if a beer’s gonna fix this one. The fucking bastard got me good.”

      “It’ll be OK,” Jack said, and I heard the tears in his voice as he swallowed madly to try and contain them. “I won’t let it be anything else.”

      He might be fear, but Jack was also love. I could see that formalising their mate bond had done that, had given him something to push past that cage of anxiety he was locked into, allowing this Jack to come out sometimes. I shook my head. He was my pack, Hawk was my pack, and they were hurting, so I reached out and placed a hand on his arm. Just as I had done with Finn back at the alpha’s residence, I paid little attention to the torrent of emotions that came and pushed out my own.

      I hammered Jack with a million tiny memories, of Jack holding Hawk’s hand, loose and cradled within his, of passing him a beer and watching that full mouth drink from it. Of shoving each other in fun, of a thousand laughs and jokes and jibes. Of grumpy faced Jack being cheered by Hawk with a touch when he’d just woken up. Of holding him and loving him, of that moment when Hawk held him in his arms, tender as a child, and bit down into his lover’s muscle and made him his.

      “What the fuck?”

      My eyes jerked open, and I saw the same old glow in our chests had erupted. Jack looked at me in wonder, his eyes burning phosphorescent green in the radiant light, all his carefully constructed barricades brought down for one moment. The crystal behind us flared with an answering glow, bolts of green light shooting from the tips and joining with all the ones on podiums around the room and up to the mezzanine level. My hand burned bright when I reached out for Hawk, my other grabbing Jack’s hand.

      “Join up,” I said, not understanding why. Instinct road me hard right now. I needed us to link. There were some disconcerted looks, but everyone did so, and I heard that note sing within me.

      It wasn’t quite right. Brandon was missing, which soured the pitch slightly, but as it was, we were enough. Hawk gasped as the wounds on his arm glowed bright red under the shirt, and then slowly, they got smaller and smaller until with a snap, they were gone. People pulled away from me, and I didn’t like that, but they moved to untie the makeshift bandage, hands falling away when smooth brown flesh was revealed.

      “The fuck…” Slade said, but Finn just looked across the circle at me and nodded. There was a whole lot in his gaze, but the thing I grabbed on to with both hands was the peace, however fractured. But I didn’t get to dwell on that.

      Jack scooped up Hawk and tugged me close, his arms wrapping around the both of us as hard as his considerable strength could manage. I fought it for a second—breathing was a bit difficult—but then laid my head on his shoulder.

      For a moment, I just was. I just breathed, just drew in their musky masculine scent along with the metallic aftertaste of blood. I just felt their hard, strong bodies, complete again. I breathed when they breathed, I felt what they felt, and then it all fell away.

      “What the hell is this?” Jack said with a start, looking around him.

      This time, the psychic space was formless, a never-ending golden expanse, filled with shifting rays of bright light.

      “It’s OK,” Hawk said, moving closer and putting an arm around him. “Jules showed me this. It’s a pack thing, some kind of psychic space we can go to with other members.”

      “So, no one else can see?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      Jack nodded, staring down for a second before throwing his arms around the other man. I watched in awe as Jack’s shoulders and whole torso shook. There was no sound, but I watched the tears fight their way out of the man, painfully by the look of it.

      “Jack…” Hawk said, helplessly stroking the other man’s back. “Jacky boy.”

      “Don’t fucking ‘Jacky boy’ me,” Jack growled. “You’re never doing that shit again. You sit tight with Jules and keep her safe.”

      “And are you gonna do the same?” Hawk pulled back, looking into Jack’s face, brushing away the tears there. “You think my heart wasn’t in my throat when you shot that fucking thing and it got up? This place is dangerous, we knew that before we came.”

      “I…” Jack’s face twisted into an ugly expression. “You never should have put that mark on me. I should’ve never let you come.”

      Jack couldn’t have hurt Hawk more if he’d punched him. The other man’s face fell, his thick beard somewhat hiding his expression, but the pain was writ large across his face as he stepped back from Jack.

      “You want me to break the bond?”

      “What? No. Hawk—” The other man brushed his hand away when Jack reached out. “Fucking hell…”

      His hands went to fists, the golden light around us cooling, shifting to a pearl grey, then a purplish storm cloud colour as he held himself still, appearing to fight something inside him. Hawk remained resolute, arms across his chest, eyes boring into Jack, even as the air around us started to boil.

      “I fucking love you, alright? I love you, and you’re my mate, and you made it real. There’s no fucking escape anymore. We can’t pretend to the world we’re just fuck buddies. I can’t tell myself lies about what we are. I wear your mark on me.” He jabbed a finger at his neck. “We’re bound together until the end of time as far as I’m concerned because I’ll never fucking stop, and that means my heart gets fucking ripped out when I see shit like that wolf tearing into you. When fuck knows what happens next. You are my heart, Hawk, and I’ll be fucked if I know what to do about that.”

      “You fucking idiot.” We both turned to look at Hawk at his unusual response. He reached out and jerked Jack to him, holding him just as hard. “You love me, that’s what you do. You don’t run away or lash out at people. You give me what I fucking deserve—your heart.”

      I realised I needed to get out of here. I was some weird interloper in their relationship. We had some hot sex sometimes, and there might be the possibility of something with Hawk, but I was not at a level of intimacy with either of them yet that I could be a participant in this. I reached, for reality, the ruins, one of the guys, I didn’t care. Just any way out of this.

      “You’re not getting away that easily.”

      I jumped to see the two of them were now right beside me. Jack pulled me close, burying his nose in my hair.

      “You’re mine too,” he said, his voice small and muffled, as if saying the words out loud was somehow frightening. I felt…spacey and exhilarated and scared all at the same time, only able to calm myself by stroking his hair. “If you want to be?”

      “Jack…” He drew back, his eyes searching my face, and his expression was about as vulnerable as I’d ever seen it. I’d have to answer really quickly, before those barricades slammed up again. “Of course, I want that. I felt like I was in the way.”

      And I did. They were much harder for me to navigate, these two, but when I considered that idea, I realised I wanted to. Even if at times I was a spectator to what went on between them, which would take some getting used to, I wanted to.

      “Fuck, Jules…” Jack growled, and then slammed his mouth down on mine.

      Jack had the emotional weight of a Mack truck. He hit people at top speed and obliterated them, and perhaps that's why those boundaries were up so high. But this time, as he slammed into me, I was drowned in something altogether different.

      This is when I knew you were it for me, he said, mind to mind.

      The airy landscape fell away and was replaced by a busy mess hall. It took me a little while to realise where I was, but the trestle tables, the buffet tables orientated me.

      Shaunie was talking to me about this new girl, I glanced sideways to see Shaun sitting there, looking a whole lot happier than the last time I saw him, rhapsodising about how beautiful you were, how you seemed less of a player than the local girls. I didn’t believe it. Every bloke says this kinda shit when a new girl rolled into town. Just figured he was cunt struck. Then I saw you.

      That was weird, seeing yourself from another person’s perspective. I was sitting with Finn and Brett and his bloody cronies and they were trying to put food on my plate, my brows creasing in thinly veiled frustration.

      You could’ve lorded it over everyone, the fellas would’ve preferred that. That would have put them on familiar ground. Instead, you were clear about what you wanted and didn’t want, and lived by that. That’s what scared me the most.

      Scared you? Why?

      Because you made me feel something I hadn’t let myself feel for ages.

      What was that?

      Hope.

      The scene changed rapidly, the mess hall bleeding away and replaced by a large field, wildflowers drowsing in the afternoon sunlight. A bunch of guys sat around on toolboxes and tree stumps, having a break and talking shit, Hawk among them. Our focus was on him, the way he grinned and responded to the blokes’ jibes with an ease I realised he hadn’t yet with my guys. Shaun was by his side, elbowing Hawk in the ribs about something, but their voices weren’t where Jack’s focus was. Rather, he watched Hawk with the obsessive fascination lovers specialise in, going unnoticed by the blokes around him. So he saw the moment Hawk’s focus shifted, his smile fading, his brows creasing, brought to his feet as if drawn by a string.

      People commented as he moved through the group, out onto the grass, crossing the field, eyes on the trees beyond. Then I scented you, Jack explained. I trailed behind him, watching the man I’d loved my whole life become completely entranced. I called for him, and for the first time, he didn’t reply. When I looked through the trees, saw it was you up on the rise, tugging my boy along by his dick, that’s when I got really scared.

      Why? You thought I wouldn’t choose you?

      That, and I was scared that you would.

      What?

      I know, it makes no fucking sense. Having a woman with us had always been academic. Some liked him because…well, you’ve seen him. Some liked me, because of Mum, because of where they thought it might get them in the overall hierarchy, but none of them were serious contenders. There were none we meshed with, none that liked the both of us, and definitely none willing to consider us together, and while that stung, there were none we both wanted either. That changed when you came along.

      The scene cut to them, hidden between the trees that formed the barrier between the field and the single housing. Hawk’s mouth was on Jack’s, Jack’s hand was down Hawk’s pants, the other man squirming as it closed around him, tugging it hard.

      “Fuck,” Hawk moaned, “I need to come so hard.”

      “I got you,” Jack said, trailing his lips down Hawk’s neck, feeling the scudding pulse there and then dropping down to his knees. Hawk’s hands frantically unbuckled his belt and freed his cock, his other hand going to Jack’s head and shoving his dick down Jack’s throat.

      He damn near choked me, which just made me harder, Jack said. He was so desperate, so needy for me, but it wasn’t just me. I pulled open my jeans and shot my load on the grass. It was weird but so fucking hot, that feeling that there was someone else between us.

      That’s what I feel like, that I’m horning into your relationship, inserting myself where I’m not wanted.

      Not wanted? A silence followed, rare enough itself for Jack. Fuck, Jules, how do I make it any clearer? The fear had returned, I could feel it thrumming down our bond, a million worries coming in an overwhelming cascade, threatening to drown me.

      Jack, I said, and for a moment, the emotional torrent stilled.

      “Of course, I fucking want you,” he said, and now it was just the two of us standing there. “Jules…” He pushed my hair back, searching my face. “How do I…?” He frowned, then smoothed his brows, nodding to himself. He stroked my cheek over and over, and then swallowed.

      “The others will tell you the pretty things. I’m sure Brandon could compose sonnets to your beauty, which is considerable, so don’t get that shit twisted. But that’s not what I love about you.” He watched me gasp at that, cocking his head to one side and examining me closely. “But don’t let the lack of poetics get in the way of this. Nan always said you can’t have love without trust and liking the person. Well, Jules, I can trust you. I can trust you’ll look past all the Sanctuary bullshit and see who we really are. I can trust you actually give a shit about your pack, that status and tradition and all the other hereditary bullshit we seem keen to cage ourselves in won’t hold you back from the right decision. I can trust that you’ll accept us, me and Hawk, that you’ll keep an eye out for our relationship as much as your own. You have no idea what that does for me, to know another person in this world cares for Hawk as much as I do.

      “But it’s not just about Hawk. If he’d never come into my life, if it was just me and you…” I watched his eyes shift, his throat bob as he mustered the words. “I’d want to be by your side. I’m a cunt to be around, I know, but you unpack that bullshit and see what’s going on underneath all that. I trust that I can’t scare you off, that you’ll keep coming and coming until you’re so far under my skin, I can’t imagine life without you.” His forehead came to rest on mine, so I could feel his breath on my lips. “I’m not the hearts and flowers guy. But, Jules, when you come and talk to Hawk, I’m listening. I’ll look like I’m watching TV or working on a bike, but I’ll be listening, and I’ll be savouring the conversations the two of you have like you’re having them with me. I trust that you’ll wait for me to get to the point that I can put down the bullshit and start actually being a part of this.”

      Fuck. My heart felt like he’d sliced it to ribbons, my eyes welling with tears I didn’t understand. He watched, listened to me fighting the sobs that came, then yanked me close when I couldn’t. Somehow, in this imaginary space he’d created inside another imaginary space, my tears spread and wet his shirt, plastering it to his chest as his hands stroked my head and I let all of it out. It wasn’t until the tears had finally petered out and I was starting to pull myself together that I really understood Jack.

      “I get it now,” I said, nodding. “I think I know what you were feeling. I want so much to be everything you’ve just said, to deserve your trust in me, and I’m terrified I won’t be.”

      “You don’t have to be perfect, love,” he said. “No one can expect that, least of all me. But you admit when you fuck up and you try to make things right, which is what I need to learn how to do.” He sighed. “I guess we’ve got to be willing to try. You in?”

      Some of Jack’s usual cocky grin returned, his eyes dancing with the challenge he was laying down. That only widened when he heard me growl. “Of course I’m in, you idiot. I think I’ve been halfway in since you came to the honeymoon house.”

      “When you fucked Shaun on the table in front of us? Fuck, don’t bring that up. I dunno if I’d ever been so hard. I blew within record time and stayed hard all fucking day.” His kisses grew deeper, hungrier, our fingers clawing at each other. “What’s sex like in this place?”

      “Amazing, endless, limited only by your imagination.”

      “Fuuuck…” he moaned, pushing himself away from me. “Stop, foul temptress. We gotta get back, everyone’ll be freaking out. Promise you’ll come to our tent tonight if you can.”

      “Wanna give it a go?” I said with a cheeky smile, but his smile softened.

      “Nah, I just wanna fall asleep knowing the two of you are with me, safe.”

      “I want some of this sweetness when we go back to the real world, Jack,” I said. “You can’t expect us to put up with bite, bite, bite all the time.”

      As he nodded, the ruins slowly seeped back. Hawk was standing by us with shining eyes, his hands going to Jack's shoulders.

      “Of course, love,” he said, bestowing a gentle kiss on my lips. “I love you.”

      I just stood there, stunned, as he pulled back, and Hawk put his arms around him. Finn came closer, nodding at me in satisfaction.

      “We need to go back to camp,” he said. “See what’s left, what can be salvaged. I dunno if we’ve got food or tents…” Aaron shook his head. “So, Jack, Hawk, and Jules with me, and we’ll take a look.”

      “You taking over here?” Aaron said, his voice not entirely friendly.

      “Nope. I’ve shown just how clearly I’m not fit for leading this pack.” His hands flexed around his gun. “You’re right, all of you. I need to make this right, and I’m never going to be able to do that without you, all of you. We can build something strong together, move Sanctuary to a place where it doesn’t need to risk its members like this. To a place where I never have to see any of you face anything like that ever again.

      “I thought my fucking heart was going to explode when I saw those wolves attack.” I took a hesitant step towards Finn, who reached out and pulled me close, holding me to his body, resting his chin on my head. I took a deep breath, and it shuddered out of me as I felt him for the first time in what felt like a million years. “I was turning my back on all that was good because I didn’t feel like I deserved it anymore. I was too…” My fingers tightened as his voice cracked, but he pulled back to look down at me. “I was too far gone, too tainted, to touch any of you. Every fucking day, I felt that godawful need to connect with you again, and it just made me angry for reminding me how I failed.”

      “I need you too,” I said.

      “I know.” His gaze faltered for a moment, but he forced himself to meet my eyes. “I fucked up. I thought if I stayed angry, stayed apart from you, from the pack, I could maintain enough rage to get me into Leifgart and liberate the men. I could divorce myself from worrying about you and the pack. What just happened made me see what kind of insanity that was. Those wolves could have taken Jules, taken any of you, and I was holding you at arm's length.” He shook his head. “I trust your judgement and experience, Aaron. I’m not going to try and usurp your position.”

      “But you can use that bloody alpha whip to bring people into line if they aren’t listening,” Aaron said with a smile. “Finn, that’s gonna cause problems when we get back.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I said. “I get why Sanctuary developed the way it did, since it was founded by rape victims, but things have to change. Exiling rapists and murderers is one thing, but alpha men? That’s bullshit.” The guys didn’t exactly look confident in my speech, but I ploughed on. “We’ll go into the human world if we have to. I know how to navigate things there. You lot could find jobs as male strippers at the very least. No one from my pack is being sent away, ever.”

      Jack smiled at that, giving me a nod.

      “And we need to collect some crystals before we go.”

      We turned to see Brandon and Hicks coming down the stairs. Brandon took everything in with one glance. “They seem to amplify Tirian power.”

      “They sure do,” Hawk said, holding up his arm. Both men’s eyebrows shot up at that.

      “Alright, you heard the man,” Slade said. “Some big ones, a whole lotta small ones, and a seer, all in the backs of the utes, yeah?”

      Both Aaron and Finn nodded.

      

      When we finally walked free of the ruins, it’d gone both better and worse than I expected. But when Jack and Hawk shot me smiles as they headed to the ute and Finn looked at me and held out his hand for me to take, eyeing me to see if I would, I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.
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      I stood by the ute with my hand on the cool metal, just trying to process what had happened. Guys scurried about, getting crystals into the cars, packing away equipment and assessing damage. I should have been doing something, anything, but all I could focus on was the feel of the car under my fingertips, the sounds of people moving around me.

      “You OK, love?”

      Brandon stood before me, scanning my body.

      “I feel like I dropped a tab of ecstasy.”

      He snorted at this, then sobered. “What?”

      “I’m all warm and fuzzy, and my heart hurts, but I want it to keep hurting. I feel really full, like too full, but I love it.”

      He moved in closer, shifting me away from the car and into his arms, and I closed my eyes as I laid my head on his chest. God, I just wanted this to last forever.

      “That’s love, Jules.”

      “I know, and it feels so good, and I’ve felt it for every single one of you. Fuck, I love you guys so much, it makes me ache.”

      “I reckon you’re a bit pack drunk,” he said, kissing the top of my head.

      That was so nice, that little loving gesture. I could feel the care and amusement and satisfaction radiating down the bond, and it kept feeding that feeling inside me. Fuck Leifgart, fuck the Volken and Sylvan and his secret agendas. Fuck all of this shit. I could spend my days moving between each member of my pack. It didn’t even need to be sex, I just needed to touch them, feel them, see them for who they were. They were such amazing guys, and they chose me. My mouth filled with venom. I needed to mark them, all of them, and they needed to mark me. The desire to do just that throbbed within me like it was a living thing.

      “Mark me,” I pleaded, looking up at Brandon. I could feel the itch on my shoulder where Aaron’s was, my skin screaming for him. “Please.”

      “Jules, you don’t know what you’re asking for.”

      “I do. I can feel it in here,” I said, thumping my chest. “You want to, don’t you?”

      He just watched me, stricken, but when I parted those plush lips with my thumb, I saw his fangs were out and felt the sizzle of his venom on my skin.

      “Brandon?”

      “What’s going on?”

      Finn and Aaron had appeared at our sides, looking from one to the other in concern.

      “She wants me to mark her,” Brandon rasped out.

      “Mark her?” Finn said, obviously confused.

      “I…I bit her, the other night. She’s wearing my mark as well as the seer’s,” Aaron said.

      “Fuck, I have been out of it,” Finn said with a shake of his head. “We need to…have family meetings or something every morning, to keep everyone in the loop of what’s happening, because it seems to change from moment to moment.”

      I ground my teeth, fighting back tears, which should have alerted me that something was seriously wrong. I fucking hated crying. Instead, the world went blurry, and the feeling, the longing to have them all around me, touching me, making me theirs as I would make them mine just rode me harder. It hurt, the small distances between us, the careful, logical conversations, that were usually my bag, being had about me.

      “We ready to go?” I heard Jack say.

      “Love, are you OK?”

      Hawk’s hand went to my arm, and then he hissed at what he felt down the bond. He surrounded me, narrowed my whole world down to him as he held me close. His body was against mine, his scent filling my nose.

      “Hawk, I need you.”

      “I know, love. I’m here.”

      My fangs snapped down, my mouth was fire as the venom began to pool. I pushed my face into his hair, searching for his neck blindly like a pup for its mother’s teat. I felt his heart begin to race under my hand, a tumble of elation, joy, and love, always love, so much fucking love. It was a fiery torrent, and it burned everything—caution, awareness, sense, all of it away until there was only love.

      My hands scrabbled at his collar, jerking it to one side, the venom sweet as honey as the brown flesh was revealed. I hung there for a moment, like a predator about to strike. “Yes, Jules…” he said, pulling my hips closer.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      I was hauled back, a godawful growl rumbling in my chest. I twisted in Aaron’s grip, turning around and breaking his hold on my shirt. He looked at me wild-eyed, dropping his hand and taking a step backwards.

      “Jules, what’s going on?”

      “She was about to mark me!” Hawk shouted. “She was going to make me her fucking mate!”

      Jack rocked on his heels, his eyes darting from me then Hawk.

      “And doesn’t that seem awfully sudden?” Brandon said. “Why now? I came up to see if she was OK, and she wanted me to mark her. Doesn’t that seem odd?”

      “Jules making Hawk her mate is odd?” Jack’s tone was indignant as he rushed to his mate’s defence, but that wasn’t it entirely. There was a slight waver there, which I needed to fix. I took a step towards him, needing to mark him as well.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Finn said, grabbing my shoulder and stopping me from moving closer.

      “I need to mark all of you. You are my pack, we need to take that final step. I need your marks, you need mine. It’s only then we’ll be complete.”

      “We’re already complete, Jules,” he said gently. “Marking, making people mates, it's just another step, a step you take when you’re ready.”

      “How do you know she’s not ready?” Hawk said, shouldering forward. “You already have her mark. Were you ready? Was she when she did it?”

      He blanched at that, remembering the fevered moment that had happened against the photocopier.

      “And you deserve it too, all of you.” Finn’s eyes scanned the group. “If Jules chooses you, and it appears she has, you deserve it. But if this is what we’re going to do, if we’re going to create mated bonds between everyone, if we’re going to flout Sanctuary laws and mark Jules, let’s create a safe space for it. It’s fucking beautiful when it happens. It’s gonna deepen things in ways with her that you don’t yet understand. Both of you have known each other forever. You’ve really only just met Jules. Let's get back to camp, salvage what’s there, and create a space to talk this out, yes?”

      “Hey,” Slade said, running up to the group. “We’ve got a—” He looked around and then sighed. “There’s drama, isn’t there? Fuck, I was only gone for ten minutes! Look, we’ve got potential hostiles wanting an audience. Any chance we can put a pin in this for a second and deal with it?”

      “Jules?” Finn said.

      I wanted to scream ‘No!’ I didn’t care about anything else but the need that throbbed within me, but love’s not selfish. I could see the tension in their bodies, their eyes straying to the space beyond the cars, searching for possible threats. They just wanted to keep us safe. Finn’s compromise sat OK with me, so I nodded.

      “How do you want to do this, Aaron?” Finn said.

      “You guys stay here, look after Jules. I need someone I can trust if shit goes pear-shaped. Who are the hostiles?”

      “Those pale blokes from the stampede,” Slade said.

      “Fuck. They look like they want retribution or something?”

      He shook his head. “Said they wanted to talk to you. Said they had an offer.”

      “So potentially talking shit. Alright, keep your guns on you. There’s more ammo in the tray,” he said, patting the car.

      Aaron swept in close to me, brushing a kiss across my lips, while I forced myself not to grab at his shirt and haul him closer like I wanted.

      “Make sure you come back,” I said, hating how small my voice sounded, but he smiled in response, pausing for a second, as if enjoying the fact that I was worried for him.

      “Of course, love. Always.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling that casually delivered promise deep inside, even as I knew I was investing way too much into it.

      “So, what’s going on now?” Slade said, pulling a packet of cigarettes from his pocket.

      “Jules is feeling a bit…odd. She wants to mark the rest of the boys and for us to mark her,” Finn said, keeping his voice carefully neutral.

      “Not wants,” Brandon said. “Jules, I’m going to touch you for a second, OK?”

      Hawk jerked away from the car and took a step towards us, hands balled, but then stopped moving any farther, something that was noted by Brandon’s keen eyes. I nodded, and he placed a hand on my forearm.

      His eyes flicked up instantly, widening at what he felt down our bond. “You need to do this?”

      Of course I did, and it hurt me that they didn’t know that, even though a small, saner part of myself wondered how the hell they would. Then I looked at Slade. He lit a cigarette with practised motions, seemingly glad for the opportunity to do something else than look at me. Fuck, I thought, that ache in my chest twisting tighter, I’ve left him out of the loop again. I moved to go to him, but Finn’s hand whipped out, placing a gentle, but firm grip on my shoulder.

      “What's going on?” Slade said, frowning.

      “You’re stopping her from going to her other mates,” Hawk growled, getting in Finn’s face. “What kind of bullshit is this?”

      “Love…” Jack said, grabbing his arm.

      “Everyone just needs to stay calm,” Brandon said through gritted teeth, sounding anything but.

      “What are you fucking doing?” Slade snapped, moving between Hawk and Jack, reaching out to pull Hawk’s hand away, and that’s when our link was formed.

      If I thought the feeling was burning hot within me, I had whole continents of emotion to discover yet. We were connected through love, intended violence, and just glancing caresses, but the bond didn’t care. Whatever had been aching in me all this time settled, then bloomed.

      That was a funny way to put it, but how else could I describe it? The power seemed to bubble effortlessly from within us, rocketing through our connections, and out it all came. Emotions—from the profound to the prosaic—spiralled inside me, moving too close for me to pay too much attention to, and then they moved up. My head fell back, and I stared blind eyed at the sky, the grey clouds, then witnessed a bolt of white light slice through them. We were a circuit, generating the power and unleashing it on the world, and the crystals, in our pockets, in the backs of the utes, were singing now, the sound getting louder and louder.

      And with it came peace. No need, no wants, just…satisfaction-recognition-comfort-pleasure-closeness. There was no real word for it, as it was so foreign to a human mind.

      When you are united, you reach for me.

      The voice was not my Tirian’s, but it was familiar. I saw a brief flash of green eyes and white fur, and then she was gone.

      

      The shouts were what finally roused us from our collective brain snap. All of us came to at once and pulled apart, the crystals instantly going dark, the note falling away.

      I felt a wrench as I realised at least one of the voices was Aaron as I walked over to the ute tray, and strained to look over the back of the car.

      “That sounds like Aaron,” Brandon said, appearing by my side.

      “Unity…” I breathed, and I moved forward, out of the cocoon of my recovering men, the ring of the crystals still echoing in my ears as I wove my way around the car and to the other side. Aaron looked devastated when he saw me appear, his hand straying to his rifle, but the albino LOTR rejects straightened when I appeared.

      “It is you that makes the stones sing,” one said by way of introduction.

      “Yes.”

      They slipped from their vaguely horse-looking mounts, and dropped down to one knee.

      “My queen,” the spokesperson said. “You must accompany us to our village. We wish to invite you to celebrate a successful hunt.”

      Do not want, I thought, my eyes darting over to Aaron. He nodded, but his gaze went to the bows currently strapped on their backs.

      “We have…collected your entourage’s equipment and supplies, and have them safe, waiting for you.”

      Aaron’s smile when it came was bitter, because we both knew how this was gonna go. All this queen talk might be one thing, but the fact that all our supplies were with these guys and we had no way to get replacements was going to be the deciding factor. But there was nothing wrong with going in as a queen.

      I nodded my head regally. “We would be honoured to accompany you to your village for the feast.”
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      “It’ll be OK,” Finn said, rubbing a hand along my back as I climbed into the car.

      “Don’t worry, we’ve got her,” Jack said, waiting for me to climb in beside Hawk.

      “I know. I trust you’ll care for her as I would.”

      As I settled down on the seat, the warmth of Hawk’s leg against mine a welcome one, there was a moment where the two of them just took each other’s measure, and then with a nod, Jack swung in next to me. Hawk and Jack’s hands were on me the moment our belts were clipped, and the need was still throbbing inside me. I looked out the window as we pulled away, watched the rest of my mates lead the way, Aaron driving with Brandon in the passenger seat. He waved as they took off, and we followed behind.

      “And just like that, he goes back to being Prince Perfect,” Jack said in a low voice, but of course, Finn heard him. His eyes went to the rear vision mirror for a moment before directing them to the path in front of us.

      “I love Finn,” I said.

      Hawk’s hand tightened on my thigh as I turned to face Jack, those green eyes sparking audaciously. His smile was lazy, his move into my space slow.

      “I know, and our mothers are going to worship the ground you walk on because we’re going to find a way to work together, but this pod person thing is weird.”

      He kissed me, his hand sliding up my thigh along with Hawk’s. Which of course stopped me from thinking about Jack’s words and had my libido roaring back to life, sending me all sorts of ideas about the two of them working as one. Two sets of lips on mine, their tongues tangling with mine and each other’s. Two lots of kisses trailing down my neck until they travelled across my breasts and closed around my aching nipples. Hands sliding down, fingers fighting to slide inside me, flick my clit. Then two cocks positioned between my thighs about to—

      Wait, what?

      My eyes jerked open, searching for further signs of mystical meddling, but when I fished my crystal out, it was reassuringly dull. OK, since when was I considering DP? While I’d seen it a few times in porn, I’d never really considered making myself the filling in a double fuck sandwich.

      “What the fuck are you thinking about?” Hawk said, leaning over and running his nose along my neck. “You smell so…”

      “Wasn’t like this outside,” Jack said through gritted teeth. “I think whatever this ‘we must be all one’ thing is, it's a whole lot stronger inside a closed space. Your scent is fucking amazing.”

      “We can’t do this,” I told myself as Jack drew nearer. “Safe space, remember?”

      “I remember,” Hawk said, tilting my chin his way. “Ain’t nothing safer than this. Car’s got a five-star ANCAP rating.”

      “Oh, well, that’s OK then.” I got the words out just as his lips descended on mine, the kiss was all the hungry, crawl into your mouth, things I was feeling.

      Is there anything hotter than when a guy wants you as much as you want them? It’s like all that desire comes together and becomes a whole lot bigger than its parts.

      “Hey, no bogarting the babe,” Jack growled. I barely got my eyes open before Jack had tilted my head his way. I heard the rapid intake of his breath through his nose as his lips landed on mine.

      Fuuuuck. This was just kissing. I kissed friends, family, sometimes even acquaintances, but apparently, it took two seriously hot guys to transform my understanding of what the act could be. Each one kissed me stupid, all soft plush lips, sucking them into my mouth, scoring them with my fangs, flickering, searching tongues, and their taste—earthy, minty, bitter from nicotine. Then they turned me to the other one before I could rally, starting the process again. When the car swerved abruptly and then slammed on the brakes, it took me a good couple of seconds to muster the energy to wonder why.

      Finn didn’t turn to face us, he just watched through the rear vision mirror as the guys turned their attention to the rest of my body, much to my delight and shame. It felt shitty, letting him watch me twitch and squirm, pinned to the seat by the belt and the boys, but I didn’t put a stop to it.

      “I know she needs the two of you right now. We all know we need to formalise our pack bonds, and she’s ready for it. Aren’t you, Jules?”

      Hawk’s head jerked up at that, those brown eyes searching my face until a bright smile lit it. “Yeah?”

      I took his hand and squeezed it. “Yeah.”

      “But she’s my mate, too. I love her, but I’ve been a total dick, and I’ve been holding myself apart from her—”

      “Never saw the reason for that,” Jack said, grabbing my leg and hooking it over his knee, then Hawk did the same. Jesus, the tension in my thighs made my clit perk up like a friendly animal, not above begging for a pat. As I squirmed to put them back down, the seam of my jeans cut in, providing at least some of the attention I was after.

      “Hold still,” Jack whispered into my ear, the reverberations sending shivers down my spine. “He’s just as likely to nail himself on another cross. We want him half mad with wanting, so he puts that fucking hammer down and chooses you, for good.”

      “Sexual manipulation? That’s how we’re going to resolve issues within the pack?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Jack said with a grin.

      “Says the troublemaker. You’ll end up balls deep on a near permanent basis.”

      “Now you’re thinking.”

      “—but my control is only so strong. This car is saturated in pheromones. My cock is so fucking hard.” Finn’s voice broke through the backseat haze, forcing us to pay attention.

      “And it could have been in here the whole time,” Jack said, stroking his hand along my jeans covered mound. Finn’s eyes jerked up to meet mine when I bit back a moan. I got that this was some kind of variation on the dominance fuck Shaun and I had back in the honeymoon cottage, but fuck, it felt like I’d just finished a six-month vow of celibacy. “This hot, sweet little cunt that feels like wet satin. The way it almost sucks you in when you first get your cock into her, drawing you helplessly into her until you bottom out. And then it starts swelling around you as all that blood rushes to her groin, and the muscles feel like the softest, sweetest hand, tugging on you, squeezing you until you're forced to fight for self-control and not spurt like a god-damned cub.”

      Finn’s answering growl was low, but no less menacing for it. It filled the cab with the sound of his threat, growing louder as the boys faced him down and started to caress me again.

      I should have put a stop to it, called it quits as we had made our point. I saw Finn white knuckling the steering wheel as he watched, the muscles around his eyes twitching as he forced himself to keep staring, but I didn’t. My Tirian stretched within me, chuffing in amusement at this display of dominance. She never seemed as alive as when we demonstrated our strength.

      Let him watch, let him ache, wanting to fish his cock out and stroke it a few times before spilling on the floor, all the while his throat is filled with the taste of our scent.

      I was being a bitch, letting Jack flick open my jeans’ button and slide my zipper down, both boys' hands fighting to get inside my pants the fastest. My loving, supportive mate was back, he’d shown that when he was defusing things by the car, and I hoped he was back for good. I wanted to be nice, to reconnect and get more details on the thought process that made him think cutting off our bond was the solution.

      But I was not all sweetness and light. A dark, powerful part of myself rose within me, a part that gloried in Hawk and Jack scrambling to bring me pleasure, that put an insolent arch into my spine as they made contact with my clit. Fuck! My display was momentarily disturbed as fingers worked their way inside me. They couldn’t go deep, instead the thrusts were too shallow, which somehow just made the whole thing hotter. Jack pulled his hand free, smiling like a kid with a lollipop when he showed me the glistening residue on his fingers before sticking out a tongue and licking one clean, and it was weirdly an echo of something Finn had done before. He didn’t get to enjoy it for long, as Hawk grabbed his wrist and sucked every drop off his lover’s hand before pushing his fingers in to get a taste of his own.

      The game was played out now. I knew this was real when I heard the rasp of everyone’s breath, our eyes half gone with lust. The guys reached across to kiss each other, licking my taste off each other’s lips before descending on mine.

      Jack pulled away finally, and Hawk surged forward to fill the gap, forcing his tongue down my throat as his hands undid the buttons of my shirt. The cool air felt like a caress on my breasts.

      “Drive,” Jack ordered. “You need to catch up with the rest, or we’ll be helplessly lost in this place. We’re gonna bring our mate to a nice little orgasm right here in the back seat, and you’re going to listen to every single cry and moan we wring from her and think fucking twice about walking away from our girl ever again.”

      Those words. I looked at Jack for a moment as he turned back to me, that devilish smile Hawk and I loved so much across his face. He was always going to be a difficult member of the pack, but he had a role, I realised that now. So I pulled him back towards me and kissed him deep as Hawk’s hands dislodged the cups of my bra, his fingers surging forward to pluck at my nipples. I grabbed handfuls of that blond hair as he shifted my hips closer, making it easier for his hands to return where I wanted them most.

      “Gods, love, you’re so fucking wet,” he groaned.

      “Starting to wonder who’s being tormented here,” Hawk rumbled.

      I laughed, a wild, heartless thing I would no doubt regret later, but I leant back, my tits pointing to the sky as I kissed Hawk. His hands skated possessively over me as I sucked on his full bottom lip, the movements increasingly restive.

      I fucking loved how responsive Hawk was. I could see what Jack got out of this. Apart from that big muscular body and his sweet nature, Hawk treated you like he was permanently surprised at his good fortune, but now that it’d landed in his lap, he was gonna have his hot, dirty way with it. I unclipped my belt and shifted so that one knee was on the seat, the other leg half extended in the footwell, leaning over on both hands to kiss Hawk.

      “Oh, yes,” Jack said in exultation, peeling my jeans down over my arse.

      “For fuck’s sake, Jules,” Finn said. “What if we have an accident?”

      I looked back over my shoulder, and Hawk moved in to kiss my neck, nipping at the skin there, distracting me for a moment.

      “Not everything is safe, Finn,” I said. “Not everything can be risk managed. If you’re worried, keep your eyes on the path ahead and drive carefully, because this is happening.”

      “That’s my girl,” Jack said, then dropped a kiss on one butt cheek as he worked my jeans down. I jumped when the first kiss landed on my thigh, then felt his fingers spread the dripping wetness along my seam. What a good idea.

      “Get your cock out,” I said to Hawk.

      “I don’t need to—” he started to say, but his tongue flicked over his lips.

      “I need it. I need to see that big fat cock out and in your hand, and I need it now.”

      My Tirian shifted inside me, pacing, her interest rising. This is how she wanted me to operate most of the time, I knew, but I was pretty intent on not being a raging bitch, so she only got the opportunity rarely.

      “Oh yes,” I hissed when it appeared. He was rigid, the veins standing out in stark relief around its length, and his fingers squeezed around the considerable girth, making the head look an even angrier red. “Give it a stroke for me.”

      “I’ll—”

      “No, you won’t. Not you, Hawk. You wait, you endure, you persist beyond everything else.” His eyes studied mine, and then his hand began to move. “That’s it, love,” I said with an encouraging nod. His eyes softened at that, at that one little word. We needed to say it more if that’s how he responded, lavish every pet name and sweetness on our guy. I moved in closer, shifting with the rocking motion of the car until my face was buried in his neck. “It’s so hot, Hawk. You look so fucking needy.” I said the words against his skin, but he heard them. One hand sped up, giving his cock long, loving strokes, the other reaching around to hold me steady.

      “Make him as crazy as I’ll make you,” Jack rasped from behind me, my only warning before he buried his face inside my cunt.

      My hand went to Hawk’s cock, mine curling on top of his, working that hard length and swallowing his gasps down with my kisses. But that wasn’t enough, as Jack’s mobile tongue, always wagging about something, now found its truest calling between my legs. He flicked it roughly across my clit and shoved it as far inside me as he could, then replaced it with his fingers when his lips dropped to my clit. I found my teeth closing down on the skin of Hawk’s neck, and he panted wordless encouragement as I sucked and tugged at the skin there, smearing it with my searing venom.

      “Oh fuck, Jules,” Hawk said, wrapping his other hand around mine and jacking it harder, faster. I flung him off, grabbing him with a roughness I never would have dared use before, and worked him rapidly.

      “You’re getting our boy close,” Jack said, pulling away.

      I gave a guttural moan. He kept forcing his fingers inside me, his thumb rubbing firmly over my clit on every downstroke. I was the same, I could feel the cramping in my spine.

      “She tastes so fucking good, love,” Jack said. “Like honey.”

      “So fucking swap sides!” Hawk ground out, his fingers clawing at the upholstery.

      He wasn’t far off, I could feel him throb inside my grip, so I dropped my head down, and Hawk yelped as my mouth engulfed his cock. He prayed to some unknown god as I bobbed up and down, moving with me when the bounce of the car had me swaying, bucking up to meet my motions.

      “Oh, that’s lovely,” Jack purred, and then bent his head to his task.

      We were hurtling towards orgasm. Hawk’s thrusts were short, his hands gently cradling my head as he held himself back with everything he had, his body as tight as a bow. Jack stopped fucking around, focussing his tongue and fingers now, dragging me closer and closer to the edge with punishingly economical strokes.

      “Oh fuck, oh, Jules…” Hawk panted, as my jaws were stretched to their max by his girth. I grabbed his hand to hold his cock where it was and then mine dove into his jeans, right as Jack’s thumb brushed up against my arse.

      We’d done a bit of anal training, since the guys were very enthusiastic about the idea of broadening our sexual repertoire. We hadn’t got all that far with it, but they had managed to get a mental shift in me. It was now less “Ew, ew, ew, why does that feel weird? What if I’m not clean?” and more “Oh, baby.” Which is how it felt now. Jack worked the tip of his thumb in, and it all exploded.

      My groans were muffled by Hawk’s cock as my orgasm smashed into me, my clit burning with the most incandescent pleasure, washing through my whole body for a moment before my cunt snapped down on Jack’s fingers. I’d barely cupped Hawk’s balls, sending a stray finger to tease his taint, when he thrust up, pouring rope after rope of cum into my mouth.

      It took a bit, but I finally flopped down on the back seat, head in Hawk’s lap. He looked down at me with glowing eyes, the faint smile of the supremely satisfied on his lips, his hand tracing the line of my jaw, then we both turned to Jack.

      Fucking Jack and the sunlight. It was easy to see why the prick got away by being such an arse most of the time, and it wasn’t because of his position in Sanctuary’s hierarchy. He was fucking beautiful, and when I looked up at Hawk, I saw him staring over at his lover, his look telling the same story.

      “C’mere,” I said, gesturing.

      “It’s OK, Jules. I just wanted to make the two of you—”

      Hawk snorted at that, and I admit, we weren't expecting altruistic Jack to make an appearance. Ever.

      “Come here,” I said more clearly, and he relented, crawling over with a feline grace, which was impressive in the back of a car. I kissed him, long and slow, and then offered his lips to Hawk. He took Jack gladly, tugging the other man’s hair to provoke little whimpers of pleasure while I undid his pants.

      Jack’s head jerked away, looking down the line of his body to see what I was doing before his eyes closed as I wrapped my hand around him. He might have wanted to torture Finn, but he was in just as bad a way, his cock jerking in my palm.

      “Fuck, her hands are so small and soft.”

      “So different,” Hawk agreed. “Rub your thumb on the underside of the head. Drives him nuts.”

      “No, don’t do that,” he said, but his voice was all breathy, and he didn’t sound at all certain.

      “Swap spots,” I said, pausing, and it took him a minute or so to register. His eyes opened drowsily, and he nodded, falling onto the seat gladly when I moved to the end. He lay back in Hawk’s arms, and the other man started pulling hard on his nipples, Jack’s hips twitching in response, his mouth falling open as I palmed him again.

      I always felt like an unlikely pack centre. Lots of attention was an uncomfortable experience for me usually, but I was learning to deal with it. But Jack, he was in his element, so much so I thought he would have been well-suited to having his own harem of devoted love slaves, catering to his every whim while he was their benevolent ruler. Perhaps part of his sometimes sour demeanour came from that, a need for more attention. I understood academically extroverts needed that, but it made little sense to me in reality. Maybe that’s what we’d need to do when we got home, spend a bit more time spoiling him and bringing that sweetness to the surface. I could imagine whole afternoons stroking those smooth flanks and that long mane of hair until he purred.

      But he wasn’t right now. His brows were creasing, his hips thrusting along with my strokes, his muscles tightening as my grip did, his grunts coming in shorter and shorter intervals. Would he want others to do this to him? To feed that need for pampering? Hawk had said he was OK with the other guys touching him, but was that once or always? And would they want to? There was so much more about this relationship that needed to be sorted, but right now, I focussed on the task at hand.

      When he came, a thick ray of sunlight poured through the window, revealing every line of his taut body and the rhythmic twitch of his cock, just as his cum shot out. It splattered across his chest, great arcs of it appearing to stream out under great pressure. He just seemed to keep going, his cock still twitching in my hand, his moans still desperate, until finally, he gasped, “Enough.”

      We cleaned up afterwards with old rags and wet wipes, and straightened our clothes before collapsing together in a messy heap on the back seat. I tried to feel guilty, but couldn’t, so I just felt good instead.

      

      “What was the holdup?” Slade asked as we clambered out of the car. He looked at a white-faced Finn, but got no reply, so he moved to us. He stopped once he got close, nostrils flaring. “What the fuck did you get up to?”

      “Showed Finn the error of his ways, didn’t we?” Jack said, slinging an arm around my shoulders.

      “A dominance fuck?” Slade’s smile widened as he took the three of us in with one look. “Fuck, I’d like to have seen that. That your idea?” he asked Jack.

      The blond-haired man nodded. “He’s gonna be re-evaluating his life choices for the rest of the night, if he doesn’t find a quiet corner to rub one out.”

      “I always thought you were a bit of a cunt,” Slade said.

      “Funny, I thought the same about you.”

      I watched the two of them, feeling the tension rise, but Slade held out a hand, and Jack took it with a firm shake.

      “You’re alright,” Slade said finally. “C’mon, let's see if we can find the beer.”

      “Slade giving Jack a beer?” Hawk said in wonder.

      “That’s almost a marriage proposal in guy language, isn’t it?”

      “Shit, you’re right.” Hawk started forward. “Better go and keep an eye on them, make sure Slade isn’t trying to steal my man.”

      I was too busy watching Hawk’s very fine arse go to feel Finn approach me, but when he slammed his hand down on the side of the car just beside my head, I jumped.

      “That wasn’t just about showing me what I missed. You were deliberately goading me.”

      I felt a thrill of fear that was a little worrying and a whole lot of a turn on. Seeing Finn off the chain, putting all that carefully maintained façade to one side, I hadn’t seen that since we were mated, and I liked it. Any reaction was better than it had been, but this one—all heaving chest and glowing eyes and gritted teeth… My eyes dropped down. Oh, and rigid cock. Yeah, I could get used to this.

      “Yeah, I was.”

      “You made your point. Fuck, you made it the moment you let Jack unzip your jeans, but letting them tongue fuck you to orgasm in the back of my car? That deserves a response. I dunno where we’ll be tonight, but wherever it is, you’ll be riding my cock with that hot little cunt of yours, your juices saturating every inch, until neither of us can come anymore. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, alpha,” I said, faux meekly, my smirk pulling yet another growl from him.

      “And then we’re going to have a talk about what happened.”

      My heart sank at that, and my brattishness dropped instantly at the vulnerable expression on his face, but he tugged me to him, sucking in a deep breath as he buried his nose in my hair, as if he would memorise my smell.

      When he pulled himself away, the line of his body, the slip of his hands told me he wanted to do anything but. “Stay here,” he said, his eyes darting over to where the other guys were standing. “I’ll send Aaron or Brandon over. Stick with them until we know what’s going on here, please. I’ve gotta go and see a man about a dog somewhere very, very private.”

      “That looked intense.” Brandon had drifted over, right when he was needed, of course. “Mmm…you smell fucking amazing.”

      “Stop smelling me.” He ignored me, moving in close so his nose almost touched my skin. “Seriously, pretty sure the Great Wolf or whatever her twat is put some kind of super magical fuck lure spray on me or something. If you don’t want this all to devolve into a very large orgy, you need to stop.”

      “It’s OK, Jules,” Brandon said with a slow smile. “You smell fucking edible, but I feel no burning desire to engage in public acts of licentiousness.”

      “Well, good.”

      “But you know, wherever we are tonight, everyone’s in, right? Like that might be overwhelming, six guys at once. But, love, I think whatever we opened the lid on, it’s coming out.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck, my mind supplied helpfully.

      Yes, that will be the sum total of it, I replied. To myself. Because my cunt clenched down on a distressing emptiness at the thought of all of them, that glorious array of man flesh ready, hard, and waiting for me. I had well and truly got off the Good Girl Train and was now hurtling towards Wantonville, and I just couldn’t get there fast enough.

      “Good,” I said, and pushed away from the car, ready to face whatever fuckery the gods had planned for us.
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      “Where the hell is this?”

      Someone had carried Sylvan out of the ruins and put him in one of the cars to recover from the belting Jack gave him. He staggered out of the car, glancing around wildly.

      “We have to go back, now.”

      “We’re not going back, you little shit,” Aaron said. I eyed Sylvan. He wasn’t exactly small, but I guess everyone was small compared to Aaron.

      “No, no, no…” The seer started to move in fits and starts, searching for a way out or a way back, but he obviously wasn’t sure how. Then he scanned the outer gates of the settlement we were parked outside. The walls were all made from bound logs, sharpened to points, the gates graceful things covered with intricate carvings, the doors themselves reinforced with curling bands of hammered metal. “You brought us to the Uldariel?!”

      I watched his face transform, at first aghast, then unfocussed as something else caught his attention, then it smoothed down to an artificial calm.

      “They’ve got our gear and seemed fairly insistent we come for a feast, so we go, we eat, we get our stuff, and we get back to the mission. You gotta problem with that?”

      “No, I’m sure you know what you’re doing.”

      The seer’s glib response had me frowning, as was Brandon when I glanced at him.

      “Then let’s get inside,” Aaron said. “No fraternising with the locals.” His order was met by the sound of their groans. “We’ve got no idea what they’re like or what their agenda is, so keep your dicks in your pants and watch what people offer you. Don’t want to have to rescue you from some kind of sex slave ring.”

      “You can leave me there, Moonie,” one guy said, rubbing his crotch.

      “Just remember, you’ve gotta have something to sell,” another guy said.

      “Might not be packing that anaconda you got going, but at least mine lasts longer than three strokes,” the first man shot back.

      “How about you stop thinking with your fucking dicks for just one minute and focus on the fact we’re entering a possibly hostile citadel?” Aaron said.

      That shut them up. They moved finally, walking in a deliberate formation, most clustered near Aaron and Sylvan, rifles over their shoulders, the rest loosely grouped around us.

      “That was weird, right?” I said to Brandon.

      “Yep. Did you pick up anything when you touched Sylvan?”

      “Oh, shit.”

      I hadn’t told him or the others about what Slade and I had discovered about Sylvan. Now that we seemed to be able to touch each other’s minds using whatever that psychic space was, I really needed to set up some kind of mental group chat where the events of the day were passed on, so people stopped getting left out. I filled Brandon in on what I’d seen as we walked in, my eyes taking in the several rings of spiked wood fences that enclosed the albino elf village. The only break was this large cobblestone walkway that led up to a series of gracefully made buildings.

      The largest was in front of us when we came to a stop. Several of the elves—no, Uldariel waited, smiling in the bright sun.

      “Welcome,” said the spokesperson who had invited us for the feast, sketching some kind of bow. “I am Ralnor. Your comrades are inside. Please, come and be welcome.”

      The hall was huge, with an arched roof and polished wooden floorboards.

      “You may leave your weapons here,” Ralnor said, gesturing to an extensive weapons rack against one wall, a curious combination of armaments displayed on the wall.

      “We’ll keep them on hand,” Aaron said before anyone moved.

      “Of course. They are fascinating pieces. Human technology, yes?” He nodded. “Specimens come to us occasionally from Silverwood.”

      He reached down to untie a leather pouch attached to his belt, the men around me stiffening. His movements slowed down as he pulled out a small handgun and then passed it to Aaron.

      My love inspected the piece, unclipping the magazine and eyeing the muzzle before handing it back. “You’ve kept it in excellent condition, but this kind of handgun has been obsolete in our world for sixty, maybe seventy years.” He grabbed his rifle, his turn to slow down now as the other Uldariel drew closer. “Fully automatic, Trijicon holo sight, multiple rails for accessories, angled foregrip, and a glass breaker flash suppressor.”

      “They are beautiful machines,” Ralnor said with a shine in his eyes that had the guys’ grips tightening on their guns, but he shook his head. “But I am neglecting my duties as host. I have my people carrying your supplies down to your vehicles. Perhaps you would like to send some of your people to supervise?” Aaron nodded to several, who peeled off to go back the way we’d come. “One of my healers could see to your man.” He gestured at Johnno, who eyed the pale man balefully. I guess that was warranted, as it was his people that put the arrow in his shoulder in the first place.

      “What do you think, Johnno?” The man shook his head. “Thank you, but we had a medical kit in the car and were able to perform a field dressing. He’s fine, aren’t you, Johnno?”

      The man in question gave a curt nod.

      “Well, your clothes have been moved to one of our rooms. Your lady may want to freshen up before the main event.”

      “Show us the way,” Finn said, walking in from outside, not looking any more relaxed than he had before. Perhaps he hadn’t been able to ‘get things in hand’ after all.

      “Of course, alpha,” Ralnor said with a dip of his head.

      

      The hall opened out into a large square, covered with cobblestones, though much smaller in size. Chairs and stools were set up at the perimeter, and Sylvan took a seat on one of them, looking at a woman who hurried over with a foaming tankard of something with a sour eye.

      “So, I’ll just waste yet more time sitting here, shall I?” he snarked.

      “You do that,” Aaron said.

      In the centre was an expansive firepit, and beside it were quite a few of Ralnor’s people. Many were stripped down to the waist as they butchered the corpses of the beasts we’d run from. I glanced at the beautiful fur, now matted with red blood as they were skinned, their entrails dragged out and removed by the women who milled about. Each carried large baskets and wore thick aprons to avoid the mess staining their pretty dresses.

      “Through here, my lady,” Ralnor said, moving to put a hand on my back. The instant his palm connected with my torso, the guys moved closer, growls rising in their throats. “My apologies,” he said, stepping away. “I didn’t realise you were yet to formalise your pack. Vesryn, have the clothes we brought up put into the larger room. You have six men, yes?”

      I paused. That sounded obscene, being stated in the calm, reasonable tone Ralnor was using, but I nodded.

      “Excellent. Your other men were just getting refreshments, but I will have them sent to you straight away.”

      “Stay here, eyes open,” Aaron said to his guys. “I need everyone’s eyes on this building. We’ve got something we need to do in here, and I need to know we’re safe.”

      “You got it, Moonie,” Johnno said.

      Aaron nodded, and then we all followed Ralnor to another building.

      

      Of course, now that we were in the safe environment Finn had asked for, I felt nervous being alone with my guys. I put my hand on the door handle and paused. This was different. Sanctuary seemed to revolve around men hanging around and women making the mating marks, and we were about to ignore that. I glanced over my shoulder at half my pack, standing there, waiting, and not just for me to open the door. Walking inside this private space had a meaning to it.

      The room was light and airy, the windows covered with thin cotton curtains that had been hand embroidered. Tapestries showing scenes dominated by large white or black wolves were hung on the walls, but they weren’t what drew my eyes. It was a huge room, and in the middle was a massive bed that rivalled even the one in our home. This was pretty too, a four-poster with carved posts and filmy fabric hanging down to create what I bet would feel like a cocoon to hide away from the world. I moved towards it, instinctively searching for something to settle me after today’s insanity. Then I heard the rumble.

      I froze with my knee on the bed, not feeling like me right now—clumsy, spent most of her life as a human, Jules. I didn’t even feel like the kind of girl who fucked two of her mates to put another in his place. Rather, when I turned to face the three of them, spread out evenly through the space of the room, Finn in front of the door and blocking my exit, I felt like prey.

      Is this why they don’t allow men to mark women? I thought. They were so still, just standing there, their facial features partially obscured by the diffused light streaming through the windows. I couldn’t see the softness of Brandon’s eyes or the need to hold me in Aaron’s. They just watched and waited, like they had all the time in the world.

      Then Slade, Hawk, and Jack found us, and seemed to sense the mood before they even got in the door, despite the rough glass bottles in their hands. A trill of fear slipped through me. How did they know? Why did they watch me with the same implacable look that seemed expressionless and hungry all at the same time? Were they communicating with each other without me?

      “I—”

      I didn’t get the sentence out. A low growl came from Finn as he took a step towards me, the others not far behind.

      “Stop!” I said, my voice ringing out, my hand up, as if that would be enough to halt them, but it did. The weird mood didn’t dissipate though, they just stayed where they were, frozen like statues. I studied the lot of them, saw the greenish shine in all of their eyes, and swallowed hard.

      “You think you’re the only one who feels these impulses?” Finn grated out.

      “No, I—”

      “Just let me get this out,” he said.

      I sat down on the bed, something every single one of them noted. Bodies shifted, hands flexed, but they didn’t move closer.

      “You want us to do something we’ve all been told is an anathema. It’s instant exile back home. Women make mating marks, not men. To ensure consent, to allow women to control the process.” Aaron’s stance faltered at that, his weight switching from one foot to another. “If we go through with what you’re proposing, it could mean we are all forced back through the gate the moment we get to Sanctuary.”

      I blinked at that. Bring Buddy here? And what? Create some sort of home out here, where the rock crushers and meep meeps roam? I shook my head and then straightened my spine.

      “Isn’t that already a done deal?” I jerked the collar of my shirt down, eyes instantly going to the skin revealed there. “At least for Aaron and me?”

      That provoked a grumble from the man himself, and he took a step towards me, but Finn put a hand out.

      “No, once one of us starts touching her, it’ll devolve pretty quickly. We hold this back until it’s all sorted.”

      “Ooh, Prince Perfect is getting all dominant and growly,” Jack said, placing a theatrical hand on his chest. “My heart’s all a-flutter.” He flopped down into a nearby chair, hooked a leg over one arm, and then rubbed his palm down his zip. “Look at him, all mussed and hanging by a thread. Much more interesting than robot Finn, Jules. You can thank me later with lots of blowjobs, extra slobber.”

      “Get fucked, Jack,” I snapped.

      “Oh no, love,” he said, pulling out a packet of cigarettes and putting one to his lips. “That’s gonna be you.”

      And it was. While there were other relationships in the pack, today was going to be all about theirs with me. I would walk out of here, bleeding, covered in their marks, indelibly branded by the lot of them. I would be as much theirs as they were mine, and that was terrifying.

      Maybe it was my Tirian inside me, maybe it was just me, never able to back down from a fight, but I felt a fluid strength in my spine as I stood up.

      “You can’t sort this out, Finn,” I said, as my hands went to the hem of my shirt, the growl in his chest growing louder and louder as I inched it up over my stomach. “You have to just do it.”

      “Stop, Jules…” he snarled, the guys behind him starting to move, his control over them slipping. I pulled it slowly higher, over my ribs. “We need to talk about…” His voice trailed away as he studied every inch of my revealed skin. “Jules…” he said, panting. “Jules, STOP!”

      His will beat down upon me, but my fingers moved. It wasn’t that one of us was stronger than the other, it was that we were strong together, and he needed to know that.

      “Fuck!” he shouted, and the other guys let out their breath as his control shattered. He closed the gap between us, his hands going to my shirt, tugging it off in one moment, then my pants, and then throwing me down on the bed in the next.

      “You push me past fucking endurance!”

      “No, Finn,” I said, touching his cheek. “I let who you are come out.”

      My moment of rebellion was well and truly over. I lay limply as he pulled back to strip his clothes off, and the others did the same. Except Jack. He watched the proceedings like the King of Misrule, loving the heightened tension in the room as his eyes took in the way my pack clambered on the bed to surround me, smiling as hands went to cocks, then reached out for me.

      I put my arms around Finn as soon as he landed on the mattress, holding himself up on his hands and knees, looking down at me like he wanted to swallow me whole but didn’t trust himself to do so. It was weird. He was my mate, yet the fact that the bond had only been made a short time ago, coupled with an emotional absence, gave this some of the frisson of being with someone new. He didn’t trust himself yet, I could see it, so I stroked my hands along his sides and said, “What do you want to do, Finn?”

      “No, I can’t…”

      “Finn, what do you want to do?”

      I watched his jaw work, the tension there causing the muscles to flex, his arms starting to shake slightly with the effort of holding himself back.

      “Finn.”

      I was surprised to hear some of that same alpha command in my voice. It had the echoey quality to it that I’d used when I had just turned. I said his name again, leaning harder on the word, and felt my will push against his until something snapped.

      “I want you,” he snapped, lunging at me so his face was so close to mine, yet not quite touching. “I want to fill you with my cum, eradicate any evidence of anyone else having touched you. I want to touch you everywhere, lick you, suck you until you’re fucking screaming and neither of us can remember the shit of the last few days. I want to fuck you until I forget, the way those men walked into the mouth of the wolf, the things they’re doing to my Dads, the fact that I let this happen.” I felt tears prick at my eyes, and I reached for him, but he shook his head. “But mostly?” His eyes bled phosphorescent green. “I want to turn you over, jam my cock in you, and bite down hard as I fuck you, making you mine forever.”

      And there it was, all out on the table. Finn had fucking hurt me with his bullshit, but I knew now this was who he was. He was a man driven by ideals. He expected a lot from us, but none more than himself, and he wasn’t afraid to wage a bloody war with himself to live up to them. There may be times in the future where that same idealism drew him away rather than to me, but once we made this step, he would be unable to go very far. That could be heaven or hell, but I was willing to take the chance. I’m not sure why the guys started humming as I turned myself over, but the sound filled the room. Sex is always a vulnerable thing, but this position? I moved as the growls rose in intensity, turning my back on an apex predator.

      “No, Jules…”

      He fought it until the end, but as his body slapped against mine, my eyes closed for a second, glorying in the feel of it. Something inside me twisted painfully. I’d been holding a lid on the hurt that Finn’s absence had caused, but that was off now. I bit back a sob as his hands clawed at my back and hips, his fingers passing roughly along my seam, sending sparks of pleasure as he paused before spearing several inside me.

      They came more freely as he worked them in and out, a rough, economical gesture with none of the usual care he took, but I wanted, needed that. I didn’t want anything—even consideration—between us. My skin cried out for him, needing his touch like oxygen. He groaned as my legs spread wider, pushing back against his hand, taking him easily now, my cunt wet and ready for him.

      “Jules, I can’t make it good—”

      “Yes, you can,” I gasped. “Fuck me, bite me. Do exactly as you said.”

      I heard the sounds of him fighting with himself as he positioned himself between my legs, rubbing his cock where I ached the most, holding me still when I tried to push the head inside. His fingers were like iron as they bit into my hips while he paused for a second, and then he surged forward.

      Fuck! My mouth fell open as I felt him bury himself to the hilt, and then the rest of the guys moved.

      “You OK?” Brandon whispered, and I nodded as his lips went to mine, drawing me into the sweetest kiss, the perfect counterpoint to Finn’s ferocity. It wasn’t something I wanted to do every time, but sometimes there’s a pleasure to be found in a good, hard fucking. His cock slammed into me over and over, the rapid pass of his dick rubbing hard on that good place inside me as his balls slapped against my clit, sending stinging waves of bliss through me.

      I pulled away from Brandon for a second when I felt a hand slide down my body, and looked down to see Slade shoot me a cheeky wink as his fingers reached out to work my clit. Finn growled as my cunt clenched down on him. His hands shook where he held me, his groans coming freely now.

      “Look at him come undone,” Aaron said, laying down beside me to toy with my nipple. “You’ve torn his control to pieces. He’s like a fucking animal for you.”

      “Shut up,” Finn ground out. “Shut the fuck up.”

      “I dunno if you’ll ever get him this wild again,” Aaron said.

      “Sounds like you envy her,” Brandon said.

      “No, just want something similar from you later.”

      Brandon just stared for a moment and then shook his head. “Touch her, get her ready for what’s coming, because Finn can’t.”

      “On it,” Hawk said, sliding on to the other side. He smiled when he saw me turn to look at him through eyes half slitted. “You look so beautiful, Jules.” Then he grabbed my breast, drawing the aching nipple into his mouth.

      Oh god. If the previous sexual hijinks in the back of the car was all about dominance, this was about surrender. It was tempting to think I was merely the point where my pack intersected, but that wasn’t right. I was the recipient. They all laboured over my body, trying to wring the greatest amount of pleasure from it.

      And they did.

      “Finn,” I moaned. I was close, so fucking close. You always feel that rise in the sweet ache that leads to orgasm, but right now, I felt swollen. The rhythmic pull of Hawk and Aaron’s mouths on my nipples, the increasing flick of Slade’s fingers, and Brandon sucking down my cries was just about to push me over the edge.

      Finn seemed to sense this, and dragged me up and away from the rest of the pack, holding me against his body as he made slower, deeper lunges inside.

      “I’ve got you, Jules,” he said. “I’ve got you.”

      I felt the burn of his tongue as he licked the side of my neck, the venom more sensitive when it ran across the corrugations of my previous scars. I stiffened at the nip of his teeth, his cock throbbing as I clenched around him.

      “Do it,” I rasped. “I need it.”

      And I did. I hung in the endlessly sweet period of pleasure, where the whole world feels like it stills for that moment right before you come. But this was sustained, teased endlessly by the rapid movement of his cock, but not yet thrown off the edge into bliss. I heard the jagged shift of his breath, felt the erratic snap of his hips, and then his teeth closed around my flesh.

      The world exploded, and so did I.

      The orgasm that came was amazing while somehow being almost irrelevant, as with it came a rushing tumble of emotions. Shame and contrition, love and need, remorse and repentance and bliss and ecstasy and Finn—just Finn. He throbbed through as his hand held my hips still, his cock jetting ropes of cum inside me.

      He didn’t let go of me when we started to come back down, just licked the sluggish well of blood from my neck and held me close, so for a moment, I could just bask in feeling Finn.

      “You OK, love?”

      I looked up to see Brandon and Aaron eyeing me cautiously, and I understood why. The last time I’d been marked, I’d gone into some kind of altered state, so they appeared ridiculously pleased to see my eyes flutter open. I reached for them wordlessly, kissing one then the other, over and over. I’d just come, I felt the trickle of Finn’s seed within me, his cock still hard, but I needed their lips, the taste of them on my tongue. Which was perhaps why Finn turned me in his arms and kissed me before pulling away.

      “Don’t,” I said, and immediately regretted it. We’d only just reconnected, and the separation felt instantly painful, something that struck Finn hard, but he scooped me up and held me to his chest.

      “It’s OK. We’re bound together as closely as a man and woman can be. I’ll never do that to you again.” He turned me in his arms and pointed me at Aaron and Brandon. “Look at how hard they are for you, how much they’re longing to touch you.” All four guys were, but it appeared some sort of order had been established, and Slade and Hawk were content to watch the proceedings with hungry eyes. “Go to them, Jules, and let them make you theirs. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “This isn’t some kind of production line. You don’t have to do me one after the other,” I said as Aaron took me from Finn.

      “Have to?” he said, hand slipping between my thighs. “No. Want to? Hell, yes. Isn’t that right, love?”

      He swung my head down, and my breasts felt like they were on display as my back arched. Brandon noted this with a hot look, and then got down on his hands and knees and kissed me. Long, slow, it was as if he was making love to my mouth as Aaron’s fingers grew more insistent. I wriggled as my well-used cunt throbbed with the aftershocks of the last orgasm and the start of the next one.

      “Not this time,” Aaron said, holding me still. “This time you’re ours, we call the shots.”

      “And what are you going to do with me?”

      “This,” he said as he slithered out from under me, dropped my legs over the end of the bed, and fell down between them.

      “But…”

      My protest fell away at the first swipe of his tongue. So soft and firm and mobile, it stroked what Finn had hammered in such a different way, it was almost a completely separate act. Brandon lay his head down beside mine, kissing me as my pants grew faster, my moans deeper, right up until the point Aaron stood up, his face shiny with me.

      “I’m going to bite you once he gets that cock into you,” Brandon said. “So, if you don’t want that, you need to tell me. Then when he gets close to coming, he’s going to do the same, aren’t you, love?”

      Aaron’s nod was abrupt, his whole attention focussed on where he was rubbing his cock against me.

      “What about you?” I ground out, feeling the head of Aaron’s cock push in. It was always hard work, fucking Aaron, but he brought a pleasure of being supremely, awesomely full that no one else could.

      Brandon watched my hands claw at the bedspread, my body writhing with a smile.

      “I’m going to come inside Aaron when you move on to Slade and Hawk. I’m going to watch them pull more and more orgasms from one beautiful mate while fucking the other, and then I’m gonna bite him and he’s going to bite me and make me his mate.”

      “Yeah?” Aaron said, stilling for a moment. His eyes flicked from one to the other of us, and when Brandon nodded, the sweetest smile spread across his face. It took him a little while to recover, the expression on his face tugging hard at my heart. We needed to do more to get that happening on the regular, because he was radiant.

      “You ready, Jules?” he said finally, coming back to the task at hand.

      I clutched Brandon’s hand and then nodded.

      Aaron was the complete opposite to Finn, moving forward in shorter strokes, his hand coming down on the bed to balance himself, his face flushing as he struggled to control himself. I wrapped my legs around his barrel chest, and Brandon’s palm covered Aaron’s as he worked himself deeper.

      “She’s going to feel so good, be so full, her pussy stretched tight around you,” Brandon said.

      “Stop, you’ll make me spurt,” Aaron gasped.

      I tugged him down, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing those full lips. “So come,” I said. “Fuck me, fill me, bite me, the rest doesn’t matter. If I don’t come, that’ll just make me hungrier for the others. Just take, Aaron. Don’t worry about anything else.”

      He let out a groan that sounded heart breaking, his cock surging forward and filling me, just as Brandon had said, his hips starting to move back and forth. Fuck! The guys loved to play with my g-spot, loving how wet it got me, the way I squirmed as they stroked it. But with Aaron’s dick, there was no avoiding it. The rough strokes dragged so firmly against it, I was panting and crying out as the sensation rode the lovely edge between pleasure and pain.

      “He’s getting you right where you need it,” Brandon said, turning my neck to one side. He licked his tongue along the length as Aaron sped up, dragging me along for the ride, his hard body slapping into my clit with each thrust. “You feel like you could just burst, don’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “So burst for me, my queen, burst all over his huge, aching cock.”

      Brandon struck as swift as a snake, biting down on the flesh between my neck and shoulder, and it was as if his venom contained more than some kind of pseudo-mystical ability to join two souls. My body erupted at his command, my back bowing as the waves slammed through me, my cries coming out as choked growls.

      Because it was perfect. Aaron was perfect as he struggled to continue, the glorious cloud of spine-tingling pleasure I felt infectious, carrying him off and over the point of no return, his cock jerking inside me as he exploded. Brandon licked the site of his bite as Aaron pulled me onto the bed, keeping me locked around him as they lay on either side of me.

      “She’s ours now, love,” Aaron said, his hazel eyes glowing golden in the light.

      That was the significance of this act, I realised. Apart from mystical wolves in the skies and vague prognostications, the act of the men being able to mark me had a different weight to it than me marking them. They got to be the ones to reach out, take me, claim me, and I knew exactly how that felt. Left to our own devices, some people would want to make mating marks, and some people would want to receive them, with some overlap between. But we didn’t get a choice, not here, not in Sanctuary, not in Leifgart. I looked over at Jack, who sat in his chair with his foot resting on his knee, his face half wreathed in cigarette smoke, and wondered…

      But not for long. Slade tugged me away, and Brandon rolled in to take my place, his kisses slow but persistent, until Aaron rallied and started fisting Brandon’s hair. I ended up resting against Slade’s leg, my head in his lap.

      “You like to watch that, don’t you?” Slade said, stroking my hair.

      “I like to watch all of you. Watching Brandon and Aaron is no different than watching you. I love all of you.”

      He smiled at that, a curious kind of peace in it, despite the feel of his hard cock under my head.

      “Then watch what’s happening to your boy.”

      I turned to look at where he pointed and saw Hawk was crouched on the bed, his hand idly tugging his cock as he watched the proceedings. This is wrong, I thought. It’s too much like the first time—Slade ordering him around, Hawk grateful for our scraps. He still doesn’t feel like he can join in on things, not like he does with Jack.

      I winced at that. I was trying so damn hard to be cool and groovy about the complexities in our relationship, but this killed me. I knew academically that he and Jack had a circle of trust built over many years, which probably resulted in that intensity between them, but it didn’t stop me from envying it. I wanted to sit Jack down and ask him how he did it, interview him until I felt like I had a repertoire of skills to get through to Hawk, but that’s not what was needed.

      He is newest to your pack but doesn’t have the alpha energy of his mate, my Tirian said. Perhaps he is waiting to be chosen?

      Chosen? I tilted my head. I felt that same ache in my sternum that had so plagued me outside the ruins. I watched him silently, then looked around to see what he saw. Finn lying half-asleep on the bed, his eyes heavily lidded as he observed us, like a lion surveying his pride. Aaron and Brandon were getting hotter and hotter, kissing and clawing each other with everything they had, until Brandon broke away, pushing Aaron down on the bed as he retrieved the lube from one of the bags, then made a big show of popping the lid and working the contents along his dick. Slade held me, and Jack watching the proceedings, the grand ringmaster surveying the chaos he’d stirred. Where was Hawk in all of this? The easiest thing for him would have been to throw himself into Jack’s arms, but he didn’t. It was then that I think I understood Jack’s actions. As uncomfortable as this was for Hawk, he was stepping back, letting his lover step forward.

      Slade smiled when I sat up and kissed him, then both of us turned to look at Hawk. “You gonna take a new courtier, princess?”

      “Yeah. That OK?”

      He looked inordinately pleased to be asked, which made me scratch my fingers through his beard, rub my thumb against his bottom lip. He sucked it in, then released it, shooting me a wicked smile.

      “You go where you need to, as long as you come back to me.”

      I dropped another kiss on his lips and then got to my feet.

      “Hawk.”

      I said his name quietly, but his eyes darted to me in an instant, so quickly, I wondered if he had been waiting. I padded across the floor towards him, feeling the light and the air caress my skin as I went. My neck stung, blood crusted the bites I wore, but I felt strong as I walked towards him. As I reached out, he stood, moving closer until he loomed above me. I placed a hand on his chest and then felt it.

      Not the great torrent of emotion my mates gave me, rather it was a subtle thing, a thin thread of longing shot through with fear. I didn’t like either much, so I wrapped my hand around his neck and pulled his head down.

      The first brush of his lips was like the falling of snow—soft, silent, and carrying with it a weight that shut out everything else. There was only the whistle of his breath, the sound of our lips moving, the faint wetness that came from inside our mouths as the kiss deepened. I drew back finally after who knows how long, placing my head on his chest and listened to the rapid beat of his heart.

      “This is it,” I said. “Unless you tell me otherwise, I’m marking you and you’ll mark me. You OK with that?”

      He tilted my head back, so I looked into his eyes, and he held my gaze for a moment before stroking my cheek.

      “Don’t worry for me, Jules. I’ve been waiting my whole bloody life for this.”

      “But we’ll… We’ll be able to touch you and tap into the way you feel. It won’t be just you and Jack anymore. You’ll have to let all of us in. We’ll—”

      “Jules.” He waited until I fell silent, then continued. “You make it sound like a bad thing. Maybe people will stop projecting shit onto me. Half the time, I’m just zoning out, or thinking about what I’m gonna do about the clutch that keeps slipping in the ute, and people are rushing in thinking I’m crying my heart out or some shit.” He stroked my hair, then rubbed his thumb over my cheek. “You know I’ve wanted a woman for a mate for a long time, but the thing that’s gotten missed in Jack’s version of the story is that I’ve never met anyone I wanted to take that step with. Mating hunts? Sure, but that’s just instinct. Fucking? Plenty I would have given a go if they could cope with me and Jack. But tying myself to someone for the rest of my life? Hoping we’d set up a home together, being a part of a pack, maybe having some kids someday? Never. Not for one second have I felt there was someone I could do that with until I met you. Mark me, don’t mark me, I’m tracking you until the end of days, Jules. Unless you kick me to the curb, I’m here, with you and the pack forever.”

      Then he just looked into my eyes and waited for my response. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth as my brain processed what he had to say. He didn’t fidget or look away, though I felt the thread of fear inside him grow stronger. I moved automatically as soon as I felt that, my instincts knowing what to do even as my mind fought to catch up.

      I herded him back against the bed, forced him to sit down on the edge when the backs of his legs hit it, and climbed astride when he was settled. I followed his lead, maintaining eye contact as my hands roamed his chest. I watched his lips drop open as I pinched one nipple, then the other, before sliding my hand down. But he caught it, holding it where it was just over his heart.

      “No, Jules,” he said when my other went to grab his hard cock. “Like yes, afterwards. If you want to. Fuck. I didn’t think I’d ever knock back sex from you, but…” He took a deep breath and pulled my hand up and laid the sweetest kiss on my palm. “I want to feel it.”

      “It’s going to hurt.”

      “It already hurts,” he said. “The waiting, the wondering, the feeling of separation. When I saw you join with the others, that was fucking beautiful. I don’t want to be thinking about my dick or your cunt gripping it tight. I just want you.”

      Tears pricked at my eyes as that bald honesty hit me. Hawk was such a fucking enigma, floating under the radar and then saying shit like this that tore my heart in two.

      “Of course, love.”

      The endearment felt a little stiff and odd in my mouth, but with practise, I was sure that would change. I felt almost shy pulling his hair to one side, the brown skin bare and vulnerable, but the venom pooled on my tongue, more than ready to do this. He shivered when I licked the skin, coating it with the burn, testing his reaction. I pulled back at his hiss.

      “I can take you into the psychic space or—”

      “No.” He yanked my head back down, pressing my head down into the curve of his neck. “Do it, Jules, please.”

      It was a curious thing, to mark someone without being swept away by sex or metaphysical bullshit. Instead, my focus became crystal clear. I could feel the hard weight of his thighs pressing against mine, heard the rhythmic hiss of his breath, smelt that musky piney scent of his, and felt the anticipation. I could feel the need throbbing through him, waiting for me to strike.

      I put my hands on his shoulders and leant in, taking a chunk of his skin between my teeth. His arms wrapped around me, as if to stop me from pulling away, but that was never going to happen. I shut my eyes, told him I loved him inside my mind, and bit down.

      “Unh!”

      His grunt didn’t tell me if it was from pleasure or pain, but he dragged me down on him as my teeth pierced his flesh. Blood and venom ran like fire across his skin, and then it came. Throbbing, relentless, endless, Hawk came tumbling down the link.

      It was like seeing colour for the first time. Still waters had always run deep here, but I was about to find out how much. Exhilaration, pain, exultation, satisfaction, and love, so much love. I’d had all of my other mates’ lavish attention on me, show me their love, bring me into them, and even then, I was not prepared for Hawk. His similarity to Jack became immediately apparent as all he was slammed into me, filling me up in ways I hadn’t known I needed. We were spiralling up. He could feel my reaction to him, which just brought a smug sense of gratification, but it wasn’t a selfish thing. He wasn’t congratulating himself—he congratulated us.

      I opened my eyes and looked down at my new mate. I felt like an explorer who’d discovered a whole new continent that had previously been hidden. There was an excitement, a wonder, but mostly just straight up fucking awe. I could spend the rest of my days trying to get to know more about Hawk, and I’d probably never plumb those depths.

      “Is this the way it’s always been?” I asked after opening my eyes. Blood trickled down his neck, his face was pale, but I’d never seen him look more beautiful. I stroked him because I needed to touch him like I needed to take a breath. “Hawk?”

      “Now you know,” he said, taking my hand. “I love you, Jules. There are no other women for me. Just you.”

      “So, make me yours,” I said.

      He knew what was happening today, but I could see the conflict in his eyes as he considered the idea.

      “You don’t—”

      He pulled me forward, just wrapping his arms around me and holding me for a moment. Then his hand slipped down between my legs. I frowned for a second, unsure of what he was doing, until I felt the rapid flick of my clit.

      “Hawk…” I tried to protest, but the pleasure began to twist inside me. “You don’t have to.”

      “But I want to,” he said, moving in close until his lips almost touched mine. “You want me to. Man, you really like my dick.”

      Fucking psychic bonds. I could have lived without him picking that up.

      “I thought you guys only got emotions down the bond,” I said.

      “Yeah, and the emotion I’m getting right now is you loving my dick. It’s OK, baby…” He was teasing me, placing little kisses on my lips until I relented and kissed him back. “I love giving it to you.”

      I intended to say something brutal, but that was shoved to one side as he did just that, dragging my hips down as his thrust up.

      “Oh,” was all I managed to get out instead.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said as I began to move of my accord, wanting more of that thick length inside me.

      Y’see, I loved all of my mates’ dicks. Many were all-purpose awesome, some were decadent treats I could only enjoy sometimes, some were on the secret waitlist for my first forays into butt sex, and some were gonna be on the outside there—unless I developed a whole lot more sphincter flexibility. But Hawk, just on the down low, was one of my favourites. Because I didn’t get it on the regular, due to the nature of our relationship, but mostly because he had all of Aaron’s girth, filling me up to the point of extreme pleasure shaded with just a little pain, without the tendency to high five my cervix with frightening regularity. His hands tightened around my waist when he worried that I was going to pull off him, but that was not happening. I slid back down, frowning as shivers ran up my spine, my mouth falling open.

      “Slade,” he said, darting a look over his shoulder.

      I couldn’t wonder why, caught up as I was in this slow, meandering dance of desire, but I soon found out when Slade captured my arms as I raised them above my head. He cupped my breasts as I moved, rubbing those callused fingers over my nipples.

      “You’re gonna come for Hawk, aren’t you, love?”

      I nodded, a quick frantic thing. His words, his hands slipping down to play with my clit as Hawk focussed on thrusting up into me, forcing the pace to pick up, all of it made that fate inevitable.

      “And he’s going to bite down on you right as you come, push you over the edge, mark you as his.”

      I kept agreeing, wanting more of this story. It sounded glorious.

      “And then I’m going to pluck our exhausted, beautiful mate from his lap and lay her on the bed.”

      “To sleep?” I said hopefully. My body was starting to feel the strain of so much sex. My legs were beginning to shake, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop. The burn inside me demanded to be rubbed, pushed, thrust up against, the need almost an entity in itself.

      “Soon, love, so soon. You’re doing so well, so beautiful. You look like a goddess, taking her pleasure. Only a couple more to go.”

      My moan was an incoherent hymn to pleasure and pain. I was going to come again, that I knew. Orgasm was a sulky beast with Hawk, the sheer friction of him inside me coupled with any kind of clit action was gonna get me somewhere explosive. It just hovered in the corner of my consciousness, but became more and more persistent as we fucked. Like now.

      “How you doing, mate? She’s getting close.”

      “So am I,” Hawk growled.

      He rolled us over and threw me down on the bed without breaking our connection, my legs wrapping around him. “Fuck!” I cried as my spine began to lengthen. It’s coming, I’m coming, so, so close.

      “Hawk!” I yelped.

      “Gotcha, babe.”

      He thrust and he thrust and he thrust, his hard abdomen grinding into my clit with every stroke, and then it happened. He paused for a second, as if to prevent the inevitable.

      “I love you so fucking much, Jules,” he said, and then he struck.

      My cunt convulsed around him as he pulled screams from me, my whole body shaking with waves of pleasure as his fangs dug into my shoulder.

      The bite created some kind of sonic boom inside us. Me, Hawk, we were both picked up and tumbled roughly together, meshed in ways I couldn’t follow as it happened so quickly, and then we were spat out.

      I was in Tirian form, and so was he. He was a big, darker grey beast, his eyes glowing like green embers in the darkness. He strode over to my side, thrusting his muzzle into my fur, his teeth closing over my skin. My Tirian growled at that, but he stood firm, not hurting me, but not backing down either. Finally, our head snapped around and our teeth grabbed the same place in his ruff. Each held onto the other until the world shattered.

      Where there were two wolves, now there was one. Hawk’s and my consciousnesses collided uncomfortably, doing something we’re not used to, but our Tirians had no such issues with. Their melding seemed almost a natural state, if the steady thrum inside this body was anything to go by. Then we began to run.

      So much bigger, so much more powerful, our strides ate the ground beneath us. Wolflantis hovered there on the horizon, coming closer with each thud of our paws. Something shifted in the black water, as if summoned by our previous escapades with the portal, something sinuous. Red lights winked into being all along the far coast, more of those fucking ghost wolves, and we were running straight towards them. The black sun fell lower and lower in the sky, as it always did when we came here, and I felt our body stretch and bunch, running harder, faster to catch it.

      We had to bite the sun, the venom flowing freely from our mouths with the need to do so, each drop that hit the dark earth beneath us creating pinpoints of light. A glowing trail marked our passing as we raced faster and faster. An errant tentacle rose from the water’s surface as if to prevent us, the red eyes of the ghost wolves bobbed and wove as they grew more agitated, but on we ran. The land soon gave out, becoming soft and powdery like sand. That didn’t slow us as we approached the water’s edge. Our powerful haunches coiled and then we—

      “Jules?”

      I came to on the bed, in Hawk’s arms, both of us blinking as the world faded back in.

      “You were screaming, love,” Slade said, pushing my hair back from my face.

      I paid little mind to that, turning in Hawk’s embrace to kiss him, gratified when I saw the replete expression on his face, then I moved to Slade. Hawk sank into the bed, half asleep by the time I kissed my other mate.

      “Jules, what—?”

      I silenced Slade with a kiss, and another and another, until he stopped trying to talk and just stared at me muzzily, eyes glassy with lust. I smiled at the sight of it, and then made my move.

      Slade had a lovely body. Not quite as big as say Aaron or Hawk, but every muscle was clearly defined. I traced the curves of his deltoids down to his bulging biceps, drew his collarbones and around his pecs, following the shallow hollow that divided his abs, right down to his cock. His breath came out rough as I stroked that rigid length. Slade was a great mate, waiting all this time for me to be done, stroking me and giving me pleasure as I finalised my relationships with the rest of the pack. Now it was his turn.

      “No, Jules, don’t I’ll… unh!”

      I dropped down low before him as a sign of respect and while there, took the throbbing length of his cock into my mouth.

      “Fuck, Jules, you’ll make me come too fast!”

      I ignored his plea and the soft feel of his hands on my hair while I worked my mouth up and down. His groans grew louder as I sped up, growing sharp as I let my tongue flicker along his length. I pushed him to the point of distraction until he shoved me away.

      I reclined on my elbows. He was so fucking beautiful right now—his chest heavy, his muscles tight as he fought his twitching dick for control. It was so red and aching, the veins standing out proud. I relished the moment his mouth twisted into a snarl once he’d mastered himself and then prowled over to me.

      “You’re mine,” he rumbled. I didn’t reply, just smiled insolently, loving the way that made the green shine in his eyes. “This is it, Jules. There’s no coming back from this.”

      “I don’t want to come back from this.”

      For a moment, I considered my life back in Melville. It was a good life, one I could have died happy with if the drought hadn’t come. But this? I glanced around the room at my guys, watching me or sleeping. Brandon was now ploughing into Aaron, both men a picture of bliss. I watched their bodies slap together as their pace grew faster and faster, Brandon’s face a mask as his lips peeled back from his fangs, blood running down his neck. I tugged Slade to me, his body a comforting weight on mine, then becoming something much more exciting as he worked his dick inside me.

      “Always wanted to do this,” he said, as he began to move, his pace slow, way too slow. “My mouth fills with venom every time I get close to you.”

      “Slade.”

      Finn’s voice was a low growl, but Slade ignored him and persisted. He pushed himself up on his hands, watching me closely as he thrust, his smile appearing when he saw me squirm underneath him. It was the weirdest sensation, having none of the frantic clawing I’d had with everyone else, instead it was an almost lazy experience.

      Slade dropped down lower as he moved, and my head turned to one side instinctively, something that pleased him. “That’s it, princess,” he said, then ran his tongue along my neck. The venom made the already bruised skin ache and throb, but I didn’t pull away. My arms wrapped around him, holding him to me so we were forced to slither together.

      “You ready, love?”

      His pace had increased a bit, and there was an extra grind at the end of each stroke, something that had my poor abused clit throbbing. But she rallied, the little trooper, coming back for more each time. Slade studied me like a map, noting every micro expression, every gasp, subtly altering his strokes until it all bubbled up.

      Slade was beautiful with his eyes burning into mine, so fucking full of love, it hurt to look at him, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away. Orgasm broke like rain over the both of us, Slade’s face becoming intensely vulnerable as it came, as I’m sure I looked. Our bodies sent gentle waves of all-encompassing pleasure, the experience lengthened by the slow pace. As I felt the final spurts of his cum, he bent down and bit me.

      Something vibrated deep inside me at this, a single note plucked that only I could hear. The burn of his venom, the pain of his bite, it was all subsumed by this. I laid Slade down beside Hawk, both looking so tired now. I reached over to place a kiss on each of their foreheads.

      “Love you,” Slade mumbled, then his eyes closed.

      “Love you,” I replied, meaning him, meaning all of them.

      I patted his shoulder and then rolled to my feet.

      “Jules,” Finn said, and I turned, following his gaze to watch the moment Brandon marked Aaron. They were almost sobbing at this point, Aaron’s cock jerking in time with Brandon’s strokes, Brandon about to fuck the cum out of him again, something he was well aware of. His fingers clawed at Aaron’s shoulders, his mouth a perfect O of pleasure as his strokes grew increasingly erratic, his cries rising in intensity, but his attention remained on the other man’s pleasure. His hand reached around, grabbing the other man’s dick right at the moment his fangs buried themselves in Aaron’s neck.

      Brandon looked like a feeding lion, blood trickling from his mouth and mixing with his venom, the results dripping down Aaron’s chest, and then they came. Brandon’s mouth was forced free as his fingers clamped down on Aaron’s hip and cock, both men going rigid as it hit them. Aaron’s roar filled the room as jet after jet of cum shot over the bed, Brandon’s joining his as he twitched and shook as it rolled through them. They collapsed on the bed like they’d run a marathon, mouths going to each other’s as they gasped for breath before flopping back in each other’s arms.

      “One more,” Finn said, his eyes heavily lidded. I think he’d been waiting, watching, making sure everyone was OK, despite the exhaustion weighing on him. I moved over and kissed him, his lips soft before we both looked up.

      Jack sat in his chair, a cigarette burning unheeded between his fingers. He was a king on his throne, and from the faint smile on his face, the proceedings pleased him. Or did they? The guys had all been careful to give each other space during this, but was Jack letting Hawk do his thing unimpeded, or was there something else going on there?

      I got to my feet, padding over to him, and his eyes followed my every jiggle. I refused to be concerned about that. I was wreathed in venom and blood and other men’s cum, but when he slid open his zipper and pulled out his cock, it was rigid. He held out his hand and I took it as he surveyed every inch of me while he slowly stroked his dick.

      “Look at you,” he said. “Every inch the queen now.”

      With Jack, it was always hard to tell if he was serious or joking. Those glittering eyes, that twist of a smile, but as I leant in closer, feeling the subtle signs of anticipation in him, I knew it was probably both. My brittle Jack couldn’t just let this happen, couldn’t just surrender to me. He had to fight it at every inch, despite craving it with all he had.

      “Come to claim me as your courtier now?” His eyebrow lifted in question.

      “If that’s what you want.”

      That wasn’t the right response. I wanted to give him a choice, not box him into a corner, but as I watched him stiffen, his eyes darting, I knew that wasn’t what he wanted.

      “Get those jeans off. Don’t want them any higher than your ankles.”

      I channeled Brandon in my command, and Jack seemed surprised when he moved to obey. But that golden flesh was soon revealed, his cock slapping hard against his lean stomach when he settled back. The casual arrangement of his limbs, the impudent expression all said he was going to resist this, stir shit up like always, but that wasn’t happening.

      “You want me to bite you, take you as my mate and then you want to return the favour.”

      I distracted him from the statement by placing my knee up on the arm of the chair, not far away from his elbow. As expected, his eyes dropped down to the damp flesh I revealed. His smile faltered, his gaze hungry as he took in my wet cunt. I liked that even though I’d racked up a whole lot of frequent flyer miles with the hairy credit card today, they still wanted more.

      “Yes,” he hissed. To my statement? To my body? It wasn’t clear, but it didn’t matter. I pushed his chin up and took his lips in a kiss, feeling his fangs grate against mine. The cigarette was abandoned, both hands going to my waist as the kiss deepened. His mouth was ravenous, his tongue thrusting in my mouth as he dragged me onto his lap. I kissed my way down his jaw until my nose was pushed into the soft fall of his hair. Venom trailed along the skin, a herald of what was to come. He thrust up against me as he felt the burn while I worked my body against his, spreading my slick down his hard length.

      “Wait…” he gasped as I caught the skin of his neck between my teeth. “Jules…!”

      His fingers grabbed at me, clawing at my skin, fighting to hold me off, but this felt as inevitable as the sun rising. We needed to mate, become a pack, formalise the bonds. The same aching chest feeling as outside the ruins was beating down hard on me now.

      “Jules!”

      The whip crack of my name had me shaking my head, and it took some time to clear before I looked down to see Jack holding me back, his eyes wide with anger, fear, and lust.

      “Fuck,” I said, pulling away. “Jack, I’m sorry. I got really carried away.”

      “I could see that. Fuck, you’re strong.”

      I settled down on the arm of the chair. I saw him stiffen and draw back, eyes kept resolutely down, but I reached out anyway. I just stroked his hair, focussing only on the slip of it between my fingers, the slow hiss of the men’s breathing as they rested. Then his head tilted up, his eyes shining with suspicion.

      “How do I know you won’t get carried away again?”

      “You don’t,” I replied badly, but kept stroking his hair until he snatched my fingers away, but he just held them against his chest. “You don’t know that with either of us. But you said something, and I stopped, so that’s not what’s worrying you.”

      “Not worried,” he mumbled in the way that men do that indicates that’s exactly what was happening.

      “Can I sit on your lap? This chair is digging into my butt.”

      “Not sure if this will be any more comfortable,” he said with a leer, eyes flicking to his dick.

      “I’m willing to chance it.”

      His arms went around me as I settled, and when I looked up, the surly expression had given way to a spooked one. He watched me with something like awe when I leant back against his arm.

      “Mark me,” I said.

      “What?”

      “Something about this is worrying you. Either tell me what it is, or mark me.”

      His eyes instantly flicked to my neck, telling me what he had chosen, even if he was still processing what I was saying.

      “Bite me, Jack, if that’s what you want. Make me your mate, bind me to you and to Hawk.”

      He shifted in his chair, so that the two of us faced each other. One of my legs was now curled up against the back of the seat, the other splayed wide and trailing down to the floor, and his eyes were drawn down again. His fingers edged towards where his eyes dwelled, sliding up my thigh.

      I let my sigh out really slowly, so as not to spook him again, and finally he looked up.

      “What if this doesn’t work?”

      What? The bite? Us? Him and the guys? I had a lot of questions, but couldn’t ask them. He might sit there, for all intents and purposes looking like a guy very into what was happening between us, but hitting him with a deluge of qualifiers was just as likely to send him running. I looked at his eyes and realised all of the above applied, and a whole lot more. He might rampage through life acting like a prick, but Jack was no stranger to anxiety. I took a breath, remembering the peace and quiet of the bower, and then all those beautiful, horrible, little scraps of a love that had been torn to pieces, but endured in that rusty old box.

      “Jack,” I said, knowing what needed to be said now. “The pack is a bower.”

      I could count the times I surprised Jack into this kind of open, vulnerable expression on one hand, but I treasured each of them. Those sharp green eyes that saw everything searched mine, a terrible kind of hope growing there, side by side with his customary wariness.

      Let me be able to live up to this, I prayed fervently, to who, I didn’t know. Don’t let me be the one to take this hope away.

      “It’ll be a bower we build together, a bower that no one but us can break. It’ll live, shine within each and every one of us, and all of us will be able to protect it. You won’t have to fight on your own.”

      Jack’s eyes stared into mine for god knows how long, shifting from the already grass green to the luminous of his Tirian. His beast looked out at me, and I stared back.

      I was strong, but I was untrained. I was organised, but I’d never had to lead anyone other myself and my dog through anything. I was walking with the guys into certain danger with not enough planning, strategies, weapons or any other predictor of success. I was—the pack was—on paper hopeless, and yet I could meet Jack’s gaze squarely and know we’d all do our fucking damnedest to make sure we all made it out alive. And Jack had to make the call, to choose this or walk away. I couldn’t do anything else.

      So when he yanked me close, branding my mouth with his, I was surprised, relieved, and elated by turns. Jack had made his big gesture at the ruins, opened his heart, but it was only now that I knew this was going to be permanent. A deep satisfaction I hadn’t expected to feel welled up. It dominated my thoughts and my feelings as I moved, as he moved. Hands dragging through hair or sliding up thighs, it didn’t much matter. I felt a powerful throb within me with each of my guys today, but it seemed fitting that Jack would be the finale. He might always be the show pony, but he delivered. When we finally pulled back, panting as we regarded the other, he nodded. “Now, Jules.”

      I pulled my hair away from my neck in response, and he drew me closer so I straddled his hips. He held his cock with one hand, shuffling our bodies to line us up, and then pulled me down in one incredible stroke. As I gasped at the sudden intrusion, his mouth sought my neck, teeth and lips teasing the skin there for a moment as his hips shifted in small strokes, and then he bit me.

      We chased the black sun, the great obsidian orb rising and rising, while we sprinted faster and faster to try and catch it. It would burn us whole, consume with no thought, but we strove with everything we had to reach it. We got to the water’s edge, saw the star begin to rise, and then we leapt. Our fangs closed around that swirling mass of black fire, and then it all exploded.

      We were spiralling, up and up and up, seven points of light careening around each other, bouncing off each other as we streamed. We were reaching for the stars, every petty fight and struggle left behind, burned away by the fire within us. When I glanced back, I saw a dim red light, far below on the ground, tethered by whatever it was that held it down.

      Sylvan, I thought. He was like a tiny anchor, trying to drag us back. Not deliberately, there was no intent there, just the unconscious purpose that thrummed within him. As if summoned by my conceptualisation of him as an anchor, a thin thread that bound me to him appeared, slowing me down. I still flew through the air with my pack, but I lagged, dropping lower and lower. My heart screamed as I watched my men fly past me, feeling and tasting each one of their particular essences as they passed. I glanced down again at the rope, and felt a godawful anger.

      Sylvan was a fucking millstone around my neck, literally. The ache of that first fucking bite, where he’d bit me while I was still human, flared again hard, as if to keep me where I was supposed to be.

      Fuck that.

      I’d been jerked around by him, by prophecies, by unknown genetic quirks, by seers, by psychic attacks, even by mysterious wolf gods since I got to Sanctuary. I was done. I transformed from a ball of light into human form, still lit from within, my hands an unearthly green as I grabbed the rope and tugged. I grit my teeth, feeling like a furnace flared within me, burning hot as I put everything I had into this—breaking the bond or pulling Sylvan along with us.

      Then I remembered the green-eyed woman I’d seen in his dreams. He was already bonded to whoever the fuck Branwen was, this link between us an artificial one created for some mystical bullshit reason, and I was done with it. I let the fire inside me burn hotter and hotter, my whole being now one of heat and light. Then, the bond broke.

      I shot through the darkness, arrowing through space beyond countless stars, to join the radiant constellation of my mates. But I didn’t slow when I reached them. Instead, I swept past, catching them in my wake as we kept flying higher. There was nothing to see here, nothing but blackness and pinpricks of lights, yet some internal compass had me flying up. Then those great red eyes appeared.

      I felt twinges of fear, of protectiveness at the sight of them. Unlike the Great Black Wolf I’d seen in visions, this one encompassed the whole sky. His mouth opened, his tongue lolling out in a wolfish smile, his white teeth shining brighter than the stars.

      I should have been terrified. This was a Wolf God. He looked like galaxies hid like fleas within the sable of his coat, but for some reason, I hung in the space before him with the guys at my sides, and felt no such sensible fear. We were fucking pack. Nothing was going to take us down now, not even divine creatures. I threw back my head and howled my disdain, now in Tirian form, the guys joining in. Our howls rose, twining together to become one note, ringing out throughout the universe. We were giving the Black Wolf notice. We were here, and we were done cringing away from this fucking shit.

      The Great Wolf reacted predictably, straightening up from wherever he stood on the fundaments of known space, the hunch of his shoulder, the angle of his head indicating an attack was imminent. I felt the clamouring whispers of concern, of worry, but I held firm. I was not bowing down before these motherfuckers. We were strong, so fucking strong. We were a Great Wolf in ourselves.

      Thought controlled reality here as I felt the lot of us meld and mesh until we were just that. It was a confusing thing as suddenly my brain was full of a million clamouring thoughts and feelings. I eyed the Great Black Wolf taking ponderous steps towards us as I struggled to hold on under the onslaught. Run, stay, fight, stop, hide, fade, go back to reality, howl, cry, rock in the corner, snarl our disdain—each thought or feeling smashed into me, screaming that it was the way forward.

      Enough!

      I nearly cried from the relief the command brought, but it was not mine. Instead, I felt the warm woody presence of Finn and his alpha control bring order. We now faced down the Black Wolf united.

      We ran towards the great beast, paws somehow gaining traction on the great nothingness we hovered in, while the Great Black Wolf tossed his head and then did the same. It was then that I saw the error of our ways. We might be a Great Wolf now, combined of the essences of the seven of us, but he was so much more. Having been fed on the souls of countless people, they were like tiny winking stars within his coat as he approached, growing larger and larger. It was then the constant thread of fear burst through, the new evidence of threat forcing it past Finn’s order.

      It didn’t matter. Our body contained a momentum now, and we were being sucked into the Black Wolf’s orbit, no more able to fight him than gravity. He paused as the realisation struck us, his grin hungry now. Then, like some kind of horrific snake, the details of the Great Black Wolf grew fuzzy and obscure, until only the red eyes and yawning jaws were truly visible. They grew exponentially bigger, large enough to swallow the world, all the worlds, all of existence on all the planes of reality. I thought of Morgan and his mates, the men who we’d seen face down the Great Wolf in the cave under the Volken city, and the way they’d faced down the beast, not willing to sacrifice their bond, drawing strength from each other as they were swallowed down. It felt like I collected everyone to me, holding them close to my chest, murmuring reassurances as we ploughed on.

      This was horrific, a bad trip gone wrong, but it seemed we were on a track and could not change it, so I focussed on our bond. If we were to go, so soon after becoming a pack, they would go with my love. I pushed it out into every single one of them—the most complete and radical acceptance I could muster. Instead of the incoming threat, I concentrated on them, all the memories, sensations, feelings, thoughts, needs, wants, and desires I’d ever had for each and every one of them, including the way they cared for each other. From the platonic mateship of Finn and Slade, to the burning, all-encompassing love of Jack and Hawk. They were everything now as the world narrowed down to just us. And then we hit the Great Wolf.

      Being swallowed was not what I expected. It wasn’t a physical peristaltic process. We weren’t chewed and then gulped down. Instead, we disappeared into a place of complete blackness. It was cold, dark nothingness.

      I reached for my mates, but of course, could not find them. This was the void, and bonds and relationships didn’t exist there. And yet, I couldn’t stop reaching for them. Where it had been a conscious thing beforehand, needing an intention to reach out to one of them, now it was as automatic as breathing. I kept searching for them, my body, my brain aching as I did so.

      While hanging in a vacuum did a lot to focus your attention on what you could feel, mine became pain and need. My stupid brain wouldn’t let up, insisting over and over that the guys were here, that I just needed to reach out to them, the pain growing sharper and sharper with each minute. I wanted to cry, scream, claw at my skull, anything to make it stop, but I didn’t have any of those things anymore. I was just a tiny mote of consciousness, flickering painfully in the darkness, about to burn herself out.

      This is the end, I thought, and the effort of forming those words just made the pain flare brighter. I can’t fight this. This was never meant to last. What makes me so special that I would form a pack of these men and be the centre of it? This is the way it all ends, for everyone. All you are winks out and then you’re no more than memories in other people’s minds. And who will mark my passing?

      If I’d had a body, I’d have closed my eyes and tossed it back, skydiving into the blackness, rushing towards my fate rather than fighting against it. I was rewarded for my surrender by a slow decrease in the pain. As it slipped away, so did I, until there was only one thought left of me.

      I love you.

      The words lit a match to the world and boomed in the darkness, sending shock waves out in the infinite space, something it shouldn’t be able to do. This place was the absence of everything, and I’d created something. As if invited in by that denial of this place’s fundamental physics, more rushed in. Warmth, need, desire, the guys’ consciousnesses all popped into being one by one, and as they did so, I felt my strength return.

      Are you OK?

      What the fuck is this place?

      Where did you go?

      How do we get out of here?

      I didn’t get a chance to answer any of them, and probably wouldn’t have wanted to. For the moment, I just basked in the fact that I could consider doing so. But that wasn’t enough. It never is for human beings. We are creatures of desire, and I desired to get the fuck out of here. I collected our consciousnesses together, and then…pushed.

      Like the Wizard of Oz, revealed as a small man behind his projections, the void tore and dissolved under our combined will, and for a moment, I saw the man that looked so like Sylvan staring out at us, his wolf skull helmet pulled down low across his eyes. And then we arrived, taking our human forms in a familiar landscape of endless white.

      Well done, the Great White Wolf said, emerging from the featureless landscape, green eyes first, then the rest of her body. You are pack.
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      When my eyes opened, I saw the shift of light in the room—or lack thereof—and realised that we’d been out for some time. I peeled myself off the bed, having no memory of moving from the chair to here, but several arms reached out and pulled me back down again. It was then that I heard the groans and rustles of my men waking.

      Jack woke first, looking up blearily, and took a moment to blink his vision clear before smiling when he saw me. His eyes trailed down until they came to the bite mark he’d left on me, and there they stayed. He tugged me down beside him until we were lying there face to face, his smile not faltering. It felt sweet and close, like we were a couple of teenagers who’d just found love or something. Then we heard Hawk’s groan.

      His head popped up over Jack’s shoulder, and his grin was a reflection of his lover’s when he saw us.

      “Congratulations,” he said.

      “To you too, love,” Jack said, and tugged his head down to kiss him.

      My clit, the little fucking Trojan, twitched at that, but I told her in no uncertain terms that there would be no more playing today, and tomorrow also had a question mark against it. I felt a deep, not entirely unpleasant ache up inside me that would need looking after in the next few days. Surely the good women of Sanctuary would have some sort of recipe for this, an ointment or salve to ease the pain of being very well used by your harem.

      And I was. I rolled onto my back on the bed, arms stretched out above me as I just relished that. I’d never had a day where I’d lost count of the orgasms I’d had before I came to Sanctuary, and I definitely wanted to revisit that when we got home. Shack up in our new place, lock the gate, and see just how far we could go…

      “Someone’s looking pleased with themselves.” Slade looked down at me with a smile, his eyes still crusted with sleep. “What’s got you thinking happy thoughts, princess?”

      I liked the way his hand slid across my abdomen possessively, like he had a right to it. Consent was king in Sanctuary, something I was bloody happy about, but I liked that we could start making assumptions about each other—that we did want each other, that we would, for the most part, welcome each other’s touch.

      But not right now.

      I grabbed his hand before it slid any further.

      “Sorry, but the vag is out of order until further notice.”

      He grinned and then kissed my forehead. “S’OK, love. I dunno if I’ve got another one of them in me. What the fuck was that?”

      “Good question,” Finn said, his voice scratchy. “That needs to be the first task on the list.” The others groaned at that, and it was now apparent everyone had woken up.

      “Glad you broke that bond with that fucker, Sylvan,” Aaron said. “Only one seer for this pack.” I glanced back to see Brandon’s smile, which quickly turned into a kiss.

      “So, who’s breaking the news to him?” Jack asked with a wicked grin.

      Hands went up all over the bed.

      “Well, while you guys are working out who gets to be arseholes to our only source of Volken intel, I’m having a bath. I saw some kind of bathroom back here,” I said, rolling off the bed.

      There was a simple wooden tub already filled with water, stone cold now, so I shivered as I dropped into it. Everything hurt, but I felt a burning need to get clean. We were bonded now, I didn’t have to keep walking around like I’d been rolling on the floor in a porn theatre.

      “You OK?”

      Brandon moved over to the bath, grabbing a washcloth and cleaning the blood from his neck. I was momentarily distracted by the trail of a single drop of water wending its way down his chest, but recovered and answered, “Yes.”

      It seemed like a manifestly inadequate word to use as a response, but I realised as I shivered, sluicing off the coarse lemon scented soap I’d lathered in, that all words were. How do you fucking describe metaphysical, sexual, bonding, giant wolf god experiences?

      He seemed to understand, dropping the cloth back into the tub, his grey eyes warm. “C’mon, I’ll dry you off.”

      And so, in the quiet of the late afternoon, my mate patted me dry with a towel worn soft with much use, and then we dressed, ready to face this feast the albino dudes wanted to hold for us and then Leifgart.

      

      “Ah, our Tirian guests, I…” Ralnor’s voice trailed off as he inspected the lot of us with wide eyes, the very pale irises standing out clearly in the early evening sunlight. “You’ve become a pack.”

      “Yes,” I said, feeling the guys move closely around me. It was as natural as breathing—this need to be close to each other.

      “Well, this is auspicious! We celebrate the pursuit of Branwen by Lonan at this time every year. To have such a successful hunt and the creation of a Tirian pack within our village brings us much honour.” He gestured to some of the women bustling around, bringing dishes out to be placed on long trestle tables. “Gitrud, Jana, bring our guests a drink immediately.”

      Branwen. My jaw tightened at the name of the woman I’d seen in Sylvan’s dreams.

      The women dropped down into neat curtseys and then rushed to do his bidding, coming back toting more tankards of the like given to Sylvan. Speaking of the Volken seer, where was the little bastard?

      “Sylvan?” Finn said. That was interesting. We weren’t quite in each other’s mental space, but there seemed to be a degree of groupthink happening here. “Where did the Volken seer go?”

      “Volken seer? The man with the blue eyes you left in the square?” If Ralnor looked chuffed before, now he was ecstatic. “Elen, Cynar, Mael! Bring the rugs and the best pillows. Not the ones from the meeting hall! They stink of your worthless hides! Yes, the ones in storage.” He turned to us and gestured expansively at the table of food. “I will have the seer brought before you forthwith. Please, come and eat! Formalising bonds can be exhausting, from what I’ve been told, and you plundered the old portal ruins.”

      “Thank fuck,” Slade murmured to me as we moved towards the table. “I’m about ready to eat the crotch out of a low-flying duck!”

      So, with that, we piled our plates with food, having missed meals all day. As if summoned by the offer of sustenance, Aaron’s men returned and joined the line, and the chatter as everyone served themselves was upbeat.

      “We’ve retrieved most of the important stuff, Moonie,” Johnno said, carefully forking food so as to not aggravate his injured side. “We’re bloody lucky these Uldareel--”

      “Uldariel,” Aaron corrected.

      “Whatever they are, they did us a good turn collecting our stuff. Sorted it all out, even picked up stray bullets and shit. We are short on food, though. We’ll need to see if we can buy something from them or start hunting.”

      “Good to know. I’ll follow up with Ralnor later, once everyone’s fed.”

      Ralnor buzzed around like a blur arsed fly, making sure the place of honour was set up just so, and then he ushered us over to what looked like a massive daybed, heaped with cushions. The seven of us ended up reclining against them, eating with concentration at first, then slowing down to savour the complex and unusual tastes as our bellies filled.

      “Ah,” Ralnor said as the sun began to set, his men now seated at the edges of the square, some eating with gusto, others toting tankards in one hand, yet more with arms wrapped around the waists of pretty girls. “The time of Branwen ends, and the time of Lonan begins. We celebrate the coming of the Great Wolf on this night, the longest night in the year, marking the time when his eternal pursuit of white Branwen threatens to come to an end, when he closes down on her heels, cornering her in her den, approaching her with a low growl.”

      Chuckles went around the square as Ralnor spoke the words with a theatrical flair. Some of his men growled as he spoke, their sounds muffled by the necks of their women.

      “Is this the year when Lonan brings his mate to ground, swallowing the light forever?” Two youths came running up in answer, dipping sticks wadded with fabric in the fire so they caught alight, then bringing the flames to their lips before spitting what was apparently a flammable liquid into it, sending great plumes of fire into the night sky.

      “We say no!”

      Cheers went up at this, the youths now dancing with considerable grace, some of the other younger members of the village running to join them. They twisted and twined, looking for all the world like flames personified.

      “Mead… mead… mead…!” cried the crowd as the dancers twirled, making circuit after circuit around the fire. Great brown bottles were handed out among those sitting down on chairs or cushions or even bare stone, and they took great swigs from the bottles before passing them on.

      “For your pack’s strength,” Ralnor said, handing one to us. It was huge and heavy, several litres at least. “May it bring strength to Branwen and allow the sun to shine again.”

      Hmm, I’d seen who they called Branwen—both in human and wolf form—and wasn’t entirely sure how the two meshed, as they seemed very different. I guess the same could be said for me and my Tirian, bossy bitch that she was.

      I merely refuse to accept the stupidity you have been raised to believe.

      Yeah, right.

      “Who the hell is Branwen?” Finn asked.

      I shared with my pack the vision I’d seen when in Sylvan’s head, which caused a shuffle of interest in the group.

      The guys started passing the mead, Aaron’s men particularly pleased at this.

      “Don’t go too hard,” Aaron warned. “We roll out at first light, with or without you.”

      They all said the right things, but the way the bottle was being distributed, I seriously doubted it. An opportunity to sleep somewhere safe from wildlife was not one to turn your nose up at. I reclined back as the young dancers pulled back from the fire and sat down in a loose ring, someone’s arms going around me. Brandon looked down at me with a smile, tugging me closer until I leaned against his chest. I felt a trill of something—pleasure, satisfaction, or some kind of combination of them both. There was a thread accompanying it, of this being something he’d foreseen or hoped for, but I wasn’t worried about Brandon’s seer abilities anymore, something that had him relaxing under me. I felt around in my jacket pocket for Brandon’s book. I still hadn’t managed to find the time to sit down and read, but was reassured by the weight.

      The sound of music had my head jerking around, and I saw that some of the men had evidently dug out their instruments. They played a strange skirling melody, but the slow sinuous beat was familiar enough. One of the young women got to her feet and began to dance, her hips and arms moving with a kind of taunting sassiness that soon got the attention of the rest of the group, including some of Aaron’s men.

      “Moonie, can we—”

      “No. This is obviously some kind of religious festival, and if you get involved, you might find yourself married or something. Think of all the attention you’ll get from the single women when you return home the conquering hero?” Aaron replied.

      But the young men of the village weren’t so constrained, several attempting to get to their feet to answer the challenge she threw down, but the first up wove the rest of them away. He stood for a second, just appreciating the girl’s movements, then started to perform a few of his own.

      It was like some kind of dance battle, I realised. The girl backed away from the boy, her steps intricate and mesmerising but moving faster and faster as the musicians struggled to keep up. The boy responded in turn, his steps growing more expansive as he pursued her. Lonan and Branwen, I thought as they spiralled around the fire, the black wolf chasing the white. Until this black wolf stumbled.

      The girl’s smirk was triumphant, her dance slowing to the previous more sinuous one, the music changing pace to match her. But not for long, the young men who had previously attempted to challenge her stood up, and the cycle began again.

      It was just kids dancing before a fire as alcohol was shared, something that happened all around the world. I’d done it a few times myself back in the day, but there was something compelling about it. Night had well and truly fallen by now, and since there were only dim lanterns around as an alternate light source, the fire caught your eyes and wouldn’t let go. I felt the guys straighten beside me, leaning forward as the dance began to spiral faster again with several men now trying their luck. Their coordinated approach resulted in plates being dropped on the ground before us, as eyes followed every way the men echoed and countered the girl’s moves.

      I heard the hum in my ears as the men closed in on the girl, her steps now beginning to fumble. The sound became a croon, seductive and enticing as she fought to keep her footing, forced to move faster to keep ahead of the guys. White hair flared out like white fur flashing, green eyes bright as lasers as she proclaimed her defiance. Men got to their feet at this, including a few of Aaron’s men, and it took a few sharp comments from a harried looking Aaron to get them to sit down. And then, she stumbled.

      The girl’s face was stricken for a moment as her arms waved in a futile attempt to stay upright, saved only by two of the men as they swooped in, wrapping their arms around her before her head hit the stones. She paused for a moment, as if unable to believe she’d been caught, before a smile spread across her face, and then both men crowded in to bestow kisses on her soft lips.

      “Ayash! Your daughter will have strong warriors from this pairing,” Ralnor exclaimed, and there was a chorus of back slapping and cheers amongst the Uldariel men, as if it was them that had been dancing up a storm. Then the next girl stood up.

      The bottle had been circulated way too many times, all of us rocking a nice buzz, which along with the full stomach and warm presence of my mates was a perfect way to end the day. The young people still danced, but the crowd participation had grown considerably more boisterous as the alcohol flowed. People shouted encouragement, for the girl or the boys or sometimes both, seemingly invested in the fight between the two rather than the inevitable capture. Then came her.

      She walked into the fire circle from the darkness between several buildings, and it immediately became clear why. No mere maid with pretty dance steps, this woman wore a uniform similar to the men—well-fitting black leather, though with strategic panels fitted to give the garment some stretch. And she’d need it. The remaining men stood, because on her head she wore the white skull of a wolf, its pelt forming a headdress that spilled down her shoulders. She called to the crowd in a long, yodelling howl that should have sounded ridiculous. Humans trying to match those eerie notes usually just sounded like someone who’d stubbed their toes on every piece of furniture in the house, but not her. My vision sharpened as I inspected her more closely. She had a decisive tilt to her head as she regarded the crowd with an imperious gaze I’d not seen in other Uldariel women, but other than that, she didn’t look any different to anyone else, with the exception of her clothes.

      Yet, when she moved, she did so not so much with the dance steps of the others, but more with the quick-footed movement of a wolf as it padded through the forest. My vision blurred. As I blinked, I saw for a moment a white wolf superimposed over the woman, which disappeared as soon as my eyes cleared.

      The hum rose as I felt the pressure on my bladder. I put the sound to one side, putting it down to yet more metaphysical bullshit as I faced a problem I hadn’t yet thought about—where the toilets were.

      “Guys, do you know where…”

      My voice trailed away as I saw their entire focus was on the fire now. Every single muscle quivered as they held themselves rigid. I might have a better chance of getting their attention if I stripped down and started running around naked, but I wasn’t completely sure of that. I shook my head and got to my feet, feeling it swim as I did so.

      “You OK?” Slade asked as I staggered slightly, but he didn’t wait for an answer as his eyes snapped back to the woman.

      Perhaps because now she did perform a dance, but it was no neat, precise thing like the other girls. It was more like when you see those avant-garde dancers performing some inscrutable combination of moves that you had no hope of understanding unless you were some kind of dance aficionado, but they were performed with such total passion, you half wished you were. The hum grew louder as she seemed to spell out clearly to the audience her disdain, her refusal to bow before the wall of menfolk before her.

      “Ralnor,” I said after I’d made my way up to the Uldariel leader. I caught his attention for a split second, but it soon returned to the fire. “Ralnor!”

      He turned deliberately, regarded me with those too pale eyes, and then pointed to the dark space between several buildings. Only now I realised the humming song was coming from the albino men.

      I didn’t have time to consider that in any depth, since my bladder, now that it had my attention, was not willing to give it up. I stumbled off in the direction he had pointed, trying to ignore the slight smile on his face as I did so. Whatever mead was, it was bloody strong. The world seemed to tilt and shift under each footfall.

      I should’ve been worried, walking down the dark alleyway between buildings, but the cool night air and the darkness was kind of soothing after the hot fire and the flush of alcohol. My hands clung to the rough whitewashed walls of the buildings as I walked, then I finally found a small building wreathed in lanterns that looked like an outhouse. I opened the door a crack and saw it was, and sighed with relief. I tried very hard not to think about third world plumbing and spiders and god knows what as I did what I needed to, then I head back outside, feeling glad I was still in one piece. Now, where was I going?

      “What are you doing, wandering around, little queen?”

      My eyes searched the darkness until Sylvan appeared, and the few beams of moonlight that made it down here appeared wholly centred on him, bleaching his skin a stark white, his hair as black as night. My vision jumped a bit as I watched him warily, the human clothes we’d leant him flickering, replaced in momentary glitches with a wolf skull as a helmet, a black wolf pelt, and a familiar-looking spear with a crystalline point.

      “Wha…?” The word felt weird in my mouth, as if the muscles struggled to get the sounds out.

      “And where are your courtiers? So quick to abandon their mate for a nice show. She’s their priestess, the woman with the white fur. Hides up in the hills for most of the year, except for now. The Longest Night…” His eyes flicked around him, as if to confirm his label of the event. “I forgot how time moves differently between the realms. You’ll need to run, Julie.”

      “What?”

      He approached, slow and measured in his gait, yet he was on me way too fast.

      “This is why the Volken kept me for so long. Seers come and go. If you kill them, they’re quick enough to respawn, hopefully in a more biddable form. Can’t kill me though,” he said, pulling his hair up into a man bun, and then he turned around. Before I could snicker something about hipsters, I saw it—small but perfectly formed, a black wolf stood out on his skin, staring at me with shining red eyes.

      “Cool tattoo,” I said with a shrug. “Not enough to make me want to engage in cardio drunk though.”

      He hissed in frustration.

      “You blunder through this whole thing, preoccupied with your relationships and your groin, with no clue what you’re dealing with. That woman they keep in isolation, they imagine her to be some kind of link between the Great Wolves and the Uldariel, but she’s not.” My view of Sylvan wavered, replaced with the increasingly desperate moves of the woman. Her dance steps included large sweeping kicks, to keep the surging men back, to maintain however briefly the space around her. “She’s just a woman who gets to enjoy being left alone on her hill, only to have to come down each Longest Night and pay the price.”

      There were no young people left, no serving girls or wives or girlfriends. Everyone who had one had slipped away to their huts, presumably to lock their doors tight against what was coming. Her face was twisted in a sneer, but the previously defiant set of her shoulders was beginning to sag. The men edged in closer. I searched for mine in the group, seeing some of Aaron’s men, but my view was limited. My heart pounded, my head aching now as the fear shot through me. Just what was the final dish of this ‘feast’?

      “She’s no more a conduit for the Great Wolves than that outhouse, but me and you…” Sylvan fought the idea, I could see it in the twist of his neck, the wary way he watched me. “We are.”

      I laughed at that, the sound cutting through the still night. Linked to a god-wolf? I might have some weird visions when getting laid, but my life was otherwise fairly prosaic, when alien wildlife wasn’t chasing me around.

      “All this time, right under my nose. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be, Julie. You were just a step towards her. I had no reason to hurt you or your pack, I just needed you to get to her, but now…”

      He took a step towards me, then another.

      “And now?” I said, no idea what I was asking.

      The woman had stopped all semblance of dancing now, as the fur headdress fell to the ground, no longer important. Her fists were raised, and she lashed out increasingly erratically, the sneer dropping in favour of open-mouthed fear. All religious pretence was kicked to the curb. This was the beginnings of a gang rape.

      “For tonight, you’re Branwen, not that woman, and it’s my job to hunt you down.”

      “But that woman…”

      “Nothing can be done for her now. This is her role here. You’d have to face down every single male here to stop this.”

      Good fucking idea, I thought.

      The shift into Tirian form came without thinking. My humanoid form couldn’t do much against that many warriors, but this… I snarled, venom dripping from my teeth at the seer, but that wasn’t what froze him to the spot. I glanced over my shoulder, where his eyes burned, and saw that my fur had changed. I was pure white, just like Finn. Well, cool coat change and all, but it wasn’t going to save that woman.

      Sylvan’s face became a mask of anger as I took off, his lips peeling back from the fangs that knew me all too intimately. I streaked down the alleyway, blinking when I arrived in the better-lit square. Hands were on armour and belt buckles, ready to unleash their dicks on the poor woman. I growled as I strode over to the fire, and men jerked out to the way, then clambered to get as far away as possible when they saw me. This only grew more marked when I leapt over the fire to where the woman shrank against one of the houses. She was as much cringing away from me as the men, but that was OK. My body was a buffer the lot of them weren’t likely to cross. Then came the howl.

      Ralnor fought his way to the front of the group, his white hair mussed, his eyes burning with an unnatural light.

      “Brothers, Lonan hunts Branwen tonight! Mount up, for we join the hunt!”

      Well, fuck.

      My eyes scanned the crowd to look for my men, but the bloody albino elf fucks were too numerous to see past. I tentatively tried to pull on what I felt was the sense of them in my head, but didn’t get a reaction. Another howl came, closer now. Fucking hell. Chase me, Sylvan had said. I snarled at the woman, herding her away with lunges, until she stumbled off into the night as I followed after her.

      I headed straight for the central gate, not wanting to chance jumping over the palisades ringing the village. I strode past the woman, then veered towards her, thinking maybe I might be able to put her on my back like my Tirian had me in my change induced visions, but she just screamed and ran away. The howl came again, and when I looked over my shoulder, I saw the glowing red eyes of Sylvan’s wolf form, his fur blending with the night. Chase me and then what? Ralnor’s voice rang in my ears. Is this the year when Lonan brings his mate to ground, swallowing the light for ever? If the fucking seer thought I was Branwen for some stupid reason, I needed to run or fight.

      For a moment, a violent flashback to the way his fangs had felt when he dug them into my shoulder shot through me, my fangs clamping tight on the whines that froze in my throat. Venom pooled in my mouth at the thought of getting my own back on him, of biting down on that pale flesh and marking him as he marked me. But I had no idea how to fight, in this form or my human one.

      Run, my Tirian insisted. Run fast. So I did.

      

      I would like to describe the chase, but it was all a mess to me. I ran out of the village and onto the dark plains beyond. I was no longer really in the driver’s seat, merely watching as my Tirian instincts took over. She knew what she was doing, perhaps because there was a somewhat preordained feel about all of this. My heart may have pounded, my eyes darting for signs of pursuit, yet it all felt oddly familiar. We swerved out to the left, the great empty flatlands opening up before us, and the moon hanging in the sky, as if to tell us which way to go. Our eyes lifted to it as we ran, then another howl rang out.

      There were sounds of hoofbeats and calls from the man things, but they weren’t what I paid attention to. It was him. I could hear his paws eat up the distance between us, as if they were my own, getting closer and closer. My body lengthened, paws snatching at the ground now, thrusting our body faster and faster. For a moment, there was that feeling of the machinery of my body working in perfect tandem with my mind—I told it to run and it did, so very fast.

      But there was a spanner designed to be thrown into the works, a deliberate one, now I thought about it. We guests were given our own bottle of mead to share, something I’d put down to politeness, but the first time the ground felt like it shifted under me, I knew. I stumbled and managed to rally, but it cost me precious seconds. They knew it too, the Uldariel, their whoops too loud, too practised for this to be an accident. Where were my mates? The fact that they weren’t here was telling enough. My head spun now from the effects of the alcohol, the previous sharpness I’d gained from fear and anger bleeding out as my body churned through its stores of adrenalin. I veered right sharply, then swerved left as I tried to correct. Sylvan’s howl grew louder, and the men’s shouts became hard to comprehend as my paws seemed to forget how to move together.

      Something’s wrong, my Tirian said, as if from very far away. I just nodded in response, my legs now moving haphazardly. The moon seems to waver in the sky, but it's what I stared at as I collapsed to the ground. I studied the strange craters and pock marks as they approached.

      “I got the black one with a tranquilizing arrow,” a voice said.

      “Good, good. Go back to the village and bring the carts. We’ll take the ancillary men to the Volken first, then this one and her pack.”
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      I woke to a world of pain, a world that swayed back and forth with nauseating regularity, with an aching head and a burning desire to vomit. I cracked my eyes open and regretted it the minute I attempted it, as the sun felt like knives stabbing into my sockets. We had to be moving somewhere, I realised, as I heard the low rumble of wheels on a rough surface, but with no reassuringly even hum of a motor. I forced my eyes open, keeping my lids narrowed, and tried to make out what was happening.

      The first thing I noticed was bodies everywhere. We’d been slung inside a caged cart, one on top of the other. Slade was leaned partially sitting against the mesh sides of the cart, Finn laid across his lap, and Brandon was crumpled into a ball underneath Aaron. I saw other limbs as well, but a heavy weight kept me pinned to the cart floor. I shifted, reaching for my Tirian strength and coming up empty. “Fuck…” I grunted into the rough wooden floor, my head throbbing in a rapid tattoo as I panted, trying to pull some energy from somewhere, anywhere.

      “Should we give the little white bitch a seeing to before drop off?”

      The rest of my body went limp as I craned my neck as much as I could. I saw the familiar backs of two beasts pulling the cart along, and riding them? The fucking Uldariel.

      “Want to see if she barks like a dog when you stick it in her?” a different voice said. “Don’t know how tight she’d be, what with the dick she was taking.”

      “More like a howl, wasn’t it?” The first guy did his best to imitate a wolf’s song, turning it into some kind of exaggerated yodelling sound. It sounded ridiculous, but both of them snickered afterwards, so I assume it suited their purpose.

      “Not as good as that little morsel we caught last night. They taste all the better after running them down, something we need to include in next year’s celebration.” The second warrior wriggled on his beast’s back, doing his best to imitate the cries of a raped woman. He ended it with a raucous laugh, joined by the other man enthusiastically.

      I lay there, against the fucking base boards of a fucking cart we’d been dumped into like wild animals, and felt a sharp hollow feeling inside me. I took one shuddering breath, my lungs burning with the effort due to the weight compressing my chest, and then opened my eyes.

      I’d thought I’d saved the wolf woman. I’d thought we were in a safe enough place to become a pack. Instead, we’d been drugged and she’d been caught, and now we were about to be delivered to our enemies. It wasn’t just the weight of the bodies pressing down on me that had me lying face down on the worn wood.

      Get up, my Tirian said.

      Fuck off, I said, sinking into the darkness of our psychic space. It was soothing, I could pretend for a second that none of this was happening. The drug was still in my system, I could feel its chemical pull like a tide, drawing me inexorably under.

      Get up, she insisted, but I paid her little mind.

      I was aware my lungs were struggling to draw breath in, but the effort felt like too much hard work right now. I let my face mesh with the floor of the cart and just let go.

      Get. Up.

      The words rang through me like a bell, my eyes jerking open, and there she was beside me. She stood in all her translucent glory, the spirit of the White Wolf, and she looked around, at the cart, at my men, at the warriors on horseback. She nosed each of my pack, their eyes fluttering at her touch. It took a while, too long, for them to open, but when they did, they wore the exact same expression—one of wonder.

      It was Sylvan who was lying on top of me. She touched him last, and he finally rolled off me, which felt just dandy on my bruised flesh. His eyes darted to me, then the cage, and then the Uldariel.

      “We’ll pull up in the forest just before the drop off point. She’ll still be too groggy to fight much. A few punches to the head should sort her out,” the guy on the left said.

      “But the Volken will throw their daughters at us the minute we get in the gate. Shouldn’t we just wait?”

      “They’re tighter when they fight, and watching the light go out in their eyes just makes me come harder.”

      The growl was out of my throat before I’d even thought about it. A hand slapped over my mouth, and I turned to see who the hell it was.

      Sylvan. My teeth pulled back from my fangs. Of course, it was the fucking seer. His eyes widened as he studied mine, as if he wasn’t sure what he should be doing, so I gave his chest a shove to sort that out, once and for all. He pulled back, especially as my pack stiffened and drew closer.

      The White Wolf, obviously having little interest in our squabbles, looked to the Uldariel perched on their beasts, and our eyes followed her green gaze. There were more beyond them, I’d be willing to bet Ralnor was leading the convoy, his hungry looks when we’d first arrived all making sense now. Come to a feast, he’d said. We have your gear, he’d said. We’d presented ourselves, made ourselves vulnerable in his presence by making our bonds. He must have thought the whole thing was hilarious, but he’d obviously forgot one thing—we were apex fucking predators.

      See what you want to happen, the White Wolf said, and by the flinches around the cage, everyone heard it. Gather your will. Everyone can dream, but magic is the ability to turn that dream into a reality.

      And how do we do that?

      Through me.

      We must have looked like pod people, as all eight of our heads turned at the same time to look at our captors beyond.

      See what you want to happen.

      The words hummed in our minds as we studied the cage, the beasts, the road ahead, and the men riding down them.

      Not far from Leifgart, Sylvan said, and there was a faint rustle of surprise down the pack bond that he’d been able to join us.

      Then we’re close to where we need to be, said Brandon.

      But no guns, no supplies. We’ll be walking into the lion’s den, like lambs to the slaughter, Aaron said.

      So, we visualise what we want, Finn said.

      I want to be home, naked, and in our fine new pack house with my mates, drinking beer and watching the footy, Jack said. I want a nice leisurely repeat of what went down in that room on the regular.

      That’s what we’re fighting for. For that, and for everyone to have that, Finn said.

      So, let’s dissolve this cage to dust, rise out of this thing like fucking gods, and take these cunts down, Slade said.

      I want the one who threatened to rape Jules, Hawk said. I’m twisting his fucking head off like a bottlecap.

      And you, Jules? Finn said.

      I had plenty of murderous impulses I wanted to indulge. Hell, listening to the brief description of what they’d done to the wolf woman made me want to bathe in their blood. But as I turned to my mates, I found it hard to focus on that. Instead, I felt the pull of them, like the pulse of my heart, and Sylvan slowly faded in my mind, despite remaining physically there. I looked down when I felt a vibration in my pocket, and found it was the crystal that was trembling, not my phone. When I fished it out, it was glowing green, and so were the guys, sort of.

      They were all waiting for me to reply, waiting for me to give some kind of direction to what we’d do, despite Aaron having better tactical sense and Finn having much more experience leading groups. God, every single one of them had more skills than me in this situation, but as the crystal pulsed, I saw it.

      There, glowing between the seven of us, were green lines connecting us all together. Some lines were thicker, like the ones between me and the guys and the ones between Jack and Hawk and Brandon and Aaron. Others, like those between Finn and Slade, were just different, as if to show the platonic bond there. I looked back at the unwitting Uldariel, too stupid to position warriors behind the cart as in front of it, to keep an eye on us, so secure were they in their belief in what was going to happen, obviously borne from having done this so many times before. Then I looked across at Finn.

      These are the men that have taken our people and funnelled them to the Volken, made sure they couldn’t make another life here. They would have put your fathers in this cart. I reached out a hand, and he took it, then both of us turned to face the enemy.

      Our fingers touched the cage that held us, welcoming the warm feel of the metal, so solid and strong, right up until the point it began to dissolve. We watched the trail of ferrous particles blow away and leave a reddish trail behind us. The cart disintegrated in a wave, leaving us standing on the green grass to watch the moment when the warriors realised what was going on. The White Wolf padded at my side, the pack fanned around us. We waved a hand when they belatedly reached for their weapons, loving the looks on their faces when they too went to dust, then we moved.

      Hawk strode forward and yanked the guy who’d described the way he wanted to rape me from the saddle, then both he and Jack transformed into wolf form to rip the man to shreds. Their fur was white now, though I could tell which one was which by the differences in size. The rest of the pack brought the others down, their mounts watching placidly on as their masters were slaughtered. We glanced away from their bloody muzzles as Ralnor rode up.

      “What the hell is…?”

      We relished all the tiny expressions that marked each stage of Ralnor’s realisation of what had happened—the cage, the cart, the weapons, his warriors. Those that had been riding up the front with him were hemmed in a tight bunch, only one swinging his mount around and taking off, but my pack made short work of him. The crystal throbbed in my hand as we considered what to do with the rest.

      They would go back to their village if we let them go free. It’d take them a while to get there, but once they reached it, they’d repeat the same shit with any more of our guys, if they came through, and the poor wolf woman on the hill would still be on the receiving end of their abuse.

      The White Wolf regarded the lot of them as they talked rapidly between themselves in a language I didn’t understand. She thrust her nose up into the air, as if to scent it, but a portal appeared instead. I heard Sylvan’s gasp as another desolate view of Wolflantis came into being. The warriors turned, their speech getting louder and faster as they heard the howls go up from within. Then, as if pushed by an invisible hand, they were shoved through.

      I’ll admit, my heart pounded and my eyes burned with a terrible glee when I saw them sprawl out onto the broken parquet stones. Their faces held that stricken look of fear, one I’d seen on too many faces, but not theirs. But it didn’t last long. The red lights of the smoke wolves' eyes bobbed in the distance as they ran towards the portal.

      Watching someone face down certain death is a curious kind of pleasure that few experience. Acting as judge, jury, and executioner was probably not called for, but I couldn’t find regret within myself. Even in the human world, underneath the thin veneer of civility Western cultures worked so hard to promote, men raped women, people abused kids, killed their partners, and enacted a thousand little acts of domestic terrorism every day, and all with what felt like few consequences. There was something inhuman about us as we watched them scramble to their feet and then make a dash for the portal to get the hell away from the predators closing in on them.

      And then the world turned sideways.

      At first, I thought the godawful howl was being transmitted through the portal, but as it ululated, singing a terrible song of threat and menace, I realised it came from the bowels of the earth. As if in response to this awareness, the ground shifted with a low rumble that unsettled us at first, then sent us staggering, looking for some way of staying on our feet, but there was none. The world shook as the wolf howled, the sound growing louder and louder, until my eyes jerked up. I collapsed to the ground as I saw the red lights converge, merging into two larger points, staring out of the darkness of Wolflantis at us. The White Wolf whined, then shifted as the portal grew bigger, and she took involuntary steps back as it began to enlarge. Rather than a ragged tear in reality, it resolved itself into the mouth of the Black Wolf, its white teeth slicing down into the portal, the Uldariel now swallowed within the absolute darkness between them.

      The White Wolf strode forward, head dropped down as she growled, a throaty sound of pure defiance. She stepped closer and closer as the Black Wolf’s head became more and more corporeal, then threw her muzzle back and howled as we clung to the earth, unable to do anything else as it shook. Then she whipped her head around and said to us, I must go. It isn’t time. And with that, she leapt away, sprinting off over the open savannah we lay upon, and soon disappeared off into the horizon.

      Normality was restored just as abruptly as it was taken, and I listened to the rapid pant of everyone’s breath now that the earth no longer roared its displeasure. When I looked up, all that remained was a couple of dazed looking mounts. The portal, the warriors, and the Black Wolf had all disappeared, leaving only us.

      “What the fuck was that?” Slade asked, rolling up into a seated position.

      "I dunno, but now is as good a time as any to find out,” Finn said, looking over at Sylvan with a hardened gaze.
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      I pocketed my crystal and came to sit by my pack, who were loosely circled around the Volken seer.

      “How the hell did we end up in the cage?” Aaron said.

      “Mead was drugged,” I replied. “Lemme guess, you guys passed out before the main event?”

      “Main event?” Hawk asked.

      “The woman with the wolf skull? She was supposed to ‘slake the lusts’ of the warriors. I thought she’d gotten away, but… Then Sylvan came for me.”

      Everyone’s eyes swivelled around to where the seer sat nursing his head.

      “What?” he said. “It’s what happens every Longest Night. If you’d bloody told me you were a conduit for Branwen, I could have made sure I was as far away as possible from you. Don’t worry, you’ll get your chance to chase me down if we’re here for Shortest Night.”

      “No, I fucking won’t,” I replied. “I’d rather eat dirt.”

      “Shouldn’t you have known, seer?” Slade said.

      “About this? I saw your pack opening the gate and getting me to Branwen. I saw the White Wolf coming to Leifgart, but never in my wildest dreams had I thought that it’d be you bringing her here.” He smiled at this, but it was one of the most desolate things I’d ever seen. “This is not how it was supposed to happen. It wasn’t supposed to be you, it was supposed to be her.”

      I thought of the woman in his dreams, her eyes still gleaming bright green in my mind’s eye.

      “Branwen, Lonan, they aren’t the names of the Great Wolves, no matter what those fucks back at the feast said.” I saw the moment the Great Wolves shimmered into human forms at the festival I’d seen in Wolflantis. “They’re like you, conduits to their power.”

      He snorted at that, then jerked his head up to meet my gaze. “I guess you could make that comparison, but it's like comparing you to a monkey. There’s plenty of similarities, but the comparison strips away so much detail, it makes it essentially meaningless.”

      “So, help us out.” My eyes darted to Brandon, the low menace in his tone so uncharacteristic, I could only stare. “Tell us what the differences are.”

      “Lonan, Branwen, they held the spirits of the Great Wolves inside them for millennia, built the city of Eomis, brought an era of unprecedented peace and prosperity, and created a haven for learning and innovation. The place was a marvel.”

      “Looked like a desolate shit hole last time we opened the portal,” Jack drawled.

      Held the spirits inside them, I mused at that, thinking of my Tirian, how it was both a part and separate to me.

      You aren’t a part of me, are you? I asked her.

      Yes, no.

      Which is it?

      Both. You are our means of affecting reality, we are your means to transcend it.

      And Lonan and Branwen?

      They're a means to distort and control it.

      “So, I’m thinking now would be about the right time to tell us why you’re looking to ride off into the post-apocalyptic wolf wasteland,” Slade said. “That place is fucked up beyond all recognition. There’s no ‘city of peace and prosperity’ there now, not unless that’s some kind of code name for those fucking smoke wolves.”

      “It’s her, Branwen,” I said, putting it all together. I’d seen her make the white Tirian from the women, saw her wound around Sylvan like a jewelled python in his dreams. I crawled towards him, something that provoked a growl from the guys, but I just took his chin in my hand and stared deep into those blue eyes. He returned my gaze mulishly, but I wasn’t looking at him. I looked past those bright blue eyes, searching until a shine of green covered his irises before fading away again. “She’s in here,” I said, tapping his head. “She wants you to come for her, in that place.” I squinted, looking at him closely, listening to the harsh whistle of his breath. My hand slipped down, fingers digging into his throat, while his came up to cover mine and struggled to pull it away. “That’s why you bit me, why you’ve been playing these fucking games. It’s her, all her.”

      “Jules…” Aaron said as I felt a burn in the palm of my hand, that fucking hidden crystal of Sylvan’s appearing again and singeing my hand. Fine, I was fucking done with this, anyway. I threw Sylvan backwards, getting to my feet.

      “You fucking bit me and forced a mating mark on me. I almost died! You fucked with my head, almost had me gang raped by all those guys. People lost their mate bonds! You came into my dreams, in between me and my pack, and for what? It’s fucking her, isn’t it? You’ve upended everyone’s fucking lives for some woman. Is that place, Eomis, or what’s left of it, is that where Branwen is?” He just lay there, his hand covering the livid red marks my fingers had left. “Well, is it?”

      “Jules…” someone growled, but I strode over to the seer, standing over him.

      “Last chance, Sylvan. Did you do all this shit to save some woman you think is left in that place?”

      My claws pushed out from under my skin, curving long and cruel as I approached him slowly.

      “Yes!” he shouted as I flexed my fingers. “All of it, every fucking bit was for her. She is everything to me. She held me through all the fucking shit that went down in that shithole,” he said, stabbing his finger at the track that led to Leifgart. “I dove into her each time they got to me, and she held me as it went on. She picked up the broken pieces of me and put them back together. I am nothing without her. I would do all you accuse me of and more to free her.”

      His voice was ragged with pain, and as it died away, he scrambled to his feet and strode off into the trees by the side of the track.

      “We shouldn’t let him get too far,” Hawk said as he watched the man go. “We still need him for Leifgart.” He got up and followed Sylvan into the stand.

      “So that’s what this is all about. Is there even an attack planned?” I half whispered to myself.

      “Love…” Finn said, coming closer.

      “We’ve been played the whole fucking time. All of it so he can get his fucking dick wet.”

      “And will we walk away empty-handed?” Brandon said. His eyes darted around the group before he reached out for me. “I’ve got one vision left, something I haven’t shared because…well, I’m not sure if this will come true. It was just a fragment. I saw it often enough, but there was no link, no explanation of how we got there. I can share it with you, if you like.”

      I wanted to say no. Visions and gods, ancient cities and rituals, I was sick of all this mystical bullshit. I wanted to live my life, not a fucking prophecy, but I saw Aaron’s arm go around him, saw finally what it cost Brandon to make this offer.

      “OK,” I said.

      “Hold hands,” he said, nodding to the rest of us. “Now take a deep breath in.”

      “This isn’t one of those fucking yoga things—” Slade said.

      “Do it.”

      The command in Brandon’s voice had all of us taking a big breath in, and despite feeling much more in tune with Slade than Brandon right now, that same feeling of peace that comes from monitoring your breath washed over me, whether I wanted it or not.

      “Close your eyes,” he said. “Then reach for it.”

      ‘What?’ I wanted to say, remembering the last time he’d said those words to me, but it took no effort now. It all came rushing in.

      I was the sunlight, glancing, shifting, warming the earth, flowers raising their heads to catch my rays. I was the breeze, tossing and turning leaves and seed heads on the wind, tumbling, skimming over the earth’s surface. And I was a woman, wearing a long cotton dress that was pretty, despite the stains on the skirt. It kept my skin cool in the evening sun as it poured over the two of us, my child snuggling in tighter into my side.

      My child? I looked down into that wrinkled little face, saw the dark tufts of hair on its head as it unconsciously rooted around, looking for food. I unbuttoned the bodice with a practised ease I did not currently possess, cradling the child in my arms as it nestled down to feed.

      This version of me gazed at the baby with an absent eye, but I stared down at him or her, taking in every damn detail. My eyes stayed bone dry and half closed as we watched the baby suckle, but that’s not how I felt. A child? I hadn’t even had a chance to think about that, but as I watched, it all rushed in. If we survived this, we could have a family, a great tribe of kids running through the house, each one adored by their dads. And me, being a mother? It felt like a hand wrapped itself around my heart and squeezed.

      “You OK, Jules?”

      I looked up to see Hawk had come to sit by my chair, his eyes on me for a moment to check in before being inexorably drawn down to our child.

      “Where’s Jack?” I asked, not framing the words, future me having sorted that one out. I sounded weary, my voice all scratchy.

      “Oh, y’know him…”

      Hawk didn’t finish the sentence and neither did I, as apparently, we were both able to fill the gap. I looked out over the sunny field, watching the flowers sway as our child fed.

      This is always what’s driven me forward, Brandon said. No gods, no magic, just this.

      Our child, I said.

      Our child, echoed the others.
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      Leifgart, I decided, was ugly.

      We hid in a stand of trees, just beyond the outskirts of the place. It was a helluva lot bigger than the city I’d seen in my visions, as it seemed to have fallen victim to urban sprawl. The main city was safe behind the walls erected on the edges of the massive plateau under which the Great Black Wolf lived, but outside it, down the slopes and in the valley below, were huge amounts of little shacks and cottages.

      “For the servants and the farmers,” Sylvan said as I studied the place. “Volken don’t farm or sell goods.”

      He’d come back, finally, with Hawk following at a polite distance. His social mask was firmly re-situated, and the rest of us were done pressing him. There was time for recriminations when this was over.

      “But they eat and use them.” I shook my head. “So, if the Volken don’t live in these houses, who does?”

      “Various members of different races that they’ve brought back through conquests. Many have lived here for ten or more generations. They were brought to serve the Volken, and so they do, generation after generation.”

      “Why don’t they try to escape?” I asked, looking about us. There didn’t seem to be any soldiers patrolling, any garrisons, or any sign of Volken presence around here.

      “Because the Volken don’t treat them especially badly, but mostly because their people won’t accept them back. If they’re caught harbouring fugitives, the Volken ride in and take all the healthy young males for work and rape the women to produce yet more Tirian. Better that these ones act as tributes and stay put.”

      “So how do we get past without them alerting the Volken?”

      “We don’t,” he said, waving a hand over his neck, and that reddish-tinged crystal appeared. “We won’t have to. They’ll help us get in unnoticed.”

      “Unarmed and unprepared.” Aaron had approached as we were standing there. “You want us to just waltz in there and retrieve my men, our men from those bastards, with the assistance of farmers and servants?”

      “Not unarmed. I have a cache of supplies in one of the houses,” Sylvan said with a tilt of his head in the direction of the buildings beyond.

      “And where d'you get them from?” Sylvan just smiled. “The caches. You’re the one who’s been raiding them.”

      “Not all of them, but yes, I saw what was needed and secured it inside one of the houses.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” Aaron snapped. “If you’ve foreseen all of this, you know what’s going to happen. How do we get in and out without getting caught?”

      “Non-Volken are barely acknowledged, and if they are, it's to strike them for some imagined infraction. We go in as servants. No one would question them going into the city, or the cells below. We get in, free your people, and then go.”

      “That’s not a plan. That’s a statement of fucking intent,” Aaron replied. “Where’s the maps, the escape routes? Do we stick together, or do we have rendezvous points? Are we going to scout first, assess the terrain, then plan our extraction?” He looked at the lot of us expectantly, obviously unhappy with what he saw around him. “So, what, we just trust that ‘the Great Wolf will provide’?”

      “Nothing’s changed, Aaron,” I said, reaching out and putting a hand on his arm.

      He hissed at that and jerked back, but for a moment, I caught the raging torrent of fear and obligation that threatened to sweep him away. I ignored the tense set of his shoulders and replaced my hand on his skin.

      “We started this with tiny numbers and only a handful of weapons,” I said. “The tactical vehicles would be awesome right now, but not especially useful. We were never going to be able to storm the gates, there’s just not enough of us. I don’t know if anyone actually expects us to succeed. They kept most of the soldiers back at Sanctuary, to defend the place in case we fail, which probably tells you something. The odds are against us, we don’t have the right intel or the right weapons, but does anyone want to turn around? We could be back to the gate within a week, and then go home. I could take us into the city, away from Sanctuary, and it's unlikely that anything would happen to us personally. We could find a nice place, shack up, have that baby.” My voice broke on that, but I forged on. “Or we can do what we came for, to try our best to get the guys out.”

      “We’re getting the guys out,” Jack said with a shake of his head. “I wanna say no, but that’s what we’re doing, that’s who we are now, aren’t we?”

      “I’ve gotta go in. I have to try,” Finn said. “It’s what’s keeping me together, that chance. The chance to see my dads…” He blinked and then looked away. “I know this is a suicide mission.” His jaw worked for a moment as he thought about that. “It’s why I was pulling away, putting some distance between us. It’s the only way I could consider doing this, putting the pack to one side, but that didn’t work.” He laughed at that, but I saw the shine in his eyes of unshed tears. “Guys, we can do this. The mating, making the pack, it’s made me see what I didn’t want to see. We’re strong, crazy strong, as a pack, in what’s between each and every one of us. I know this looks bad, but we’re just gonna have to trust each other. Work together. Put to one side any of the bullshit that gets in the way of that. This is our watershed moment as a pack. This is where we show the world our strength.”

      For a moment, there was only the sound of the breeze and bird calls and the view of my Finn, standing there in front of the pack, asking them to follow his lead. My eyes ached to look at him, it clawed at my heart what we were asking each other to do as well as seeing this Finn back online. I took his hand and felt it—that seductive throbbing sense of purpose running through him into me.

      “All threads converge here,” Brandon said, eyeing Leifgart. “I haven’t had any new visions since we’ve come here, but what I did…” He glanced at me and then back over at Leifgart. “It always came down to here.”

      “I’m with you,” Hawk said. “What they do in there…that ain’t right. I would never be able to sleep at night knowing we did nothing.”

      “This is dumb,” Slade said. “Of course it's dumb, but it always seems stupid to rise up against the omnipotent bad guys. That’s what this place runs on.” His eyes scanned the hovels in the distance. “Fear. I’m with you, Aaron, one hundred percent. I want this planned out, I want contingency plans to save Jules at the very least, but…” He sighed, then scratched at the thickening scruff on his chin. “I don’t think we’re gonna get it, so what do we do?”

      “Same as always,” Aaron said with a shake of his head. “The best we can.” His eyes scanned the pack before coming to rest on me. “I’m starting to understand that vision now, those guys and their pack just walking into the wolf’s mouth. I love you.”

      He was facing me when he said it, but I think everyone sensed how broadly that statement was applied.

      “Very touching,” Sylvan said drily, “but I can alleviate some of your concerns. We can’t go to my contacts until nightfall. I suggest we sit down, eat some of the food we found in the saddlebags, and then start going over as much of the battle plan as possible.”

      

      There’d been some back and forth after that, as the guys nutted out the details. I sat down on a fallen log and watched the questions and answers fly—Jack and Slade hammering Sylvan for information and clarification, Finn providing direction about what to do, conferring with Aaron on every point.

      And I worried. That was my full-time job anyway, wasn’t it? I rubbed at my face, wanting to interrupt, or draw Finn away and just roll my body in his to try and make his belief in us take root in me. But he was needed, they were all needed, and so here I sat.

      My head jerked up when I heard footsteps, and I admit, something inside me twisted hard when I saw it was Hawk. I thrust my hands between my thighs to stop them from reaching out for him, but he came to sit by me and took my hand.

      A welcome wash of calm filled me at his touch, and my shoulders finally inched down from around my ears. God, Hawk was like a warm blanket and the sea on a summer day all at once. He swallowed me up, stroked all my jagged edges flat, and then lulled me with his embrace. I turned to look at him.

      “Thank you. I really needed that.”

      “It’ll be OK, Jules. You needn’t worry. We’ve made it here, finally. We’ll get the guns, make a run for the guys, and get the hell out of here. Fuck, if the Great Wolf is on our side, maybe she can just open a portal for us, ferry everyone straight home.”

      A stone of anxiety was dropped into the pool of calm he stoked inside me. I remember the way the White Wolf looked when Lonan only partially appeared, growling in defiance, but forced to run away in the end.

      “And what’s to stop the Black Wolf from eating us whole? She helped us just now, and you saw him. Where we’re going, that’s his home.”

      “Then we’ll do whatever’s needed. Strength comes from the pack,” he said. “Close your eyes, love.”

      “What?”

      He pulled me so I was straddling his lap, a million points of contact between my body and his.

      “Close your eyes, quiet that chaotic mind of yours. We are your pack, Jules. Lean on us. Don’t sit here worrying yourself ragged. Give it up to me.”

      How do I describe the way it felt as my arms went around his neck, when I buried my face in his hair? He was so easy to overlook, so easy to discount, with the other big personalities in the pack, but this was Hawk. He held the weight, the strength of a boulder, and that felt so odd as I clung to him. To be able to throw all my fears at someone, and have it provoke no other reaction than to draw me closer. Tears pricked at my eyes as he moved to take hold of me, with all of my teeming emotions battering him, and he didn’t move except to hold me closer.

      “I love you,” I said. I wanted to say something eloquent, to try and honour how much I appreciated, needed his strength right now, but that’s all that would come out.

      He smiled like I had given the most stirring of speeches.

      “And for that, I’ll fight the fucking world to keep you safe, Jules. Every time.”

      Then he stroked my face and kissed me, and for now, it was all OK.

      

      I’d been in a whole lot of ridiculous situations since I came to Sanctuary, but none more than me trying to sneak into the Volken outskirts under cover of dark.

      “Get that luscious arse of yours down,” Slade hissed.

      “It’s down as far as it can go,” I shot back. “What do you want me to do? Get down on my hands and knees?”

      “Later?” Aaron said, managing to move like some kind of extremely swole gazelle, getting crazy low to the ground for a guy his size. “Definitely, but right now, you need to get down.” He pushed a firm hand on my tailbone, then patted my aforementioned arse when it was satisfactory.

      “Get down,” I muttered to myself. “There’s fuck all light down here and hardly any light pollution. They’re not going to see me.”

      “Keep saying that,” Brandon whispered, taking my hand.

      “What?”

      “They’re not going to see me. Say it.”

      The guys all paused, their eyes jerking to us when the crystal that now hung inside my shirt from a piece of string lit up. Mouths were pursed, ready to hiss something biting at me when it happened.

      I’d felt this before, I realised, this fading. When you dropped into the background, your absence noted for a moment but soon forgotten as the more interesting personalities took up all the spotlight. There was the disorientating feeling when your reactions and input, no matter how minimal, had no effect on the outside world, and even when you tried to thrust yourself forward again, nothing happened. I blinked and glanced around me, feeling the reassuring weight of Brandon’s hand in mine.

      “Where’d she go?” Jack hissed. “Where the fuck did she go?”

      I smiled when I looked at Brandon, lifting an eyebrow in question. He nodded in response and then gestured for us to follow Sylvan. The Volken seer didn’t search for me, instead, he marched straight up to a house on the very edge of the settlement, walking between rows of sprouting crops to get to it. He didn’t crawl or slink like the others did, just walked up and knocked on the door, something that sent the guys scattering. The door opened, and an older woman peered back with a familiar face.

      “Hello, Mum,” Sylvan said. “I’m back.”

      Mum?

      I strode up the path between the fields, Brandon beside me. The older woman’s face became clearer now that I was closer, the skin around the intense blue eyes more wrinkled, but the sharp bone structure and long black hair, heavily threaded with silver, was a mirror image of Sylvan’s.

      “Why…” Her hand went to her mouth to cover the trembling lips, her eyes burning bright with welling tears. “Son, you shouldn’t have come home.”

      “Of course, I should’ve. I brought reinforcements. Julie, Brandon, you can come out now.”

      He shot us a dark look over his shoulder as he hugged his mother to him. He stroked her back as we emerged, and it felt for a second like we pushed through some kind of membrane.

      “Where the fuck did you get to, and who the hell…?” Aaron said, pulling up beside me, stopping when he saw who Sylvan held.

      “That’s how he’s getting us in,” Finn said, hands on his hips. “He’s got an in with the servants.”

      

      “This is my mother, Tsarra,” Sylvan said.

      We stood awkwardly in Tsarra’s front room after introducing ourselves, and the men’s hulking frames seemed to make the place look smaller.

      “Lovely to meet you,” she said, dropping a quick curtsey.

      “You don’t need to do that, Mum,” he said, and I noticed the quick sidelong looks she shot him. She might be his mother, but she acted as if he was her superior.

      “Of course not,” she said smoothly. “I’ll put the kettle on, shall I?”

      “Mum, we don’t need tea.” Sylvan grabbed her hands gently, but the woman still went stock still. “We’ll get the supplies from my room, and then we’re going in. What’s the servant password currently?”

      She nodded, not making eye contact. “It’s ‘leaping wolf.’”

      “Thanks, Mum.”

      He pulled away from the woman, and her hands went to her apron, getting caught in the fabric. “C’mon,” he said, gesturing for us to follow.

      

      If I had ideas about the room Sylvan had grown up in, this wasn’t it. But then, as I looked at the threadbare curtains and small bed, I remembered he hadn’t stayed here long. Those memories I’d had of him being trained by the Volken… He lifted the bed and the floorboards under it, displacing what looked like a dummy box, then dug deeper into the soil to a much larger one. We weren’t going to be going in packing rifles, but that made sense, seeing as we were passing ourselves off as servants. He passed out handguns and ammunition, something that was rapidly catalogued by Aaron.

      They talked about how best to utilise what we had tomorrow, but I didn’t pay too much attention to it. Rather, I crawled over to where Jack and Hawk sat up against the wall and nestled down between them. They stroked my hair as the guys planned until my eyes fell to half-mast. Then Sylvan got to his feet.

      “I need to get in touch with some of my contacts, find out what’s happening within the city.”

      He didn’t wait for a response, because what could we say? We were on his turf now, and we had to trust someone who’d shown himself to be pretty untrustworthy. So Finn nodded, and when the door closed, everyone settled down to rest and doze as best we could.
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      “Keep your eyes down, your cap pulled low, and for fuck’s sake, don’t make eye contact.”

      Sylvan hissed the instructions as we joined the long line of servants making their way into Leifgart proper. His mother had offered us tea again in the morning and some food, but going by her gaunt cheeks, I wasn’t entirely sure she had sufficient goods to share. It wouldn’t have mattered, since my guts felt like I’d swallowed live eels whole, something twisting and squirming within them as we shuffled forward.

      “We are meant for the kitchen. Don’t let them send you—”

      “Anywhere else but there. And the password is ‘leaping wolf.’ We know, Sylvan. We’ve got it down,” Aaron said.

      “The plan’s much more likely to work if you started looking a lot less squirrelly,” Jack drawled.

      Sylvan shot him a dark look, but it didn’t change the fact we all saw how pale he looked. That was…reassuring. We didn’t get to say much more as the first Volken I’d seen in the flesh marched over to our group.

      I watched the leather clad man through the corner of my eye as he came over, saw the way the armour had been tailored to fit his body well, a bow in a quiver strapped to his back. Like the boys of Sanctuary, he had the same supremely muscular frame and high cheekbones, but his mane of hair was tied back into a neat queue.

      “Password?” he said.

      “Leaping wolf, sir,” Finn said.

      “Excellent,” the man said, his hands held behind his back as he eyed the lot of us. “The six of you men will come with me. We need extras setting up tables for the Great Rite, and you look up to the task.”

      “But, sir.” The words were out of Sylvan’s mouth before he’d thought about it, and I saw him blanch even paler as the Volken’s attention transferred to him.

      “Yes?”

      Imperious grey eyes burned into the side of Sylvan’s face as he waited for an answer, his feet tapping on the stone flagstones. The servants that were clustered around us started to pull away, instinctively wanting to put distance between them and the target of the Volken’s ire.

      “Sir, we’re due to help out Adam in the kitchens, for the banquet.”

      We all heard the waver in Sylvan’s voice, saw his fists ball, the knuckles white from the effort. The Volken nodded, as if this was only appropriate.

      “The kitchen, hmm?” The man looked curiously patient, which of course made you aware of what was being held back. “Well, far be it for me to get in the way of…who was it again? Adam? Adam’s plans must take precedence.”

      Yep, we’d fucked up.

      People stopped edging away and quite openly struggled to get clear of us. The reddish tinged crystals studding the man’s gauntlet began to glow brighter and brighter. I watched in horror as his hand closed into a fist, as some kind of horrible facsimile of the power we’d wielded with the Great Wolf’s help appeared to be activated.

      “Tell me again what you must do, other than what I tell you?”

      Evidently the question was rhetorical. Sylvan got no such words out as his face transformed into a mask of pain. He collapsed to the ground curling in on himself, obviously not wanting the Volken to see him, but we helplessly stood by as Sylvan’s body twitched and spasmed in pain so intensely, he couldn’t even cry out.

      “Now,” the Volken said in an eminently reasonable tone. “Tell me what you must do today.”

      Holy fuck…fuck, fuck, fuck. We’d no such power in the brief vision we’d gotten before leaving, and when my eyes darted to Aaron, his face was white and drawn as he considered what we were now up against. We scanned the other Volken from the sides of our eyes, some milling around or assigning jobs to servants. Those crystals seemed to be everywhere—on uniforms, on primitive guns and long batons. Mine hummed in my pocket, so I closed my fingers around it to mute its glare.

      “Begging your pardon, sir.”

      Everyone’s eyes whipped around to see a man had come forward. His hat was in his hands and was being fairly mangled as he edged towards us, but came he did. He was an older man, his hair thinning on top, his white shirt no longer so white.

      “Yes.” The word was bitten out.

      “These men and the woman, Adam has asked especially for them. Y’see, he’s got those big alathas on the spit today, and he needs the extra bodies to turn—”

      “Spare me the details,” the Volken snapped. His eyes scanned the crowd for a moment, then he sighed. “Fine, take them. But you tell Adam he will need to have all personnel requests approved through the correct channels next time, or I won't be held accountable for my actions, understood?”

      “Of course, sir. Many apologies, sir,” the balding man said.

      “And make sure I get slices from the haunches during the banquet,” the Volken said. “I’m sick of being left with stringy pieces from the forelegs.”

      “Of course, sir.” The man bobbed his head. “I’ll see to it personally.”

      “See that you do.”

      “C’mon, you lot,” the man said, his obsequious manner instantly dropping as he turned to face us. “Adam’s been waiting.” He gestured we were to follow him with a quick jerk of his head, so we helped Sylvan to his feet and hurried after him.

      We wormed our way through the crowd, and people turned to check us out as we squeezed past. My eyes scanned the massive carved archway as we walked underneath it, black wolves running along its length, causing mayhem and destruction. Sylvan shot me a sharp look. Rubbernecking wasn’t a good way to pretend we’d been serving here for some time, so I jerked my gaze down. Instead, I focussed on trying to remember the path we were taking to get to the kitchens.

      The architecture here reflected a hierarchy within the Volken. The buildings nearest the gate were well made, carved, and featured decorative finials, but were considerably smaller than those we saw as we walked further in. I watched servants fan off, going down the narrow streets to knock on various doors they’d obviously been assigned to. As we got deeper, the buildings got bigger, and there were even gardens around the houses. There were more Volken here too. We stopped each time one crossed our path, dropping our heads in respect, though they paid us little mind. I admit, invisibility settled something within me. This might be a monolithic culture intent on mowing down everything in its path, but it also had some blind spots.

      The building we were to work in was massive, obviously something more than a mere residence. It soared above as we approached, a multi-storey sprawling place, complete with a broad set of steps at the front with several carved obsidian Tirian crouching on thick stone posts, watching all that entered.

      But not us.

      “Down here,” the man said, directing us to the alleyway down the side of the building.

      “Thanks, Donal,” Sylvan said when we came to a rustic looking door.

      “It’s alright, lad,” the man said, placing a hand on Sylvan’s shoulder, but he removed it quickly when he flinched. “Just get it done, yeah?”

      Get what done? I watched Donal nod to us as he passed, walking off to god knew where, and found most of my pack had done the same. We stared at the seer, wanting answers, but Sylvan didn’t bother with that. He just put his hand on the door and pulled it open.

      

      We walked into a hot swirling mass of chaos. It was the biggest kitchen I’d ever seen. I’d worked in restaurants and diners, but they were nothing compared to this. Massive wooden workbenches spanned the room, covered in piles of ingredients, explosions of flour, red hunks of meat, and sprays of herbs, but that was only a small part of the whole set up. People rushed around, cooking, chopping, adding ingredients to bubbling pots and mixing while others frantically washed great pans in big stone sinks of water. And the smell, that was the thing that hit me hardest. I regretted now not eating because the smells of freshly baked bread, rich stews, and roasting meat hit me like a truck.

      “You’ve arrived,” said a big man wearing a stained apron as he marched up to us. “C’mon, we should have started turning the meat an hour ago.”

      Adam? Finn mouthed at Sylvan, who just replied with a quick nod. We wove our way through the busy kitchen to a room out the back, following the broad back of our contact, but Sylvan’s gaze darted about, and he tugged his hat down further in response. It wasn’t until the door was closed behind us, a wall of heat hitting as we stepped inside, that Adam appeared to relax.

      “You’re back, son,” he said, putting a meaty hand on Sylvan’s shoulder, and this time, the seer didn’t flinch. “To do as you said?” Adam’s eyes flicked over to us, giving us a quick once over as he waited for Sylvan’s reply.

      “I hope so. Things…they’re clouded.” Sylvan looked at me for a second. “These are the White Wolf’s pack.”

      “But no Branwen?”

      Adam’s voice rose a little.

      “No, I… These are the one we need, I’m as sure as I can be.”

      “Well, you’ve come at a good time. The muck-a-mucks have a celebration going. They’re going to perform that Great Rite, so they’ll be distracted but…”

      If I thought Sylvan was pale before, I’d seen nothing yet. His eyes went wide at that, some kind of primal, visceral fear showing in his expression. That did little to allay our fears. I noted the shuffle of my pack’s feet as they kept themselves from moving, questioning, or shoving Sylvan up against the wall and pounding some answers out of him.

      “But less predictable,” Sylvan finished the sentence finally. “I know. I would’ve avoided this if possible, but… We’ll have to do our best, hope the gods are on our side.”

      “Except this one,” Adam said, pointing to the floor. “He’s been restive.”

      “Yeah, we know. That was us yesterday.”

      “Was it indeed?” The man’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “Well, time for introductions then. The White Wolf’s pack. Never thought I’d see the day.”

      Sylvan introduced us in turn, the man’s brown eyes warm as he took each one of our hands, his grasp firm, the floury surface somehow reassuring.

      “So, you’re the ones to take these fuckers down?” Adam said with a broad grin. “We’ve been waiting for you for so long.”

      We turned as one to stare at Sylvan, that broad brimmed cap tugged so low we couldn’t see his eyes, but the set of his shoulders spoke eloquently enough.

      “Of course,” Finn said, saying the right thing at the right time, like always. My hand whipped out to take Slade’s hand when he started to move, his brows drawn down hard.

      “Good, good, couldn’t come at a better time with all the… Well, you’ll see to that soon enough. Now, I’m going to need you to work the spits until then. Big banquet today. Start of the Longest Night festival and all, and it's the only job I could come up with that’d keep you away from the rest of the staff. Hot, but easy to manage. Just keep the meat turning.” He demonstrated working the handle of the spit where another one of those lavender pelted beasts seemed to have been skinned and set on the bar over the fire. “Keep the coals burning, don’t let them flare up, nor get too low. Use this sauce.” He picked up a bucket of something that smelled a helluva lot like barbeque sauce and swished a broad brush around in it. “Perhaps your lady could take care of that?”

      I smiled and stepped forward to take it from him. “This smells amazing.”

      He beamed at that, then brought me over to the nearest beast and showed me how to apply it. He watched all of us move through the motions of turning the spit and basting, made sure we were clear about how to lay the extra firewood on, then he nodded, apparently satisfied.

      “Nothing’s happening today that will interfere with the feast?” Adam asked before he turned to go.

      “I don’t think so. We’ll need to take the meals down to the cells at the end of the day though,” Sylvan replied.

      “No one will fight you for that job,” he said with a shudder. “Alright then, stay put, and come and get me if there're any problems.” Then, he left.

      

      Oh, there were problems alright.

      “What the fuck do you have planned, Sylvan?” Brandon said, moving to close the gap between the two of them. Sylvan was broader in the chest, heavier built than him, but that didn’t make much of a difference.

      “Nothing,” he said, pushing past my mate and taking up position by the spit. “I had to get the support of the servant classes somehow. They are the most plentiful and the most loyal, plus they have access to almost everywhere. A Volken seer pronouncing visions of their emancipation was the best way I could do that.” He turned the spit with practised ease. “I also hoped that it would be true, that you’d lead me to Branwen, that she would end…this.” He shook his head and then focussed back on the meat. “We need to get on the spits, do rotations to rest everyone’s arms. We’ll wait things out in the spit room until the day is over, then head down to the cells to see where everyone’s being kept. This is an intel gathering day only, remember, so let's not blow our cover.”

      

      So, wait it out we did.

      “Longest Night festival,” Aaron hissed to Finn as I passed by, slathering on more sauce. “There’s more and more shit going down, and somehow, we know less than when we walked in here.”

      “Still got the car batteries and pliers?”

      “We can’t torture him,” Aaron said, but he eyed the Volken seer as he sat down for a break. “But we do need to consider if this is just an intel mission. Get back behind the gate, report back, bring in a larger force.”

      I watched Finn stiffen at that, the spit slowing, then stopping for a moment, and Slade looked at him from the other end. Finally, he nodded.

      “That’ll be for you to decide.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a quiet, but not peaceful several hours as we worked. I kept slathering the meat with the sauce each time it threatened to dry out while the guys kept it turning. It was strangely anticlimactic, as some of the guys sat around and smoked to pass the time as the others turned.

      “Well, now, let's take a look,” Adam said, looking much redder as he strode into the room. “Mmm…you’ve done a good job.” He pulled a knife off his belt and sliced off a sliver, taking a bite. “Mmhmm, that’s good. Here,” he proffered a piece to me, “take a bite.”

      I moved in almost shyly. The guys’ eyes were on me, as food was somehow tied up with mating rituals with Tirian men, but I took a polite bite. My eyes widened as the taste exploded in my mouth. It was like rotisserie chicken and barbeque ribs and some other tangy awesomeness all rolled into one. My stomach rumbled at that, thinking this was a damn fine start, and could I please have some more.

      “The sauce seals in the moisture in the meat, keeping it tender, and the herbs bring out the flavour,” Adam said proudly. “This is why the Volken have never replaced me as cook. Come, you must eat. We get our meals in shifts around the different courses. The entrees are going out now along with the drinks, so come and eat while the serving staff are out.”

      “What about the spits?” Slade said.

      “The back ones are close, these others can be brought in to rest. If half of you stay to finish off the meat, the others will eat and then swap. No more sauce is needed,” Adam said.

      “Aaron, Brandon, and Slade will go with Jules,” Finn said. “Stick by her side. We’ll stay here and finish off the meat. Maybe we should take our meals in here.”

      “Yeah?” Slade said, eyeing the thin slot of windows high up on the walls. “Be good to get away from this heat.”

      “Yeah, but to anyone who works here, we’re obviously strangers. Let’s keep a low profile, even if it's a hot one.”

      That settled, Adam steered me out into the kitchen as the guys brought in the massive skewers of meat, and deposited them on the workbench before going back for more.

      “Through here,” he said, ushering me into what looked like a break room. There was a large table surrounded by stools, a couple of young kids in there, hunched protectively over their plates, and an older woman dozing in the corner. “Sit, sit,” he said. “I’ll bring you a plate. Help yourself to some water.”

      I smiled at the kids as I reached for the pitcher, poured the water into a rough earthenware cup, and took a sip. God, it was cool and tasted faintly of lemons, which was bloody lovely after the spit room. I settled back against the wall, and my muscles relaxed as I watched the guys ferry the meat in. I took a deep breath, feeling really tired after all the excitement of the last few days, and closed my eyes for a second.

      “What are you doing sitting down on the job?” They flicked open just as fast to see an irritated looking woman standing in the doorway staring down at me. “Well?”

      “Adam told me to—”

      “Don’t try to palm this off on Adam. You must be new here, otherwise you’d know no one sits down on feast days. We need everybody we’ve got to get the meals out. The bloody crows have staked out a couple of my best girls on the main table to have their way with, but no more coming to supply the bastards with food. Come along now.” She pulled me to my feet, then paused for a second by an internal door in the kitchen, listening to the dull roar coming from beyond it. “If we don’t get the food out there fast, there’ll be a bloody riot.”

      “But my clothes…” I said, looking down at the sauce stained shirt I was wearing.

      “Don’t think that’ll be enough to excuse you. Here now.” She reached over to unhook a voluminous white pinafore from beside the door. “Now tie your hair up neater than that and put one of these on.” She passed me something that looked like a cloth bathing cap but with an extensive frill that fell in my eyes when I pulled it on. “Very good, now come on.”

      The noise got louder as she opened the door, directing me down a dark corridor that led into a serving area. Women loaded their arms up with big platters of various delicacies. I nodded when I looked at it, they were bigger than I was used to, but I’d learned the fine art of carrying six plates at the same time long ago, so one or two of these couldn’t be too hard. Then I saw the women returning from serving.

      “They’re feral today,” one woman snapped as she entered the room. She was tugging the pieces of her pinafore back into place, using the waist tie to secure it, but I could still see the raking red marks along her neck and shoulders. “Poor Annie… We’ll have to break the news to her mother.”

      “She knew what she was doing, sending her daughter to work the banquet. The money’ll help her dry her tears,” the original woman said, passing her another platter. “Well, new girl, ready to earn your hazard pay?”

      Was I? I didn’t need to do any of this. This woman was human, she didn’t have the strength to compel me to do anything, and anyway, a quick check in with Adam would have set her straight. I looked to the open doorway the other women entered and disappeared through, heard the waves of raucous noise coming from it, and wondered. We’d talked about the Volken, seen them in visions, plotted and planned our way around them, but apart from those we saw at the gate and passed as we walked to the kitchens, I’d seen little of them. Who were these people that threatened my home? Why were they like this? The guys had taken point all the way here, but now it was as if all my experience dealing with dickhead customers at the diner had come to this. I could use my skills as a waitress to deliver some platters and get some real information to report back to the guys. I reached over and grabbed the nearest platter, hoisting it to my shoulder.

      The woman who’d dragged me here nodded grimly, then pointed a finger to the door. “Take that to the nobs at the high table. That’s several thousand marks of fish eggs on there, though the gods only know why anyone would pay so much for it. Be careful not to drop it, and be in and out, no matter what you see. You tarry, you’re next. Lizzy, show her where to go.”

      There’s a curious kind of unreality that comes from watching films like Schindler’s List. There’s the black and white thing, and the differences in people’s dress and speech, but mostly it's the conflicting awareness of watching something that should be the fare of some kind of gore-porn film and knowing it actually happened. People’s brains blown out for arbitrary reasons, using others as target practice, hauling kids away to be gassed, people hiding in latrines full of piss and shit to avoid it, all both completely terrifying and somehow prosaic as it happens. Over and over, people’s lives are ruined or ended, and for what? What did the Nazis achieve with this completely wanton massacre?

      There was something of that feel when I walked in. The first things I noticed were the noise and the many, many bodies, sitting at long tables complete with pristine white tablecloths and shining metal cutlery. Great gleaming tankards were at every place setting, and large bottles of wine and spirits were scattered all over the tables. Volken, each in their best armour, every single piece gleaming with the kind of dull, well-oiled look of conditioned leather, drank and filled theirs and their comrades’ cups with gusto.

      Nothing too untoward about that. People get boisterous at feasts.

      Then there were the crystals. Great clusters, like those we had pulled from the ruins only to be taken by the Uldariel, were mounted on elaborate plinths. They marked each quadrant of the room, glowing softly, as did the many smaller ones the men wore. The largest was in the centre, carved into the form of Lonan, his head thrown back, frozen mid howl.

      But in contrast with all this food and drink and geologic formations and art were the screams and the specially designed tables.

      “Come on,” Lizzy said, giving me a nudge. “You stare, you might be next.”

      I snuck looks at them as I walked to the far end of the room, past row after row of Volken. There was a large dais with bigger tables, more elaborate glassware, and what must be finer wine decanted into bottles, and the Volken that sat there had many small silver insignias to indicate whatever special rank they possessed. I drew on all my previous experiences in hospitality and kept on walking quickly and efficiently towards my target, as serving women were hauled over to what looked like specially designed tables to be tied down and raped.

      I admit, I flinched a little as I heard the sound of fabric ripping. Which was weird, since I had heard one screaming her pain since I walked in. I'm not sure why that caught my attention, but it did. Then the other woman’s screams joined her sister’s as they moved to tie her down, her cries mostly muffled by the Volken’s shouts of encouragement and suggestions of what to do to the victims. I regretted my curiosity. If ever the saying ‘curiosity killed the cat’ applied to anyone, it was me.

      I kept walking as the surreal nature of what was happening hit me. It wasn’t just the two of them that were being raped. There were quite a few of these tables dotted around the room, each occupied, the crystals flaring dully red in response to the women’s cries and the men’s thrusts. They looked like the eyes of the smoke wolves we’d seen through the portal to Wolflantis, watching me as I passed. If I’d seen just one of the men carrying on like this, I'd have known what to do. I’d have stepped in, crushed the fucker’s throat, and then snapped his spine with all the Tirian given strength I possessed. Instead, I kept walking, because I was blank eyed with shock, because my Tirian paced restlessly inside me but offered no counsel, because there was so fucking many of them and I had no idea how far my strength would carry me. But mostly this—I was surrounded by a culture that absolutely and completely endorsed this behaviour. I scanned the crowd as I walked, seeing but not seeing the looks of amusement, interest, enjoyment. Like predators on a thrill kill, the spectacle of taking away someone's bodily autonomy was wallowed in with gluttonous rapacity. I saw women that were untied slump to the ground—either passed out or dead, I couldn’t tell—but paid no more attention to than a tossed napkin.

      “Move it, new girl,” Lizzy said. “Stop dilly dallying. No one spends any more time here than is needed. So get that food to the table, and then run back to the serving area.”

      My heart broke into a thousand pieces as I did just that. All of a sudden, my attention was wholly and solely on the rapid slap of my slippers as I walked, the swish of my pinafore. Volken turned to see me pass and reached out, but then let me pass when they saw what I was toting. I did not earn any consideration in myself, but the food of whoever the elites were here did. I followed the unspoken rule here and moved up the steps with my head down, avoiding all eye contact as I moved swiftly across the stage, my footsteps echoing louder on the hollow wood structure, and then zeroed in on the largest available space on the high table, right in the centre.

      “So, you really think this attack is going to do the trick? I heard that the blasted women have withdrawn all their minions behind that bloody portal of theirs. What on earth is our target if it’s a whole dimension away?”

      My ears pricked up as I deposited the platter without a sound, then started removing empty platters and consolidating the contents of the others to create more space.

      “Dear boy, you lack faith. We have never really attempted to broach the thing in any major way. I find it highly unlikely that whatever puny magics the bitches have mustered would withstand the full force of the Volken host and our lord. No, we’ve let them be for some time—a mistake if you ask me—and they have spread like any other vermin. Sourcing the nest of a pest always takes work, but I do not believe it beyond our capabilities.”

      “Well, we will see, Lian. Once the Grand Rite is at its end, faith or not, we will know how strong the women’s powers are.”

      I slid the empty platters onto my arm and then turned to leave.

      “Wait!”

      He didn’t specify who needed to wait, but I could only assume it was me, since the other serving girls were up at the other end of the dais. I stood stock still and did as I had been told—don’t move, keep my eyes down, only speak when spoken to.

      “How may I serve you, m’lords?”

      The words came easily for something that felt like ash in my mouth. I could dimly hear the women’s screaming trail off into a gurgle, but my own ragged breath overrode it all, filling me with shame. I stood still and was a good little girl, because I’d been dumb enough to walk into the wolf’s den.

      “Well, well, it seems that Maud has finally started instilling some manners in her girls. What do you think, gentlemen? This one to ring in the new year?”

      As my eyes scudded over the table’s surface, I saw it. Not rough and ready like the other stocks they had downstairs, here instead, the polished mahogany surface was broken by finely wrought wolf’s heads at four points. One of the men’s hands moved, the crystal glowing as it did, and the jaws snapped open. I could see then the sharp metal teeth that would no doubt clamp down hard on the wrists of the captured. Their hollow throats would be useful, capturing the blood that would flow and funnelling it off to god knows where. I tried to slow and deepen my breath, but it kept coming in faster and faster.

      “Too blowsy for my tastes. I prefer something a little more…streamlined.”

      “The boys come after, Gerald, you know that.”

      “Well, have at the little piece if you wish, but by the smell of her, she’s already had a seeing to by some of the men. Fairly stinks of Tirian.”

      “Hmm, perhaps not then. Girl, return to the kitchens and ask Maud to send…what was her name? The slight one with the delightfully tiny tits? I want to say Agatha.”

      “Arden, I think is the one you’re looking for, Lian. Though you’re sure? She was quite fun the last time we played. Be a shame to end that.”

      “Only the best for our lord,” Lian replied, and a rumble from the earth came, as if in agreement.

      “Very good, m’lords,” I said, and bobbed a curtsey before turning on my heel and walking back.

      I focussed on the heavy weight of the trays, welcoming the way the large ovals of metal felt almost like shields as I went, though they would have done little to help me. The crystals began to hum as I went, lights flaring in each of them as the sound grew louder. I skittered back as Volken throughout the hall got to their feet, holding out their cups and their tankards, their voices joining with the sound.

      It was like some motherfucking men’s choir, but this had way too many notes of pain and abuse and subjugation to be pretty. Instead, it was the music of sheer fucking horror. They stood and sang, completely oblivious to all around them, perfectly unified in their mistreatment of others, glorying in it, no less. This was a call to arms, to commit more atrocities, to indulge in any kind of self-serving violent act they pleased, as a sign of solidarity with their brothers. They hadn’t come for Sanctuary before because they hadn’t needed to. They’d stuck together, rained down hell, and no one raised a hand to them, with only the faltering in their number enough to finally make a dent in that. Red light shot around the room, connecting each crystal to the other, then fanning out to lock on those that the men wore. It was this massive web, and I’d been stupid enough to walk into it.

      When the door appeared, I was almost sobbing with relief. I ran past the servery, straight into the kitchen, past a bemused Adam, and into the spit room.

      “Jules, what the fuck?!” Finn said, rushing to my side.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Aaron said. “We took our eyes off you for one minute!”

      I couldn’t answer them as I fought to take a breath, but my lungs wouldn’t cooperate. Their questions sounded like they were coming from underwater, muffled and from a long way away. My eyes stared blankly at the room, the view of the women being raped playing over and over now that I wasn’t actively trying to shut it out. Their brutality and my lack of action hammered at me like blows. When I finally did focus, I saw only one set of eyes—Sylvan’s. His stared into mine, and then once he was convinced by what he saw there, he nodded.

      There was no solace to be had there. He knew this was what it would be like, and from the memories I’d caught from him, he’d been on the receiving end.

      “Gimme a bucket,” I groaned. “I’m gonna be sick.”
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      Once I’d sat down and got my breath back, I recounted my experiences. The guys went white, then red, and I watched their bodies tense and their fists ball, and I worried. While what I’d seen was horrible to someone who’d grown up in the human world, for matriarchal Sanctuary, it was an anathema. I watched them pace the floor, my voice getting quieter and flatter as the tension built.

      “We can’t do anything about it,” I said.

      “The fuck we can’t,” Slade snapped.

      “We can report back, then bring the troops. Develop a real battle strategy,” Aaron said. “We can use some of the gold and get some serious hardware and take the fucks out once and for all, but that’s not gonna happen with just us and some handguns. It fucking kills me to say it, but we need to focus on the mission and get the fuck out. The matriarchs need to know about this, and about the White Wolf and Branwen. We’ve got to protect our families, or they’re next.”

      “But what about those women?” Hawk said. My heart broke to hear the ragged rasp in his voice as he forced the words out. “We’re just going to leave them to get fucked to death?”

      “Not just women,” I said.

      “No, not just the women,” Sylvan said. “The thing you need to remember is this place doesn’t run on sex, it runs on power. That’s what this is, all a demonstration of power.”

      He wove his hand and revealed the crystal burning bright there.

      “What the fuck is that?” Jack said. “You’ve shown us a few times. It looks like the crystals from the ruins, like the one Jules and the Volken fucks are all wearing.”

      “Your link with the White Wolf is tenuous. She just turns up sometimes and does her thing. Like, you couldn’t summon her now to lay waste to this place?” A note of hope crept into his voice, unbidden by the look on his face.

      I shook my head. I could reach for my Tirian, but the Great Wolf? I let my eyes go unfocussed and saw the green lines tying my pack together, but that didn’t summon any wolf gods.

      “Well, the Volken have no such problem. The crystals are their conduits to Lonan’s power. The elites get the bigger or purer crystals and more power, which comes with the greater ability to inflict your will on those around you, including other Volken. That’s the dream, to get the biggest crystal. There’s been assassinations and all the other shit you’d expect, trying to get access to it.”

      “Why not waltz into the dining room and grab one of those?” I asked.

      “Them? They’re Lonan’s. He draws from us as much as we draw from him. Blood, pain, death, destruction, anything that destroys feeds Lonan. Anyone stupid enough to try and take one of them would bring down the whole city.”

      “Well, that sounds like a fucking brilliant plan,” Jack said. “Let’s activate the auto destruct sequence on the way out. No need for any of the soldier boys to get involved.”

      “You don’t understand. Lonan is kept satisfied by what we bring him. You let him out of his cage, he’ll eat the world. This world, yours, all worlds. There is no stopping him. He is the destroyer. You’d be responsible for the massacre of all living things,” Sylvan said.

      “Well, fuck.”

      “We stick to the plan,” Finn said. “Jules, have something to eat. Yeah, I know you’re not feeling it, but it's been a few days of sparse meals and little sleep. Just eat and rest, for me. Adam said we need to start prepping the evening meal, so that’ll keep us busy here and away from what’s happening out there. No one goes out alone, y’hear me? No one. You go for a piss, there’s someone coming with you to hold your dick.”

      “Ooh,” Jack said, giving Hawk a wink. “I like this plan, though I am wondering who’ll be holding your dick, Prince Perfect?”

      “I trust any of my mates with anything of mine, including my dick,” Finn shot back. “And considering I’ve seen quite a few of them in various states, including inside my other mates, the time for coyness is over.”

      “Oh, OK.”

      “I spoke to Adam and we’ll be going down to the cells for the evening meals. It’s when the men are returned from the breeding pens. We’ll take a look, but we might need to make a break for it tonight. We shouldn’t have come for the Longest Night. Adam talked about the festival, about what’s planned for the next few days. What’s happening in the banquet hall will only get more and more debauched in deference to the Black Wolf.”

      I grabbed at the bucket, feeling my guts lurch at the memories of what had gone down in the banquet hall, but there was nothing left to come out.

      Everyone’s eyes strayed to where Sylvan sat against the wall.

      “What?” he snapped, meeting the gaze of each one of them, one by one. “You think I wanted to be here? I’m the conduit for that fucking thing downstairs, so I feel all the things those bastards do. I thought I had this all planned out, that I’d never have to feel that shit again, unless I was asleep. To go through Longest Night again…”

      The seer’s eyes closed, and he rested his head back against the wall, his eyes quickly tightening.

      “I’ve been the one caught between those wolves’ jaws on the main dais,” he said. “Each one of those fucks used me to unload into, over and over and over, until I wanted to be dead. And I’ve been the one doing the unloading. This place is fucked up beyond all recognition. I’ll get you and yours out, and then I’m gone from here. None of this is turning out the way I thought. Fuck the visions, fuck this place, and fuck Lonan most of all.” The ground rumbled underneath us, sending us leaping for something to grab onto. “I just want out.”

      

      The rest of the day was quiet and monotonous. Basting, turning, resting, rinse and repeat. For a while, I rested my head against the wall and tried to snooze, and Brandon moved in to provide a softer surface to lie on. I let his arms encircle me despite the heat, needing that comfort. With the rhythmic grind of the spits turning and the peace, it didn’t take long for me to drop off.

      

      I floated, soft and weightless on a big fluffy cloud, the breeze gentle as it washed over me, keeping me the perfect temperature. The cloud was soft, so soft, which was interesting for a big mass of water vapour. I snuggled down into it, burrowing my face in the plush surface, willing my mind to go still and quiet. Instead, it spoke up.

      Watch.

      I opened my eyes in protest, pretty sure no dream was worth whatever my subconscious wanted to show me. I just wanted long, featureless nothing for a bit.

      Watch, it insisted, so I pulled myself over to the edge and looked down.

      Leifgart spread like a poisonous stain across the land below, the bright green surrounding it almost struggling to retain its vibrancy against the sullen blackness of the city. People moved like ants, scurrying around it, too small to be able to tell what exactly they were doing. As if in response to that thought, we zoomed in.

      I was glad I was hovering above it all.

      The description Finn had given was nothing compared to watching whatever the hell Longest Night was. There was no religious festival, no carrying of effigies or laying offerings at the feet of their gods—or rather there was, in a particularly Volken way.

      They boiled out of the building the banquet had been held in like a swarm of angry ants. Initially just as small, as we got closer and closer, we saw it. Torches that had been brought out purposefully were lit, some put to the closest building, the ornately carved wood catching fire fairly quickly. Others were tossed into windows and doorways, the subsequent conflagration taking a little longer to start.

      But start it did. Volken dragged out possessions, theirs or others, and started dumping it in piles, then setting that alight as well. Some protested, clinging to this thing or that, but their brothers soon showed them the error of their ways. Crystals flared red as fists were driven into their faces or limbs were pinned to sides, turning those abused men into meat, just like the rest of the charnel house.

      Servants who’d scurried around to clean and cook and sew and fix for the Volken were rudely ripped from their tasks. Whatever tools or products they’d been working on were tossed away. They were not valued for their labour anymore. In a society that routinely took what it had built and razed it to the ground, creators were no longer of use.

      Creators and destroyers, I thought, remembering Finn’s words back at Slade’s mating party. No matter which camp you sorted the members of my pack into, they had nothing on these guys.

      Wicked knives, swords, bows and arrows, and guns all tore through the screaming, crying servant class. Sometimes to strip them bare so a more intimate destruction could be wreaked on their bodies. Others carved their menials up like one would slaughter an animal, slicing their throats and, as their hands went to the gaping wounds, stabbing them through their hearts. Limbs were hacked off for no other reason than the wild grins on the Volken’s face, then tossed on the now burning piles of Leifgart detritus.

      Living in the country, I was all too aware of dogs gone bad. Prompted by instincts gone haywire or just pure thrill killing, I’d seen those dogs that tore through a paddock of sheep, ripping the throats out of the poor bleating animals, over and over. Not for food, not because they were a threat, but for the simple, brutal pleasure of it. I watched the horde spread out beyond the wall that ringed Leifgart, which was beginning to crumble under the onslaught, and into the farms and homes beyond.

      I scanned the fields, sure that this would be the point it would stop. No food, no Volken, and they sure as hell wouldn’t be the ones to work the land. But god, I was wrong.

      Plants tended carefully were trampled and ripped from their roots in seconds by the rampaging Volken. Tools were smashed, water barrels tipped over, and fire put to the remains. Then they turned their energy towards the animals.

      Starting to shift restively in their pens, animals that looked a bit like sheep or cows watched the approaching Volken with rolling eyes, their massive bodies colliding with the barricades that kept them penned in as the Volken approached. Some were able to kick their way free, but running did little. The Volken whooped as they stampeded away, the similarities between the Uldariel and the Volken immediate. Just like their fan boys, the Volken ran down the beasts, throwing rapidly spinning knives after the beasts and dropping them with considerable precision.

      Those beasts that didn’t run, with their great slabs of muscles twitching with the effort of staying in one place, didn’t fare any better. Volken grabbed them with the sort of casual intimacy farmers use, yanking their necks back and then dispatching them just as swiftly. Volken stepped into the sprays of blood like children under a sprinkler, basking in the gore.

      I knew what was coming next. I had to. It was logical that their focus would turn now to the servant’s houses, but it didn’t stop me from fighting that realisation.

      No, I said, but the cloud didn’t listen as the first door was kicked in. No, no, no. This makes no sense. They need that food to eat, these people to clean and look after them. Still, screaming people were pulled from the house, a mother with a baby in arms, a father, their sons. Those kids will become future workers!

      I was arguing with a cloud and people who didn’t, couldn’t listen.

      Through death, comes regrowth, the voice said to me.

      What kind of bullshit aphorism is that? I said as tears choked me. The family clung together as the Volken approached, screaming, clawing at each other’s limbs as they were torn apart. Then the Volken took hold of the children.

      The degradation and harm of anyone is harrowing, but the gut deep instinct to protect children, anyone’s children, made it all the worse. We hate that piercing scream in the supermarket aisle precisely because it galvanises you. Hard coded in us is the need to help the child, give it what it needs to stop crying, and the irritation springs from a resentment of this instinctual burden.

      I buried my face in the cloud, rolling away from the edge when the screams started. It didn’t help me or them, I had too much material to use to fill in the gaps of what I wasn’t seeing. The sounds of kids crying and screaming just got louder and louder, the children begging, for help for their parents, for someone, anyone to do the things they couldn’t. This just spread as more and more families were torn from their homes. My teeth ground so hard, I thought they’d crack as I fought the sound. I couldn’t do anything. I was strong, but no more than any one of the Volken. I’d fucked around, literally, never learning to use the souped up new body I’d been given, too myopically focussed on my heart and my clit.

      I dashed away the tears angrily. I had no right to cry. I was part of the problem, just listening to this horrific symphony of pain. I lay there, each scream a baton used to bludgeon me, until finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I threw myself off the back of the cloud.

      Wind whipped past my face as I plummeted to the ground. All sense of self-preservation was gone. I wanted, craved the inevitable collision. To say I was surprised when I landed with the kind of cat-like grace superheroes demonstrate in Marvel films was an understatement.

      I watched the Volken tear children from their parents, only to slash at them with knives, my eyes struggling to take in what was happening. I saw some ripping at their clothes, pulling them around by their hair, tossing babies to the ground, and my head titled.

      Everyone can dream, but magic is the ability to turn that dream into a reality. The White Wolf’s words echoed in my mind as I watched the horror play out.

      This was a dream, or a nightmare really, but whichever it was, I was doing so lucidly. I could control what was happening.

      For a second, there was just that rush, that beautiful knowledge that I could do anything I damn well pleased in the bizarre reality that was this dream-vision. I looked down at my hands and smiled when a couple of flaming swords appeared, which would normally be cause for concern.

      Me, sharp objects, and fire weren’t a great combination, but in the dream realm, they could be. I imagined myself right in the fray of Volken, waving the children away into safety with one hand, healing all injuries, mental or physical with another. It was so seductive, this simplistic wish fulfilment world. The kids looked on now, wide eyed, their parents rushing to take them in hand. Good thing too, as I raised my swords.

      What I did was hazy. Never having really played a lot of role-playing computer games or watched many sword and sorcery movies, I couldn’t tell you exactly what I did, it just kinda happened. One minute, I was holding my swords, and in the next, the Volken were chopped into mincemeat before me. I looked at the bits of leather-clad flesh and felt nothing but burning vindication.

      From death comes regrowth.

      I looked up at the sky, searching for my cloud, but instead saw the White Wolf moving ponderously slowly across the landscape. She was massive, taking up the whole sky, her head moving so slowly to look back at me, her eyes gleaming like emeralds. Each step she took shook the earth, but not in any catastrophic way, more like the feel of the earth’s heartbeat. Boom, boom, boom. Until the gaps between the booms bled into one another, and the reverberations turned from vibration to an actual earthquake. Everyone’s eyes turned to the top of the plateau where the buildings shook like jelly on a plate. They collapsed like sandcastles, dissolving into rubble to make way for what came.

      His paws were what came first, followed quickly by his muzzle. Black as night, his fur seemed to absorb all other light as he pulled himself out of the ground. Buildings, people, the plateau itself, all collapsed in to make way for him—Lonan, the Black Wolf. My eyes swung to the White Wolf, expecting to see her start to move faster, run, rally, fight back, or something. Instead, she continued to plod along at her same pace. The Black Wolf was initially much smaller, but he soon expanded, now that he was freed from the confines of his cave. He howled the moment he reached the same size as her, the sound blasting through my ears so loudly, I could only hear part of it. And then he was on her.

      Her reaction was so slow, I wanted to scream, her head swinging, swinging, swinging as he launched himself on her back and started tearing into her flesh. Blood ran down her sides, soaking the earth beneath her, turning the burning, rubble strewn horror into an abattoir. Her screams of pain filled the sky, her teeth bared, ready to attack, but he was so damn fast. Seemingly sick of chewing chunks off of her, he launched himself at her throat, tearing it out with brutal efficiency. She crashed to the earth, blood fountaining out, her body twitching as the last of its life left her.

      From death comes regrowth. Prepare for the Great Rite.

      The voice was little more than a whisper in my head as I watched in horror. Then he turned, scanning the mass of people desperately trying to escape, and launched himself at us. We stared down the velvety black throat, a maw of complete nothingness, where no growth, no life could exist. People screamed and ran, but I didn’t bother. This was the wolf that ate the world. It bit the sun, devoured the stars, and our puny efforts were nothing by comparison. Still or running, we were all swallowed up, sent to the Black Wolf’s gullet.

      Then the world narrowed down to two things—darkness and cold. I couldn’t see my hand in front of me, couldn’t feel it move. There was nothing but a frigid sensation. Minutes, hours, days passed, I had no way of knowing. There was no movement, no action with which to estimate time, not even my own heartbeat. It was all frozen.

      So when the green came, I had no response. It was little points of colour at first, which was odd, since to even notice them, I had to have eyes. That consciousness brought with it an awareness of my body, though I couldn’t see it at first. It was only the slowly unfurling seeds of green, growing and broaching the blackness, then appearing to eat it up, taking in the gloom like other plants would the sun and then photosynthesising it into long wispy tendrils of growth that curled and twined, drawing higher and higher. Until finally, something popped.

      Sunlight rained down upon the lot of us, a rich verdant landscape rolling out where there had been nothing. And people, no Volken, no uniforms, just people and animals and plants and rivers and birds…and the Great White Wolf, surveying the lot of it with a gentle eye, panting lightly as the bright light was reflected off her snow-white pelt.

      “Jules!”

      I woke up with a start, finding Finn and Slade looking down at me in concern, but Brandon and I turned to Sylvan. Brandon’s hand shot out and took mine, his fingers wrapping around mine as we stared at the wide-eyed seer.

      “What the hell is the Great Rite?”
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      “No,” Sylvan said, shaking his head and getting to his feet when we wouldn’t look away, only to be pushed back down again by Slade and Aaron. “No, we have to get out of here. We need to run.”

      “That didn’t help anyone in my vision,” I said.

      “Stop with the theatrics,” Brandon said. “Explain, now.”

      “Where’s this coming from? How do you know what that is?” Sylvan asked though narrowed eyes, but his fingers still clawed at the fabric of his pants.

      “A vision. Now, how about you tell us what it is,” Brandon said.

      Sylvan settled back against the wall with effort, his eyes still darting around the room. He seemed to be paying undue attention to the architecture, and I couldn’t work out why.

      “I told you Volken society was initially nomadic. We didn’t settle, grow, or make anything. We just rode from place to place and took what we wanted. It was only when Lonan drew us here, after he’d retreated from Eomis by the look of things, that we started to put down roots. We built Leifgart, created the city. Well, we’ve created it several times over.”

      “What? The Volken do makeovers?” Jack said. “Who’d have thought it?”

      Sylvan shook his head at that, fingers trailing over the stone step he sat on. “Not…that. The Great Rite happens at the end of the Longest Night festival on a timetable that only the elite are privy to. Usually just before a major battle or large campaign.” He looked up at us, but his eyes were soft and unfocussed. “Lonan is powered by death, destruction, and degradation. We destroy everything. Every building, possession, man, woman, and child that is not Volken, and even some of the weaker ones go under the knife. Then we rampage. The surrounding land has been largely depopulated because of this. Too many waves of destruction. We have to collect and build more in the down time.”

      “To allow you to go further to create more destruction,” I said in little more than a whisper, remembering the lumbering White Wolf and her inability to rally against the much nimbler Black Wolf.

      “Dear boy, you lack faith. We have never really attempted to broach the thing in any major way. I find it highly unlikely that whatever puny magics the bitches have mustered would withstand the full force of the Volken host and our lord. No, we’ve let them be for some time—a mistake if you ask me—and they have spread like any other vermin. Sourcing the nest of a pest always takes work, but I do not believe it beyond our capabilities.”

      Brandon’s eyes whipped around to meet mine, as if he heard the Volken lord’s words himself.

      “Fuck…” I said, my mouth falling open.

      “They’re going to use the Great Rite to punch their way through our portal,” Brandon finished when I couldn’t get the words out.

      “We’re bugging out, now,” Aaron said. I watched the shake in those big, strong hands with alarm. There was something rock like and implacable about Aaron, that to see him so affected only added fuel to my already merrily raging anxiety fire. “I don’t want to leave the guys here but—”

      “The matriarchs need to know. The CO’s needs to know. We have to get this information back to them,” Slade said, starting to pace.

      “OK, everyone needs to calm down and take a breath,” Finn said, holding out his hands.

      “Because deep breathing will help things?” Jack shot back. “This isn’t a mindful meditation session.”

      “And getting hysterical is an improvement?” Finn replied.

      I felt the warm weight of Brandon’s hand in mine, the Great Wolf’s words reverberating through the both of us. From death comes regrowth. Whose death, and for what to regrow?

      “What about the people here?”

      Hawk’s words created a calm over the room that had been sorely missed. His arms were firmly crossed over his chest, and he surveyed the room with a dark eye.

      “Pretty sure the kids here would be hurt just as bad as ours. They’d rape the women and the men here, just like they would at home. You think you can sacrifice these kids and these women to keep ours safe, but you can’t. You let that mongrel fucking thing take the people here?” His eyes switched from one to the other of us. “You give him fuel to come and take ours.”

      “So what do we do? Make a last stand?” Aaron said with a snort.

      Hawk shook his head. “Right now, we’re in the belly of the beast, and they don’t know we’re here. I say we gather information, find out the lay of the land, and then we work out a way to strip the prick of everything he has.”

      The earth rumbled underneath us, as if in answer to Hawk’s suggestion, but he remained resolute, not moving an inch as the ground vibrated.

      As if summoned, Adam appeared at the doorway with several buckets in hand. “You still want to feed the prisoners?”
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      I could have done with some regrowth right about now. We were trekking down the worn steps, all the finely made rooms of the surface level bleeding away to dank, dripping stone and lichen spidering across rough-hewn walls.

      Down the steps, past the cells. Defer to the commandant or whoever is in charge. You can tell the difference by their insignias. One pip means a captain, three means the commandant. Feed who they want fed first, then they’re likely to leave you alone as you clean out the latrine buckets. Time to talk then, though circumspectly. Adam’s instructions played over and over in my mind as I firmed my grip on the bucket handles I was carrying and followed Slade and Hawk, with the rest of the pack at my back.

      “Well, well, what do we have here?” A tall man in the usual black armour stepped out of a room as we got to the bottom. One silver pip, a captain. Adam had expected as much with most of the Volken upstairs celebrating. It was a skeleton staff down here, right when we needed it. He pulled a knife out from his belt, snickering when we all stiffened, and then dragged the silvery point through one of Hawk’s buckets. “Pâté, bread, fruit! Rich pickings indeed. Too good for this scum. And what have you brought me?”

      “Dinner from the big table, m’lord,” Finn said with a much broader accent, one that was scarily close to Adam’s. Where had he learned to do that? He held out a silver tray covered with a pure white napkin, his head bowed. “Adam said that you were to have some of the best cuts. Kept them to one side.”

      “And so he should. Only right, being relegated to the bowels of the earth.” The captain took the tray and then pulled the napkin back. “Fish roe, cloud bread, marinated alatha skewers. Mm…my compliments to the chef.” He glanced up at us for a second, almost irritated by our presence. “Well, go on. The miserable sods have just been released from the women’s clutches. Not sure if they can summon the energy to eat, but feed them we must. Mind you empty those latrines as well. The last lot have been neglecting that and the place stinks to high heaven.”

      “Of course, m’lord. Very good, m’lord,” we all said, hopefully suitably servile. The captain just nodded and then turned to return to his office.

      I struggled to take in the details as we entered the Volken cell network for the first time. My heart pounded loud in my ears as we moved around to the cages, removing the keys from the hooks we were instructed to use by Adam. My hands shook as I put one of the buckets down so I could take those Brandon handed me. He looked grimly determined after the shared vision. But it was this place—the cells and the bodies within them all too similar to the way we’d looked in the Uldariel cage—that got to me. We’d dreamed about this place, thought about it countless times once we realised it existed. The visions and the angst overlaid the reality in a way that was hard to reconcile.

      “These have to be the bowls he mentioned,” Hawk said, pulling down a stack of metal dishes. We all flinched at the sight of them. Crusted with rotten food and partially rusting, they didn’t look fit for a dog, let alone people.

      We shook our heads and moved to dish out the food, but Hawk pulled the worst dishes to one side and tried to scrape free the leftover mess behind the wall of our bodies as we set to work divvying the supplies up.

      “You gonna fucking feed us or what?” We all froze at the sound of someone shouting from the cells. “Stop fucking around and get it in here. My mate’s starving.”

      Slade grabbed two bowls and marched over to the cell, not heeding the system we’d been given. He didn’t have the keys, forcing Jack to run over and put them into the lock that opened the slot in each cell. Jack’s eyes flicked around the room, at the captain’s office and the other cells, especially now that the inhabitants were starting to rouse. The captain’s door remained resolutely closed.

      “Kerry?” Slade said, and the man in the cage froze.

      “Slade?”

      My mate’s name rang clearly through the complex in a horrible mixture of disbelief and despair. We all clustered around the cell, hissing for quiet, but there was no getting this cat back into its bag.

      “Slade? What the fuck, man? What are you—”

      “If you don’t all shut the fuck up right now, we’re in the cells with you, rather than getting you out of them.”

      Finn uttered the words in a low monotone, but the effect was instantaneous. I could no more have made a peep than turned into a chicken.

      “We’re here to get the lot of you out, but we can’t do it today,” Finn said, glancing down the rows of cells. Aaron looked up at that. We hadn’t decided that with what we now knew. “We’re doing reconnaissance, finding out how many are down here, and formulating a plan. It’s going to take time, but we’re going to get you home.”

      “Finn…?”

      The voice was thin and ragged, sounding more like the creaking of stones than a human larynx, but the effect was stark. Finn’s head whipped around, his eyes searching the cells, looking for the location the voice came from. I moved to his side, following him as he took long strides down the cells, until we pulled up somewhere near the end. The light was poor here, lit only by torches on the walls, but that was enough for Finn. His fingers wrapped around the cell bars, his just above the internees. The man inside looked at him like he was an angel, the lost city of Atlantis, and a twelve-course meal all rolled into one.

      “My…” The man’s hand reached up, then pulled back, flinching away from contact. Finn’s hand jerked up, catching the fingers before they could retreat further.

      “Dad?” he said. “Dad, is that you?”

      “No, no, no, not my boy, not here. We made a deal. She promised, promised he would never come,” the man started to babble. He jerked out of Finn’s grip, his fingers beginning to claw at his face. “No, Max, no. It can’t be happening. This can’t happen!”

      “Dad,” Finn hissed, and my hand shot out to take his. The confident alpha of moments ago had been quickly replaced by a child desperately trying to reach out to their parent. I felt the tight tangle of emotions inside him—frustration, anger, shame, but overwhelmingly, there was need. “Dad,” he said, his voice beginning to shake. “Dad!”

      His father came to a standstill as Finn’s will beat down on him.

      “You’re going to be calm. Do nothing to draw the attention of the guard. Sit down and talk to me, while the others serve up the food.”

      Finn’s father sat in a neat cross-legged pose and looked up at his son. It was all still there though, shining in his green eyes. Inside, this man screamed, but for the moment, I was glad for the silence. Now that he was managed, I listened to the rest of the pack as they delivered the food, talked to the inmates, and learned about how this fucking prison was run.

      “We’re the only lifers,” Johnno said to Aaron. “From what I can see, any of the ones on the surface that commit infractions are taken straight down to that fucking wolf they got captive. No mess, no fuss, and the lot of them get a power boost, don't they? But not us. Gotta get sons on the women, don’t they?” The man looked at the ground for a second. “Mate, I know I said I’d never turn away free pussy, but Aaron, these women—"

      “It’s OK,” Aaron said. “Don’t worry about that now. We’ll get you out, and then we can sort through that stuff. Where’s the weak points? What’s the personnel like?”

      “Is that…?” Finn asked, pointing a shaking finger at a figure lying flat on the ground.

      “Rhydian? Yes, son,” Finn’s dad replied. “He’s… There’s no other way to say it, son. He’s not doing so well. I’ve told them and told them—this is too much. We could keep pushing out sons forever if they just took better care of us, but I can’t get them to let him see a medic. The prick ran off by all accounts.”

      “How…how bad is it?”

      “He’s running on empty. We all are, but Rhydian’s run down. That’s why the cells aren’t that full. They wring everything they can get out of us, and then we go into decline. Max’s trying his best. That fucker Lian has made him his pet. He asks for us, for medical help, but they just laugh. They want us as studs, need us to keep giving them sons, but they won’t even give us basic care.”

      I watched Grey, because that’d be who he was, the last of Grace’s mates. His hands balled into fists, the tendons and bones pushing out through the surface of his thin skin, the muscles shaking with the effort. Rhydian lay in a messy heap of long stringy hair and ragged clothing. I reached for and took Finn’s hand, fishing the crystal out with the other, and it gleamed with a gentle green glow in the low light. The Volken seemed to be able to use the crystals as a means to channel the Great Wolf’s power. I thought of those green tendrils in the darkness… Perhaps we could do the same?

      Both men’s eyes turned to it, with quite different reactions. Finn nodded, a desperate need burning inside him. He held my hand tight, the power of the bond throbbing through us like an electrical current. But Grey’s reaction was something else altogether. He scrabbled back, obviously seeing it as yet another means to coerce him.

      “No, Grey,” I said, “this will…”

      He shifted over to hunch protectively over Rhydian’s prone form, the other man groaning in response.

      “Dad, it's not that kind of crystal,” Finn said. “Look at the colour, Dad. This comes from the White Wolf.”

      We weren’t getting through to him. His lips pulled back to reveal broken fangs, a growl building in his chest. I closed my eyes, the sudden all-encompassing blackness uncomfortable in ways it hadn’t been before, especially when I felt a low rumble below us. Death, I thought, regrowth.

      I was never good at meditation or visualisation. My mind went in a million different directions as the instructor spoke in even, sleep-inducing tones. The crystal piano and dolphin soundtrack playing in the yoga studio I’d gone to made me wonder why dolphins were seen to be so spiritual. Like, there was no cow mooing or cats mating in meditation music. But the never-ending blackness motivated me. God knows how I was going to sleep tonight, but right now, I wanted that darkness gone.

      Green tendrils in the dark, green shoots, green plants, green…

      I tried to talk myself through it, tried to imagine the same explosion of plant life I’d seen in my dreams. Why? I wasn’t sure, but I figured—as we seemed to be led around by the nose by the Great Wolves—I may as well use what abilities they’d gifted us for good. Green spots appeared in the seamless black, then disappeared, smothered by the gloom. I sighed.

      Like this? my Tirian said, and my internal landscape erupted. Green, formless, and growing rapidly, the spots spun and spiralled in my mind’s eye, chasing the black away and eating up each speck of darkness like some kind of verdant vacuum cleaner.

      “Jules… Jules!”

      My eyes snapped open to see both Rhydian and Grey were sitting up, blinking as they inspected each other, wide eyed.

      “Rhy?” Grey said, reaching out to touch the other man and then jerking his hand away. Rhydian looked a million times better. He was still too thin, particularly for a man from Sanctuary, but his cheeks were no longer as sunken and there was a little more padding on his ribs and torso.

      “Grey…” The other man’s voice was no more than a whisper, easing out of his chest as he wrapped his arms around his mate. They clawed at each other, fighting to get closer as if needing that skin to skin contact.

      “Get the keys.”

      Finn’s voice was the sound of hell’s doors creaking open. His fingers dug into the corroding bars, sending flakes of rust to the ground. His eyes glowed phosphorescent green as he watched his fathers embrace.

      “Get the keys, now!”

      I planted my feet, imagining them rooted there, no more able to move than blocks of stone. The command smashed into me, shoving me over and over to do his will. But I couldn’t. I knew if it was my parents in there, I’d be using whatever damn mystical bullshit I had in my arsenal to raze this place to the ground.

      Which would only further feed Lonan.

      We had to be smart about this. I glanced down the rows of cells and saw the guys ferrying the food around while conducting hushed conversations. Aaron was scoping out the breadth of the building, creating a mental map in his head and conferring with his team, while Sylvan’s eyes were on the captain’s office door. We had to stick to the plan, which is what I told Finn.

      He just stared at me for a second, as if unable to believe I hadn’t moved, hadn’t rushed to do his bidding. He kept a lid on using his alpha powers, using them as sparingly as possible, but I think a small part of him held on to the fact that he could force things if he wanted to. I’m not sure how he felt about the fact he couldn’t do that with me.

      “Finn?” Rhydian finally seemed to see that his son stood there, peeling his body from Grey’s and approaching the bars. “Son?”

      “Yeah, Dad,” Finn replied, his voice breaking. The tears shone, then fell openly, and I touched his hand to feel why. I gulped air in as it all hit.

      I’d buried both my parents—Mum dying of cancer, Dad of a heart attack some time later—so I lived in that weird space orphans did. You love someone who you’re never going to see again, the very bond you have with them ripping you open and wounding you at odd times.

      I often wondered if my lack of concern about having kids came partly from that. That when I had a baby, I’d be where Mum was, taking the same steps she took, more or less, only to at some point leave my child like she had, just as unwillingly. It certainly affected my openness in a relationship.

      It’d taken a while, but that had to be what held me back when the guys had been falling all over themselves to give me their dicks and their hearts. Love is pain. It’s both the most intense joining you can have with another being, and as a result, the most painful. You place so much of your self-worth, your identity, your wants and needs, your being into the other person, who then places that in you. And then comes the magic—what they give you becomes more important, transcending the almighty ego and need to survive, and becoming something so much bigger. So, I felt Finn’s burning need as if my own, partially through the lens that I’d give body parts to dark gods for another chance to hold my parents, while realising I needed to deny Finn just that. Tears slid down my own cheeks as all he felt pulsed inside me, and I just held that, treasuring that for a moment before I pushed back with what I knew.

      “Finn, we have to—”

      “I know.”

      “At least for a day or two. We’ve just got to—”

      “I know.”

      “This is your mate, son?” Rhydian said, his grey eyes creasing, as if he wanted to keep the love and pain that shone there from his child. “She’s beautiful.”

      “This is Jules,” he said, choking the words out. His hands whipped out, and he wrapped his arms around me, holding me hard to his chest. I half closed my eyes, feeling that god awful longing in him rise and meet my own.

      “Jules, who’s been touched by the White Wolf.” He nodded. “You love our boy?”

      I looked sideways at Finn, almost shyly. Of course I loved him, the feeling more raw and immediate after what we’d been through since coming through the portal, but it hit me so intensely in that moment, it was a struggle to make eye contact.

      “You do,” Rhydian said. “Good, he’s going to need your strength for what’s coming.”

      And with that, they sat down to strategise. I returned to the tables and distributed food, while Sylvan maintained lookout and the others sorted the latrine buckets. A silence fell over the cells when we started putting the keys back on the correct hooks and packed the bowls away, scraped as clean as we could get them. We, the bringers of hope, were going back to Sylvan’s mother’s house, where no one would touch us against our will, feed us scraps, or make us shit in a bucket. But not for long, I thought. We would find a way to get everyone out of here.

      “Finished?” the captain said when we knocked on his door to take his tray away. Finn nodded. “Good, good. Well, you know you’ll need to come down, even during the…festivities? Don’t try and find a little bolthole to hide in. I’ll come for you myself if you don’t feed the inmates and clean the cells.” His eyes roamed across the lot of us. “And you wouldn’t want that.”

      “Of course, m’lord. Wouldn’t think of it, m’lord,” Finn replied.

      “Good, and don’t think none of us will check. You might have run of the place, such as it is, but any skiving and you’ll be down the Great Wolf’s throat in a second.”

      Brandon and I shuddered at that, remembering the feel of just that from our dream. The captain noted us reaching for the other’s hand, and nodded as if satisfied.

      

      “You get what you needed?” Adam asked in a low voice as we returned to the kitchen. It was late and things were slowing down, most of the staff having gone home, and only the boys prepping food for the next day were left.

      We nodded.

      “Lian,” Finn said. “They say he has my father, Max.”

      “That one?” Adam shook his head. “You’ll not retrieve that one. He’s kept in much better conditions nowadays. Only sees to Lian’s daughters when his master wishes it, and no others. No, you’d have a better chance of riding out of here on Lonan’s back than freeing him.”

      Finn went to protest, but Slade put a hand on his arm.

      “Thank you for today,” Sylvan said, taking Adam’s hand and placing a small clinking bag in the palm. “For your family.”

      “That’s not needed,” flustered Adam, but when Sylvan closed his fingers over the bag, he looked pleased. “Take some food for yours and Tsarra’s dinner, please.”

      

      “So, we move during this Great Rite,” Aaron said as we sat around Sylvan’s mother’s table. She hadn’t returned from her work yet, but we’d left a plate of food for her on the kitchen bench.

      “Every Volken attends?” Finn said.

      Sylvan nodded, but said, “Doesn’t that seem awfully neat? I didn’t intend to arrive back any time near Longest Night. I was hoping to avoid it like the plague. Yet, here we are. Right at the moment when the Volken will be both their most powerful and least attentive. We time this wrong, we’ll get caught up in the slaughter after, like all the other inhabitants.” His eyes narrowed as they scanned the room. “We time this right, we waltz out of here, your people in tow, and put as much distance between us and Lonan as possible.”

      “What are you complaining about? Easy is good,” Slade said. “I get you’ve got some whole other trip going on, but we want out of here as soon as we can. This place makes me fucking sick.”

      “Complete agreement here. We can’t afford to tackle the Volken head on,” Jack said. “This is like a god given gift.”

      “But which god?” Sylvan said, mostly to himself.

      “So, we’ve got what? A day to locate Max and get him on board, and then we break the rest out,” Aaron said. “You were able to heal Rhydian, Jules, so tomorrow, we assess everyone else and see who needs seeing to. The guys are on board. They’re talking to the others, getting them ready for what’s coming, and will report any that are likely to be a problem to me. We’re going to need clothes and food and supplies to get us out of here. Can you handle that, Sylvan?”

      “Of course,” he muttered. “They think we’re going to protect them from the Great Rite’s slaughter. The people here will give us the shirts from their own backs for that.”

      Brandon took my hand, his eyes burning as they stared into mine. We knew exactly what was coming, something the rest of the pack seemed determined to ignore. I wasn’t sure what we could do about it, the scale of the massacre was epic. I thought of Tsarra and Adam, Conal and even Maud. There was no guarantee any of them would survive.

      “So maybe we should coordinate a complete evacuation,” Brandon said. He straightened in his chair, staring down the rest of the pack as they looked at him with mixed expressions of frustration and irritation.

      “We don’t have time for—” Jack said.

      “You didn’t see what’s coming,” he said.

      “Brandon, we can’t—” Aaron said.

      “You could use this to your advantage. Who’s going to see us if we’re in a huge group leaving Leifgart? People will get hurt, killed, and it’ll put a target on their back, they’d need to know that before making a move, but we could at least tell them. They are going to rape and kill kids, love. We…we saw them do it, heard their screams. These people are irredeemable fucking monsters, and they are going to go on a rampage to strengthen their god so he can punch a hole through the portal and do the same to us. We need to remove as much potential fuel as possible, to keep Sanctuary safe.”

      I squeezed his hand. With a quiet, almost expressionless tone, he managed to make a case to the rest of the pack that I would never have been able to. Sylvan’s eyes jerked up at this, shining with a light I rarely saw within them.

      “That does make sense,” Aaron said with a nod. “What do the rest of you think?”

      “How do we get the word around? Wouldn’t people be awfully suss if a bunch of newcomers said ‘hey, time to get out of town’?” Jack said.

      “It won’t come from you,” Sylvan said, getting to his feet. “I told them of a prophecy to make things easier when I came back with you. Looks like now is the time to pretend it's true.”

      

      He left us not long afterwards, and we finished our meal in silence. I was dying for a wash after the sauce and smoke of the spit room, along with the stench of the cells, but that wasn’t in the cards here. The toilet was a simple latrine, all water had to be pumped and carried, so to bed it was. Hawk curled around Jack as soon as they lay down on the floor, Brandon and Slade waving me over so that I took my place between them. Finn looked like he was going to join us before turning back to the door.

      “C’mon,” Aaron said, rummaging in his bag. He took out a bottle of spirits and waved it at the other man. “I snaffled it from the kitchens.”

      Finn just nodded and filed out.

      “Is he going to be OK?” Slade asked.

      “I don't know,” I replied, remembering his hands clinging to the bars of the cell. “You just want to go with him and take a drink of that bottle.”

      “Volken piss? Not a chance. I want you to tell me about that dream.”

      Slade lay on his side, looking down at Brandon and me, the moon spilling in through the curtains and over the side of his face. So, we did.

      It was hard to try and encapsulate the entirety of what we’d seen. So much of it was felt viscerally, and I found that words were kind of hopeless to describe a massacre of that scale. Like, how could you use the same words to ask for a cup of tea or talk about the weather to describe something like that? How did I make clear the way the kids’ screams felt like they slashed through every nerve in my body, leaving them bleeding in their wake? But we tried, and the mood in the room grew sombre.

      “Fuck,” Hawk said. “These cunts are fucking monsters.”

      “I might feel like warmed over shit,” Jack said. “But no one is sleeping after that.” He crawled over to us, dragging Hawk with him. They were like two lions—one golden, one dark—as they prowled closer. I felt conflicted as they approached, the same surge of attraction and want I felt for each of them rising but sitting uncomfortably with a deep sense of guilt. I could have that—a pack, love, lust, need. What of the guys in the cages or the people who served the Volken?

      “Stop overthinking, love,” Jack said, placing a kiss on my forehead before collapsing down into our rapidly forming puppy pile.

      “What we have is a gift from the Great Wolf herself,” Hawk said, doing the same.

      “How do you know what I was thinking?” I asked.

      “Because I was doing the same,” Hawk replied.
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      “You’re the girl taking his lordship’s breakfast to him?”

      I stood where I’d been told to, holding the elaborate silver tray with its toast in a rack and silver butter knife next to a pat of butter with the shape of a wolf pressed into it. Bacon, eggs, tomatoes, pretty much every kind of breakfast food had been placed on the platter to tempt Lord Lian.

      “Yes, m’lord, if it pleases you, m’lord.”

      I didn’t see the Volken standing before me, since I kept my eyes on his belt buckle, but I heard his chuckle. That same self-satisfied noise fuckwits like this always seemed to do in movies. Next he’d be twirling his moustache or something.

      “Come this way then,” he said, and then turned to lead me into the upper levels of the main building.

      Lian and several other high ranking Volken occupied the place we’d served in yesterday, each taking a floor above the grand banqueting hall. Lian’s was the highest up, reflecting his status and security needs.

      I watched the Volken’s arse as we climbed. He made no concession to my burden, but I’d waitressed for many years, so this was no big deal. He stopped at a foyer before a great iron-bound door.

      “Let’s see what we have here.”

      The man whisked the cover off the tray, snatched up a fork, and speared a few items on the end.

      “Open up,” he said, and I opened my mouth as directed. Each woman that took Lian his tray was required to taste a random morsel of food, in case it was poisoned. While they thought the servants were capable of it, the Volken assumed they were less likely to do so to one of their own. I swallowed the weird combination of food and then opened my mouth, eyes down as the Volken made sure I’d eaten it all. “Well, nothing fast acting,” he said. “More’s the pity. You go in and to his Lordship’s bedroom. You knock three times, announce yourself, and wait for him to grant you entry. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What’s happened to the regular girl, then? What was her name?”

      “Arden, sir? She’s come down with the bloody flux, sir.”

      “Has she indeed?” He seemed inordinately pleased by this. “Well, in you go.”

      I bobbed a quick curtsey and then waited for the man to open the door.

      It was big, that was my first impression, the living space largely open plan with plush couches and scatter cushions, a huge fireplace, and what looked like a training area complete with a padded floor, fight dummies lined against the wall, and weapons hanging from hooks. I stopped for a moment, taking a breath and trying to steady my hands, as I looked for the bedchamber, when I heard the sound. Low and guttural, the moan tugged me forward until I came to another heavy door. There was a thin, high bench there, obviously for placing trays, so I set it down and knocked three times.

      “He won’t have men in his private quarters,” Adam had said. “That pet of his only earned the privilege recently. He’s one of the biggest power brokers in the city, and he protects his position with everything he has. Only ones allowed in are human women, doesn’t see them as a threat obviously. Likes to peacock, the girls say. You’ll probably find him balls deep in that Max when you get in there. Favourite way to wake up.”

      Finn didn’t give anything away, he’d just stood there perfectly still as Adam filled us in. We’d nodded and did as he instructed.

      “Who’s there?” a voice called from behind the door, only a slight waver in it to indicate what was going on.

      “Julie, m’lord,” I replied. We figured a false name was a waste of time. “I have your breakfast tray.”

      “Bring it in and set it on the side table, then wait until I am ready to be served.”

      This is it, go time, I told myself. I took a deep breath, turned the knob, and then grabbed the tray, sweeping in.

      I’d tried as hard as I could to prepare myself for what I was going to see. I knew Max was probably Finn’s bio dad, not that Sanctuary cared about that, and that they looked very similar. I knew the Volken were sick little fucks, and Lian, being at the top of the tree, had to be one of the sickest. But even then, I didn’t expect to look out onto a panoramic view of the surrounding lands of Leifgart through windows filling one whole wall of Lian’s suite. That, and some elaborate construction of pulleys and ropes hanging from what looked like a well-used hook from the rafters of Lian’s bedroom, with a very naked, very hard Max on full display.

      I glanced over for a second before moving to the table opposite to the foot of the bed and found a space to put down the tray before tidying the surface, folding paperwork and putting books into a neat pile. I followed the procedures Adam had drilled into my head. A scrape of butter on each slice of toast and no more. Tea with a slice of lemon only, leave the diffuser in to steep. Slice the tomato in half and sprinkle lightly with pepper and salt, but none was to touch the meat. Anything was worth focussing on but Max.

      But of course, my mind didn’t play that way. As I recounted the instructions like a mantra in my head, the crystal clear image of Max shouldered forward. His wrists held by ropes out and above his head like he was shouting hooray. His torso and legs criss-crossed, the warm brown skin contrasting with the stark black of the coils, his body suspended at just the right height for Lian. His thickly muscled legs held spread wide, no coy leg crossing for Max, forcing him open to admit Lian.

      The sound of a man’s flesh slapping against another man filled the room along with the woody, musky scent of sex. I ignored the lot of it, or tried to give the appearance of it, moving in the proscribed ways until everything was exactly as it should be. Then I stood, hands clasped, head down, eyeing the two of them out the corner of mine.

      Max’s face was a mask, of agony or ecstasy, I couldn’t tell. I didn’t want to tell, I just didn’t want to be here. Whether he felt pleasure or pain as Lian speared into him, his hand encircling Max’s cock, it wasn’t relevant, I quickly realised. This was spectacle, display, a thoroughly horrible variant of the dominance fuck people talked about in Sanctuary. Because that’s what Lian was doing, with his perfectly formed buttocks and slow and leisurely pace, he was showing us how little regard he had for my comfort or for Max’s, for his desire, or Lian’s nakedness. Being unclothed before people you don’t know made most feel vulnerable, but not Lian. He gloried in it, in the way the morning sun licked the hard lines of his body, picking out his every movement. He started going ever so slightly faster with greater vehemence, until finally, his fingers dug into Max’s hips as he emptied himself inside him.

      “Come,” Lian said mildly as he pulled out while Max did in a series of uncomfortable looking twitches.

      “You may serve me,” Lian said, wiping his dick off with a spare cloth and then tossing it to the floor. I’d been warned about this and dropped a curtsey, then picked up the lap table and waited patiently as he got back into bed before placing it over him.

      “You’re the blowsy girl,” he said as I moved to get the tray.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You sent Arden to the high table for us.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I hadn’t, but I figured he wasn’t especially keen on hearing no.

      “Were our efforts a little strenuous for her? Is that why she is not here serving me today?”

      She was laid up, probably with a perforated bowel from the vague yet disgusting descriptions her mother had given Adam, which would mean she would die in a place like this.

      “I wouldn’t know, sir,” I said, about to place the tray onto the lap table.

      His hand shot out and closed around my wrist, causing me to freeze as the fingers tightened. I stayed as still as possible as he put pressure on the bones there, until it felt like they ground against each other.

      “My lord,” he said.

      You stupid bitch, Jules.

      “I’m so sorry, Your—”

      “Spare me,” he said, the clipped words stopping my babbling outright. He leant back, and I arranged the tray just as Adam had coached me before stepping back.

      “Well done,” Lian said with the kind of neutral dismissiveness only elites seemed to manage. “You’ve been instructed in how to let my pet down and take him for his ablutions?”

      I nodded quickly.

      Red cord, Red cord, remember the red cord, I told myself.

      “Pull the red cord slowly and lower him to the ground. He’s been up there for some time, so his extremities have been weakened. He won’t be able to support his own weight initially, so you must.”

      “Of course, m’lord.”

      I strode over to the ‘play’ side of the room, avoiding the wide array of equipment, some obvious in their purpose, others looking like weapons of war rather than pleasure. Max looked at me blearily, those green eyes struggling to focus, something I remembered all too well, though in a completely different setting. I wanted to reassure him, say something to replace the blank look in his eyes, but instead, I did as I was told and slowly pulled the red cord. It was a tricky balancing act, putting Max back on his feet and then rushing in to hold him upright.

      “You’re quite strong,” Lian said as I grasped Max’s torso, then slung his arm across my shoulder. How the hell Arden managed to manoeuvre a one hundred-twenty kilo Tirian male around, I had no idea. “I might have use for you.”

      “Of course, m’lord,” I said, trying to affect a convincing wheeze, then I took a step forward, Max’s feet stumbling along with me, and he hissed with pain as he moved.

      The walk out of the bedroom and into the bathroom was slow, tedious, and ultimately a relief. Out from under the eagle eye of Lord Lian, I felt like I could actually breathe. I helped Max sit down on a stool beside the bath, apparently for just this purpose, and shut the door before filling the bath. While most of the city did not have running water, the Volken wasted power on magically providing it to this building. I searched the shelf above it, looking for the red bath salts, and measured out precisely a cup before scattering them across the water’s surface. Max struggled to get to his feet when I finally stopped the water at three-quarters full, but I moved in to help him in.

      “I come from Finn. I am his mate.”

      The words were little more than a breath in the quiet of the bathroom, but the tension in Max’s body was immediate. I ignored that, helping him put one foot, then another into the bath, before lowering him down.

      “We will free your mates during the Great Rite,” I whispered as I sluiced the water over his body, my voice meshing with the swish of water. I grabbed the soap and washcloth. “We have the support of the Great Wolf. Do we have yours?”

      For a terrifying few seconds, Finn’s dad just stared at me, those green eyes so familiar yet alien all at the same time. Then he caught my hand as I went to wash his chest, taking the cloth from me before he rasped, “I’d snap that arsehole’s neck like a chicken if I knew my mates were safe.”

      

      “How was he?” Finn asked me when I returned.

      “Take a seat,” Adam said. “Most of the girls look like this when they come back.”

      “What? He didn’t—”

      “Not to me,” I said. The rest of the sentence hung in the air, unspoken, but heard all the same. Finn swallowed, then shook his head.

      “So, he’s on board?”

      “Said he’ll snap Lian’s neck like a chicken if we can confirm Grey and Rhydian are safe.”

      Finn nodded, but it was a short, abrupt thing.

      “Well, sit tight. I have to speak to the produce man for a moment,” Adam said, clapping Finn on the shoulder. “Bastard keeps trying to rob me, not realising it’s them not me that’ll be on his arse if they find out.” He cracked his knuckles suggestively. “Keep on chopping!” he shouted to the kitchen hands as he swung out the back door.

      “So, what next?” Slade said, leaning over the worktable.

      “We need to find the master keys for the cells to get everyone out,” Aaron said.

      “Means going into the breeding pens,” Brandon said. “It’s only them that opens the cells, to take them to the women.”

      The servant’s entry opened, and some of the serving staff entered. They took a look at us as they hung their bags up and grabbed their pinafores, fastening the ties around their waists.

      “So, we organise with Adam to take the food to the women and children,” Finn said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wouldn’t catch me going down there,” a woman said, dishing up plate after plate of food to be put on the trolleys we were to push. “‘Specially not with my brothers in tow. Hungry cunts, those ‘uns.”

      Brothers? I looked at the guys, but I guess how else was she going to explain to herself my plentiful supply of man meat?

      “Right, well, beggars and all that,” I said. She looked at me quizzically as she plopped another big spoonful of mashed potato onto a plate. “Beggars can’t be choosers?”

      She thought about that for a second, never stopping her dishing up, then nodded, apparently approving of the aphorism. “Well, don’t take your eyes off yon men. Won’t get ‘em back if the women swarm. None of the Volken will step in, fearful of being clawed to pieces themselves. We lost our Bradley that way.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear about that,” I said.

      She just shrugged in response, but as Slade walked up, she paused in her slopping, looking him over slowly.

      “Be a pity to lose something like him to those bitches.”

      “Yes, indeed, that would be terrible…” What was her name? I’ve just been chatting to her. Surely at some point she mentioned her name, so what was it?

      “Gwen,” Slade supplied helpfully, earning himself a smile from the kitchen hand.

      “Yeah, thanks, Gwen,” I said, and then pushed the cart away to join the rest of the guys.

      

      “You’re all ready?” A Volken stood at the mouth of a long corridor that led under the building we’d been working in. We all nodded and responded with the appropriate honorific. “Where’s the girls? We don’t usually let blokes in, especially at this time of the year.”

      “We’re down some staff due to the Longest Night celebrations, m’lord,” I said, dropping a little curtsey for good luck.

      He chuckled at that, a dark sound that extinguished all hope. “‘Spose you would be. Alright, someone’s gotta go in, so it may as well be you. The big ones look like they can handle themselves.” His smile was sly, his eyes lingering as he inspected the guys. “Watch yourselves. Those bitches get one sniff of red-blooded men, they can be hard to control. We’re not riding to your rescue. We’ll lock you down in the complex, let nature take its course, you clear?”

      We all agreed to that, my fingers tightening on the handles of the trolley, my heart beating loudly in my ears.

      “You been down here before?” the Volken guard asked, reaching into a small cupboard by the main doors. All our eyes followed him pulling out a big set of keys.

      “No, m’lord,” Finn said finally as he watched him unlock the door.

      “I’ll show you where everything is then. We’ll be up at the Great Rite tomorrow, and the kids will need a feed, if not the women. We won’t be bringing the inmates to them, no guards to make that happen, so they’ll be feral. Just toss something through the slots. They’ll survive, mostly. We all clear?” We nodded at that. “Into the belly of the beast then. Come this way.”

      We pushed the trolleys into a large empty foyer. The walls were smoother and painted white instead of dank stone, but there was a similar air to it.

      “You get in through here,” the Volken rather redundantly pointed to the only other door in the room. “Lock the door behind you, every single time. I can’t stress that enough. You want to be stretched out on the altar upstairs at the height of the Great Rite? Leave a door unlocked.”

      “Yes, m’lord.”

      He walked over to the door and held the key up with a flourish before opening it, ushering us in when it was opened.

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it. We entered a long corridor and on either side were rooms with a couple of small windows. On each door was a name. I read the closest one but didn’t recognise it, then saw the other was, ‘Lian.’

      “Each room is labelled for the father if they’re high ranking, or a number if they’re not. Make sure you do the named rooms first. The women and their brats do remember and will report you to the higher ups if you’re stupid enough to mess with the hierarchy. Unlock,” the Volken demonstrated the process, “go in, give them their food, and then lock it back up again. On your way out, unlock, grab the plates and anything else you brought in. Everything but the food must be accounted for. You leave stuff behind, you’ll be down the Great Wolf’s throat before the end of the day. Some of the little bitches have made weapons from shards of crockery, so be on the alert. Now…”

      The Volken walked over to a door with a piece of bright red fabric swathed over it.

      “Any door that has red fabric on it, you don’t enter. It won’t be a problem tomorrow as we’re not bringing the inmates down, but do not go in there. These are the women who’ve come into heat.” We all jumped when we heard a thump and then a muffled scream from beyond the door, making the Volken chuckle. “The kids have been moved into surrounding rooms for their safety, but these women are dangerous. If you’re dumb enough to go in there, you’ll get your just desserts quick smart. Now, I’m going back to my post on the other side of the door.” The Volken tossed the keys to me. “Lock it once I go through, and don’t come out until you’re done.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      A weird kind of quiet settled over the complex once the lock was clicked, broken only by whatever was happening behind the red covered door.

      “Almost makes you wanna find out what’s going down,” Slade said, attempting to smile.

      “Except it's probably Grey or Rhydian they’re throwing around in there, forcing them to desecrate their vows to my mother,” Finn replied.

      “Shit, I’m sorry—” Slade said.

      “Bloody easy way to get the keys,” Jack said, eyeing the set in my hands. “This has all been pretty easy. You seers got any divine insight into why?”

      “That vision I had yesterday with Jules was the clearest I’ve had since I told you what I was,” Brandon said with a shrug, Aaron’s hand landing on his shoulder.

      “Clearest?” Finn said. “What’s that mean?”

      Brandon shook his head. “I get glimpses of stuff, mostly just really boring stuff, like someone having a smoke or taking a shit or something.”

      “But…” Finn prompted.

      “Sometimes it’s just an empty field. Green and peaceful.”

      “And the other times?”

      “Darkness.”

      “Very enlightening,” Sylvan said. “The keys being within easy proximity tells you a lot about how seriously the women are taken as a threat. Let’s just do this. Let’s go to Lian’s family first. They’re high up the hierarchy, and I have a contact in there.”

      I nodded and then took the keys and turned the lock.

      We crept inside, everyone’s heads whipping around when we heard the wheels of one of the carts squeak. Hawk stopped pushing it, moving to join us as we moved further in.

      If you’d asked me what I’d expected, this wasn’t it. Which was weird, as I had seen rooms like it before in the vision Sylvan shared with us. I flicked a look at the seer as he followed us, but if anything, he looked the calmest. He strode forward, taking the lead, walking past the beautiful paintings and sculptures leaned up against the walls and the overstuffed couches covered in rich silks until we entered the main room. Huge, I wondered just how much space they’d excavated under the city to create it and the many others besides. Then they came.

      Looking like feral supermodels who just couldn’t take another day of the Diet Coke and Tic Tac diet, beautiful women appeared, from the small accompanying bedrooms, from couches, and from a room that had been set up as a schoolroom. They approached us with halting steps, long slender legs poised and ready to retreat at a second's notice, and I saw why. Twined around their bodies, hiding behind their skirts, were the children. They stared at us with eyes the size of saucers, nostrils flaring as they looked us over. Each step we took had them flinching back, but they persisted in their inspection, until they saw the seer.

      “Sylvan…” one woman said, her voice soft and sweet. “Is that…? Is that you?” She came forward, her hand wrapping itself around her daughter’s, drawing the child along with her. She had a long tumble of auburn hair and striking green eyes that seemed to pierce our souls with one glance.

      “Of course, Arelia,”

      “And you’ve brought…” Her voice trailed away, and her eyes widened as she took in the guys. She froze on the spot, pushing her child behind her skirts as her nose worked to take in the scents of the guys. “You brought breeders to us? Here?” Her voice started to waver as she shot questions at the seer, cracking when she turned to her daughter. “Kiralee, go to your room, now.”

      Kiralee must have been her daughter, as she pushed the child to do her bidding, but the little girl seemed resistant to the order, her fingers grasping at her mother’s skirt, clinging hard even as she was pushed.

      “No, Arelia, not breeders. Let me—”

      “These men reek of Tirian,” one woman said.

      “But not of rut,” another said, peering at us.

      “I’m not sure I care,” a dark beauty with grey eyes said, slinking forward, her child left to fend for herself. “These are much better specimens than those we’ve had before. I could think of worse ways to spend the Longest Night.” She strode over, the dress she wore swishing around her hips as she went, her eyes flashing red for a moment as she approached.

      “Stop!” Sylvan said. His voice was clear and crisp, and held a note of authority I hadn’t heard the black wolf use before.

      “Do not think to order me around, interloper,” the dark woman said.

      “They are not here to breed with you. They’ve brought you your lunch.”

      “Well, I know what I’d like to eat,” she purred, reaching for Hawk, but he stepped free of her. Her face was no less beautiful when she was pissed, but it was doubly scary. “You refuse me? I’ll have you returned to your cells to rot!”

      “Not one of your captive dicks,” he replied, staring her down. “No cells to go back to.”

      She studied him closely, her nostrils flaring as she did so, then she spun on her heel and stalked away from us, her daughter left behind with eyes scanning the room, trying to work out where she should be.

      “Who have you brought us? I thought you had escaped the city,” Arelia said.

      My spine began to straighten as I realised what we’d done. These were the daughters and granddaughters of Lord Lian, one of the highest ranking Volken of the city. I looked closely at each woman’s smooth, perfect face. They could scent us like the guys could in Sanctuary. We’d basically announced what we were and who we were to every single one of them, just by walking in. What would they do with the information?

      “I had, and now I’m back.”

      “To do as you said? The prophecy…?”

      He looked into Arelia’s eyes without flinching in the face of all that hope and longing.

      “I don’t know, Arelia. Nothing's clear. My visions… Something’s coming, that's for sure. Change of some sort, but I don’t know what.”

      “And we’re trapped down here, to wait it out,” another woman said, crossing her arms and frowning.

      “What if you weren’t?”

      I blurted the words out before I’d even thought about it, but as I looked around the gilded cage the women were forced to raise their children in, it was hard not to consider the possibility.

      “Jules!” Aaron snapped. I got why. We didn’t know these women, these Volken daughters, didn’t know where their loyalties lay, or even if they wanted their freedom, but I found I had to know.

      “What would you do if you could get out of here?” I said, watching each one of them react to the idea. Some went wide eyed, minds blown too far to form a response. Some got immediately restless, their arms going around their children, but too many went flat and still. Like prey under the paws and claws of a predator, playing dead in the hope they wouldn't be. I didn’t need anyone to answer, their reaction was eloquent enough.

      “I’d run,” the dark-haired woman said. Those grey eyes landed on her daughter, who had shrunk down against the couch with no one to hold her. “Away from everything here. I’d run and I’d run and I’d run, until there was nowhere left to run and then finally, I would be free.”

      “Kerin…” Arelia said, taking a step forward.

      “Well, I would. No one wants to live and die in a cage, no one. Not even if it’s pretty, not when our father deigns to visit, not when I’m forced to mate over and over with men who despise me and who I loathe in return. Not when I’m forced to bear child after child, only to have the males torn away. I would take any opportunity to get out of this place.”

      Kerin didn’t look at her daughter, but I did. I saw the tears well in her eyes, then silently run down her face, and wasn’t sure who to empathise with. Kerin was right, and I wondered how much I’d love a child I’d been forced to have, despite the fact her daughter patently needed someone to love her. How would you bond with a child, knowing it was either going to be ripped from you or forced to live out her days as you did? My hand strayed to my stomach, something that caught several of the women’s eyes. They watched me carefully through narrowed eyes, until one of the little girls piped up.

      “I’m hungry, Mummy.”

      “Can I have some food please, Mummy,” the woman said in the carefully calm way mothers often used. The little girl parroted the response back, and her mother nodded, straightening up to look expectantly at me. The women and children moved as one, sitting down at a long dining table, backs straight, hands in their laps as we placed plates and cutlery before them.

      “I’d move as far away as possible,” one woman said as she picked up her fork, pausing with the tines pressed into the tablecloth. “I’d go somewhere where they’d never heard of Tirian or Lonan, find a little house, perhaps a mate. I’d bring Layla up in peace, make sure she went outside every day to feel the sun on her face. Let her fill the house with wildflowers.” Layla, a girl of about seven looked up at her mother with a bright smile. “I’d give her everything my mother wanted for me but couldn’t give.”

      For a moment, all you could hear was the sounds of us moving around the table, but it was soon broken.

      “I’d run, in Tirian and human form, and my children would run with me, all of them.” The woman squared her shoulders. “My boys as well as my girls. We would move for the pleasure of it, never staying in one place for more than a night, never leaving a mark on the earth. Just being, drifting like feathers on the wind.” She eyed the walls around her. “I’d spurn gold and marble, velvet and silk for the simplest of homespun. We would have nothing, and it would be glorious.”

      “So, you would beggar your children?” Kerin said.

      “What would I care for wealth? What has it done for us here?” The woman poked the golden candlestick with her knife. “I’m Lyrica, by the way.”

      “Jeananne,” the woman who’d spoken beforehand said, “and my daughter, Layla.”

      “I’d have a child,” one of the women said. She sat between two other women, no child at her side. “I’d have one for myself, with someone of my choosing, for me to keep forever.”

      “Unlike the ones you smothered in their sleep?” Kerin said.

      “Kerin,” Arelia said.

      “What? It’s true, isn’t it? But all this talk is for nothing, isn’t it?”

      The red shine in Kerin’s grey eyes worried me as she turned to face me. The Black Wolf and Lonan weren’t the same things, but for now, they operated under an unholy alliance. Who looked out at me when that red tinge leached in? Kerin, Lonan, or the Black Wolf?

      “Is it? I have the keys, don’t I?” I said, shaking them in front of them, which was probably a mistake.

      Fuck, Kerin was fast. Her lips peeled from her fangs as she leapt across the table at me, scattering plates and pulling cries from children and women alike. My free hand snapped around her wrist, and I was thankful when I managed to hold her still. The guys clustered around me, low growls building in their chests. Kerin went limp, more or less, in my grip, her eyes flicking to the guys then me.

      “You’re a pack. You’re Tirian.”

      She looked almost affronted. Punching her square in the face wouldn’t have surprised her as much as this, I was willing to guess.

      “You exist, outside of all of this.” Kerin flung her arm up, gesturing widely to the suite. “You… All of these… No one…” She just pulled herself off the table, unmoved by the fact plates and cutlery came with her, splattering on the rich carpets. I caught her arm when she staggered, righting her, then watched to see if she had this.

      “You did bring them,” Arelia said, standing up and staring at Sylvan.

      “I don’t know what I brought.”

      “But you said. You always said.”

      “Fuck, Arelia, I don’t always remember what I said. When the dreams, the visions come, I’m offline. I’m the puppet of whichever god is riding me.”

      “But you told me. All those nights, you told me you’d get us out.”

      Most women, when they get upset, start to go red and blotchy, getting sniffy and snivelly, but not Arelia. She stood there, every muscle in her body quivering, looking as terrible as a goddess as she stared down the table. Kiralee’s hand reached for her mother’s, and Arelia took it, which drew all of our attention.

      “She’s…” Jack said, and I nodded.

      We hadn’t noticed it at the start, each one of the women a kaleidoscopic array of beautiful. Every hair, eye, and skin colour was represented in the…sisters or half-sisters at least, so a child with long black hair and bright green eyes like her mother was stunning, but no more stunning than any of the others here. But as my eyes were drawn down, I noted the strong stance in the little girl’s feet, her eyebrows pulled down, her eyes burning into mine in ways her mother’s couldn’t.

      “Get us out,” Kiralee said. An alpha rumble in a kid’s voice was the last thing I expected to hear, but the rest of us stood straighter as we felt her will beating down.

      “Now, look…” Finn said in what he probably thought was a reasonable tone.

      “Get us out,” the child repeated, and then I saw it.

      Why would Sylvan come back? His heart seemed to be firmly ensnared by Branwen, but as I looked at Kiralee’s mother, it wasn’t hard to see why he would have. Let your eyes blur, trade the knowing look of Branwen for the rather more nobly desperate one of Arelia, and it was easy to make the swap. My eyes dropped to her daughter. As Sylvan had obviously done at least once.

      I looked across at him, saw the completely arid expression on his face as every part of himself was tucked up tight behind the wall he’d built. His eyes sparked when he caught me looking at him, that old devilish smile back for a second, and the gasp across the table said Arelia had seen it too. “Well, little queen? Are you going to ride to the rescue? How can you build your court if you don’t collect some courtiers?”

      “I get it now,” Brandon said as an aside. “Seers are really fucking annoying.”

      “Welcome to the club,” Slade said, slinging an arm around his shoulder. “What should we do with this weaselly little fuck? Wring every bit of bloody information he has out of him, and then use his misbegotten hide to wipe up the mess?”

      “I’m in,” Jack said, arms crossed as he stared at the seer, his gaze flat right up until we heard the first sniffle.

      Kerin’s daughter hid low in her chair, sitting between two women who weren’t her mother. She watched the guys with a look that no child should be capable of—pure unadulterated horror. And while that ripped my heart out and stomped it, what was worse was that no one looked surprised at this. The nearest woman, the one who’d apparently killed her kid, put an arm around the little girl, drawing her closer, muttering soft shushing sounds and wiping away her tears.

      “We get them out,” Hawk said.

      “What?” Aaron said, “This mission is getting—”

      “We get them out, all of the women. In heat or whatever, none of them are staying here. Not the others in the outer limits, not the ones in the kitchen, not the ones here.” He fixed the lot of us with a steely gaze. “Don’t give a shit how hard it is, all of them.”

      “We may not make it out ourselves if we do this,” Finn said.

      “Then we get Jules out as well. These fucks are going to rampage through the city tomorrow?”

      “At the Great Rite?” Kerin asked with a curl of her lip, the other women gasping in response to this. “They’re going to destroy everything they can—buildings, crops, houses, people, bonds, love. It all feeds the dread lord below. He is death, he is destruction.” Her eyes shone red for a moment, and I felt a burning need to take a million steps away from her in case her head started rotating as she spewed up green pea soup. “All to be rebuilt again, for the next bloody cycle.”

      “Out of death comes regrowth,” Brandon and I said.

      “Fuck, you got any other weapons in that stash of yours?” Aaron said. “We need schematics, maps, numbers of men, ratios of Volken to non-Volken…”

      “You won’t get it,” Sylvan said with a shake of his head.

      “Right, right, suicide mission it is then.” He looked up at me and said, “I agree, then. Jules goes tonight with as many of the outer limits women and children we can manage under the cover of night.”

      “No,” I said, my heart twisting at the thought of what he said.

      “Yes, love.” Aaron said the words, but I saw it in the gaze of all of my pack. They met my gaze without flinching, standing together against me.

      “No, no, you can’t make me. You can’t make me do anything.”

      “I saw our child,” Hawk said. “In that vision. You could be pregnant now. We’ve all been at it for long enough. This is the way it is, why the Great Wolf provides more men than women. We’re dispensable, we protect our mates so they can carry on.”

      “Asher said I wouldn’t get pregnant if I didn’t want to.”

      This was just met by a unified silence. Was I? I’d opened everything I had to them, everything. Did that include my womb? I looked down at my body, finding it difficult to believe it could be changing right now. Cells multiplying, growing, creating…

      From death comes regrowth.

      The Great Wolf’s words rang within me like a bell.

      No.

      From death comes regrowth.

      NO.

      “No,” I repeated.

      “Jules,” Finn growled, the pressure building.

      I stood in my borrowed pinafore and felt the weight of everyone’s stares on me. The Great Wolf’s words throbbed inside me, and Finn’s gaze felt like it had actual weight to it, but I held my ground.

      “I’m not a womb, not a receptacle for some kind of legacy you see carrying on after you’ve nobly thrown yourself on your sword. I’m your mate, we’re a pack, and we do this together. You don’t dictate to me, and I don’t do that to you. Whatever happens, whether the gods are with us or whatever, we do it together.” I paused for a second. My eyes ached, the effort of keeping them open, of blinking away the tears that welled there had a cost. I wouldn’t brush them away, wouldn’t cede an inch. Because I couldn’t, that’s what they didn’t seem to understand. What was life without them? We’d only just forged this bond, found our way towards each other. I could no more turn my back on that than I could have monkeys fly out the arse of every single Volken. “I can’t continue on without you guys. We’re in this together.”

      I don’t know who touched me first, everything having gone blurry in a haze of tears, but it didn’t matter. I felt the energy spike each time one of them made contact, until it vibrated inside me like a newly plucked guitar string. People liked to use a lot of deficit language when talking about love, like it filled a hole or a missing piece in you, but that’s not what this felt like. I felt like I was more than me, or Finn or Brandon, I was pack. We were pack. We were an entity in ourselves, more than the sum of our parts, and we glowed.

      I heard the cries of the women, the chairs being knocked over as they scrambled to get away from us, and then they paused. When I opened my eyes, I saw we filled the room with light. Kiralee wriggled out of her mother’s grip and stepped forward.

      “Sun!” she said.

      “No, darling,” Arelia said, and her eyes strayed to Sylvan’s, who looked upon us, upon her wide eyed. “A pack. That’s what I want for you, my love, a pack.”

      This was ill advised. The Volken guard could’ve walked in at any moment, and we’d done nothing about feeding the rest of the women and their kids, but I clung to my mates, needing that good, clean feeling with all I’d seen lately. I felt like I shook off what I’d seen of the Volken like dirty clothes and stepped free of it all, the most seductive yet vulnerable of experiences.

      

      The sound of a key in the lock had all of us turning, pulling apart abruptly, and I dropped to the ground to pick up the mess Kerin had scattered. The door swung open to admit five Volken men, one toting a clipboard.

      “I’m interrupting your meals?” Lian said as he approached. “My apologies.”

      Everyone stood and dropped down into a deep bow, only my Tirian instincts saving me from being the only one standing there, staring.

      “You may rise,” Lian said, and we straightened though kept our eyes trained on the floor. “And what has happened here?”

      Lian’s tone was mild, yet everyone’s eyes went to the mess I was piling into a bag I found on the bottom of the trolley.

      “The girls got a little boisterous, father,” Arelia said. “There’s been a little jockeying for position.”

      “Has there indeed?” Lian scanned the lot of them, as if looking for subtle signs of the truth of the matter. “Well, scuffles will happen at this time of the year. Now, Hyran, the census.”

      He waved over the Volken with the clipboard, and the man strode forward, then stopped just behind his master.

      “The last count had your daughters at twelve, with eight children, m’lord,” Hyran said.

      “Let’s update that, then, shall we? There are thirteen of you at childbearing age, Arelia?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And Jeananne and Lyrica’s sons were sent to the barracks?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So, we have…” I watched the men with Lian move around the suite, identifying each child. “Ten children. All girls?”

      “Sia’s baby is a boy,” Arelia said, which provoked a quick hiss from the woman in question. Her face fell as soon as she realised what she’d done, but Lian just surveyed the lot of them with an imperious eyebrow, then forged on.

      “And Angelica’s?”

      The woman in question stepped forward, hugging her baby to her chest.

      “A girl, m’lord.”

      “Check it,” Lian said, waving a man forward.

      Angelica stiffened as the Volken came closer, her arms tightening around the child, but when he held his hands out, she placed the baby into them. He unswaddled the child with little care, something that had the mother shifting uncomfortably as her hands lifted, then were forced back. The Volken nodded to Lian, and the man beside him with the clipboard noted this down. Angelica grabbed the baby back as soon as she was allowed, cooing soothing sounds as her tiny limbs began to flail, and then set her on a nearby couch and wrapped her back up tight in her blanket.

      “Well, well, twelve daughters and ten granddaughters. The Great Wolf has indeed blessed me. But you must be hungry. The little ones certainly look so.” Lian was going for affable, but the women neither smiled nor relaxed. “Let's sit down, have a meal as a family.” He turned to us and said, “You may serve now.”

      We worked quickly to replace the plates that had been swept off by Kerin. When we’d finished, I saw the women had brought more chairs in from other rooms for the men to sit on. I grabbed extra dishes, assuming they would want to eat as well.

      “For me?” Lian said as I went to hand him a plate. “No, no, the breakfast you served me has me quite full.” His eyes ran over me as I froze, arm still outstretched. “Anything for the rest of you?” he asked over his shoulder to the men clustered there. They all refused politely as they took seats on nearby couches, as if not wanting to insert themselves into the family tableau.

      Such as it was. I hadn’t seen such a stiffly polite gathering since Mum and Dad tried to have both the Donovan’s and the Bronson’s over for a combined Christmas celebration.

      “Will there be anything else, my ladies?” I said, bobbing a curtsey. I wasn’t sure what proper protocol was down here, but figured obsequious was a good default setting.

      “My ladies?” Lian guffawed, and his men joined in belatedly. “Well, my loves? Anything else that tickles your fancy?”

      The women all turned to regard us, even the young girls.

      Keep your fucking mouth shut, I screamed inside my head, over and over.

      “No, father,” Arelia said politely. “I believe we have all that we need.”

      We bowed to the table before walking out, wheeling the other carts to the next room, and the next. By the time we returned to Arelia’s room to collect the crockery, Lian had gone. We sat down at their dining table, the women doing the same with the extra chairs, and Aaron said, “Tell us about what happens to the women during the Great Rite.”
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      The morning of the Great Rite was a curiously quiet one. When we stepped outside of Tsarra’s house, all you could hear was the sound of the breeze and the occasional bird call. The place was like a ghost town.

      Because it kinda was. We’d gotten the word around, going from house to house once night fell. Sometimes the Volken had people patrolling the ramparts of the wall around Leifgart, but this time, there were none. When the gates closed, it was as if every single one of them drew back tightly behind the walls. We’d told everyone what was happening, that they needed to make a run for it if they wanted the chance to survive, that now was their best opportunity to leave, because the intended slaughter would make it difficult to ascertain who had escaped and who hadn’t. Some listened, some didn’t. Aaron had been concerned about them reporting on us, but with the main gate firmly shut, how would they get access to the Volken?

      Which left us with a problem—how did we get in to get our people out?

      “How’s it going? What’s the ETA?” Aaron whispered.

      We were all crouched down by a small side gate Volken would obviously use if they needed to get out of the city quickly.

      “When it's done!” Jack hissed back. “Haven't exactly got the best equipment here!”

      We’d searched the outer limits for pieces of metal we could use as lock picks, but as the Volken didn’t have a heavy industry sector, it was few and far between. Jack used the bit of wire and a broken knife as best he could, but…

      “We need to get in and out before the vigil ends,” Finn said. “It’s the only way we’re getting out of here unscathed.”

      “If only spectacular logic like that worked on inanimate objects,” Jack said between gritted teeth. Something groaned inside the lock, sounding like it was starting to move.

      “Here.”

      We all jumped ten feet to see Tsarra standing beside us with a large rusted key in her hand.

      “Mother, I asked you to run,” Sylvan hissed.

      “There is no running from this.” She placed the key on his palm and then turned and shuffled back down the hill to her home, I assumed.

      I didn’t get Tsarra. I didn’t know what she did, she just seemed to haunt her house like some kind of ghost, but then I thought of the girls who were raped repeatedly in the banquet hall. Is that where Sylvan came from? I thought of them, and of Kerin, Lian’s daughter, who had killed her children. This was a city full of brutalised mothers and motherless children. I looked up at the dull grey sky, clouds forming a uniformly gloomy backdrop for what was undoubtedly going to be a shithouse day.

      “D’ya reckon zombie mum could have given us this before I wore my fingers ragged?” Jack asked, inserting the key and turning it. It took a bit of a wiggle, but the door ended up swinging open.

      “Shut up, Jack,” Sylvan said.

      “Ooh, now the seer’s telling me to shut up,” Jack said with a grin. “Life goals achieved. Can we fuck off back to the portal now and go home to a life of luxury and debauchery?”

      “We’re doing this,” Hawk said grimly.

      Jack looked at him, lips pursed, then over at me. He took both our hands and shook his head. “Self-sacrifice and impending doom it is, then.”

      We paused to look over the houses closest to us, the doors hanging open, goods scattered everywhere. And silence—overwhelming, suffocating silence.  Aaron signalled for us to follow him down one of the narrow alleyways that ran along the big retaining wall. We’d worked out it would make us the least visible, in case any Volken had been left to roam around. The ground rumbled under our feet as we did so, resulting in the lot of us freezing until it passed. When everything stilled again, Aaron waved everyone forward.

      “I’ll find you, if they take us down,” Jack whispered as we walked, carefully, softly. Aaron had padded our shoes last night with strips of cloth to muffle our footsteps and leave fewer tracks.

      “What?” Hawk said.

      “Some say we come back after we die, that our Tirian carries us through death and into life again. If we do, I’ll find you two again. I’ll always look for you two.”

      I paused for a second, looking at Hawk, and he nodded. We both leaned up and placed a gentle kiss on each of his cheeks.

      “Shut up, Jack,” I said gently, and he did.

      

      Our caution was understandable, but not needed. The streets were completely empty, even when we slipped inside the side door to the kitchen.

      “They go down to Lonan’s cavern for a vigil at the start of the Great Rite,” Sylvan said. “It’s a mark of respect and trust, to step into the cave and prostrate themselves before the Great Wolf. To walk out uneaten is seen to be an endorsement of what the Volken do. The crystals are brought down to Lonan directly and play two parts. One, they strengthen the links between the Great Wolf and the Volken. That interlocking mesh of red light you described from the banquet, that happens. It recharges the crystals, but it also acts as a direct link to Lonan. As they rampage, everything they destroy fuels Lonan, who funnels some of that excess power to the Volken. They will spread out throughout the surrounding areas and drag back the next lot of people, subjugate them, and then rebuild the city. Though apparently, they have to go farther now, since the nearer settlements have been abandoned.”

      “And the women?” Aaron said.

      Arelia turned to look at the children around the table. “Girls, go in the schoolroom and play. We’ll be there soon.” The women shifted in their seats as her voice grew flatter and more precise, but the children got to their feet and did as they were told, a few taking Kerin’s daughter in hand to get her to move. When she saw they had closed the door, she turned to face the lot of us.

      “I survived the last Rite by my mother shoving me in a cupboard.” Her finger rolled a stray crumb around on the tablecloth. “We’re their possessions, bred to make more of them. Sometimes we’re part of the destruction.” She said the words without flinching, which somehow made it worse. “We’re locked down here, and the keys are apparently easy to access. Our father would never step in, and we can’t get away. We’re easy pickings. It’s why there’s no older women here.”

      Silence settled over the room.

      “So, it's agreed, the vigil is the only vulnerable period,” Aaron said, finally. “It goes for several hours?”

      “From my recollection. We’ll start hiding the children from dawn.”

      “Alright, we get in early, get the men out, arm Aaron’s guys, and help any who need healing, then come for the women and children,” Finn said. “We’ll get all but the ones in heat out, then double back to release them.”

      “Are we likely to encounter any problems with the other women?” Slade said.

      Kerin shrugged. “We never see them.”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” Arelia said. “They know what staying here will bring.”

      “They’ll have the choice,” Hawk said. “That’s what matters.”

      

      The kitchen was eerily quiet when we walked in. The great suffocating wall of heat was missing, the fires gone to ashes in the fireplaces, the benches all neatly wiped down, and all food and supplies put away, except for a series of baskets with the prisoners’ and the women’s meals tucked up under plaid dishtowels.

      I peeled one piece of fabric back, looking at the food below. It was of considerably better quality than it was before, although still shoved into slop buckets.

      “Why am I getting a ‘bite the apple, my pretty’ vibe from this?” I said.

      The guys walked over and sniffed at the meals, poking through them.

      “We need supplies. We lost everything when the Uldariel took the cars,” Aaron said.

      “But not these. There’s carrots and other vegetables in the plots in the farms. Let’s go,” Sylvan said.

      The guys looked at me, then him as he strode over to the steps that led down to the cells.

      I took Finn’s hand as we descended. Not many people would have seen it, but despite the fact that his back was ramrod straight—or perhaps because it was—I could see the tension that was there. We strode into the cells, pausing for a second to check the staff had indeed gone down for the vigil. They had, as the place was empty but for the prisoners. We handed out keys so we could get everyone out as quickly as possible, but when Finn reached for a pair, I took them from him.

      “I’ll open it, you stay with your dads.”

      “But what if—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re getting out of this fucking place, getting as far away as we can, and we’re taking our people back. We’ll go to Sanctuary and develop a plan, but right now, you need some time with your dads.”

      He blinked, his head dropping down for a moment before he gave me a short nod. I watched him walk down the row, then tossed keys to everyone.

      “Moonie!” Johnno said, fighting to keep upright as his hands wrapped around the cell bars. Along with the shoulder injury he’d gotten from the stampede was a long gash down his leg. Smithy, one of the other soldiers, moved in to help him stay upright. “We’re getting out now, right? Tell me we’re getting out.”

      The creases in the man’s face were caked in grime, almost underlining and enhancing them. It made every expression, the attempt at a joke and the flat failure of it, all the more apparent. Aaron opened the door of the cell, and his men inside just looked at it for a moment before belatedly getting to their feet and inching out. They’d only been here a few days. I looked down the cells, saw the men pacing or collapsed in the corners of them, then felt the crystal pulse in my pocket. I reached out and took Johnno’s hand. Unbidden, those green tendrils I’d seen in the darkness flared inside my mind, overlaying the gritty reality, obscuring it, then transforming it.

      “Fuck,” one of the guys said, looking at Johnno in surprise. He stood straighter, rolling his neck and flexing his arms, then looked down at the healed gash on his leg.

      “Thanks, Julie,” he said. “Now load us up with what weapons you’ve got, because we’re getting out of here.”

      “We have a pitstop to make,” Aaron said. He met the quizzical looks of his men head on. “We’re releasing the women. They can come with us if they want.”

      “Those bitches?” said one of the blokes in the nearby cells. “You’re telling me we’re spending precious fucking time rescuing them? No, no fucking way.”

      “So, don’t,” Slade said. “The side gate’s open. There’s no one around, they’re all under the ground in the cavern. You wanna go? Go.”

      “You gonna give us a gun?”

      “No. We’ve got a mission to fulfil, and we’re going to need every one. They’re coming, the Volken. They’re going to swarm through here, through the surrounding land, and hunt down whatever they can find. You want a head start? Take it.”

      The guy looked at the other bloke in the cell, and said, “Whaddya reckon, Ron? We can’t go back to Sanctuary.”

      “Let’s bolt,” his cell mate said. “Whatever hero trip you’re on, I want no part in it. I just want out.”

      The rest of the cells were much the same—the men either eager to be armed and help, or ready to leave the moment the doors were opened. We unlocked, healed, and dispensed weapons until they were all out. I looked around the dank room, feeling a sense of satisfaction for a moment that this was over, that there were no more of our people locked up. Then I felt the rumble below us. That seemed to mobilise everyone. The guys who were running, ran, and those who were staying, clustered around us.

      “Jules!”

      My head jerked up to see Finn was waving me over. We moved down the cells to his dads’ one, and I dropped to the ground.

      “He was looking so much better,” I said, taking in the weakened body of Rhydian.

      “He knows…” Grey muttered, pacing back and forth. “He knows, he knows, he knows.”

      “Who knows, Dad?” Finn asked, the fear seeping into his voice.

      “Max. Max, Max, Max. Always Max.”

      “The crystal? Can it help him, them?” Finn asked.

      I remembered the dream, where I’d waved my hand and people were healed, both mentally and physically, but as I looked at the small stone right now, I wondered. I shook my head as I felt the weight of Finn’s gaze on my cheek, and then reached out to Grey.

      I now knew where Max was. That was the flaw in our plan, how we’d get him out. We’d hoped he’d have been left in Lian’s quarters, but that wasn’t the case. Grey was tapped into his bond with Max and saw what he saw—the great cavern of Lonan.

      There’d been some dispute about whether Sylvan was telling us the truth about all this. I could now confirm his stories were correct. I saw back after black leather back, bared to the Great Wolf as he stood, partially hidden by the gloom within the cavern, his eyes burning like a low banked fire. He regarded the lot of them but did not move a millimetre. We were. My POV bounced as I piggybacked on Max’s field of vision. He glanced down at his hands bound by manacles and chains as he was drawn along the broad pathway left clear leading up to the Wolf.

      “Not far, my love,” Lian said, his smile as sweet as a child. He looked ecstatic about what was about to come, like he couldn’t contain his excitement. “Soon…” Lian’s words trailed away as his eyes slipped down to where our collarbone would have been. As if summoned by his regard, I felt it, the trickle of blood, the ache where Lian’s venom had seeped into the marks left by his fangs.

      “M’lord, I’ve brought the women as requested.”

      It was weird to see a Volken not laid out on the floor, just standing there and whispering to Lian like a kid passing notes in class, but by the looks he was shooting the all-powerful Wolf God, it made sense.

      “We’re having difficulties keeping them quiet though, sir. They somehow know their fate.”

      Lian scoffed at that, the noise ringing out throughout the cavern. The Volken stared at his lordship, completely aghast, then dropped to his belly when the Black Wolf shifted, the cave shaking as he did so. Lian shook his head and stepped over the man, mostly. He dragged Max forward, trampling on the man’s fingers as they passed, but he didn’t make a sound.

      “We need to get down there,” Rhydian said, lifting his head from the stone floor.

      “In the caverns?” one of the men said. “You can’t be fucking serious! That’s where that bastard Great Wolf of theirs lurks. Letting some women out of their cages, I could get behind. Poor bloody things don’t want to be there anymore than we do. But facing down that bastard?”

      Aaron settled down beside me, taking my hand in his.

      “Can you heal them?” he said, nodding to Finn’s dads.

      “I’m going down there. I’m not leaving Max to those fuckers! He’s just as likely to gut Dad and then play with the entrails as his god looks on,” Finn said.

      “I know, mate,” Aaron said. “We all know.”

      “Impending doom it is, then,” Jack said with a nod. He put a hand on Hawk’s shoulder, which was immediately covered by his mate’s.

      “I think so,” I said belatedly, crawling over to take Rhydian’s hand.

      It didn’t make sense, that Rhydian was in such a bad way again, but the crystal flared bright when I touched him, and I saw the ragged breaths slow and even out. His muscles relaxed, and finally, he rolled slowly into a seated position. His face still looked drawn, but he could look into each of our eyes now.

      “You need to go. Get the hell out of here. Max wouldn’t want you throwing your and your pack’s life away for him. Go with these men, get as far away as possible. Tell Grace she’s free, help her move on with her life.”

      “And the women they’ve taken down into the cavern?” Finn said. “How do they move on with their lives?”

      “They don’t,” Rhydian said. “You’re not a kid anymore. You as much as anyone know that it doesn’t always work out for everyone. There isn’t always a happy ever after. Sometimes, there’s only an ending.” He took Finn’s hand, both of them watching Grey pace back and forth. “Thanks for coming, son. I can walk down into that place, proud to have seen the man you’ve become. You’ve got a pack now, a mate. You need to go back, to protect Sanctuary, to become the leader you were supposed to be. Keep it safe. Keep Gracie safe.”

      The man’s hazel eyes filled at that, the thin lines of his face growing sharper as they spelled out the pain inside more clearly than words. Neither let each other go, though Rhydian urged us to, as the timer on this mission slowly ran out. How could they? The minute they broke contact, it would be over. Finn would be signing his fathers’ death warrants as they went to reform their pack one last time before disappearing down the Great Wolf’s gullet.

      From death comes regrowth.

      The words, an overture from the Great White Wolf, a memory, or an aside from my own Tirian, I didn’t know or care. I rejected the idea with everything I had. Lonan wasn’t death or regrowth, he was the complete negation of existence. Nothing of Finn’s dads would remain but our memories. He would take all they were and then blow them out, like the flames of candles.

      I took Finn’s hand when the sobs began to wrack him. He cried like a much-beaten child, silently and without tears, the power of what he was feeling betrayed only by his body. Through the bond, I could feel it. He tried to throw himself over the pain, smothering the bomb blast of what he had to bear. My fingers bit into his as they came, as Rhydian moved to take his son into his arms, thin biceps wrapping around the ribcage of his child, holding him firm as the tears finally broke through.

      Grey stopped pacing, paused, and regarded Finn as if he’d only seen him for the first time.

      “Finn?” he said, creeping closer, then dropping to his knees, his hands going to his slack mouth. “Finn boy?”

      “Yes, love,” Rhydian said. “It’s our son.”

      “Look at him! The spit of Max. I almost tricked myself into thinking it was him.” Grey’s hand went out haltingly to the bite mark on Finn’s neck. “You found her, the bright one. Good, good. She’ll hold you in her heart when the pain comes, like Gracie did me.”

      “Dad…” Finn couldn’t get any more words out, throwing his other arm around Grey’s shoulder and pulling him down beside him.

      Slade reached out for me as they drew in close. I jumped at the touch, but soon relaxed when he held me against his chest. It hurt to watch, but it must have been agony to experience. My mind wouldn’t accept it—for us to have come all this way, and to what? Not bring the dads back? To let them walk into the wolf’s den alone? Rhydian’s words about happy endings stuck in my throat, and I was unable to swallow them down.

      “Get your guys to take the rest of them out,” he whispered to Aaron. “Get a head start. We’ll be along soon.”

      Aaron nodded and then turned to the soldiers who remained, giving them quiet, terse orders. When they were long gone, a curious quiet settled over the cells, and not an entirely peaceful one by the time Finn pulled away. He wiped his tears and then helped his fathers to their feet, Grey holding onto Rhydian like that would help him retain his lucidity. And it appeared to work, making me wonder about their relationship. But they walked out of the cell under their own steam, something that had them looking around in wonder.

      “He’s getting restless,” Sylvan said as the earth rumbled underneath us. “You should go.”

      “We should have a few hours yet,” Aaron said.

      “Fairly sure he operates on his own timetable,” the seer replied through gritted teeth. His hand strayed to the red crystal at his neck. It was pulsing now. “You want a chance to get back home. Go, now.”

      “And what about you?” I said.

      “This was always the end of the line for me, though I hadn’t seen it that way until now.” Sylvan’s eyes went to Finn’s fathers and held out his arm. “I can take you to the cavern, to Max.”

      

      As we walked up the stairs and back into the kitchen, every single feeling of satisfaction was stripped from me. I was glad to see the room was empty, that despite the regular rumbles below us, no Volken rampaged around us. But the empty rooms, the empty city seemed to reflect how I felt inside. Little Kiralee, those obstinate green eyes staring us down, her will pulsing. Arelia, Jeananne, even Kerin didn’t deserve this.

      Why? my mind cried, over and over. Why did we come all this way? Why didn’t we find a way to save them? Why do we slink back home and lick our wounds?

      From death comes regrowth.

      It was both the Great Wolf and my Tirian who spoke the words now, and when I looked around, I saw all the guys freezing as they obviously heard the same.

      Fuck this! I snapped back. Fuck your sayings and your visions! Fuck this bullshit quest! The oh so pretty spiritual crap every time we have sex. Fuck all the Great Wolves, meddling in people’s lives, letting poisonous paranormal wolf Nazis set up shop and leech off the power of one of you for world domination. Fuck death! Fuck regrowth! Either provide me with a useful fucking solution to all of this, where kids and tired old men aren’t sacrificed to dark gods for no fucking reason other than to soup up the already horrendous Volken, or shut the fuck up.

      Very well.

      All awareness of the guys, the kitchen, the world dropped away in return for this. My view of Leifgart expanded exponentially, with a multitude of views of the cavern, the outer ring, the fields, the houses, the kitchens all competing for attention. I saw Rhydian and Grey reaching Max, their arms going around each other as Max’s eyes grew troubled, Lian looking on in amusement. I saw them all chained together, the women and children. I saw their sons and brothers watching from the front rows where they lay on the stone as the women were dragged closer to the Great Wolf. And then there was the Great Wolf himself, shivering and separating, the Black Wolf sitting and watching as he always had, but not so with Lonan. The blue eyes, the long black hair was all too familiar, as he stood facing Sylvan, a smirk on his face.

      From death comes regrowth, the White Wolf insisted, and then I saw it, what she meant. It’d sounded like some kind of Hakuna Matata, circle of life bullshit, where the bunny that’s crunched between the wolf’s teeth goes on to fertilise the grass that the other bunnies eat, and maybe on some level it was. I looked at the Black Wolf, seeing something altogether different to Lonan. He was death and decay and entropy and endings, but that wasn’t necessarily a sadistic thing. I looked into the eyes of Lonan, and it was there I could see where it’d come from. He’d caused thousands upon thousands of deaths indiscriminately, I saw flickers of them all as they passed into him, strengthening him, shoring up the wounded animal that had limped through the portal in the ruins. Until now.

      I remembered Branwen standing beside the first Tirian women, the ones that created Sanctuary. From the little I saw of her, I hadn’t felt she was especially altruistic, so why had she done this? And then I saw how it was all going to work. The Black Wolf I’d seen so often raced along the landscape, his paws effortlessly swallowing the ground as he strode forward, going on and on, until he leapt. The world exploded when he bit the black sun, and then there he was. He’d used all that newly regained power to punch a hole through the dimensions, landing on the gate that kept the portal secure and crushing it with little effort. Same with cars and buildings, the mess was smashed under one paw, then another, as people still screamed, trying to get out. The asphalt buckled under his feet as he faced down Kelly and Ophelia, pausing only for a second as they conjured balls of light before he swallowed them down. Because with each of his conquests, he took their power as well as their lives, stripping the White Wolf of hers. This was the wolf that ate the world, and he consumed all I’d come to love, only coming to a stop when the tiniest pile of rubble remained. Then he summoned it, the portal to Wolflantis, and leaped through. Striding across the shattered stones and leaping over damaged buildings, he moved across the desolate landscape until he came to her. Trapped inside what had been the most elaborate of buildings, there she lay, broken, battered and half mad from the isolation—Branwen.

      The world was shaking by the time reality returned, the lot of us just staring at the stone bricks that made up the walls of the kitchen for some time, not even having the wit to hang on to the table as the vibrations shook through us.

      Until Brandon’s hand shot out to take mine.

      “We’re the death. We’re the regrowth,” he said, shaking his head, as if he couldn’t believe what he was saying, let alone convince me of it. “That’s what this whole thing has been, why we’re here. We’re the White Wolf’s pack.”

      I wanted to deny it, Slade and Jack too by the looks on their faces, their mouths opening to say the words. Then Hawk pointed.

      We followed his finger, and there, floating in the centre of the kitchen and illuminating every score or burn on the workbench, was a massive ball of white light. Looking at it seemed to stir it, and it suddenly flared brighter, then rushed into the lot of us.

      When I looked at my hands, I could see the bones, the veins, the blood pulsing through them. I looked like I’d swallowed a nuclear explosion, and I felt like it too. Every single one of us, my pack or not, was the same. Our hair lifted, floating airily around our skulls as the power pulsed inside us.

      Now it's time, the White Wolf said, and we all heard it. You will be my conduit in this world.

      “This way,” I said, and gestured for everyone to follow me, not waiting to see if they did. I walked out through the servery then shoved the doors to the banquet hall open, every single red crystal pulsing with a dull light as we strode inside. I pulled out the green one I had in my pocket, a tiny little shard in my hand, so puny compared to the sullen masses here.

      Be bigger, I said to it. Be sharp, able to cut through anything. And it was. I felt a throb of power, a drawing sensation, as if something was pulled out of me and into the stone as it lengthened, but it wasn’t a feeling of loss. This was the power of life, what the White Wolf represented, if not Branwen. It bubbled up, easily replenished. It didn’t require the pain and degradation of others to feed it, it just needed someone with the ability to open up to it.

      I walked past the rape tables and the smaller crystal clusters, waving a hand as I had in my dream to send the furniture to dust, the crystals growing duller and duller red before fluttering out and becoming green. The guys were at my back as I crossed the floor, not making a sound, until we came to the great crystal of Lonan. We all stood around it in a loose ring, the stone wolf humming with power, making that same strange sound as the ones in the ruins as we drew closer. Sylvan began to sing again, that song from Wolflantis, the same verse over and over, until the sound grew bright and pure, filling every corner of the room.

      This is it, love, Brandon said, and when we stepped forward, we did so together, his fingers wrapped around mine as we slammed my crystal into the chest of the wolf.

      It shattered like it was made of ice rather than crystal, great chunks falling to the ground and becoming pure white again. It wasn’t power, but it was a way to augment, channel it. The guys bent down and plucked the pieces they wanted, tearing the stone apart like it was spun sugar. They shaped the stones into weapons of their choosing, or in Aaron’s case, augmented existing weapons. I picked my crystal back up—it was a sword now.

      Morgan and his pack’s descent into the cavern was on our mind as we walked down the steps into the depths of Leifgart. Sylvan continued to sing as we went, until we reached the opening of Lonan’s den.

      Our vision hadn’t exaggerated anything. The sheer scope of the space was hard to get your head around, which was odd because the hill the Volken had built was big, but not this big.

      “So how do we tackle this?” Jack said. “Smashing a crystal wolf ain’t like taking out a wolf god.”

      “My brothers.”

      Our heads jerked up to see Lian standing just in front of the Great Wolf’s paws, his eyes scanning the crowd with barely contained glee.

      “It has been a long time between Great Rites, but I promise you, it will have been worth the wait. We come together at each Rite, lay ourselves at the feet of our Lord, give ourselves unto him, submit to his judgement to see if we are worthy to be agents of his will.” Lian’s smile grew wider. “During each Rite, we give everything we have built and collected to our Lord. We destroy, debilitate, wreck, and ruin, spreading out as far as we can go throughout the land to assert the Great Wolf’s dominance.”

      A roaring cheer went up through the cavern, the sound reverberating through the whole space, growing louder and louder. Lian waited for the sound to finally die away before continuing.

      “Brothers, this Great Rite will be different than any other before it. The destruction that will take place will operate on the grandest of scales. We have been brought low by the machinations of women, bearing daughters where once there were only sons. Men who would join us in our worship of the Great Wolf himself. It is time to take that back. The Great Rite feeds our Lord, who provides for us. This time, we must generate untold levels of destruction to give him the power to get through the witches’ portal and to take back what was ours.”

      Does any despotic regime manage to whip up this kind of hysteria without the uniforms and the fists pumping and the demonisation of one group of society who’s just going about their business, doing their thing? There’s a terrible power in the symbols and the rah-rah and the ‘us vs them’ dynamic. Power I was determined to see an end to.

      “Watch the wolf. Lonan comes,” Sylvan said.

      At the seer’s order, our focus switched to the Black Wolf, and as if on cue, the wolf seemed to… glitch or shiver, as if reality fragmented for a second, and it wasn’t entirely clear what stood there—a wolf, a man, or a wolf and a man in the same body. The earth groaned as the two fought for dominance, the Volken dropping to the ground, both because it was the safest place to be and to show respect to their god. They missed, therefore, the moment he stepped free of his god and stood before the Volken, paying them little mind. Rather, his eyes were on his hands, flexing them experimentally, then his arms, his chest.

      “Lonan was trapped,” Sylvan said, watching his doppelgänger move through narrowed eyes. “Hurt mortally by the fall of Eomis. He retreated to this realm, hid out in this cave until the locals started bringing him sacrifices. For the Black Wolf, this would have been enough. That, and the natural cycle of birth and decay. Nothing could harm him, not really. But Lonan…” He watched him move to Lian, then say something only to him that had the man’s face paling.

      “Lonan needed more power than what nature could provide. He’d been satisfied with that in the past, but… He and Branwen learned ways to squeeze yet more power, move beyond that which came naturally to the Great Wolves, and use them more as a receptacle to what they created. For Branwen, it was sex, abandon, ecstatic orgies, wild bouts of creation—all the things Eomis was known for. For Lonan, it was the opposite. Branwen’s rise made him weak.” He turned to look at the lot of us. “This is what he’s been doing the whole time, since the Volken came. He made us his agents, gave each one of us access to his powers. In every single one of us, he created a reward system for each act of degradation and pain and suffering.” His hand went to his own crystal that hung around his neck. “Made us all power sources for him to draw on.”

      Our eyes scanned the crowd below us and caught the many glowing red points of light across the cavern. The men rose, and with them, they held up those knapped crystal spears, red light streaming from each one.

      “We’ve got to take out the crystals,” Aaron said.

      “We’ve got to starve Lonan. He can’t have the women and kids,” Finn said.

      “He can’t have the men either. That’s what he wants, what all of this is about in the end. They are the final sacrifice, they just don’t know it yet,” Sylvan said, and then he was on his feet. “I know what I have to do now. She made it seem like…” He sighed, then flicked me that devilish smile of his, that promised equal parts pleasure and pain. “Rule well, little queen,” he said to me before sketching a bow, and then he jumped off the edge of the ledge we were crouching on.
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      I should have been a mass murdering butcher.

      Everyone thinks their perspective is a unique one, and maybe that’s true in subtle ways, but I’d be willing to bet very few have had the consciousness of a violent, sadistic psychopath beating down on them from the moment they were born. One minute I was all crying, shitting, squalling need, and then I felt it, like a wire ligature curling around my neck—Lonan.

      I grew up in the outer limits of Leifgart on my mother’s small property, so I was protected—at least during my childhood—from the worst of the Volken excesses. My mother was gentle, if distant, but the community that had sprung up on the outskirts was such that I had plenty of concerned adult attention and affection when I wanted them. I ran with a rag-tag group of boys, something I never understood the worth of at the time, but by roaming around the farms with them, growing up young and strong under the sun, tossing balls around and climbing trees, I had a family. But more importantly, I had a model for healthy human behaviour.

      When the impulses came to dash a newborn kitten against the wall just to see its brains splatter, or to torment the younger members of the group to the point of tears, or much worse, I initially went with them, not really knowing any better. But when the others saw the blood dripping from my hands or the tears in the other boys’ eyes, the punches, the censure, the rough and ready playground justice that came into play soon made it clear. I could either turn my back on all human companionship, be relegated to complete isolation with only broken bodies for friends, or I could learn.

      I learnt.

      I learned to look to the others for a moral code, studying the sense that seemed innately within them of right and wrong, and I followed it, constantly adjusting for all the many caveats and exclusions that shifted and changed with the circumstances and relationships between the people involved.

      For example, lashing out at Old Nicky, who liked to lure young kids into his front room so as to touch them, was sanctioned, if not encouraged. I felt that pressure around my neck as we sank our boots into his sides when we found he’d managed to get my mate’s three-year-old sister inside his room, intervening before he’d done any damage. It curled tighter, twisting inside my head with each vicious strike, wanting more when the old man finally started coughing blood. But when the older kids held up their hands, holding the rest of us back, I did as I was told. There was a time for fun, there was a time for those quiet moments where you connected with others, and there was a time for violence, as long as it fit within the narrow, shifting confines society endorsed.

      Then it was all taken away.

      I looked down the rows of Volken as I walked towards Lonan and the Great Wolf. It had been several of them that had come to my mother’s door, seeking me. Yet more had knocked on every door of every farm and establishment when they didn’t find me. We’d watched them, safely hidden behind bushes or holed up inside barns, wondering what the hell they wanted, right up until the point people started getting hurt.

      I’d known this was going to happen. I’d woken up from a dream that left me horrified and strangely thrilled, the chaotic fragments my mind held on to showing me all the ways the Volken were going to hurt my friend Greg’s mum. I hadn’t paid too much attention to it. I’d always had weird, adult dreams, where people did that strange naked wrestling thing that Greg’s older brother and Jean’s older sister used to do when they thought no one was looking, or where blood and brains were splattered with gay abandon, like my own primitive experiments. I’d shrugged it off as I always did, just assuming whatever strange twist lived inside my mind was active again for some reason, and my best bet was just to ignore it.

      I shouldn’t have. We were all clustered up inside Greg’s tree house, a flimsy construction if ever there was one, when the Volken attacked his mother. His parents had opened the door to find five Volken warriors standing there, then one grabbed Greg’s dad by the collar and dragged him out, holding the massive bull of a man, even though the Volken did not look as strong. I remembered the burn of the red crystals on the Volken’s glove as he held Greg’s dad, the stones doing little to stop his shouts or her screams.

      We’d stiffened as one when the first cry cut through the peace and quiet, all of our eyes and ears trained on what was happening, a small sound of protest coming from Greg’s mouth. One of the older boy’s hands went to Greg’s shoulder blade, and I remembered the feeling of comfort that brought when I was upset, so I mimicked the gesture. Then the Volken brought his fist back, lining it up with Greg’s mother’s face.

      Slipping from the pile of my friends, spidering down the ladder with the broken steps, and walking towards the house was one of the few truly altruistic things I’d done at that point. It had felt good, right, up until the Volken took me away and beat me into the shape they wanted. I felt some of those same feelings now. My hair flowing over my shoulders, my steps sure and true when I felt it the least, the knowledge I was doing the right thing, despite wanting to turn tail and run. My life had been one long chaotic stream of weird visions and horrible impulses that I’d struggled to make sense of, but I could see now. It boiled down to this.

      He’s coming for me, Branwen said inside my mind. Her connection with me had come at puberty and had gone a long way to protecting me from the twisted bullshit of the Volken, despite all their attempts to brutalise me otherwise. He’s going to kill everyone here until he’s strong enough to come for me.

      I know, my love, I said in return. And I’m going to stop him.

      

      The Volken didn’t notice me as I made my way to the front. Stupid and unthinking, they were as they always had been—overgrown babies allowed full reign to indulge every impulse on anyone who didn’t wear a black uniform, and sometimes even with one. Somehow, this all-powerful culture of men was missing something that even the simplest farmer on the outskirts knew—that violence was an unstable surface to build a culture on. It had its place, to police the members, to make sure the strong did not ride roughshod over the weak, but not like this. As they all joked and roared and cheered for the massacre they believed was coming, not once did they consider that they might be the victims, rather than the perpetrators.

      I watched Lian take his place beside Max, an eerie juxtaposition. It was like looking into a mirror. Gods knew how often he’d stood beside me, whether I wanted it or not. As the seer, I was his favourite, before Max had come. Naked, clothed, we’d spent a lot of time using the exact same intimate body language. So when Lian made a small gesture, his eyes roaming around the edges of the cavern, I knew it held weight.

      I looked around me as I kept walking, my view of the periphery constrained by the excited Volken, but I had a fair idea of what was coming.

      “The pincer movement is always advantageous, if the terrain and conditions are in your favour,” Lian said, reclining naked in front of his map table, a fine sheen of sweat covering his golden skin. I nodded, mopping up the blood and the cum that came from being in an intimate space with him. “If you have the numbers, the right conditions, you create a killing box,” he said, and then pushed the little figurines he used to represent different soldiers until they surrounded the enemy column.

      I looked at the board with a nod, the words ‘killing box’ all that stuck in my mind. It supplied a disturbing array of imagery from that presence in my mind I now knew was Lonan, some I’d even been participants in, but I brushed them to one side. One had to, to survive in Leifgart. Instead, I memorised the formation, something about it attracting my eyes before submitting to Lian’s persistent fingers as he tugged me closer and down between his legs.

      The most vicious of stabs plunged into me as I saw some of the Volken approaching the women. They shrank back, forming a tight, then tighter circle as they struggled against the chains. The women strove to shove the children behind them, but eyes darted upwards to where the Great Wolf’s eyes now looked down on them. A single drop of saliva formed and then fell from his jaws onto the floor below, sizzling when it hit the stone. My eyes found Arelia’s, as they always did. Across the banquet hall, breeding pen, across space and time, it often felt. This time, they were wild with fear and something much more familiar—defiance.

      The ground rumbled as the women’s cries grew louder, their fear, their anger, all food for Lonan, and therefore, the Black Wolf. The god’s eyes flashed a brighter red, as did Lonan’s, a grin splitting his face. The Volken approached, probably fancying that they did so like predators, but what kind of apex carnivore faced down a prey pinned and hemmed in? There was no hunt, no skill there. The women had been defanged and declawed by Volken society into a package that made them the most vulnerable. It was as if secretly, they realised what a threat the women were, that they would have no means to master them without institutionalised subjugation.

      Change, I said inside my mind, despite never having the bond with Arelia that let her hear me. Change and become the beast I know you can be.

      This was the refrain humming in my head as I began to run, as I saw the Volken jockey to be the ones to first lay into the women, as I saw my Kiralee push forward, her green eyes blazing. She shouted something at them, that whip of a voice forcing some of the closest to stop, even for a moment, much to the amusement of the other Volken. The stilled were shoved and pushed until they shook my daughter’s command off. I enjoyed that momentary pause, where they looked down onto a tiny girl and felt it, the most foreign of Volken emotions—fear.

      Then I heard the shouts.

      There were few apart from Lian that enjoyed a special position with Volken society. Sandoz was the Chancellor of the Exchequer, little more than an overly powerful civil servant, but he controlled the funds we generated and distributed them for the greater good. Malafen took the horde on campaigns, leading the troops once they got clear of Leifgart, expanding our empire, taking new slaves and bringing them back. But it was Lian that maintained law and order, as the Volken saw it, within the walls of our city. He trained the young soldiers, tearing the boys from their mothers and installing them in the barracks.

      It had been his hand that had pinched down on my shoulder when I had come into the city as a screaming, crying boy, when I had mastered my first fight sequence, when he led me into his private residence to discuss my visions. He’d tried to make me one of his personal guards, a misleading enough name, as they did little to protect the lord and were more the unofficial police force within the city, not that there was much law and order to maintain. Rather, it was just Lian’s will. So, when I saw a few of them move, carrying the larger crystals the elite used, I was not surprised.

      The Volken’s attentions dropped to their spears as the crystals began to glow red. A common enough thing, especially at this time of the year. It was a two-way power flow, from the Volken to Lonan and back again, so they didn’t suspect what was coming. I put my hand around mine, felt the heat against my skin, before yanking it free from my neck. Then I felt the pull. Not as strongly as the Volken host, who went to their knees, something I’m sure they were unprepared for.

      Including those around my daughter. Her green eyes glowed with an inner fire as she watched them go down, a reddish tinge creeping in. Did she imagine she had created this? I couldn’t have wished for anything more, but as I ran down the gap left between the rows of now prone Volken, I saw Lian’s elite step forward, crystals in hand. What had once been a network joining all men together, now became a net to ensnare them with.

      I saw the White Wolf’s pack, gleaming like the sun as they ran down into the cavern. They wouldn’t be in time to save the day, but they would save the women, of that I was sure. I put on speed now, feeling the drag on my limbs, my body moving more due to mechanical force than any momentum I’d built.

      So close, my love, Branwen said.

      I know.

      I glanced at Arelia, nodding to her for a moment as her hand wrapped tight around Kiralee’s. They’d take her and all the women back to Sanctuary, and my child would have what I missed out on—a loving mother, peace and quiet, the ability to just be a child and choose her own path. Her strength and abilities would be lauded there, though the reddish cast to her eyes may be an issue until they realised the Black Wolf was no longer under the influence of Lonan.

      Because I was taking him out.

      Lian frowned when he saw me approach, but when his mouth opened to shout an order, when he moved to stop me, Max nodded and then wrapped his chain around the neck of the Volken lord. He pulled it so fast, so tight, that by the time Lian realised what had happened, Max’d dragged his rapist mate to the ground. I watched the lord’s hands scrabble as they fought for purchase on the metal links, blood pricking the tips and flooding into his face as he went the same sullen red of the Great Wolf’s eyes.

      I looked up into them, those of my god, and saw that ravenous mouth open, seemingly disproportionately huge, even with his massive body. He hunkered down, and Lonan seemed to assume the rumbling was just more metaphysical bullshit. He just stared out at his captive prey, presuming as the Volken had that the institutionalised privileges he’d gained from being the long-term conduit to the god were still in place, imagining the awful pleasures he’d gain as the Black Wolf swallowed each and every Volken, consuming all of the sins they had joyfully wallowed in, growing stronger both from their depravity and the ultimate betrayal of the brotherhood they’d lived in. I glanced over to see Lian moved no more, his body having that final complete limpness that only came from death. The Black Wolf jolted forward at that little boost in power, readying himself for the next strike.

      So many of my visions ended like this, just endless, uniform blackness. There was no hot, no cold, no wind, no gravity, no horizon, no space, no nothing. Just nothing, until all I was blinked out.

      Stay strong, my love, Branwen said, and I liked to think there was a tremor there, some show of emotion at the sacrifice I was about to make. Lonan saw me, but it was too late. While he manipulated the power of the crystals, I could draw a little on it myself. It gave me a last burst of speed that I used as I slammed into him, his arms going around me as if to stop me somehow, but that worked well for my purposes. The Great Wolf’s jaws snapped out, grabbing the two of us and swallowing us down.

      We went down into the beast’s belly, Lonan fighting for the moment, scratching and raking at my face, trying to do anything to deny what was inevitable. We were here, and then we were gone.
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      “Sylvan!” I screamed.

      “Jules, we can’t go rushing in there!” Brandon said, grabbing my arm and jerking me back.

      “SYLVAN!”

      I saw the moment the Volken seer—no. I saw the moment Kiralee’s father and Arelia’s lover took fucking Lonan into the Great Wolf’s jaws, the god snapping his teeth shut and then throwing back his head, the massive muscles in his throat working for a second before his muzzle lowered again. He surveyed the crowd of pinned Volken, the crystal mesh not powered by Lian or Lonan anymore. Instead, he kept them bound as he padded a few steps forward. His mouth hung open in a hungry smile, his fangs gleaming in the low light. His eyes burned like fire now, no longer banked or muted by Lonan’s grip. This was a god that was off the leash.

      “Jules, we’ve got to get out of here,” Aaron said, his eyes shooting to the roof of the cavern as the entire place shook. Loose stones came plummeting down, smashing into immobilised Volken and crushing them whole. “The Black Wolf is off the chain.”

      “And the women aren’t,” I snapped back. I shook their hands off and strode forward, feeling an unwarranted strength in my body as I took the same path as Sylvan. I felt like my heart nearly stopped in my chest when a rock almost flattened me, but I waved it away, just as I had in my dreams, and it went flying off to smash into the walls.

      Force field, I thought. I need, we need a force field.

      Imagine a green light around you, and around the women and children, my Tirian said.

      And now you come out to play, I said as I ran, faster than I’d ever been able to. Did you know this would happen?

      From death—

      Seriously, if anyone utters those words again, I’ll punch them full in the face with my now Wonder Woman powered arms, including my own. Shut. The Fuck. Up.

      So, you do not wish to know how to rescue the captives?

      Wave my hand, make the chains go away?

      Why, yes, though sooner rather than later would be good. Allow the mothers to protect their young.

      Fuck, of course. I waved my hand, and the chains around the women all disappeared, the mothers instantly covering the children with their bodies. They seemed to get it, that the barrier of green light was keeping them safe, and cowered beneath it.

      “Any chance of giving us a magic force field as well?”

      My head snapped sideways to see Jack and Hawk running beside me, the other guys catching up fast. Even Rhydian and Grey followed hot on their heels, hands welded together. Grey seemed to give Rhydian physical strength, and Rhydian gave Grey mental. They powered through the chaos, arrowing straight for Max.

      “It’s our power,” I said. “You should be able to do it yourself.”

      “Cool,” Hawk said, and wove his hand, grinning when he encased himself in a ball of green light.

      “Man, you look like the sexiest hamster ball I’ve ever seen,” Jack enthused.

      “How about less flirting, more saving the day?” Slade said, smacking Jack on the back of his head as he passed.

      “Keep an eye on that fucker,” Aaron said, pistol in hand as he watched the Black Wolf shift.

      “Why?” Jack said. “He’s pinned them like bugs to a board. It’s them he wants to eat.”

      And as if directed by my lover’s quip, I saw Volken swallowed up like a Hoover by the Black Wolf, sucking them down like some kind of fascist bubble tea, their entire existences popping and dissipating.

      “Fucking hell,” Aaron said. “We get the women, we bug out. Now.”

      “And Max,” Finn said, pulling up beside us. His eyes flicked to where his father sat on the ground, Lian’s corpse across his lap, just staring with sightless eyes.

      “You reckon the White Wolf’s power could conjure us a portal?” Aaron asked, watching each sweep of the Black Wolf’s head with wide eyes.

      “You want to punch one from here to Sanctuary?” I yelped.

      “Damn fucking straight I do. This place is going nova. We need out yesterday. With impromptu rescue missions, unproven and untapped power from random gods, as well as the wholesale massacre of a people? I want home, now.”

      “Fucking, food, footy…” Jack began to tick off his wish list as we ran.

      “Thought you wanted beer?” Brandon said.

      “Fosters?”

      All the men looked at him askance.

      “I’d rather get swallowed by the Great Wolf there,” my seer shot back.

      

      The women and children were sobbing by the time we pulled up, some were wild-eyed and obviously still riding the effects of their heat, but they clung to their children. Some had tears streaming down their faces as they watched the slaughter, and Brandon nodded slowly at them.

      “The boys, their sons,” he whispered to me.

      Fuck, some of them had appeared to be only about ten or eleven, but when I looked behind me, they were all gone. Aaron holstered his pistol and walked forward, hands in the air.

      “Ladies, we’re getting you out of here, and we’ll do so with everyone in one piece if you just follow me.”

      There was a massive intake of breath as he delivered his instructions, causing us all to spin around.

      “NO!”

      Kiralee fought free of her mother’s grip, stalking up to Aaron and beyond him, to where the Great Wolf’s head now hung, held in place by the little girl’s will. His mouth was open, and I could see the endless night within it, where no sign of all he had consumed remained. His eyes flickered like a campfire at night, watching the child. Her eyes shone just as red in return.

      “We need to—” Finn stumbled up, trying to hold on to Max as his dads did their best to assist. He looked back at Rhydian, who took control of the blank-eyed Max. He walked closer, taking my hand for a moment, and then brushed past until he laid a hand on the shoulder of Kiralee, standing side by side. The Black Wolf whuffed a couple of times, drawing their scent in through his nose, and then he sat back, for all intents and purposes being a Very Good Boy.

      “Why do I want to take a photo of this and compose doggo memes?” I hissed.

      “Because you’re fucking insane?” Slade said.

      “Give me my father!” Kiralee said, stabbing her small finger in the air.

      “Kira,” Arelia said, belatedly stepping forward. “Darling, Sylvan has gone.” I heard her voice break on the words. “He did a very brave thing, to save you, and to save us.”

      “No!” The Great Wolf jerked back at her declaration, his head tipping to one side. “Give me my father now!” The wolf god regarded the small child, looking all the while like some kind of monstrous hell hound, but she didn’t seem to care. “You let all this happen. You let them hurt people and lock us up. You didn’t do a thing!” I took an instinctive step forward as I heard the pain in the little girl’s voice, but hands moved to stop me.

      We have a tendency to minimise children’s pain. Because they feel things so intensely and so often, it’s easy to disregard. Of course they’re screaming, crying, hurting, they don’t have the thick hide of adult ennui to insulate them against the vagaries of the world. The sound of her voice, too high to be all that powerful, and yet it was. A god stopped for her and listened to her pain. When he moved, Arelia fought to wrap her body around her daughter’s, but Kiralee was a little spitfire, and was having none of that. He reached out with a giant paw, and with only the very tip of one of his claws, touched the girl’s forehead. She staggered back, not from the impact of the blow, but what came from it. Then we heard the howl.

      All of us turned, god, women, dads, pack, all at the yodelling sound of a wolf singing her soul’s song, because there she was, glimmering so bright against the darkness. It was the White Wolf. She settled back on her paws, regarding the lot of us from the back of the cavern before nosing the air, just as she had with the Uldariel, but it wasn’t Wolflantis: Beyond Thunderdome that appeared in the air beside her, but Sanctuary. Right outside the mess hall, to be precise. I could see the afternoon sun and the carts parked out front.

      “Oh fuck, home,” Hawk said, taking a step towards it, but we all froze when the Black Wolf returned the call, his song a much darker, eerier sound that had the hairs standing up on the back of our necks. The White Wolf stood, tail swishing for a second, before turning tail and running. The Black Wolf didn’t hesitate, launching himself after her, then the two of them disappeared into the gloom.

      “We have got to get the fuck out of here,” Aaron said. If we thought the cavern was disintegrating beforehand, we had a lot to learn. Massive slabs of rock slammed into the ground, turning the space between the portal and us into an obstacle course of potentially fatal proportions.

      The power is fading. You must run, now, my Tirian said.

      “Time to go, people!” Finn shouted, and we moved.

      I’ve never wanted anything more than to walk through that fucking portal. That sliver of a calm, sunny afternoon called to me. Of cars and electronics and running water. Of my baby, Buddy, and his yodelling singing. Of the matriarchs and Nerida. Of Slade’s mad family and Finn’s sad one. Of really getting to know Brandon’s. Of fucking and footy and food and Foster’s even. I’d scull a six-pack of the horse piss if it meant getting back home.

      Home, that’s what it was. Our home, our pack house, our pack, where we belonged. As my foot hit the asphalt, I felt it vibrate up through my whole body. We’d done it. We were home.

      The portal closed with a pop when the last person got through, and I collapsed down onto the hot road, not caring about the way the surface bit into my skin. I just lay there and hugged Sanctuary, realising after a few minutes that this was just about the spot where Sylvan bit me. My fingers went to the many marks on my neck, but his were gone now. I’d removed it like it was an errant pubic hair on my panty line, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I hadn’t, if we’d have been able to use that bond to bring him back. My pack fell down beside me, their breaths coming in hard.

      “Jules is overthinking things already,” Brandon said, taking my hand.

      “Must be a day that ends with a Y,” Slade said.

      “What the freaking hell? Jules, is that you?” I opened up an eye to see Nerida, scanning the lot of us with a confused expression on her face. “I’ve got to get Ophelia.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “Sounds good indeed.”
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      “Max?”

      My head jerked up at the corroded sound of the woman’s voice. It sounded like pain, and I just couldn’t deal with any more pain right now. Everything had to be all hearts and flowers and shit for at least…a month. No, make that two months. But I flipped over onto my back to take a look, anyway. I was still glad to be back in Sanctuary, but hugging a dirty road was only satisfying in small doses. I rolled into a seated position, brushing stuff I really didn’t want to classify off my face and front, and saw Nerida had been true to her word.

      It was weird to see a woman like Ophelia with shaking hands, her grey eyes taking on that same burning intensity her grandsons’ did. A group of people followed her, edging closer. I saw eyes dart to the women, and the refugees of Leifgart clung to their children, using as much of their bodies to hide their children from the curious gazes.

      “We need to get the women away from here, or they’re going to bolt,” I muttered to Aaron and Finn.

      They glanced at each other for a second, and then got to their feet.

      “Fellas, we’ve just gotten back from Leifgart, and the place is demolished,” Aaron said. “The Volken are no more. We need to arrange for a retrieval crew to go and get Johnno and the boys, but it's done, so if you’d like to adjourn to the mess, I reckon the first round or two is on Sanctuary. No one’s going back to work today.”

      “Free piss and an RDO?” Slade said. “Smart. Only thing that would take their attention away from an influx of women. I better go and supervise.”

      “Have a Foster’s for me?” I said weakly.

      “And here I was thinking that you loved me.” He dropped a quick kiss on my temple and then moved to follow the rest of the guys, herding the stragglers when they paused to take another look.

      “Nan, we need to get the women and children into Doc’s field hospital. They’ve been through hell, and they need to be looked after. They also need somewhere safe, to adjust.”

      “Who are you to start giving orders, Finn, son of Grace?” Asher said with a frown.

      Finn smiled, something that damn near stopped my heart in the golden sun of Sanctuary.

      “I’m the son of Grace and Max and Rhydian and Grey. I’m the grandson of Ophelia.” Finn’s eyes dropped to where Jack and Hawk sprawled on the ground. “We both are. I also have come to believe that giving orders and leadership is best in the hands of those who can prove their capability, rather than because they belong to a certain family, gender, or social class. I look forward to attending the next council meeting the alpha convenes and discussing this further. But right now, can we have some medical assistance for these women? The line remains unbroken.”

      “Of course.” Doc pushed her way through the crowd, kneeling down beside the nearest woman, Jeananne.

      “It’s OK,” I said when she pulled away. “She’s just here to help.”

      “She smells strange? Why does she smell like that?” her daughter asked.

      “Because she’s human,” I replied. “But she’s a skilled healer and just wants you guys to be safe and healthy.”

      “My name is Doctor Hobbes, but you can call me Doc,” the medic said, holding out her hand. She held it there for a few moments, and then the girl took it, just holding her palm for a second. “Come with me, ladies. No one or nothing will harm you under my care.”

      “I won’t let it.” Our heads jerked around to see Hawk standing, arms across his chest. He should have looked scary and intimidating, but the women didn’t seem to think so. “I’ll stand by the door, make sure no one comes in or out without your say so.”

      “Fucking, footy…” Jack said with a low whine.

      “You can still have that,” I said, stroking a hand through his hair.

      “But he’s so hot when he’s being all He-Man, protective guy.”

      “You know you can’t fuck him out front of the hospital.”

      “No, but I can wait around until he’s ready to.”

      “I’ll bring you some food at least. You’ll have one of the F’s.”

      “Yeah? You’d do that for me?” His smile was bright as he looked me over lazily. “And the others?”

      “As soon as we can get home and have a shower.”

      “That’s my girl.” He leaned forward and placed the sweetest kiss on my lips, then scrambled to his feet and followed the women to the hospital shed.

      “You’re still here?” I said, turning to see Brandon was the only one of my pack left.

      “Of course I am, Jules. I’ll always be there when you need me.”

      I felt a low throb as I considered just what that meant. I loved the guys for stepping up, but I was much more on board with Jack’s idea than anyone else’s right now, and I could get the party started with Brandon when we gave that massive communal shower a go.

      “I’ll help you to get some food for the refugees and Jack and Hawk, and then we’ll debrief the alpha.”

      I groaned, smacking my head against my knees.

      “That’s not what I want at all.”

      “No, but it's what you need.”

      

      “Max, Rhydian, and Grey are now under Doc Hobbes’s care. I’ve sent through several contingents of soldiers to retrieve those of our men still stranded on the other side of the portal,” Ophelia said as we took a seat. “Aaron seemed quite concerned about that.”

      “I think we all need something different to walk away from this, call it over,” I said, linking my hand with Brandon’s. “Aaron needs to know the guys are safe. Finn needs to know no more are going through the portal, that he’s not at risk of being pushed through just for being who he is. He needs his dads and his family. Hawk needs the women and kids to be safe. I think that’s what they want too, but you’ll need to talk to them about it. Keep the contact to a minimum. They’ve been through so much.” My words trailed away as I considered what it must have been like, being chained to my child and prepared for sacrifice by my own father, then watching my brothers and sons get eaten whole. “Jack needs Hawk…” That sentence felt unfinished, not entirely true. “…and me, and the pack. Slade needs us back in our place, for nothing to happen for a good long while, for us to be able to relax. And Brandon…” I got something down our bond, but I didn’t want to speak for him.

      “I need what you need, Jules. To tell our story.”

      I nodded, holding his gaze for a moment, then patting my jacket pocket to find the heavy weight of Brandon’s book still there, despite everything we’d gone through. I needed to tell it, read it, and then get to the happy ever after.
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      Despite everything that was going on, somehow, we all ended up back home around the same time. Buddy was at my heels, having licked and nuzzled and squirmed his way onto my lap for much of the meeting with Ophelia. Now he just trotted in front of us, tail curled tight, ready to go where we were—home.

      Ophelia had made some calls, let people know we were back, and as it was now well into the night, that we would catch up with everyone once we’d had a chance to sleep. Brandon and I walked into our house, then started opening windows and letting the place air out just before the pack started to arrive, Buddy’s feet clicking on the floorboards until he found his bed and curled up in it.

      “Mum came by the Mess,” Slade said after giving me a kiss on the cheek as he came inside. “She wants us over for dinner tomorrow, lunch as a fallback. I think she’s intending to bring us breakfast.”

      “Mine too,” Aaron said, scratching his neck ruefully. “With the mating marks and being through the portal, they feel like they’ve missed too much, and Mum’s not one to let things go.”

      “We won’t see mine for a bit at least. Doc’s got my dads resting in her surgery away from the women, and Mum’s with them,” Finn said.

      “Mine are trying really hard to be cool,” Brandon said, getting off the phone. “I think Mum laid down the law. She knows some of what happened from my visions, but I won’t be able to hold them off for long.”

      “I saw my brothers down at the Mess,” Hawk said. “Sorry, love, each one of them wants us to come around for dinner, and then there’s Mum and Dads.”

      “Not mine,” Jack said with a lift of his chin. “Mum’s been in meetings with Nan.”

      I felt a flutter in my chest. Of anxiety? Of pressure? Of feeling like people wanted pieces of me I didn’t have to give? I didn’t say a word, but my pack moved closer in our bright white kitchen, arms interlacing as they surrounded me.

      “Jules—”

      “We can—”

      “It’ll be—”

      “We’ll hold a family dinner with all of the relevant people in the married mess. We’ll give it all over to the Mums to organise, and then all we have to do is turn up,” Finn said. “After we’ve had a chance to recharge.”

      I sagged within their arms at that and then just relished that feeling. This was a pack, where you could collapse in a heap, knowing there were a bunch of people there to catch you and hold you until you could bring yourself to stand again.

      We all drifted over to the bathroom after that. Probably because we all stank. Medieval times might have guaranteed organic food and facilitated the rise of despotic regimes, but internal plumbing left a lot to be desired. The last real wash I’d had was the cold bath in the Uldariel village.

      “Fuck, hot water…” Slade groaned as he got under the spray.

      “And having an actual shower, rather than a dip in the river,” Aaron said, turning the taps to start the next shower head going.

      “Sleeping in a goddam bed,” Jack said, stripping the last of his clothes off. “I don’t even care if you blokes snore at this rate. Sleeping on something other than floorboards is all I want. Well…” His eyes opened a crack as he regarded me, then Hawk, his hands working soap into his groin. When I looked across at Hawk, I saw both of us noted the thickening there with interest.

      Could we do this? Sex? After seeing a mass slaughter, attempted sacrifices, the cavern closing in, Max, Sylvan… For a moment, the guys were obscured, and all I saw was Sylvan rugby tackling Lonan into the Black Wolf’s mouth.

      “Stop.” My eyes jerked up to see Finn standing on one side of me and Brandon on the other. “Don’t overthink this, don’t indulge in survivor’s guilt. You have a pack, and it's in one piece. The only appropriate response right now is relief, love, and pleasure.”

      Finn was using a hint of his alpha tone on me, but I didn’t feel the pulse of his will. Rather, it was more like a psychic hug. He saw me, held me, told me it was all going to be OK, and for once, I could believe him.

      “C’mon,” Brandon said, unbuttoning my shirt. “It’s time to join them.”

      “It’s time, like I stink, or ‘it’s time’, portentously delivered in a seer-like fashion?” He just smiled at me as he pushed my clothes off, and Finn dropped down to unbutton my pants. “Brandon?”

      He didn’t answer me as his hand and Finn’s steered me towards the shower, and I grabbed Hawk’s as I passed and dragged him under the water with us. Then it all got kinda messy. Soap was distributed, rubbed on flanks and up ribcages, between thighs and along backs. We were one big octopus of hands washing each other, not especially efficiently, but plenty sensually.

      Finn broke first, pushing me into Slade’s arms as his lips dropped to mine. I wanted this. It was selfish, almost wantonly so after what had just happened, but I guess that’s what human brains are like. My conscience felt like we should hold a vigil for Sylvan to honour what he did, but everything noble and nice was pushed aside for just this—connection. I might have this all snatched away tomorrow. We’d been led around by the nose since I arrived, something I wanted to explore further with Brandon. The White Wolf said I was her conduit now, so who knows when she’d want us to ride to the rescue again? I kissed Finn back with everything I had, felt the burn of our venom as our tongues tangled.

      Then I was passed on to Slade, who tipped my head back to kiss my neck, then twisted me around to face him, Finn hard and heavy against my hip.

      “You’re OK, princess,” Slade said, pausing for a second. His hazel eyes burned into mine, as if the intensity of his gaze would reassure me. And it did. I could see it there, plain as day, no matter what kind of life we’d lead, he’d do everything he could to make that statement true, for me and for the pack. He dropped his hand to stroke across my stomach before going to my hip. And any child we chose to bring into it.

      I answered by kissing him, my heart seizing as I felt the rasp of his beard against my hands, then he folded me against his chest and just held me for a minute, letting me listen to the rapid thud of his heartbeat, and I felt the strong throb of our bond through the skin to skin contact. Then I felt another hand on my shoulder.

      I saw the raw expression on Aaron’s face as soon as he took me in his arms. It was such a strange thing, as the world I’d come from had more in common with the Volken and their macho male bullshit. So to see someone as big and strong as him trembling when he touched me, smoothing the water from my face before tugging me close.  He didn’t kiss me or stroke me, he just held me with the vise-like strength of his arms. “You’re safe…” he whispered, more to himself than me. “You’re safe.”

      “It’s OK, love.”

      We both looked to see Brandon with a hand on each of our shoulders, the kind of radiant look on his face that made him look like he was lit from within.

      “You don’t know…” Aaron’s words trailed away as he watched our lover. “Do you?”

      Brandon wouldn’t answer. He just smiled as he drew me into his arms, kissed me deep and slow, then rested his forehead on mine for a moment when we were done, before doing the same to Aaron, looking as smug as a cat.

      “Hey, stop bogarting the babe.”

      I looked up to see Jack hovering at my shoulder, his grin broad and bright as he saw my cranky expression. He pulled me out of Brandon’s grip, spinning me and dipping me down low, as if we were ballroom dancing not naked in the shower.

      “Babe?” I growled.

      “Honey, sweetheart, darling, or love. You’re mine now, right?”

      There, hidden deeply behind the shiny exterior was that lingering thread of doubt, so I put aside my objections to dumb pet names for a second and just relished that what he said was true.

      “I am. I’m not going anywhere, hopefully ever again. This is it, this is us.”

      Jack blinked momentarily, as if he couldn’t quite believe it. We’d have to work on that.

      “Alright, Chuckles,” Hawk said, prising me out of his grip. “You’ve got your daily affirmation of love out the way.”

      “From Jules, but you’re not off the hook,” Jack shot back.

      “Neither are you,” Hawk rumbled, but he turned me towards him, sheltering me deep in his arms. He didn’t make any further moves, though I could feel his thick length pulled up tight against his stomach. He just held me until I felt the sigh shudder through his body. His breath seemed to come out harder, more strangled after that, as if holding me was making things worse rather than better. I reached out and placed a hand on his chest, which was quickly covered by his. Something hard and desperate struggled behind his eyes, so I took a deep breath and tried to look deeper into the bond.

      I saw me, looking a whole lot more amazing than I would have looked, running like the wind across the cavern floor. I saw rocks the size of house blocks—that was definitely an exaggeration—smashing to the ground around me. Then there was the Black Wolf, looming as big as a skyscraper, with a muzzle full of razor-sharp teeth. He snarled as I approached, his head snaking down to eat me whole. Then the view shot to Hawk, running with everything he had, his muscles powering on, shaking with the effort, his face pulled back in a mask of agony as he kept sprinting but just got further and further away.

      “No!”

      I jolted back to reality as Hawk pushed me back against the wall. His grip was firm, not painful, but I could see now the effort it took for him to keep it that way. As his fingers flexed, I saw the claws pushing through his fingertips.

      “Hawk…” Finn said in a low growl, but I shook my head.

      “It’s OK, isn’t it, Hawk?”

      He couldn’t answer. I saw the muscles flex under the much longer length of beard, his eyes staring into mine, until finally, he shook his head. His head dropped down, his breath coming in gasps, as he fought whatever he was going through.

      “Hawk, I’m here,” I said.

      “But you might not have been! You ran right into…” He pushed away from me, but I caught his arm and hauled him back.

      “Hey…hey…” I tried to look into his eyes, but he kept them resolutely down, so I took my cues from my pack and wrapped my arms around him, closing my eyes and then letting something happen that I hadn’t since we got back. I settled.

      Not a good word for it, but it was the only way I could think to describe it. It was as if all I was popped and fizzed like water droplets on a hot pan, and then the heat was turned off. My breath, thoughts, all slowed down, and I just was.

      For a while, there was just the faint hiss of the water until someone turned it off, the feel of the rivulets running down our forms, the heavy weight of our bodies as we clung to each other. It was the sound of Hawk’s breath coming to match mine, growing slower, more measured, and then there was just quiet.

      It should have been no surprise that the bathroom fell away to be replaced by the radiant light of our shared psychic space. Everyone stood within it, as did the White Wolf. She regarded us all with those inscrutable green eyes, just sitting there, waiting.

      “This better not be another bloody quest,” Jack said, striding forward, putting his body between us and the goddess. “You’ve had enough from us.”

      “That’s the goddess,” Brandon hissed.

      “I don’t give a shit what she is. We just got home. We’re done with this,” Slade said.

      “Let's find out what she wants,” Finn said.

      You must choose.

      Our heads jerked up at the sound, Hawk’s hands tightening around me.

      “Choose what?” Aaron said. “Is having no more divine intervention in our lives an option? Because I choose that. You’ve tugged us from pillar to post, you’ve been playing games with Brandon since he was born. You pulled us together into a pack, and now we finally get a moment to ourselves, you come back for more?”

      You must choose.

      “Choose what?” Slade said. She didn’t answer, just waited implacably. “I choose us, our pack.” He looked back to the rest of us. “We’ve done enough.”

      “Me too. I can’t watch the people I love go through that shit again,” Aaron said.

      Hawk’s grip tightened.

      “I’ve made my position clear on what I want,” Jack said. “Only words that start with F apply, and for you, that’s fuck off.”

      “Jack!” Brandon hissed.

      “No, no, I’m done with all this ‘it has been foretold’ bullshit. We came, we saw, we kicked Lonan’s arse—”

      “That was Sylvan more than us,” Finn said.

      “Nonetheless, we’ve done enough.” Jack turned to face the lot of us. “No one asked us, no one told us what was going on.” Brandon blanched at that, but Jack surged on. “No one felt like they could tell us without stuffing things up, right?” The other man nodded. “We’ve done it all. Someone died… Well, lots of someone’s died, but someone sacrificed himself so we could have this. Have Sanctuary, have our pack, our house.”

      “Our footy, fucking, food, and beer?” I said.

      Jack laughed at that, but I could see the tears shining there. Hawk’s hands moved restively around my waist at that.

      “I just want us to have a chance to enjoy it.”

      “I never thought I’d say this,” Finn said with a shake of his head. “But Jack’s right.”

      “Really?” his cousin said. “Finally, Prince Perfect sees my side of things.”

      “Brandon? Jules? Hawk? You’re the deciders here,” Finn said.

      Brandon stepped forward, away from the pack and into the space between. “What of Sanctuary? What of the refugees? If this is what we choose, what happens to them?”

      You must choose, was the Great Wolf’s only reply.

      “But what will happen? Will everyone be safe? Will the Black Wolf come for us? What will happen to any children we have?”

      And then I knew what the right decision was. I lifted Hawk’s hand and kissed it, then started to pull away but dipped in to kiss his cheek and take a deep breath of his woody pine needle scent first.

      “We won’t ever know,” I said as I took up my place by Brandon’s side. “That’s what the vast majority of people do. They take a chance, leap off that cliff, dive into that wolf’s mouth, and hope for the best. That’s what I choose—hope.”

      The White Wolf nodded, then turned tail and disappeared, and the bathroom came flooding back.

      “That’s what worried you, wasn’t it, Hawk? When I leapt into the fray, you thought I was choosing something else.”

      “I…” His hands balled into fists, and then he consciously, slowly released them. “I choose you two every fucking time. You’re what I think about when I wake up, I go to sleep covered in your scent, fucking wallowing in the two of you. In all of you, in a lesser way. It was fucking weird, talking to my brothers in the Mess. They’re my family, I’ve grown up with them all my life, but I realised just today, it's this. This is my family now, this is where I belong, and I will protect it with everything I have. From gods, from other people, from the matriarchs, I don’t fucking care.”

      Silence fell over the bathroom, until finally Jack said, “Fucking Silent Bob. Never says anything, and then when he does, everyone thinks what he says is profound.”

      Slade snorted, but I walked past all of them and into Hawk’s arms, relishing every minute as the weight settled around me.

      

      We went to bed afterwards. Of course, we did. Sex was an integral part of being Tirian, but it was only now, as my hands slid across their taut flesh and theirs slid over mine, that I realised something. My Tirian had said something profound through the portal—that we were their links to the physical, and they were our ability to transcend it.

      There was no goddess in the room with us this time, no glowing lights, no black suns. Not even the psychic space. Everyone was here, naked, present in ways that went far beyond the physical, just as she had said.

      There was a tremendous vulnerability to what we did together. Rather than sexy scenarios and panting heat, we were just seven people, opening ourselves to each other. We didn’t touch each other so much to arouse, but to connect. When finally, Hawk was buried inside me, everyone else lying around us or tangled in each other, I felt it.

      “What’s that?” he gasped between strokes, slowing the drag of his cock inside me.

      I couldn’t answer, the feeling so strange and nebulous, I felt like describing it might destroy it. Instead, everyone clustered closer, Jack smoothing my hair back from my forehead and dropping drugging, open-mouthed kisses, Finn’s hand instinctively reaching out to stroke my stomach. I looked into their eyes as it built, a pleasure-pain of the sweetest kind, and tears formed in my eyes. It was an opening somehow, that’s the only word I could use to describe it. Like every single barrier and boundary was down, just for now.

      “Hawk!” I cried, wanting, needing something, but I didn’t know what, but he seemed to know. His face twisted, his hands digging into the bed as he forced himself on, his whole body shivering as he fucked me. We moved together, faster and faster, the others wrapping around us that much tighter, until I felt it.

      I floated on some kind of cloud of pleasure, a generous and all-encompassing thing that swept through the lot of us, wringing wave after wave of ecstasy from us. My body felt like it was opening, blossoming, surging up like some kind of spring, until it all stopped. Like a soprano holding onto that perfect, crystal ringing note, we were a pleasure that wouldn’t end.

      And from that, she came.

      

      Weeks later, the guys were standing in the kitchen, making coffee. None of us had gone back to work yet, and no one had made any moves to make us.

      “She’s been really squirrelly lately. Maybe we should get Ophelia in to talk to her.”

      “She’s been through so much. We all have. I think it's OK for her to be a little on edge. It’s only been a few weeks.”

      “She’s not showing any other signs of depression and anxiety.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I spoke to Doc, and I looked it up on the computer. She’s a little spaced out, a bit distant, but that’s it. I say we leave it for now, see how she goes.”

      I let the door creak as I opened it, holding the piece of paper Doc had just given me tightly in the other hand. The guys all looked startled at that. I’d gone for a run to get the results of my tests and had snuck in the back door when I got back.

      They are your pack and they love you, I told myself, not understanding the reluctance I felt. I wanted to put a hand over my stomach, but that would have given everything away all too soon.

      “I went and saw Doc, like you asked,” I said, creeping into the kitchen, my pack looking concerned as I did so. Why wouldn’t they? I was acting like I had cancer or something. “She gave me this.”

      I thrust the paper out gracelessly, holding it with stiff fingers until Finn reached across and took it. His grip faltered when he scanned the results, his eyes going to the others, which led to it being snatched from his limp grip. I made myself watch their reactions, despite wanting to look away. It hurt to see those brutally raw expressions that looked just like the way I felt.

      “Jules…you’re…”

      “You’re pregnant?” Slade couldn’t have looked any more trashed if I punched him fair in the face, but I didn’t see that for long. He swooped in and tossed me up in his arms. “My beautiful fucking girl. You’re going to be a mum! We’re going to be dads!”

      And that opened the floodgates. I don’t even know who took hold of me or kissed me, my eyes were completely filmed over with tears. All I knew was it was dizzying and overwhelming and heady. Hands went to my belly, lips to every part of my body, until finally I was carried over to the huge couch and we all collapsed down onto it. I closed my eyes and leaned back, totally limp within their group, surrendering to what had always been inevitable—my pack.

      Then I said, “It’s a girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What comes next?

          

        

      

    

    
      So, what will happen with Sanctuary? Is this it for Jules and her pack? What about that vision of the baby? What about Sylvan? Is he really dead? I don’t have a whole lot of answers for you right now, but here’s what’s planned:

      ●  A final (as far as I know) short story dealing with Jules and her pack and their child is out now. It’s a freebie in return for a newsletter sign up. Don’t want any more newsletters in your inbox? Just unsub when the first one comes through, and it’ll be all good, just don’t report me for spam!

      

      The link for your free book is just after the teaser.

      

      ●  At least two more books to resolve the White Wolf/Branwen storyline. I have Flick’s book, another ‘human’ MC who has run to Sanctuary with her son to escape a domestic violence situation, about 18k written already, so she’s coming next.

      ●  Arelia and Kiralee will get their own book(s) There’s obviously a lot still to resolve there, so that will come.

      

      Possible spin offs/ancillary books in the Pack Heat series:

      ●  I am interested in doing at least a short story about Grace, Max, Rhydian, and Grey, looking at how they work through the trauma of what has happened. This could potentially be quite a sad and intense story, but I’ve definitely got ideas for this.

      ●  A series of light and fluffy ‘human woman comes to Sanctuary and finds her pack’ romances. These would be shorter and much lower on the drama. Think Gilmore Girls rather than Lord of the Rings!

      ●  Possibly some other spin offs for other minor characters. If there’s people you’ve liked and want to see get a HEA, let me know!

      

      To manage expectations, I will be writing something else before the next Pack Heat book. I need a bit of a mental cleanse after this. Jules’ story was a lot of fun but also seriously draining!

      

      So what now?

      Beyond this page you will be able to read a teeny, tiny cliffhanger related to the next phase of this series. If you hate cliffys and they make you cranky, don’t read it. You’ll just one star me, and then we’ll all be unhappy, so proceed at own risk!
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      Sylvan

      You only notice nothingness when it starts to recede. The first thing I felt when the void began to drain away was pain. Every nerve, every muscle sang its own particular dirge of agony. My body, now that I could feel it again, twitched and spasmed in response to coming back into existence.

      Then came the subtle changes in the black around me. Total nothingness bled away to various shades of darkness. I started to make out vague shapes and slight movements, but none of it was comforting.

      Then came the voice.

      You must return, it said. Calm, even, yet holding such a terrible certainty that the thought to argue didn’t even occur to me. How could it? This was a voice that remade me from nothing.

      And from nothing I came. As the light formed on the horizon, slowly reaching out with its fingers of illumination, making more and more details clear, I looked down at my limbs with dumb awe. It took me a bit to remember—hands, fingers, legs, feet, but with those words came the accompanying pain.

      Your task is not finished, the voice said. There is more to do. Rise, little black wolf, and serve me.
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        Get it here

      

      

      Jules' story is over, but what about the boys, Sanctuary, Branwen and the baby?

      Some of those questions will be answered in the continuation of the Pack Heat series and some will be answered right here.

      Jules is home, safe and with her pack, so nothing could go wrong, right? Of course, nothing is ever that simple. Pregnancy has always been described to Jules as this magical time, so why is she more scared of becoming a mother than the bloody Volken and why are her mates being so weird?

      Join Jules and the pack as they enter a whole other world: parenthood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Away with the Faeries

          

        

      

    

    
      I have a new series coming out soon! Preorder is live!
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        Get it here!

      

      

      

      Everyone sees from their own perspective, they say. But I’ve always seen things that aren’t there. As a child I called them fairies.

      

      I didn’t know how right I was.

      

      My parents tried to cure me by giving me a new lens through which to see the world: a camera.

      

      My nan thinks she has the answer with herbal concoctions and effigy’s to ward off evil.

      

      The doctor calls it mental illness and tells me to eat right and take my meds.

      

      But none of them work.

      

      The world jumps and shifts and changes, showing me things no one else sees.

      

      I think I’m mad, until the day I photograph a friend’s lavish party - where rules and inhibitions are tossed aside along with clothes. Nothing had prepared me for these sights or for them: the Changelings.

      

      A group of bad boys who glimmer in my messed up vision. I’m irresistibly drawn into their web. Into their musical world of debauched sensuality where I am called to document their band's tour.

      

      Nan’s warnings of the fair folk don’t even cross my mind. Swept up in their fairy ring my crazy vision finally makes sense, and I’m not sure I ever want to leave. Or should I want to leave?

      

      Author note: This is an RH tale so one woman, multiple love interests. 18+ only for adult content.
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        Facebook author group: Sam’s Hall of Heroines

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/2356697491274667/

        Come and see teasers and me explain what the hell was going on in my head when I was writing that.

      

      

      

      Instagram:

      
        
        https://www.instagram.com/samhallauthor/

        Teasers, WIPs and pictures of my animals here!
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Book Lover 1: Not My Fantasy
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      When Ash and her sister inherited their grandmother’s magic shop, they figured they’d be selling crystals and smudge sticks to ageing hippies. Instead, they find themselves dealing with a failing business and a revolving door of tinsel-haired elves and fairy-tale princes. 

      And that’s not even the weird part. 

      Cursed in some sort of freakish loop, Ash wakes up every morning next to her sister’s latest book boyfriend, or fangirl crush. Frazzled by her unwanted nocturnal visitors, Ash fights for the focus needed to save the shop from bankruptcy. Then, in walks Gabe. Looking like a biker wet dream, Ash immediately dismisses him as another of her sister’s lusty manifestations. But this hottie is real and may hold the key to saving their business. 

      Things appear to be looking up, until an inter-dimensional gateway is discovered in the store that allows characters from every multiverse imaginable to cross over. Can the sisters learn how to control the portal before it destroys the line between fact and fiction? 

      If you love paranormal romance and urban fantasy tropes, but want to have a bit of fun with them sometimes, this is your book. If you watched a lot of bad 80s fantasy with papier-mâché props, noticed all romance guys have massive wangs or checked the back of a wardrobe to see if there was a portal to another realm, this is your book. If you like snarky, sex-positive female characters, this is your book. If you still have a total soft spot for talking animals and really wish you could have one of your own, this is your book.

      



  




Book Lover 2: As You Wish
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      Tess is over being a sidekick. 

      After experiencing life as a dragon rider, doing inventory at the shop is a mundane nightmare. Unfortunately, Ash continues to insist she live a normal life, staying safe on their side of the inter-dimensional portal. 

      

      Of course, Flea could be a welcome distraction... if he would speak to her. They shared one truly amazing night and then dark-haired hottie popped through an inter-dimensional portal to save her, but now, he barely manages a hello when he comes into the shop. 

      

      As if responding to her unspoken need for a little action, dragon riders suddenly appear and demand her presence before their court. What she thought was going to equate to a traffic fine for having an unregistered dragon quickly morphs into a life-or-death journey. 

      

      Join Tess and the gang as they rampage through the land of Aravisia, on a quest to discover the truth behind Nan’s curse!

      



  




Book Lover prequel: Read You Like a Book
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      Everyone wants to wake up next to a hot book boyfriend, right? Well, not Ash.

      Her grandmother has just died and she knows the service tomorrow is going to be a hard one. She has to say goodbye to the one member of her family who always had her back and her mother’s perfumed steamroller tendencies seem to get out of control each time there’s some kind of family emergency.

      The last thing she expected was to wake her was the Big Bad Wolf, particularly one as hot as Fenrir Vanguard. Big, muscular and ready to eat her all up, it becomes very difficult for Ash to focus on the fact he thinks she’s his fated mate and a woman called Red. Oh, and the fact he’s the lead character in her sister’s favourite paranormal romance.

      What will Ash do with a sexy beast who’s ready to bond with her, promising an eternity of hot paranormal sex and his whole heart? How will Ash break it to those she loves that she has a fictional character who can’t bear to be more then two feet away from her in her life? How will she deal with her own fear of being hurt, by him and by the passing of someone she loved?
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      I may have been born in the Quarter, but I refuse to die here.

      I live in the Quarter, the societal cage where all of Cremorne’s paranormals have been locked up, but I’m neither vampire, werewolf nor witch. I’m the lowest of the low, doomed to be one of two things: junkie or vampire’s pet.

      Desperate to escape, I’ll do whatever it takes to get out, to get all of us out, even if that means shaking my country and the gods themselves to the core to restore the balance. I’m collecting allies so I can start a revolution and finding power my kind would never dream of, but this game has been in play for a lot longer than I’ve been breathing and there’s a chance I’m just another pawn.

      That’s OK, because I am determined to win.

      Author’s note: This book is an RH tale, so the MC does not choose one partner, but the romance angle is definitely pretty low key in some instances and is a bit more complex than girl meets multiple boys and falls in love. It takes a lot of its inspiration from 80s urban decay films like The Warriors and Blade Runner, so is kind of dystopian in tone. Politics and how power is used to control is a big theme, though hopefully the reader isn’t bashed over the head by it!

      

  




In the Lap of the Gods 2: Rise to the Bait
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      I’ve got the powers of a goddess and I’m not afraid to use them. 

      Being the avatar of Lyra should have made my life easier. Instead, it painted a target on my back. Thrust into a werewolf camp, I was forced to run in a brutal ritual, for the gods themselves to decide who my mate should be. Never one to take things lying down, I refused to let that decision be made for me. 

      But my troubles didn’t end there. 

      Hesse has set aside his casual brutalisation of the captive anomalous population. His focus has become far more personal when he realised exactly who has been stripping him of his assets. It wasn’t blood banks or wolves he wanted. It was me. 

      Now, to stay out of his clutches, I must face my greatest fear and learn... to trust. Only with the help of allies do I hold any hope of defeating Hesse. Will it be enough to free our people? Or are we doomed to crumble beneath his tyrannical reign?

      

  




Upcoming Releases

      In the Lap of the Gods 3: Fight to the Top

      To be released early 2020

      

      The Wolf At My Door 2

      To be released in 2020

      

  




From the desk of the amazing Belle Harper!

      Rescuing Harlow: A Post Apocalyptic Reverse Harem Romance (Seeking Eden Book 3)
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      **Rescuing Harlow is part of the Seeking Eden world, but can be read as a STANDALONE**

      “In 2041 the world experienced the largest solar flare in history. It took out all the world's satellites and caused the power grid to overload. Causing a worldwide blackout. With no power to contain it, a virus was accidentally unleashed. The release of the NEX virus spread rapidly. Many people died within the first month. Most of the female population was wiped out. Those who survived the virus had fled to make shift cities, but even then, no one was safe.”

      Harlow had survived years of torture at the hands of the Red Raiders.

      Jake and Lucas had won her heart, but her past had been keeping her from ever telling them those three words.

      Will the three of them, together with help from Kade, be able to find and rescue her son?

      Will she fall for the witty and humorous Kade? The shy but sweet Knox. Or will love prevail or hate win out between Harlow and Asher..

      

      *** Rescuing Harlow is book 3 in the Seeking Eden series and part of a duet. Book 4 Claiming Harlow coming December 2019. Trigger Warning: this book contains references of abuse, there are no scenes of abuse***

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I grew up in that bit of Australia you saw in Crocodile Dundee. Yup, I have seen saltwater crocs in the wild, have held a koala (the 70s, when stressing wildlife for the kiddies was still cool) and have swatted an insane number of hand sized spiders (they think I am their queen and are always wherever I am!). I have a gorgeous child with ASD, a super supportive, truly awesome partner and so, so many animals. Seriously, there are double the pets to people.

      Being a little baby writer, trying to make her way in the big, crowded, world of self-publishing, reviews are our lifeblood. Seriously, we’re sitting in isolated rooms wondering what the hell we are doing with our lives, so chuck a review on Amazon or Goodreads and I will loooove you!
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