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Summary
 

EXPLOSIVE FINAL INSTALLMENT

Love. Family. Brotherhood.
 

Lexi has faced personal struggles, but nothing has prepared her for the most perilous battle of her life. Shifters are on the brink of war as Northerners target Colorado in an attempt to infiltrate the borders. Texas winds up on the hit list, and the Weston pack prepares to fight for their land… and for their lives.

Austin’s courage is put to the test when rogues want to seize his land and slaughter his pack. But that’s not all he’s facing as two shocking revelations turn their lives upside down. His love for Lexi is unwavering, but their future is uncertain.

Will the local packs set aside their differences to fight together, or will this be the end of peace among Shifters? Stand witness to the epic conclusion of the Seven series.

Destiny will find you.
 

Before you begin, did you read Charming?

Don’t miss out on this Seven Series stand-alone about Prince.
 

SIGN UP to receive exclusive updates on upcoming releases!
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Prologue
 

Austin blew the steam from his cup of coffee and gazed through the front window of their Colorado cabin. Lexi’s silver wolf pounced through the snowdrifts until all he could make out were the black tips of her ears atop her snow-white face. It was dusk, and she’d been outside for over three hours. He sipped his black coffee, admiring how magnificent Lexi was in human and in wolf form.

Earlier that year when Denver and Maizy coupled, Lexi had succumbed to a bout of depression. Austin assumed she was yearning to start a family—something he wouldn’t agree to. She had soldiered through life like nobody’s business, conquering every battle that had come her way. But beneath her armor dwelled a sensitive woman, denied the one thing her heart desired.

The guilt he carried was bone-deep, so Austin planned a winter trip to Colorado for them to share some cuddle time in a secluded cabin. It was just the sort of bonding two wolves needed to get back on track. Sometimes there was no better healing magic than a fireplace, snow, heavy blankets, warm bodies, and miles of nothing but land.

A bluish tint illuminated the snow from the polished gleam of the full moon against a dark sky. The luminous orange light from within the cabin spilled onto the porch, and the heavy smell of smoke from the fireplace tainted the clean air.

Austin set his half-empty mug on the wooden table and glanced to his left at the spacious room. A long dining table separated the kitchen on the left from the living room on the right. A series of windows kept the kitchen brightly lit in the morning, while the opposite wall in the living room had no windows—only a stone fireplace that gave off a dark and cozy appeal at night. Long beams led up to the ceiling, and the wood glowed like warm butterscotch when firelight reflected against it.

Ivy’s handiwork was visible throughout the cabin. Austin had hired her to restore the antique furniture, and it had been an ongoing project for the past three years. A beautifully woven rug with a Native American motif covered the floor near the hearth, and most of the tables were ones she’d restored. Austin’s favorite piece of furniture was the brown leather sofa. It was weathered, soft, and perfect for napping. Lexi preferred spreading her oversized pillows across the floor so they could lie down, snack on cookies and chocolate milk, and talk about anything but.

Anything but work. Anything but money. Anything but pack drama. Lexi would laugh until her sides hurt as they shared memories of growing up, and Austin especially liked telling stories she’d never heard about her big brother—like the time when they’d gone to Austin City Limits to check out the music festival. Wes ended up mud wrestling some girl who got so serious that Wes sprained his ankle trying to get away from her. Austin educated Lexi on Shifter history passed down from his parents, like how Colorado was the first state where Shifters had established territories recognized by Breed law.

Mostly they talked about Wes. It felt damn good to have someone to share memories with, but every so often the silence would press down as a reminder of his absence. Austin had known Wes since grade school, and a part of him had died on the night the state trooper delivered the tragic news. Human or not, Wes had been a best friend, a brother, and an unofficial packmate. Austin loved his blood brothers, but they’d been adults by the time he had come along, which was usually the case among Shifter siblings—especially boys.

The pain was bittersweet since Wes’s little sister was now his life mate. Wes would have wanted her happy and protected, and no one could love that woman any harder than Austin did.

A single note hung in the air, penetrating the silence. The baying of his mate glided across his body like silk. Lexi’s wolf was calling for Austin to join her.

“Damn,” he murmured, realizing she might end up attracting Reno’s wolf to the property.

They hadn’t traveled to Colorado alone. Reno and April were staying in a cabin nearby, and Lorenzo and Ivy were farther down the road. No one else in the pack had been up for a trip in knee-deep snow.

He had plans with his woman tonight, and the last thing he needed was Reno’s wolf showing up to coax her out for a run in the woods.

Austin stood up from his chair and cracked the door open. “Lexi, come inside.”

He couldn’t see her, but he heard her snort in protest.

Austin had volunteered to cook dinner, and while Lexi teased him about burning down the cabin, she was excited to try his chili. He intentionally kept small secrets from her because it added spark to their relationship. She also didn’t know that he was an excellent line dancer. Not something an alpha brags about, but he was saving that surprise for their next trip to Albuquerque.

He clapped his hands once, his hot breath visible when it collided with the frosty air. “Come on, Ladybug. Let’s eat.”

An icy breeze drifted in as he left the door ajar. Eventually the heavy smell of meat would lure her wolf in, and he could sense by her restless demeanor that Lexi’s energy was growing stronger and she was ready to take over.

He lifted a shopping bag from the dining chair and hefted it, eyeing the loft upstairs when he felt how light the contents were. He wondered if she’d bought some “bad girl” clothes. Austin wasn’t into lingerie, but earlier that day he’d been admiring the scantily clad mannequins in a lingerie store long enough that Lexi had punched him in the arm. Not long after, Lexi and April had split off to do some girl shopping.

Whatever that meant.

Austin set the bag on the table and reached inside, pulling away the red tissue paper. He lifted a thin, rectangular strip of fabric between his fingers—black lace with a violet trim woven around the edges. He wasn’t sure if it was a pair of panties or a blindfold, but there was no way in hell it was going to hold her ass. Those beautiful rounds were going to peek out of the bottom, and just thinking about it made his mouth water.

Most alphas could scent a female’s oncoming heat cycle. Sometimes Lexi’s would come on gradually and she’d complain about “tingles,” while other times it would slam into her like a hurricane. Her scent had changed two weeks ago, and he was certain she didn’t have a clue or else she would have canceled the trip. Judging by the lingerie, this promised to be a hell of a night.

Austin had been avoiding Lexi during her heat spells for years. Well, except for earlier that year. He’d succumbed to the blissful sensation of taking his mate the way nature intended, but he’d cut short their interlude before risking an unplanned pregnancy.

Lexi had endured multiple miscarriages, and it was uncertain if she could carry to full term. Even if she could, what if he lost her? A Shifter’s animal hibernated during pregnancy because shifting could endanger the fetus, and without the ability to heal, it left the mother vulnerable.

Fatherhood was a joy he could only envy as he watched Jericho kiss his sons and daughter, or when Lorenzo would periodically call home to check on Hope, reassured by the sound of her voice.

Austin wondered if his fears were the reason the pregnancies had never taken hold. Who knew what kind of power existed in their genes?

So when he sensed her coming cycle weeks before their trip, he decided it was fate. This time he wouldn’t turn his life mate away. Austin vowed to love her the way a man should love his woman: completely and unconditionally.

Whatever challenges awaited them, they would face them together.

Thoughts of children evaporated when the sound of toenails clicked on the wood floor behind him. Austin quickly shoved the panties back into the bag and wadded up the tissue paper.

He swaggered past her wolf and patted her side, large flecks of snow sliding off her silver fur and smacking onto the floor.

“Feel better?” he asked with a playful laugh, closing the open door.

In a swirl of magic, Lexi’s wolf transformed into an exquisite woman with straight brown hair, bourbon-colored eyes, faded freckles on the bridge of her nose, and one hell of a scowl on her face.

She shivered in a puddle of ice water. “It’s twenty degrees outside. A warm blanket would have been a nice greeting.”

Austin worshipped the ground she walked on, but he wasn’t about to let a blanket do the job of a man. He grinned, and as soon as he planted his hands on her naked hips, she sighed and melted against him.

Damn, he loved it when she did that.

Austin ran hot, and Lexi had learned to appreciate his body temperature on cold winter nights.

Lexi slid her icy fingers beneath his shirt, and he grew hard. She gave him a mischievous smile when she looked up at him with those soft brown eyes. “That’s what you get for snooping in my bag.”

His brows popped up in surprise.

Lexi lifted his shirt and pressed her nude, wet body against him. “You put it back on the wrong chair.”

“If you keep this up, I won’t get a chance to see you put them on.”

“Not now,” she said, pushing him away.

He kissed the curve of her neck. “If not now, when?”

“We’ll be late for dinner.”

He smiled against her skin, breathing in her scent. “The chili can wait.”

“Maybe so, but Reno’s appetite can’t.”

Austin narrowed his eyes and stepped back. “Say again?”

Nothing about the look Lexi gave him was innocuous. “Well… it seemed like a waste for you to cook all that chili for just us.”

“Alexia Talulah Cole…”

She folded her arms and jutted her hip to the side. “What have I said about using my middle name? Look, we didn’t drag our friends all the way out here to isolate them in some godforsaken cabin in the middle of nowhere while we’re busy having primal sex.”

Austin had no doubt the other couples were engaging in their own mating rituals—perfectly happy to spend time alone for the rest of the trip. He sensed Lexi was creating a diversion. She’d been doing it since they arrived two days ago, always finding something to do whenever he got aroused.

“If that’s the way you want it,” he said gruffly, folding his arms and turning away. “Guess I don’t care to see what’s in your bag, either.”

She laughed brightly and snatched the handle, swinging the bag around as she strutted toward the ladder to the loft. “You obviously didn’t see everything in here.”

“What makes you say that?” Images of Lexi in those lacy panties flitted through his mind, and he gripped the chair, caging his growl when he swung his gaze up and saw her naked at the top of their loft.

“Because, Mr. Cole, if you had seen everything in this bag, you’d already be up here having your way with me. But since you’re not interested,” she sang, moving out of sight.

The next thing he knew, his blue flannel shirt came flying over the edge and landed on a lampshade, followed by his dark-wash jeans.

“All right, smartass,” he shouted, changing clothes in the middle of the cabin. “We’ll do your formal chili dinner with everyone, make Vampire jokes, and then we’ll have drinks. But once they’re gone, you have a date with everything in that bag, and I’m the chaperone.”

“Dream on,” she replied.

He zipped up his jeans. “And that’ll be the song we make love to.”























Chapter 1
 

I have three weaknesses in this world: chocolate milk, combustible sex, and Austin Cole. All six foot three of him.

During our vacation, I’d had plenty of chocolate milk and Austin Cole, but the spontaneous romance was another story. First, I conjured up a migraine. Next, I suffered from a relentless stomachache. Each time Austin grew amorous, I would either develop a new ailment or find something else to keep us busy.

I swirled my spoon in the bowl of chili, thinking that I should have postponed the vacation. Halfway to Colorado, I’d felt the familiar warmth of precursory tingles that signaled I was going into heat soon. Most women couldn’t predict with a crystal ball, fortune cookie, palm reader, or Mayan calendar when heat spells would strike. And trapped with my hot mate in an isolated cabin in the middle of nowhere was the last place on earth I wanted to be during my cycle.

Women were more likely to become pregnant while in heat, and after my miscarriage earlier that year, I realized Austin had been right all this time about postponing a family. I hadn’t told him about that particular incident, but he’d been by my side during the other times and accepted the losses with quiet humility. I was still a young wolf with many more centuries ahead of me, and a Relic once suggested that I might be able to carry to full term someday.

Maybe.

Despite the risks, I wanted kids, and my ovaries had been singing Austin’s praises over the past couple of days. Every time he walked by without his shirt on, I heard the tune “We Will Rock You” in my head with all the clapping and foot stomping, and all I wanted to do was climb on top of him and claim what was mine.

My worst fear was that someday he might leave me over this. Shifters mated for life, but nothing could have prepared Austin for the challenges we faced as a couple. A Packmaster led by example and had to appear strong and infallible so the pack would follow him. Animals could sense weakness, and besides, I just couldn’t bear the thought of his brothers looking upon him with pity in their eyes instead of respect. I loved Austin too much, and this twist in the road was unfair to a man like him.

I was born to be a mother, and I was willing to take all the losses if it meant only one gain. Just one. But another miscarriage would only serve as a painful reminder to Austin that he might never be a father, so it would be selfish to keep trying. It was hard to remember the joy of pregnancy when my mate acted as if I’d just contracted a terminal illness and had nine months to live.

Then again, maybe he just had an aversion to poopy diapers. When Izzy’s kids were babies and needed a diaper change, Austin would pull a disappearing act.

“Holy smokes, this is spicy!” April gulped down her ice water and then pressed the glass against her flushed face. “Forget three-alarm chili; you need to call this the Level Red Special.”

Reno belted out a laugh. Level Red was the code the men in the pack sometimes used when there was trouble. “Tastes fine to me, princess. I like it hot,” he replied suggestively.

April whispered in my ear, “Whose idea was the chili?”

“When Austin volunteers to cook, I don’t ask questions,” I whispered back, sliding my gaze up to Austin, who sat at the opposite end of the table.

“Well, tonight should be real romantic under the covers.”

I coughed with laughter and quickly covered my mouth. April resumed eating with a straight face, flicking a hard glance across the table at her mate, who was gearing up for his third bowl of spicy beans.

A log snapped in the fireplace to the right, the flame illuminating half the room. White candles lit up our table as well as the countertops in the kitchen. The wood floors, walls, and ceiling absorbed the light like a sponge.

The couples faced each other, with Reno and Lorenzo on my left. Lorenzo and Austin had been talking about the size of their land, which in Shifter speak was the equivalent of comparing penis sizes. Apparently, Lorenzo had a bigger penis, so Austin was thinking about expanding his own girth.

“Austin, we have plenty,” I said for the second time. “Lorenzo has a bigger pack. What would we do with over five hundred acres?”

The look he gave me could have frozen water. Mate or not, I still had to show my Packmaster respect in front of others, but he looked too damn sexy in that blue button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. I winked at him and nibbled on my cheese cube.

“Alexia is right, Cole. What would you need with so much land?” Lorenzo asked, his long black hair so straight that it shone like spun silk.

Austin blew the steam from his spoonful of chili. “A man needs to think about the future and prepare. We’re a growing pack.”

“You’ve been saying that for years, yet the only recent addition I can think of is… hmm, let me see. Ah, yes. The old mountain lion.”

Austin dropped his spoon onto his plate and sat back, wiping his mouth with a cloth napkin. “For your information, Church, the only reason Maddox is under my roof is because he’s in a serious relationship with one of my packmates. It’s a unique situation since Lynn isn’t a Shifter, so rules were bent. Maybe you need to think about diversifying your own pack. Having a panther and mountain lion gives me an edge.”

Lorenzo turned over his unused fork. He, like Ivy, was also Native American, and wore jewelry indicative of his heritage. Tonight he had on a turquoise bracelet and a leather necklace with an arrowhead affixed to a clasp. “Tactical advantages don’t impress me, not when packmates could turn on one another in the heat of battle. A wolf trusts his brethren, but how can he trust an animal that could be the same as his enemy in battle?”

Austin relaxed his arms on the back of the chair. “I trust my packmates with my life.”

“I hope one day that trust is not tested.”

“Lorenzo,” Ivy said with reproach, “we’re here to break bread with friends, not antagonize them. I happen to agree with Austin. Enemies would never anticipate a pack is sheltering other animals. While my father doesn’t believe in mixing a pack, it would have benefited him a time or two if he hadn’t been so closed-minded.”

“Your father is a smart man.”

She narrowed her eyes, her long braid slipping over her shoulder when she leaned forward. “And since when do you respect my father? You’re just trying to get a rise out of me.”

A smile played on his lips. “Indeed I am, sweet Ivy.”

Ivy sat back and lifted her chin, giving him a private smile. “We’ll discuss this later, Thunder Wolf.”

“Not that I’m complaining,” Reno began, “but I can’t figure out why the hell you invited us over tonight. I thought you two would be… uh, busy up there.” He pointed his spoon toward the loft.

My heart sank when I saw the look of embarrassment on Austin’s face before he quickly concealed it with a broad smile. “We’re wolves, not bunnies.”

Lorenzo laughed and then pinched the bridge of his nose. Ivy’s body abruptly jerked as if she were kicking him beneath the table, and the laughter quickly died in his throat.

“We didn’t just come here to have a good time,” I argued.

Damn, that came out all wrong.

Reno waggled his brows at April. “Speak for yourself.”

If her cheeks weren’t red from the chili, they were on fire from the heat culminating between her and Reno. April had confided in me that even though he was okay with vanilla sex, she had become open to trying kinky things that fired up his engine. After all, they loved each other, so playing with handcuffs and a blindfold wouldn’t hurt anyone. I could only imagine what was going on in cabin number two while Austin and I were playing Scrabble.

April smiled at Reno with her hazel eyes, touching the ends of her blond hair, cut just above her shoulders. She had aged gracefully and was no longer the naïve girl I’d met over fifteen years ago. April had matured into a beautiful woman who sparkled like a diamond. Reno’s crown jewel.

“Anyone want pie?” I offered.

Reno’s spoon hit the plate and his dark brown eyes rose to meet mine. “Did you say… pie?”

“Lexi, you didn’t spend all day baking, did you? This is supposed to be a vacation,” April chided.

“It’s not a vacation without pie.”

When I scooted my chair back, Reno shot to his feet.

“I’ll get it,” he said, stepping over his chair and scoping out the kitchen like a wolf on the hunt.

My homemade pies were coveted among the men in the pack; it was the one dessert I rarely made. Pies just didn’t sell in the bakery unless it was a special order.

Ivy stood up and began clearing the dishes.

“Wait a second,” I said over the chatter. “You’re the guest, not the maid.”

Ivy balanced a plate on her forearm as a waitress might. “You and Austin have cooked us a generous meal. This is the least we can do to show our gratitude. No matter who I’m mated to, you will always be family to me.”

“I’ll help,” April said, a flash of guilt on her face.

I could have argued, but I didn’t. Some battles weren’t worth fighting. There was a little wine left in my glass, so I gripped the rounded bottom and moved to Ivy’s chair.

Austin nodded at Lorenzo’s wine. “More grapes? Or would you like a man’s drink?”

Lorenzo’s eyes sparkled with humor. “Wine is a good idea. We should do this more often. The cabin and surrounding territory are impressive.”

The wine made a glug-glug sound as it was poured into Lorenzo’s glass.

Austin set the bottle down. “I know the guy who owns all this land; we go way back. He tried renting it out years ago, but most Shifters aren’t renters. I threw out an offer for a time-share situation, and we created a contract. I can stay anytime I want between certain months in the winter, and the rest of the year belongs to another guy who comes out here to hunt and fish.”

“Wolf?”

Austin shrugged. “Hell if I know. Hector, the owner, keeps everyone’s business private. We get our own linens, towels, and blankets so that it feels less like a motel and more like home. The only thing we have to do is clear out all the food and drinks before we leave. Since Ivy restored a lot of the furniture, Hector made the guy sign a clause that if he damaged anything outside of the normal wear and tear, he’s out.”

Lorenzo lifted his chin, looking about the room. “And this is what you prefer to invest your money in?”

“Only this cabin is part of the deal. Yours and Reno’s I had to negotiate on the side since Lexi wanted to extend the invite.”

“Humph,” Lorenzo mumbled judgmentally. “When I take my woman on a trip, it’s not to socialize with anyone but her.”

Maybe inviting everyone over as a buffer wasn’t such a good idea.

Austin postured in his chair, leaning forward and flexing those delicious muscles, which were sadly concealed beneath flannel.

I had half a mind to spill red wine on his shirt just so I could watch him strip out of it and show off his impressive torso. I squirmed in my chair when I thought about nibbling on his tatted shoulders and hearing his rough, sexy voice whisper, “Baby, keep doing that.”

“Just look at your woman,” Lorenzo continued. “Surely you’ve noticed the lust in her eyes; I think we both know what’s coming.”

That snapped me to attention and I gave him a scathing glance. Those two jackasses were talking about me going into heat!

“You knew?” I asked Austin.

He cleared his throat, rubbing the whiskers on his jaw. “I’ve been planning this trip since July, so don’t give me that look. I have a good sense of smell, but not that good.”

“You could have canceled.”

Great. Since we were avoiding pregnancy, my heat cycle would last longer, which meant we were going to be marooned up here for God knows how long. Lorenzo didn’t know our private business, so he was going to get suspicious as to why Austin hadn’t taken care of my needs.

Austin winked at me, humor flashing in his eyes. “I’ll hunt for you, feed you, and make love to you so many times that we won’t need to stay the winter. But I’ve got a feeling you’ll want to. There’s no reason why we can’t stretch this trip out a little longer.”

Ivy moved through the room with her phone to her ear and sat on the leather sofa in front of the fireplace. Hope was fourteen and undoubtedly keeping the pack on their toes.

“Austin, I really don’t want to talk about sex in front of my cousin.”

I loved calling Lorenzo my cousin. For whatever reason, it irritated him. Maybe it’s because he’d tried to hook up with me when we first met.

“We’re not related by blood,” he said through clenched teeth. “You should visit and I’ll introduce you to your real cousins.”

My real mother was his aunt by marriage. My real father? Just some rogue drifting through town, from what I’d been told.

“I’ve already got a family; I don’t need yours.” I swallowed a mouthful of wine, the smoky flavor overpowering my taste buds.

Lorenzo leaned back in his chair, his right arm still resting on the table. “I just assumed you would want a larger family, as it doesn’t appear yours is as big as it should be.”

Austin’s fist flew down on the table, rattling the glasses and bottles. I tensed, recognizing Lorenzo had indirectly insulted Austin.

I glanced over my shoulder at Ivy and then back to Lorenzo, keeping my voice low. “I could say the same about you, Mr. Church. A Packmaster with only one child hardly has room to talk.”

He nodded his head in acquiescence and polished off his wine.

Austin settled back in his chair, the angry lines in his forehead easing as he popped a cheese cube into his mouth. A sensible Packmaster didn’t hold grudges. They gave warnings and acted on threats, but men who bottled up hate and carried it around made poor decisions and lost allies.

“What do you know about my real father?” I asked.

Lorenzo choked a little on his wine. “I thought you didn’t care about your father.”

“I don’t care about him. But maybe I’m a little curious as to how he hooked up with my mother and why she would have slept with a rogue when she had a mate.”

Lorenzo laced his fingers together. “What happened between them is only speculation. My father believed that my uncle couldn’t get her pregnant, so she shared her bed with another alpha. Either that or my uncle avoided her because he didn’t want children. I’m sure you can imagine the shame a woman would feel to be rejected by her mate in her most important time of need.”

God, Lorenzo had put his foot in his mouth without realizing we were having similar problems.

“Did anyone ever meet him?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Know his name?”

Lorenzo ran the pointed end of his arrowhead pendant across his lower lip. “You would want to acquaint yourself with a coward who shamelessly impregnated a woman in her heat cycle and destroyed a pack?”

“Maybe he didn’t know she was pregnant.”

Lorenzo scooted his chair back, and the legs noisily scraped against the wood floor. “Every Shifter knows the odds of pregnancy when you mate with a woman in heat. Men like him are no better than dogs.”

“Something you’ll never understand, Lorenzo, is what it feels like to not know where you’re from. Meeting second and third cousins will never get rid of the shitty feeling of knowing my mother is dead and nobody has a clue who my real father is. Maybe he’s no one important, and I never said that I wanted a relationship with him. But it’s the not knowing that’s eating away at me as time goes by. I’m obviously Native American, but what else? German? Irish? Was my father even a wolf? If he’s not, then that means there’s a slim chance that my children could wind up being a deer or moose. How am I supposed to explain that to a child raised by a pack of wolves?”

“Not likely,” he said, turning his glass in a circle.

“But possible.”

“There are many unknowns in life, especially the magic within each of us.” He leaned forward, stroking his smooth chin. “Do you think knowing who made you will change anything? Or will it simply change how you feel? Your confidence and self-worth should come from here,” he said, tapping his forehead. “And here.” Lorenzo placed his hand across his heart.

Austin scratched his jaw. “She has a right to know.”

“And I thought you would support my position on this one, Cole.”

Austin’s brows rose. “Think again, Church. If this is something important to my mate, then it’s important to me. So if you’re concealing any information, then you better give it up. Doesn’t do any good to keep secrets. You of all people should know that by now.”

“I know nothing,” Lorenzo said, holding up his hands. “I was young when all that happened, and there was much talk. My uncle shamed his family and is no longer here to tell the tale.”

I tapped my fingers on the table, deep in thought. “Did she have any sisters or friends she would have confided in? She might have spilled some of her darkest secrets to a close friend.”

Dammit. Now I was the one sticking my foot in my mouth. My face flushed with embarrassment, and I took a long sip of wine to steady my quickening pulse. The last thing I needed was Austin to think I’d blabbed about our private affairs to one of my girlfriends. Maizy was the only one I’d told, but she was my sister, and we’d made a pact to never keep secrets from each other. Maybe men can live alone in their pain, but women rely on friends to help us get through the crazy shit. Someone who listens, understands, and reminds us that it’s okay to laugh.

Thankfully, Austin was temporarily distracted when Reno discovered the pie.

“Be sure to save me some of that,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “If I get up and see half that pie is gone, your ass is going out in the snow.”

“Reno!” April hissed, staring at his plate with rounded eyes. “Cut that in two.”

Lorenzo stood up when he overheard Ivy wrapping up the phone call. “Ivy, I want to speak to my daughter.”

“I’ll send her your love,” she called out over her shoulder.

He strode toward her. “I will have no one send affection on my behalf,” he grumbled.

“She’s playing a game with Caleb and Moreland.”

“She is stubborn like her mother. Hand me the phone.”

I laughed and thought about the hell Lorenzo was going to put Hope’s future suitors through.

Austin gripped my chair and pulled it next to his. Then he scooped me onto his lap, and I nuzzled against his whiskery neck, breathing in his musky scent. Damn, I loved the way that man smelled.

Suddenly, I got the tingles.

God, no.

I tried to push him away, but Austin planted his lips on mine. He was a masterful kisser. The things he could do with his tongue, the way he’d pull me in and kiss me harder, the way our bodies seemed to meld together—it was as if he were making love to me with his kiss. The stubble on his jaw scratched against my skin, and another wave of tingles roared through me. I moaned, fighting the urge to straddle him.

Need distance!

I sprang off his lap, steering myself toward the kitchen. Sometimes just being near an alpha male would trigger a heat episode, and I was about to ride him like a Harley in front of all my guests.

“Uh-oh,” April said, licking pie filling off the butter knife. “I’ve seen that look before. Reno, I think it’s time for us to say good night.”

His jaw slackened, hands still gripping his plate of uneaten apple pie.

April laughed and said, “I swear, if that man ever had to choose between me and your pie, I’d be in serious trouble.”

I tried to contain my mischievous grin. “Why make him choose? Go home and put that pie right between your—”

She slapped a hand over my mouth. “Reno, wrap up your dessert and let’s go. It’s late, and we need to head back before it starts snowing again.”

Ivy rubbed my shoulders from behind. “It was a wonderful evening. Thank you for inviting us, and not just for dinner. Both Lorenzo and I appreciate your invitation to join you here in Colorado. We don’t get out as often as we should, and it’s nice to finally see what you’ve done with the pieces I’ve spent years restoring.”

I turned around. “Your furniture is what makes this place feel like a second home. The only thing missing is a throw that will match the décor. We bought blankets, but I want to drape something light over the back of that hideous sofa. I can’t seem to find anything with the right patterns.”

She tapped her finger on her chin. “I have an idea. There’s a woman in our pack who’s a skilled weaver. Leave it to me.”

Everyone gathered near the door and slipped on their coats. April hummed a Billy Joel song while putting on a pair of cute snow boots with white fur around the top. Ivy had on brown mukluks and a knee-length suede coat. She said the fur-lined boots kept her feet toasty warm but weren’t entirely waterproof.

The snowdrifts were deep, but the pathways that connected the cabins through the dense forest were passable. We didn’t have to fear wild animals when traversing through the woods; they could sense a Shifter and usually kept their distance.

I blew out a frosty breath when we stepped off the porch. I was in awe of how a mixture of moonlight and snow could create so much visibility. Our boots crunched across the white blanket of snow as we headed toward the path on the left that led to Reno and April’s cabin. Everyone had chosen to walk since it was a nice evening, and because Lorenzo’s cabin was just down the road, their hike wasn’t as arduous.

April shivered and curled against Reno for warmth, though I wasn’t sure how much heat was penetrating through his leather jacket.

Ivy gazed up at the moon with fear glittering in her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“There’s blood on the moon.”

I hugged my arms and looked up. Sure enough, there was a red tint. “Huh. Maybe it’s an eclipse. I’ve heard that happens.”

“It’s not an eclipse,” Reno said.

I twisted around. “Now how would you know that, Mr. Science?”

He shrugged. “I watch a lot of PBS specials.”

Ivy lowered her eyes and patted the snow with her cane. “My mother used to tell me bedtime stories about a blood moon. She said it foretold one of two things: either the passing of a great warrior or a coming battle.”

“Cole, take a look at this,” Lorenzo called out.

Lorenzo had branched away from us and was kneeling beneath a tree. We crossed the short distance and stopped where the snow became patchy. Lorenzo scooped up a clump of dirt and rubbed it between his fingers, then held it to his nose and drew in a breath.

He rose to his feet and regarded Austin with a serious tone. “Someone’s been here. Did you mark the property line?”

“Twice.”

Lorenzo wiped the caked mud from his fingertips. “I’m a skilled tracker—a talent my ancestors have passed down through each generation. Our tribe believed a good warrior could never protect his family unless he learned to heal or to hunt. I learned both.”

“Maybe it’s the owner,” Austin considered, running his fingers through his dark hair.

“The owner would sneak over in the middle of the night to mark land he knows you’re on?”

“No, but if you have any other theories, feel free to share them.”

“Wait a second,” I said. “How can you tell it was a Shifter? We’re in the middle of the woods with wolves out there. Real wolves. Not the kind that shift into people.”

“A Shifter crossed territory lines and left his mark,” Lorenzo replied flatly.

“Did you get a urine sample?”

“I’m an alpha.”

I looked to Austin for help. I wasn’t about to debate with Lorenzo on how he could tell whether it was a man or a chipmunk by smelling pee.

“I’ll keep an eye out,” Austin said. “It’s probably a rogue who wandered onto the territory and decided to be a dickhead. Outside of Reno’s barking, I haven’t heard any wolves since we’ve been here.” He cut Reno a sharp glare before continuing. “Church, would you mind escorting them back to the cabin?”

“Brother, I think I can handle any trouble without a babysitter,” Reno said, patting his chest where he kept his gun strapped.

“You’re also mated to a human.”

Ivy held up her cane with the silver wolf’s head on the grip. “I can’t clear that distance in the dark,” she said to Lorenzo. “The terrain is too rough. I’ll take the road back to our cabin while you walk with them.”

“Absolutely not,” Lorenzo said, his voice inviting no argument. He turned and regarded April for a moment.

Austin glanced back at the garage. “I could drive if y’all don’t mind sitting in the back of the pickup.”

Lorenzo lifted his chin and looked up at the stars. “It’s a magnificent night. It would be a shame to miss it bouncing around in the back of your truck while exhaust fumes are choking us. Reno, walk with us to our cabin and then we’ll drive you to yours. We’re safer in numbers, and the road is well lit.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Reno agreed, unzipping his jacket so he had better access to his gun. “Probably just a bunch of young pups doing initiation dares.”

Shifter hazing? This was too much. “What kind of dares?” I asked.

Reno’s thin lips eased into a tight grin.

“Get going,” Austin said, shoving him toward the path.

I snatched Reno’s jacket and yanked him back. “What dares?”

He gave Austin a cursory glance before answering. “Sometimes when a man reaches his first change, his pack gives him a challenge to complete. Something dangerous and stupid. Rite of passage.”

I smiled, sensing a good story. “Or in Austin’s case, his brothers gave him a challenge. Am I right?”

Austin cleared his throat and circled his arm about my waist. “It’s getting late, and I want some of that pie.”

Like I was going to let Reno walk away with a juicy story. “Back off, Austin Cole. I’m about to get the skinny on you.”

Reno smirked and stuffed his hands in his coat pockets. “He asked one of the local Councilmen for permission to date his daughter.”

My shoulders sagged. “That’s all?”

Reno pinched his lip, sliding a glance toward Austin. “Naked.”

I erupted into my Beaker laugh, almost falling backward into the snow.

Reno chuckled. “Funniest damn thing I ever saw. I was on assignment when the boys planned it, but it was worth the trip down.”

“Thanks, brother,” Austin growled.

“Wait, wait…” When I finally managed to stop laughing, I stood up straight and wiped the tears from my eyes. “What did the Councilman say?”

Austin shook a clump of snow off his boot. “I didn’t get to find out because his mate was the one who answered the door. She slapped me, the pack came running, and that was that.”

Reno patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t leave out the best part—when they tied you to the little red wagon and brought you back home.”

Austin kicked snow at him as the group headed out. We watched them amble down the road, talking and laughing until they moved out of sight.

Once alone with Austin, I threw a snowball at the tree where Lorenzo had picked up the scent of another Shifter. “Do you think we should worry?”

Austin didn’t have on his coat, but he seemed impervious to the cold. He wrapped his arm around my waist and then lifted my legs off the ground, carrying me back to the cabin. “I think what you need to worry about is what I’m going to do to you on top of that kitchen table.”























Chapter 2
 

“Are you busy melting snow with all that body heat?” Naya asked, her voice sultry.

I let go of the baluster and switched the phone to my other ear. “It’s been a memorable trip.”

A memorable trip of not having sex with my own mate, I thought. Last night after Austin carried me inside, he wanted me to try on my new lingerie, but instead I washed the dishes, swept the floor, and did everything I could to tire myself out before bedtime. Technically, I wasn’t in heat yet, but what if my ovaries were already primed for pregnancy? Shifters didn’t have biology books, and I didn’t trust hearsay.

“Memorable isn’t the word I was hoping for,” she quipped.

The ladder up to the loft was more like a staircase with handrails on either side, and I’d been sitting with my feet on the top step for the past half hour, thinking about home.

“Is everyone helping Mom with the cooking? I don’t want her overdoing it since I’m not there to make her sit down and let someone else take over. You know how she loves to stay busy, but she’s getting to the age where she tires out easily.”

“Nothing to worry about, darling. Denver grilled hamburgers last night, and I’m about to dash to the store and get what I need for my baklava.”

“For dinner?” I asked, imagining the sweet pastry.

“One taste of my dish, and I don’t think it’ll be dinner he’s hungry for,” she purred.

“Well, if you guys need anything, call me anytime.”

“What’s wrong, chickypoo? A woman doesn’t go on a secluded vacation in the woods with her sexy mate only to beg her family to interrupt with phone calls about a broken garbage disposal.” She sighed on the other end before continuing. “April and Reno should have stayed home and given you two privacy, but after Lorenzo agreed, what would be the point? You shouldn’t have invited everyone.”

“We’re having fun, and William’s got plenty of experience managing a pack in Reno’s absence. You should have come. I’m sure Wheeler would have agreed.” My ears perked up when the motor shut off outside. “Look, I’ll call you later. I need to run.”

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she sang. “Which doesn’t leave you with much.”

I tossed the phone on a pile of clothes by the bed before heading down the ladder. Austin was a morning person and loved sunshine, so while I slept in, he’d gone out to clear a path to the main road. The snow acted as a reflector for the sun’s rays, and without blinds or curtains, I had to shield my eyes from the piercing light. I glanced at my aviators on the table and realized they were more trendy than practical. What I needed was a pair of dark shades, like the kind ophthalmologists hand out after cataract surgery.

The door swung open, and the first thing I noticed was Austin’s flushed cheeks.

He pulled off his sunglasses and tossed them onto the table by the front window. “I cleared a path to the road. I should have called Reno to help me take the equipment off the truck. Goddamn,” he said, out of breath, while hanging his brown coat on the hook.

Despite the cold weather, he was all sweaty.

“Do you think we could make it to the store? I need to pick up a few things.”

He kicked the snow off his boots, sending chunks of dirty sludge onto the mat. “We’re heading out that way in a little while, so yeah.”

His mood seemed off.

“What’s going on?”

“The local Council slipped a notice under our door. They contacted all the local Packmasters, from what Hector was telling me.”

“Wait, when did all this happen?”

He unwound his scarf and draped it around my neck before pressing his cold lips to my forehead. “While you were unconscious beneath a pile of blankets. I called Hector to find out what the invitation was about, and he said they’re calling an emergency town hall meeting.”

I watched him stroll languidly into the kitchen. “But we’re not local.”

Austin wrenched open the fridge and grabbed a carton of orange juice, then drank it straight from the container. He sighed with satisfaction before putting it back in the fridge. “All the wolves in the territory were summoned. It’s mandatory. Something’s going on,” he muttered, leaning against the counter.

I didn’t like seeing my mate on edge, especially when we didn’t have our pack with us.

“Should we pick up Reno and April on the way?”

He shook his head and pushed off the counter, swaggering in my direction. “No. He got the same notice, so we’ll be heading out in separate vehicles.”

Austin sniffed his armpits and then stripped out of his shirt. My eyes feasted upon his body and then went back for seconds. I felt just the slightest sensation of tingles, as if an invisible finger had grazed across my sex with a featherlight touch.

When he gripped a wooden beam with one hand and did his sexy lean, I licked my lips.

Damn, that lean.

“Anyhow,” he continued, “everyone’s heading out there, including Church. I need to jump in the shower before we go. I don’t want to make a bad impression since I’m representing one of the Texas territories.”

“So while all this excitement was going on, you didn’t consider waking me up?”

He lowered his arm and cocked an eyebrow. “You seemed really wiped out from last night. All that… cleaning.”

The sarcasm that rolled off his tongue made me want to sock him in the mouth, but instead I smiled and waltzed past him to put on my boots. “I can’t wait to meet the Council and make a lasting impression. Think they’ll let me sing a song before the meeting?”

“Lexi…”

I bent over to grab my boot. “You know, something like ‘Werewolves of London’ or maybe—” I squealed when he grabbed my hips and yanked me against his thick arousal.

Still bent over, my happy hormones began to have a fiesta. “Shit,” I murmured, stumbling out of his grasp.

“Did you get your shower?” he asked wolfishly, sexing me up with his eyes.

“While you were plowing.”

“Mmm,” he growled. “I’d like to do more plowing.”

“Not now. We have to get ready.”

He turned away and swaggered toward the ladder to our loft. “If not now, when?”

***
 

The town hall meeting took place in a large building on private property. Rows of metal chairs faced a wooden podium and a microphone. A dramatic painting of wolves in battle spanned the entire length of one wall, and an area near the doors had wooden letters spelling out what looked like pack names. Posters of various businesses covered the opposite wall—presumably shops run by the local Shifters.

The refreshments in the back were calling my name, so April and I shimmied over to the table and loaded up on strawberry punch and chocolate cookies. We watched the crowd trickle in, and while I kept my ears open to the chatter around us, no one knew why the Council had summoned us. No one except for a few alphas huddled in the back, speaking in low voices and watching the crowd as if they were there to control any outbursts.

Austin suggested we stand by the left wall with the business posters since we didn’t belong in this territory, and he didn’t want to take someone’s chair if they had limited seating. This was a hell of a lot more organized than what we had, which was basically nothing. They must have held meetings regularly, because the packs sought out specific sections to sit in, most likely in order of power.

A formidable man approached the microphone, his heavy steps announcing his arrival. A few people stirred in their chairs and quieted. He wasn’t a man you could easily forget—bald, stout body, and a grey goatee. Not to mention the leather vest. I was willing to bet he was the one who owned the Harley parked in front of the main door.

“If everyone will take a seat, we’ll begin,” he said gruffly, tapping the microphone.

Chairs filled up fast; there must have been close to five hundred people. No children though. The Packmasters had probably left them at home under heavy protection.

“Most of you know who I am. However, for the sake of formalities, I’m Wendell Rivers. But everyone knows me as Axel.”

A few people in the crowd chuckled, as did Axel.

“Some of you know why we’re here, but most of you don’t. To give you the short and sweet of it—Northern rogues have invaded our borders.”

Murmurs grew loud within the room, and chills swept up my arms.

Axel cleared his throat while adjusting the mic. “We’ve kept it quiet to prevent unnecessary panic. Over the past few weeks, these men have been entering our borders and taking out packs. It started up north with the smaller ones, so we had a feeling they were targeting the weaker packs in order to gain a foothold. We didn’t make the connection until a few local bounty hunters compared notes and put the pieces together.”

“Why weren’t the Packmasters informed?” a voice boomed from the back.

Axel gripped the edge of the podium and delivered a penetrating stare to the audience. “Because paranoia would set in, and you’d be killing each other. Once we had everything under control, we captured a few prisoners and drove the rest out. Packs throughout the state have been given information on a need-to-know basis, depending on where they live.”

“Are we safe? What if they do it again?” a woman yelled out, and a few people murmured in agreement.

“Then they’ll meet with opposition. Packs along the border have agreed to patrol, and we’ve set up a system to make sure no Shifters get in without us knowing about it. Our bogus patrol cars are pulling over suspicious vehicles with out-of-state plates and multiple male passengers, but some of the rogues came in on foot. If you see any unfamiliar wolves on your property, I want you to report it before taking action. Packmasters, we’re giving you full authority to do whatever necessary to protect your territory, but we need to know about every single incident. Do not act unless you’re certain it’s not a neighboring pack accidentally crossing territory lines. Mark your territory, and stay alert.”

Axel leaned back and let everyone talk among themselves.

My heart beat at a hummingbird’s pace, and I wondered if our cabins were close to any of the local packs. “Austin, we can’t let our wolves out,” I whispered.

“I know,” he murmured.

Axel cleared his throat and continued. “What I want to reiterate is that we’ve driven out every last rogue. Our Councils are comprised of different animals, so we’re holding separate meetings for those who live in organized groups, such as dens and herds. As you can see by the familiar and not-so-familiar faces around you, I’ve also invited the local rogues who stay on the right side of the law. I want everyone to spread the word in the Shifter community, especially among the troublemakers. This is their business, too, because a couple of them were killed in Lamar. If any of you join with the interlopers, you’re going to be on the receiving end of one hell of an ass kicking. Until we’re certain that the Northerners aren’t coming back for seconds, make sure your animals stay in your territory and don’t go wandering where they aren’t supposed to.”

Austin raised his hand. “Is this happening anywhere else?”

Axel slanted his eyes in our direction and gave Austin a good once-over. “You’re not from around here.”

Austin put his arm around me. “We’re vacationing from Texas.”

“If I were you, I’d call your local Council and tell them what’s going on. Colorado is the strongest Shifter state, so I’m guessing the Northerners thought it would be easier to invade if they were able to occupy it. This is the war we’ve been fearing, son.”

“Those are just rumors,” someone said dismissively.

“Are they?” Axel leaned on the podium. “I’ve got thirty-two dead bodies that say otherwise. Councils talk to each other regarding local affairs, but we don’t know what else could be going on around the country.”

“Maybe they need some form of communication,” I murmured.

Axel snapped his head in my direction. “What was that?”

I swallowed thickly and stepped forward, even though Austin was gripping the waistband of my jeans. “I was just saying that maybe there should be a central form of communication between all the Councils for emergency situations. It could be something as simple as delegating a few people to send out mass e-mails to all the Councils nationwide. Or maybe a private website to track information.”

My face heated as people quietly judged me.

Axel looked at Austin. “Is that your woman?”

“Damn right.”

Axel drew in a deep breath and nodded. “It’s an idea we’ve tossed around in the past, but it’s not an easy one to implement. Every territory operates differently and doesn’t like sharing their personal business. But maybe now is the time for change. We’ll talk later.” He turned his attention back to the crowd. “Any questions?”

A man with long hair stood up. “Who’s going to tell us if they come back?”

“That’s my job,” Axel replied. “I’ve got everyone’s number, and we’ll use the bulletin system. I’m not holding information back. We’ve put checkpoints in place that’ll make it harder for outsiders to get in. Their wolves aren’t going to be running through miles and miles of godforsaken wilderness during a snowstorm. They’re honing in on established packs.”

A woman stood up, straightening the back of her red dress. “How could no one have noticed all those rogues moving across the border?”

Axel shrugged. “People move around all the time; there’s no law against it. But in retrospect, we had cause for alarm. Rumor is they were brazenly heading down the highway in large groups, scouting the territory. The first house they attacked, they parked their cars away from the property and circled the outside perimeter, moving in on foot. There were only five in that pack, so they didn’t stand a chance. I don’t know how trained they are or if each group is just doing their own thing, but that seems to be their modus operandi.”

“What are we supposed to do, just sit and wait for them?” she continued.

A few others voiced their agreement.

“No,” Axel said with a laugh, stroking his goatee. “I suggest you go home, make love to your mates, play with your children, watch some television, and establish guard duty with the strongest wolves in your pack. I don’t want anyone running around with their guns loaded.” Axel pointed to the left and then to the right. “If you kill that guy’s packmate, then he’ll seek justice and kill one of yours. The next thing you know, we’re killing each other and doing them a favor. I’m more concerned about what’s happening in the other forty-nine states. So go home, think about it, and if anyone has questions, we’ll have a private meeting with the Packmasters on Tuesday and hash it out.” He banged a gavel and walked off.

Metal chairs scraped against the floor as the chatter increased and everyone slipped on their jackets. I easily spotted the Packmasters, who were keeping their cool and leading everyone out.

Our group formed a huddle.

“What do we do?” I asked.

Axel appeared and wedged himself between Austin and Reno. “Stay a few days longer. Relax, enjoy your vacation, spend some good tourist money in our shops, and know that you couldn’t be in a safer place at the moment.” He patted Austin on the shoulder. “Come with me; we need to talk.”

When they left, I folded my arms, my voice lyrical and full of sarcasm. “Isn’t this charming? I get to spend my romantic getaway in the middle of a pack war.”

“Nothing we can do,” Reno said quietly. “We’re safer in our cabins.” He glanced over his shoulder as people continued vacating the room. “If this is the real deal, then I’m betting the rogues have statistical data for each pack, including their locations. They’re not going to wander around and risk getting caught, and they sure as hell ain’t gonna hike through the woods and bust in the door to one of our puny little tourist cabins.”

“Hey, they’re not puny,” April protested. “I happen to think they’re the perfect size.”

“I’m not buying it,” he grumbled, his voice lowering an octave. “We talked about this.”

“Then timeshare it!”

“I’ll build you a cabin behind the house. How ’bout that?”

She rolled her eyes and headed toward the refreshments with a sassy strut. Reno adored her, and if April wanted that cabin, odds were she was going to get it.

I rocked on my heels, hugging my midsection and chewing on my lip. I’d never been involved in anything like this before, and all I could think about was the safety of my pack.

“You’re in capable hands… I presume,” Lorenzo said. “I plan to make some calls to our local Council and find out if they’ve had any trouble. If it eases your mind, I can lend you four of my men to watch your house until we return.”

Ivy patted his leg with her cane, her voice sincere. “That’s generous of you, Lorenzo.” I saw the love for him shining in her eyes.

“So we’re supposed to drink cocoa and act like nothing out of the ordinary is going on?” I asked in disbelief. “I can’t build a snowman and bake a pie if rogues might be attacking my family!”

Lorenzo tucked his hair behind his ear. “It’s too treacherous to cross the border without knowing if we’ll be walking into a trap. They might be kidnapping Shifters to use as bait. We should gather more information before we put our own lives at risk.”

Reno leaned in. “Are you baking another pie?”

“I’m not baking a pie!”

He cursed under his breath, and that’s when I realized that he and April had done something naughty with that pie. Maybe it was the disappointment on his face, or perhaps it was April spinning around with a mortified expression, holding a glass of punch that slipped from her fingers and shattered on the floor.

Ivy hurried to her side to help her clean up the mess.

“What happens if they attack our territory? Are we prepared?” My stomach tightened in dread.

Lorenzo pinched his chin, his eyebrows drawing together. “Austin, Texas, is a major city. They’ll have to occupy Dallas and Houston before they infiltrate the mid-cities.”

“But they might just attack them all at once like some kind of coordinated swarm of bees. Look at how organized the packs are here,” I said, waving my arm at the room. “Why the hell are we still living in the Stone Age? Why doesn’t our Council have town hall meetings? Instead, all the Packmasters sit around sucking on each other’s cigars to keep alliances.”

Austin rejoined our huddle. “April, Ivy,” he called out, waving them over.

When they returned, he put his hands in his pockets, keeping his voice low since there were still people in the room. “I don’t want anyone calling home and warning the pack. We play it cool.”

“Why the hell not?” I asked, probably louder than I should have.

“First of all, their Packmaster and second-in-command aren’t there to keep the peace. I trust William, but you know how easily Maddox gets riled up. Secondly, we should respect our Council and deliver the news to them first so they can make an informed decision. Rumors get spread easily, and I’m not about to be the source of those rumors. If you tell Jericho, he’ll mention it to the flakes at the bar, then the story gets twisted around in the retelling, and the next thing you know, paranoia sets in and the packs wind up turning on one another. We’ve already got one or two unstable Packmasters in the territory who would love nothing more than to take out a pack for their land and blame it on Northerners.”

“What makes you think they’re not going to spread the gossip?” I asked, gesturing toward the packs in the room.

“I have no control over what they might or might not do; all I can do is look out for my own. Axel said it’s not safe to cross the borders yet. One of the men they captured did some talking, and it sounds like they’re following one leader who’s giving out the commands. How many there are and what their master plan is, he doesn’t know. Chances are they’ll stay put until their leader orders them to try again or move elsewhere, so we’re going to give it a few days and then head back. I don’t think I need to say it, but I don’t want any of you shifting, and that includes indoors. Your wolves baying in the woods might attract unwanted attention, so put a lid on the urge. Axel added me to the call list. If anything goes down near the borders, we’ll be the first to know. Let’s head out.”

“I need to stop off at the store,” I reminded him.

He lowered his head. “What do you need that’s so important we have to go shopping in the middle of a pack war?”

Sunglasses? A chocolate bar? A few tabloid magazines? “Important things that could save lives,” I said, flouncing off.























Chapter 3
 

After picking up supplies at a small store, Austin treated everyone to dinner at a Breed restaurant. He wanted the locals to remember us so they wouldn’t mistake us for rogues. While the men stuffed their faces with shrimp and fries, chatting about cars and hunting, the women were quiet and filled with worry. April poked at her chicken salad while Ivy called Hope and asked about her day. I cleaned off my plate of fried chicken while observing a woman in a low-cut top who was flirting with my mate. Austin paid her no mind, but that didn’t deter her from eating her french fries and ketchup like a porn star.

When a Shifter ambled behind me and drew in a deep breath, I shuddered. I might as well have been spraying sex perfume all over that restaurant. Even some of the non-alphas noticed it when I made a trip to the salad bar. The pheromones Shifter women give off during heat work like an aphrodisiac, which is why we isolate ourselves until the cycle ends. For those who have an attentive mate, it ends sooner rather than later.

Before the men had a chance to open the dessert menu, I implored Austin to get us the hell out of there before I started a pack war for real. He gave me a roguish grin, leaning on the table until his biceps hardened. His messy hair wasn’t quite long enough to cover his clear blue eyes, and when he shot me a sexy wink and waggled those wolfish brows, I melted a little in my chair. Everything about that man was a turn-on—from his laid-back attitude to the slow way he’d lick his finger when he got sauce on it. If I had to sit across the table and watch him eat chocolate cake, I was liable to combust.

“Still thinking about earlier?” he asked, making a left turn.

I straightened my new sunglasses when the bright afternoon sun flickered inside the truck.

“Yeah. It’s kind of hard to think of anything else,” I admitted, scanning the woods that led to our cabin.

He reached over and squeezed my knee. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Ladybug. Not as long as I’m around.”

And that’s all it took to put me at ease. If there was one thing Austin had proved in all the years we’d known each other, it was that he would never let anyone hurt me—he would always be my protector. He was unquestionably my guardian angel in many ways, and I’d never felt safer with anyone.

“You should have ordered some shrimp to go,” I suggested. “We don’t have much chili left.”

He parked the truck on the right side of the cabin and shut off the engine. The cold air immediately penetrated the glass windows, and I shivered.

“I’m not in the mood for leftovers,” he said. “Think I’ll cook up some cheeseburgers tonight with onion rings. How’s that sound?”

Austin cooking me dinner? That sounded like heaven and the twilight zone all at once.

I unbuckled my seat belt and then gripped my knees.

He leaned over and removed my sunglasses. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit.” When his nostrils flared and pupils dilated, I jumped out of the truck and marched toward the cabin.

As soon as I walked inside, I noticed the chill.

“Did you turn off the heater?” I shouted, tossing my coat on the rack and kicking off my boots.

Austin slapped me on the ass as he walked inside and hung up his own coat. “It’s a waste of electricity if we’re not here.”

I peeled off my gloves and tossed them on the table. “Since when do you care about energy conservation? You keep the electricity running at our old house year-round, when we hardly ever go there.”

I knew what Austin was scheming, and maybe that’s why I was a little mad at him. It hadn’t escaped my attention that he’d been turning the heat low so I’d cuddle with him more. Not that I minded, but this heat cycle added a whole new element of danger, and he’d known all along. Until the Council gave us permission to leave, we were confined in a cabin with no doors separating the rooms. Austin had plenty of willpower to keep his distance, but I sure as hell didn’t. Eventually I was going to start having fantasies about doing naughty things with him on the hood of his truck, in the blistering cold, with the motor running.

The next thing I knew, he circled in front of me and grabbed my ass, pulling me close. “Why don’t you go upstairs and try on those new panties?”

“Very funny.”

I drew in his musky scent when he leaned down to kiss me softly on the lips.

“I’m serious,” he said, his voice rough, sexy.

“We can’t. You know what could happen.”

“Yeah, I do.”

I jerked my head back. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about making babies with my woman, that’s what I’m talking about.”

My cheeks flushed, and damn my traitorous body for becoming aroused at hearing those words. “You’re not thinking straight because of all the sex pheromones in the air.”

He tipped his head to the side, encasing me in his strong arms. “On the contrary, Ladybug, I’m thinking more clearly now than I have in a long time. There’s a reason we’re here. You already went into heat this year, so having a second spell at this exact time, in this place where we’re alone—it’s a sign.”

“Yeah, and the sign says Do Not Enter, so maybe you should heed the warning.”

My heart galloped in my chest like a team of wild stallions when I saw the power of his spirit wolf flickering in his eyes.

“I’m serious, Lexi. I’m willing to take the risk if you are.”

An unexpected wave of joy filled me with hope. “Your judgment is clouded. Think about what you’re saying.”

“Been thinking about it all year.” A close-lipped smile touched his face. “Are we going to fight about making babies?”

“I could lose it,” I said with a flare of disappointment.

He let go with one hand and tilted my chin up. “And you could also keep it, but we’ll never know unless we give him a chance to show us how strong he is.”

“He?”

His thumb brushed across my cheek. “Or she. I’m all in if you are.”

“Now?”

His lips grazed my mouth. “If not now, when?”

My trepidation crumbled away, and I kissed him hard.

Screw it.

“Now,” I whispered.

Austin pulled me against him, and my body hummed with desire. He lifted me off the ground, and I wrapped my legs around his waist while he strode toward the ladder. The kisses never stopped, and each time my fingernails scraped at the back of his neck, he would temporarily break the kiss and groan.

I immediately regretted having chosen to wear the green turtleneck sweater, especially when he tried to kiss my neck and got caught up in the fabric.

Austin set me down, his lips swollen with my kiss. “I think you have a few clothes to change into.”

“Clothes? Usually this works better without them,” I suggested, sliding my fingers behind the waistband of his jeans.

He hissed, slamming his hand against one of the beams, gripping it tight. “I want to see you in those sexy panties,” he growled.

I bit my lip. Austin and I rarely made love in the afternoon. It was too awkward in a house full of Shifters to just excuse ourselves and go upstairs. Yet a little afternoon delight felt naughty, and another wave of tingles rippled through my body when his heavy-lidded gaze stripped me naked.

I whimpered and yanked him toward me.

Austin resisted, his erection throbbing against his jeans. “Get moving, Ladybug. I’ll grab a few bottles of water,” he said, his voice warm and inviting.

“What for?”

“Because you’re gonna be real thirsty by the time I get finished with you, and I won’t be stopping for a water run.”

I scrambled up that ladder like a six-year-old running toward an ice cream truck.

The loft upstairs was quaint, with a bed low to the floor just ahead of the ladder, a nightstand on the right with a lamp, and a short dresser on the left against the opposite wall. The ceiling didn’t run straight across but slanted down to the right, giving the room a cozy atmosphere.

“Sexy panties, here I come,” I sang quietly, stripping out of my clothes and tossing them on the pile of laundry.

Vacations were wonderful because we didn’t have to be tidy if we didn’t want to. In a house full of ten or twenty, one dirty cup quickly multiplied into fifty.

Although Austin had suggested that we do some laundry and test out the spin cycle, but he wasn’t talking about clothes.

I stepped into my expensive black lace panties, and when I pulled them up, the lower half of my ass was showing. I stood in front of the slim mirror to the left of the dresser, wondering if Austin was going to laugh himself into a coma. I didn’t normally dress up in lingerie because he said it was like putting sprinkles on a cake. Either the cake was delicious or it wasn’t, and sprinkles weren’t going to change a damn thing.

I reached in the bag and pulled out the black bustier. My breasts were an average B-cup, but once I latched the bustier all the way on, my jaw dropped. I turned to the side, the fabric hugging my narrow waist and giving me the hourglass figure I’d always desired.

The ladder creaked, and I spun around in a panic. Instead of posing seductively, I scrambled to the bed and snatched the red flannel blanket, covering myself up like the coward that I was.

“Change your mind?” Austin asked with a wolfish grin. He stepped off the ladder and ruffled his hair.

“Um… maybe we should…”

Austin stripped out of his shirt, and my breath caught. The tribal ink that marked him a Packmaster covered his upper arms and shoulders. When his pupils dilated, it made his icy blue eyes look like something otherworldly. No matter how many years we’d been together, Austin always seduced me as if we’d never been intimate before. He looked at me with all that newness and desire as if he were seeing, tasting, and feeling me for the first time. He had a predatory look that made him appear wild and dangerous, one that sent chills across my skin.

He took off the round medallion he often wore, the cords of muscle on his arms flexing. When he reached down to unbutton his jeans, I quickly spoke up.

“Don’t.”

His eyes flashed up, and he froze.

I sauntered toward him, blanket still wrapped around my shoulders. As soon as I was close enough, I leaned forward and drew in a deep breath, running my nose along his chest.

“I’ll take care of you,” I said softly, letting the blanket fall to the floor.

Austin’s eyes hooded, and he sucked in a sharp breath. I knelt in front of him, slowly unzipping his jeans and tugging them down. I had him in my thrall, and looking up at all that pure maleness of muscle and form gave me goose bumps. Next to go were his black boxer briefs, and I made sure to take my time, retaining eye contact even as I rose to my feet.

We stood there for a nervous beat, staring at each other. His lips parted, and he slowly stepped into my space, his hands resting on my hips.

Austin’s voice was soft and reverent. “You’re my queen, you know that?” He knelt down and traced the fabric of my bustier with his fingertips. “You have the power to bring an alpha to his knees.”

“Want to see the back?”

“I might as well worship while I’m down here.”

I slowly turned, feeling his warm hands sensually touching my backside. A low growl resonated in his throat, and he suddenly wedged his hand between my legs, caressing me with skilled strokes. I gasped, wishing I had something to hold on to—fantasizing as I gazed at the bed.

He suddenly shot to his feet and twisted away.

“Austin?”

By the time I turned, he was descending the ladder with hurried steps.

“Stay there,” he said tersely.

In a desire-fueled stupor, I looked around, wondering if something had scared him off. When he moved toward the front door, I quickly climbed down the ladder after him. After all, if we had visitors, I had on more clothes than he did.

“Dammit, Lexi! Don’t come down here in your condition.” He leaned over the small table where we liked to drink our morning coffee and peered out the window.

“What’s going on?” I stood on the opposite side of the table and looked out, my breath frosting the glass.

“I heard something.”

“Maybe it’s Reno stopping by.”

In a swift motion, he shifted into a black wolf, moving at a frenetic pace in front of the door. His wolf was a formidable creature, larger than most and incredibly powerful. Because he was an alpha, he didn’t fade when his wolf took form, unlike most Shifters. They shared the same consciousness, and Austin could even take control. If he paid enough attention, he could understand what I was saying.

His wolf barked.

“No,” I said.

He snapped his gaze up to mine, his eyes like glaciers against his black coat.

“Austin, we can’t let our wolves out—not with everything going on. And don’t you growl at me!”

There was no sense in arguing; he would only shift back and open the door himself. And by then, he’d really be pissed by my disobedience to the Packmaster. When I opened the door, he flew out and stopped several feet away from the porch, lifting his nose and taking in scents. The frigid air reminded me how underdressed I was, so I shut the door and returned to the window, then wiped the condensation from the glass.

I gripped the windowsill, rocking slightly as clenching need overtook me—an aching desire that could only be sated one way.

A wolf appeared from the tree line on the left, his dark eyes on Austin. That’s when I realized the wind was in his favor, because Austin hadn’t noticed him at first. The wolf shifted his gaze, staring at the cabin and giving me goose bumps. My scent was lingering in the air outside; the humidity must have made it into a heavy perfume that no Shifter could ignore.

Austin’s wolf snapped his head around and stalked toward the brown wolf, lips peeled back and fangs as sharp as daggers.

I stood breathless, scanning the woods in search of others. So far, it was just the one.

***
 

When Austin heard the distinct growl from another wolf, he immediately shifted. Lexi reluctantly opened the door, and he rushed down the steps, eyeing the woods to his right. Axel had advised him against shifting, but a Packmaster had the right to protect his mate. Lexi was going into heat, and those special circumstances made this situation dangerous.

Austin lifted his nose, pulling in the heavy smell of wet snow. A lingering trace of Lexi’s scent mingled with the earthy undertones of the forest. When the wind changed direction, the most prominent scent in the air was wafting from behind him. Austin turned and faced a brown wolf standing a few feet away from him. Austin sensed he wasn’t an alpha, but he couldn’t be sure if the Shifter was a local rogue, a pack member who’d wandered out of his territory, or one of the Northerners.

Austin’s paw pads were thick and indifferent to the frigid snow beneath him. He growled a warning sound, peeling his lips back and licking his sharp canines with his long tongue.

The wolf barked at the cabin before turning his attention to Austin, intensity gathering in his eyes.

That single act of defiance made Austin want to tear out his throat. This Shifter had his sights on Lexi and wanted everyone to know it. Austin vibrated with alpha power, stalking forward, a steady growl thrumming in his chest like a motor. Obedient wolves were naturally submissive to alphas so long as the alpha wasn’t behaving erratically. Austin continued with his vocalized threat, and after advancing a few more steps, he realized this wasn’t an obedient wolf.

Probably a local rogue.

Austin quickly changed form and stood naked before the intruder.

“Shift,” he said as a harsh command, one dripping with alpha magic.

In a motion too fast to track, the animal morphed into a man with wavy black hair that fell past his shoulders—eyes like midnight and skin as pale as polished ivory.

“Your wolf was in my territory,” Austin bit out.

The stranger’s eyes scanned their surroundings, but his head didn’t move. “You’re not familiar to me.”

“I’m Austin Cole, Packmaster of the Weston pack in Texas. This land belongs to a Shifter named Hector, and I have permission to stay on this territory.”

A biting wind blew from the cabin, and the Shifter’s nostrils flared.

Jesus. Lexi must have gone into full-blown heat.

Austin glimpsed her head peeking out the door, and his voice snapped like a whip. “Back inside!”

She slammed the door.

The shifter scratched his jaw, not bothering to hide his growing erection. “Is she yours?”

“That’s my mate,” Austin growled. “My packmates are staying in cabins that way and that way,” he said, pointing straight ahead and then right. “I think you need to move on.”

The man sniffed and slowly drew in his bottom lip, scraping his teeth against it. The look in his eyes fluctuated, as a man conflicted.

“Are you local?” Austin asked.

“I own a diner up the road. I belong here more than you do. She’s pretty,” he said, voice faraway as he watched Lexi standing in the window.

In her fucking bustier. Goddammit.

“I’m only going to warn you once.” Austin kept his voice steady and controlled. “Get off our land. We’ve marked the perimeters, and your wolf should have stayed clear.”

Those black eyes settled on him, pulsing with intent. “Maybe my wolf wandered up here because he thought Northerners were hiding out. The alpha attacked, and I took him down. When I went inside to see if there were more, a bitch in heat threw herself at me. Couldn’t help it.”

“You son of a bitch!”

The man lunged and shifted all at once. Austin gritted his teeth when the wolf’s fangs pierced into the flesh around his neck. Austin pried his jaws open and threw him off.

Once in wolf form, Austin let the savagery of his animal take over. His moves were so raw that the other wolf recoiled. He locked his jaw around the wolf’s shoulder, the metallic taste of blood flooding his mouth and the heavy scent of victory filling his nose.

The rogue yelped and scuttled back, bright blood dripping onto virgin snow. He lifted his head and curled in his lips, eyes wide as a show of intimidation.

Austin’s wolf was stronger and more intelligent than this impulsive asshole. He stalked forward, head low, eyes fixed on his target.

He waited for a beat and then exploded into action. The two wolves stood up on their hind legs, viciously biting and tearing with their canines. Austin felt a puncture on his face and the back of his neck.

Suddenly, a scent caught on the wind—one so powerful it almost knocked him down.

Lexi.

He swung his gaze toward the cabin and saw her emerge from the open door. Lexi was a proud alpha female who wanted to fight by her Packmaster’s side, but she knew she couldn’t intervene. Her scent created a diversion though, and it worked long enough for Austin to lock his jaws around the wolf’s throat, forcing the rogue onto his back.

After Austin had asserted his dominance, the wolf conceded defeat by manner of posture and vocalizations. Bleeding and shamed, he scurried through the woods until Austin lost sight of him.

“Austin?” Lexi called out. A gust of wind blew her long hair like a ribbon of silk.

His wolf trotted toward her. Just before he reached the porch, he shifted into human form and, without breaking stride, climbed the steps.

Lexi walked backward into the cabin, eyes wide as Austin slammed the door behind him and stalked forward with a heavy swing in his step.

“Austin? Are you mad at me?”

Mad? Her scent filled his nose like a luscious dream, and a wave of possession rolled through him. All he could think about was sating his woman and tasting her lips.

She backed up toward the heavy table, and he reached around her, throwing the chair aside. Austin lifted her by the hips and set her on the edge, his fingertips peeling down those lacy panties with the violet trim.

Jesus, she was beautiful.

Naked and hard as a diamond, Austin wasted no time and buried himself deep inside her. He growled when that rapturous heat enveloped his shaft like a blissful dream, squeezing him tight and promising exquisite pleasure. No other feeling like it existed. That heat coursed through him like a drug, traveling into his bloodstream and filling his entire body with a primal hunger that intensified with every stroke.

When she parted her lips and threw back her head, Austin slammed into her even faster, desire tightening like a coil and radiating to the base of his spine. This was the call of the Shifter, and Austin succumbed to his animal instincts.























Chapter 4
 

Austin marched toward me like a soldier going to battle, the snow melting beneath his bare feet. He was a man impervious to cold temperatures, and a thin veil of steam encased him as the frigid air met with his hot skin. The closer he drew, the more his nostrils flared. The cabin shook when he slammed the door. I backed up toward the kitchen, certain I’d finally crossed the line. There was never a doubt his wolf could have dominated the rogue, but I was more afraid that Austin could have lost control and killed the intruder. After all, we were in foreign territory, and I didn’t know if our visitor was an important figure in the community.

“Austin? Are you mad at me?”

With a flick of the wrist, he knocked the dining chair out of the way. Quicker than a heartbeat, Austin lifted me onto the table.

The moment he fastened his fingers around the edge of my panties and pulled them down, I became wet. The tingles had become a steady pulse, and I opened my legs to him, locking my knees against his waist.

He licked his lips. “Lie down.”

The tension between us was electric, and I trembled as I slowly leaned back until I was spread before him like a banquet.

“Arch your back,” he commanded.

His enlarged pupils swallowed up the blue in his eyes, and he traced a finger slowly down my body from the base of my throat to my navel.

“Now… close your eyes.”

When I did, Austin slid inside me so fast that I gripped the edge of the table. He filled me completely and, without missing a beat, drove fast and deep.

I opened my eyes to a look on Austin’s face so primal that an ancient heat flooded my veins. The hard joining of our bodies caused my breasts to spill over the top of my bustier. His rhythm was animalistic, and my body quivered with a need unlike any I’d ever known.

His eyes flared with desire, and he buried himself deep, using his elbows to hold himself up, becoming a shield of flesh. I admired his thick torso—muscles contracting with each thrust, a thin sheen of sweat glistening across his skin. His face was red, his dark hair unkempt and too long.

I scored his back with my nails—the friction hot and urgent. A swell of pleasure rolled through me, and just as I reached climax, Austin abruptly pulled out and fell to his knees.

What the hell?

The moment I looked down in confusion, he put his mouth on my sex. I cried out—gripping his hair as he used his tongue to draw out my orgasm.

I might have blacked out for a few seconds. Heck, I might have been speaking Old Norse or some other extinct language. My scream snapped me out of my haze, and I gripped the edge of the table, riding it out. Suddenly there was heat everywhere when Austin fell on top of me and slid back in.

“You taste like heaven,” he whispered in my ear, moving steadily. His weight felt delicious—as if he were claiming me with every inch of his body. “No pulling out this time.”

His whispers caressed my skin and made the tingles start all over again. I wanted this damn bustier off so I could feel his hot skin rubbing against mine.

“You look sexy in this top,” he panted, moving faster. “You don’t know how hard it’s been to keep my distance. I’ve wanted to fuck you on this table since the day you made me homemade banana pudding.”

“I hate bananas.” I moaned, my legs anchoring over his hips.

“You like this?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“What else do you like?”

Austin loved dirty talk.

“I like this table,” I said coyly.

He nearly withdrew, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

“What do you like on this table?” He cocked his head to the side, eager to hear me speak, keeping his body absolutely still as punishment.

My lips grazed his earlobe, and I sucked on the fleshy tip. “I like you… fucking me on this table and making me come. When I saw you fighting that rogue, I couldn’t control myself.”

Austin moaned, grinding against me in a steady rhythm.

A tremor of anticipation rolled through me. “I didn’t leave the cabin to rescue a Packmaster who doesn’t need rescuing. I wanted you to come inside and take me.”

His thrusts increased. “I’m going to come inside you.”

I leaned around and bit his neck, then whispered in his ear, “You’re my alpha… Oh, God… I love you.”

Austin roared, and the heavy table scooted back several inches. The sound of our bodies slapping together and the feel of a powerful oncoming release unraveled me completely.

I shouted—clenching my core so tightly that it drew Austin to climax.

“Baby, keep doing that,” he growled.

Austin muttered all kinds of profanities in my ear, saying dirty things as he sank deep inside and then finally stilled. Pulses of pleasure struck my core, contracting my muscles, and I released a whimpering moan. My body hungered for him like nothing I’d ever felt.

He collapsed on top of me, and I couldn’t be bothered to complain. Austin left me utterly boneless—just a heaping pile of flesh and sex sweat.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to eat on this table again,” I said, half-kidding and half-disgusted.

He raised his head and winked.

I smiled wryly. “Don’t say it.”

“Didn’t plan on it,” he replied in a honeyed voice, lowering his head and circling his tongue around my nipple.

“I have to admit… this is heaven. Not exactly something we can do back at home with Denver always walking in or the kids hanging around.”

He propped up on his elbows, wiping my hair away from my face. “That’s why I like these getaways, Ladybug. There are things I want to do and experience with you that I can’t at home. Not just sexually, but just living life uninterrupted.”

Austin leaned down and delivered the slowest kiss—one that bled into my soul and connected me to him more than ever before. A kiss that made me fall in love with him all over again.

“Let’s spend the rest of the night in bed,” he murmured. “I’ll make some cheeseburgers and bring up a tray of snacks so we won’t have to leave.”

I rocked with laughter. “Sounds good, considering I’m definitely not dining at the table tonight unless it gets a power wash.”

“Oh, but I am,” he said, his whiskers scratching against my collarbone as he moved down, teeth nipping the edge of my bustier. His soft lips pressed against my lower belly, trailing in a southerly direction. “I’m ready for my dessert.”

***
 

“Darling, you sound more relaxed,” Naya remarked over the phone.

I stretched out on a fur blanket, listening to Austin rattle dishes in the kitchen below. “We had an early dinner.”

“Mmm, now that’s what I like to hear,” she purred.

“So what’s everyone doing?”

“It’s barely been a week. Miss us already?”

I kind of did. I loved the intimacy of time alone with Austin, but vacations reminded me of why I belonged with Shifters. I craved pack life like I craved air, and the family bond always grew stronger during a separation.

“We might be coming home late,” I said, keeping my voice low. “The snow is crazy, and the roads are treacherous.”

“I thought Austin had the plow and chains?” she asked, suspicion in her tone.

I couldn’t tell her about the attacks. The rogue proved how unstable the locals were and how easy it would be for someone seeking an opportunity to use rumors of war as an excuse to commit crimes.

“He can’t get them over to Lorenzo and Reno’s cabins, and they’re waiting for the owner to come out.” In truth, the owner had supplied each cabin with all the equipment needed to handle the bad weather. “Anything new going on?”

She huffed. “If you keep calling me with a weather report, I’m going to think something’s wrong. There’s nothing exciting to tell. Denver spilled red soda on his pool table, Lynn made a blue flower arrangement for her bedroom, Izzy’s had the hiccups for two hours, and Jericho keeps trying to scare her, only what he’s doing is scaring everyone else with all his dramatic screaming and leaping out of closets.”

“Sounds about right. Gotta go, I hear Austin coming.”

“I certainly hope so.”

I set the phone on the side table. The wood all around me was aglow, dripping with flecks of gold from the lamp beside the bed. The logs on the fire downstairs were popping, and every so often, the wind’s scornful whistle skated across the roof of the cabin.

Earlier, Austin had made cheeseburgers with deep-fried onion rings. Afterward, we made love twice more. Not because I was in heat, but just because.

While dressing up in a bustier was fun, I’d rather swim with sharks than have to wear one of those again. I finally knew what a taquito felt like. After our interlude on the dining table, I had changed into a long vintage T-shirt with quarter-length sleeves.

When he reached the top of the steps with a tray in hand, I didn’t know what looked more scrumptious—him or the snacks. Austin’s black boxer briefs fit him like a second skin. He’d also been taking shaving less seriously, and I had to admit that I liked the sexy casualness of his five-o’clock shadow.

“I didn’t know what you wanted, so I brought it all.”

“I see.”

Austin had filled the tray with cheese cubes, a bag of potato chips, stalks of celery, a can of bean dip, cookies, and trail mix. I’m not sure why I thought he would have arranged them nicely in bowls and on napkins—men foraged, they didn’t arrange.

“You can leave the bean dip over there,” I suggested, pointing at the wastebasket.

He set it on the ledge of the stairs beside his medallion and placed the tray in the middle of the bed. I sat up and opened the package of cookies with my teeth.

“So what’s the plan when we get back home?” I asked.

Austin sat across from me—one leg bent at the knee—and opened the trail mix. “Axel said it’s not his job to call the out-of-state Councils. He’ll get a nasty backlash for favoritism if he just contacts a few, and there’s no way he could know everyone’s number. He’s protecting his own. This isn’t the kind of thing I can tell our Council over the phone,” he said, eating a handful of the mix. “As soon as we get back, I’m calling an emergency meeting with the Council.”

“What if they want you to keep it a secret?”

“Then they can go to hell. Sorry, Lexi, but this isn’t something I’m going to tiptoe around. I can’t put the law over lives, especially when they’re my friends. They can reprimand me if they want, but I doubt it’ll come to that.”

“Should we leave Texas?”

He chewed his mouthful of nuts and then swallowed. “There’s no point. If you’re on the run, you have nothing. We’re safer where we have allies.” Austin pointed his finger. “But I’m going to tell you something right now. If it gets bad and for some reason we’re separated, I want you to come back here.”

“Here?” I exclaimed, tossing my half-eaten cookie on the tray. “Why would I drive all the way back to Colorado?”

“I’m not saying it’ll come to that, but worst-case scenario. You’ll be safer here. There are more Shifters statewide in Colorado, and they’re organized. It’s only a day’s drive. Reno’s my second-in-command, but you’re my partner. I’ll tell him the plan too, but I need you to enforce it. If we’re in over our heads, and you don’t see victory, then you come here. We’re not one of the bigger packs in the territory, and we might be one of the first targeted.”

I leaned forward. “First of all, I’m not leaving your side. Secondly, you need to talk to the Packmasters in our territory. Some of them have a tendency to be shortsighted and not see the bigger picture that if they make a few small sacrifices to help the other packs, then they’ll strengthen alliances and increase our chances of winning a war. If the Northerners pick off the smaller packs, then it just gets easier for them. Especially if some of those Shifters make bargains and wind up becoming spies or siding with them. If larger packs give up at least one man to the midsize packs, then maybe the smaller ones can band together, and we can have a better line of defense.”

Austin poured a handful of mix into his palm. “You know what?”

“What?”

“I think I’m the luckiest bastard that ever lived. That’s what. You have a head for strategy, and I’ll present the idea to the Council. There’s no guarantee—it’s all contingent on how immediate the threat is. I don’t know about the last suggestion; two packs living in the same house with two alphas running the show will never work.”

“Yeah, I can see that being a problem. It was just a thought.”

I collapsed on my right side, pillow beneath me, wondering why men were so thirsty for war. All this over land. Shifters could easily own land and businesses without humans noticing. The higher authority planted Vampires in key local and government positions, monitoring their systems and using their gifts to erase suspicion. This wasn’t just to benefit Shifters, but all Breeds. Hackers monitored computer databases, and Vampires used their gifts to influence leaders and scrub memories.

Austin pinched my knee and leaned back, giving me a hot look.

“Are you going to tell Axel about the trespasser?”

He held a chocolate candy between his fingers and studied it. “I gave him a quick call, but he’s getting reports of similar skirmishes. There’s not much they can do about the local rogues—not unless they break one of the laws set by the higher authority.  The Council mostly keeps order among the packs and other organized groups of Shifters. If a rogue attacks a Packmaster or pisses on his patio, the Council can’t do much. Most rogues are harmless, but there are always jackasses in the bunch.”

Austin continued staring at my foot, watching me stretch and wiggle my toes. He finally sat up and began giving me a foot massage.

Bliss.

Nothing was sexier than lying in bed, half-dressed, spent from an afternoon of amazing sex, and having my shirtless mate rub my body with his warm hands.

“Do you think this is really the pack war everyone’s been talking about?”

He sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re just testing our weaknesses, but I have a feeling this isn’t a drill. If they targeted Colorado, then they’re going after the strong Shifter states first. That means we’ll be at the top of the list.”

“Why don’t they just come down and buy land if they want it so bad?”

Austin set the tray on the floor and lay down next to me, stroking his hand up and down my thigh. “They can only sell so much land to rogues, and sometimes none at all. Nobody wants to buy from humans if it means paying taxes and not having any privacy. Shifters who band together and form packs or dens are entitled to more land. The Council sees them as a stable, trustworthy group. They’re not discriminating; they’re trying to maintain balance. It wouldn’t be fair to give one man five hundred acres when a neighboring pack of twenty only owns ten and needs more room. They could probably get something in the extremely rural areas, but living close to a major city is attractive. Food, nightlife, shopping…”

“What’s so bad about living up north? I’m sure there’s enough land up there. And besides, some Shifters would rather live in a condo or house than out in the woods.”

“Mostly it’s the wolves, Ladybug. Territory holds value, and this really goes back a long way. After we gained our freedom, some chose to live up north where it was safer, while others risked everything to venture out. Few were selling land to Shifters at that time, and eventually we formed Councils to help negotiate with that. They bought up land to keep on reserve. It’s jealousy, pure and simple. They want to have their cake and eat it too. These are modern-day barbarians—men who refuse to live by the law and have nothing to contribute to society. Why should we hand them what we’ve worked hard for?” He rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes drowsy.

“Let’s not talk about this anymore,” I whispered sleepily.

I rested my head on my right arm, eyes closed, and enjoyed the tranquility. Austin cupped my jaw with his rough hand, stroking his thumb across my cheekbone.

“I don’t say it enough, Lexi, but I love you.”

I smiled, snuggling closer to him. “Tell me again how you first fell in love with me.”

“You’ve heard the story.”

“Yeah, but I want to hear it again.”























Chapter 5
 

I’d never experienced a heat spell so short in duration. Either Austin was a phenomenal lover, or something was wrong with me.

Still, I couldn’t complain. Despite the anomaly, Austin still behaved as a lover on a mission to satiate his woman. Luckily, there wasn’t as much to break in the cabin. Austin and I had a tendency to lose control when we made love, and we’d torn down many a curtain. Plus he’d packed his fringed leather gloves. They were a souvenir from his teens, and even though I made fun of their tackiness, I secretly loved Austin in those gloves. He knew it and I knew it, but neither of us admitted it.

Three days later, I shouldn’t have been able to walk. My heat spell hadn’t returned, but we were acting like newlyweds on our honeymoon. Axel finally called to confirm it was safe to leave the state if we wanted to.

Austin wanted to.

Thirty minutes after the call, he was plowing a path to the main road while I packed our things. I walked through the cabin a dozen times to make sure we hadn’t forgotten anything, and Austin cleaned all the embers from the fireplace. Halfway to the main road, Austin cussed when I went back for the second time to make sure the stove was off. Men don’t seem to understand that all women are afraid of burning down the house by way of stove or curling iron.

Twenty minutes after fueling up, Austin made an unexpected detour and pulled into another busy gas station. He parked the truck facing the road, away from the gas pumps. Lorenzo’s monster truck rumbled as it pulled up next to us. Austin rolled down the window, letting in a gust of the cold, humid air that often accompanied a wet snow.

Lorenzo eased up to Austin’s window. “Car trouble, Cole?”

Austin shut off the engine. “Nope. Just want to make sure we don’t run into any snags crossing the border. Three Texas plates moving in a group might attract attention.”

Lorenzo raised his head and scanned the parking lot. His long hair tangled in the cold wind, and he gave his head a shake to get it out of his eyes.

“Something up?” Reno asked in a gravelly voice, coming up behind Lorenzo.

“We need to swap out our plates,” Austin said. “We’re traveling in a group and—”

“Yeah, that’s problematic,” Reno agreed, hands in his leather coat. “I’ve got a friend I can call. He’s not far.”

Austin reclined his head, taking a minute to gather his thoughts. “I want two Colorado plates and one Louisiana. Think he can pull that off?”

“No sweat.”

I shivered and grabbed my coat from the backseat. “Austin, I’m going to run inside. Do you want anything?”

“Bring me something hot—whatever they got sitting underneath one of those heat lamps.”

I snorted. “It’s ten in the morning, so you might end up with either a sausage biscuit or a slice of pizza.”

When Ivy and April saw me getting out, they quickly followed. We strolled across the wet parking lot, past the gas tanks, and into the convenience store. Once inside, I cupped my hands and blew a heated breath to warm my fingers.

Ivy tapped a chunk of dirty ice from the end of her cane and headed toward the auto aisle while April and I sought out the snacks.

“Reno wanted me to stay here,” she said, grabbing a package of powdered donuts, beef jerky, and corn nuts.

I pulled two bottles of orange soda out of the cooler and grabbed a few snacks. “Alone?”

“No, not in the cabin. He wanted me to stay with a pack who takes in troubled Shifters—the same place he took Naya’s friend all those years ago. With me being human, he’s worried something might happen. Jeez. Do you think they’ll come after us in Texas?”

“I don’t know.” I set my basket on the floor and adjusted my knit hat so it wasn’t covering my eyebrows. “Did you hear about the wolf that showed up on our property?”

“No,” she said as I picked up my basket, clearly surprised.

“Just a local rogue. He was going to challenge Austin and blame his actions on the Northerners.”

“Holy smokes,” she whispered. “Were you hurt?”

I grabbed two sausage biscuits from under the warming lamp. “Just a few splinters on my ass, but nothing serious.”

When she furrowed her brow, I laughed and said, “Never mind.”

My mouth watered when I passed the summer sausages, so I bought a few. Something about the cold weather was making my wolf hungry for meat.

A dark-haired man in a suede coat leaned in front of April to reach for a bagel.

“Can I buy you breakfast?” he asked, his heavy cologne wafting my way.

When the bell on the door jingled and Reno walked in, I knew this situation was about to get epic. He had on his mirrored shades, dirty ice sliding off his black boots. He scanned the store while removing his gloves and stuffing them into his coat pockets. Everything about Reno looked like a soldier, from his short hair and clean shave to the way he carried himself.

He slid his glasses on top of his head and locked eyes with the guy hitting on April.

“Oh, shit,” I murmured.

He moved in our direction, his arms swinging and making the leather on his coat creak.

I started to turn when the checkout guy said, “Ma’am, are you ready?”

I quickly moved forward and set my basket on the counter, and naturally he wanted to converse about the weather.

“April!” I hissed.

She peered around and spotted Reno approaching.

Reno didn’t like men invading his woman’s space. He was protective of her, as all Shifters were with their women. In fact, that sort of possessiveness went both ways. It was instinctual to guard our territory.

“Let me buy that for you,” I heard the man offer.

Reno clapped his hand on the man’s shoulder. “I ain’t gonna church it up for you—”

April wrapped her arms around Reno’s neck and locked lips with him.

Stunned, Reno had little choice but to kiss her back. When his fingers clawed at her sweats, and I saw his tongue moving in, it was clear the stranger in the tan coat was long forgotten.

“Where’s Reno?” Austin asked when I got in the car with our bags.

“He’s having sex with April on the counter. Look what I got you!”

I handed him the hot sausage biscuit, and he immediately opened it and took a bite, steam rising from the meat.

“Reno’s guy should be here any minute,” he said around a mouthful of biscuit. “What the hell is all that?” He nodded at my bag.

“Summer sausage.”

He picked it up and read the label. “Are you sure a pound is enough?”

I snatched it back and placed the sack on the floor, opening the second sausage biscuit. “Did Ivy make it back? She checked out before we did.”

Austin wadded up the empty wrapper. “Church wanted an ice scraper for his side windows.”

“Huh. All that money, and he doesn’t come prepared.”

I suddenly coughed when a piece of biscuit tiptoed to the back of my throat before I was ready to swallow. Austin patted my back and quickly handed me his bottle of water.

“You okay?”

I chugged it down and coughed a little more.

Austin rubbed my back, his hand moving in a circle. “You’re supposed to eat it, Ladybug, not inhale it.”

We both simultaneously looked up when a thunderous noise filled the parking lot. A small group of eight motorcycles circled the lot, driving past Reno and April, who were walking at a brisk pace toward the trucks.

Reno knocked twice on Austin’s window and jerked his thumb at the bikers.

“What is it?” I asked, pivoting in my seat and looking through the back windshield. “Hey, that’s Axel.”

I recognized him by his impressive bike with a unique style. Axel was wearing leather from head to toe. His helmet wasn’t black but a burnt-orange color that matched his gas tank. The rest of his bike was all black—not a single speck of silver chrome on it.

“Can you even drive a bike in this weather?” I mused.

What kind of crazy person wants to ride around, exposing themselves to freezing temperatures?

Austin rolled down the window when Axel approached.

“I had a feeling it was you with the Texas plates.”

“We’re taking care of that,” Austin replied.

Axel blew out a breath of frosty air. “Good thinking. I just heard through the grapevine that Texas is on the hit list. Some of my men spotted you ten miles back, and since I was in the area, I thought I’d swing by and give you fair warning. I don’t know any more than that. One of the rogues we captured has been very cooperative. He doesn’t have any idea what’s going on, only what the original plan was. Stay alert, and good luck to you.”

“Thanks. We appreciate your hospitality, and…”

“And?” Axel leaned on the car with his left arm, stroking his goatee with his right hand.

“If we ever need to seek shelter here, would that be all right?”

Axel’s eyes swung over to the food on my lap. “You’ve been square with us. Just keep your original plates on the vehicles; that’s what we have on record. But if you want my advice, stand your ground. If they think you’re going to back down and run, they won’t stop. Sometimes it doesn’t have anything to do with numbers but who has the most love for that land.” He tapped on the hood. “Godspeed, Cole.”

***
 

I’d always enjoyed long car trips, but usually that feeling evaporated by the time Austin became possessed by Frank Sinatra. He had a smoky timbre to his voice that was sexy as hell, but ten hours into a drive, he would turn into the obnoxious big brother, singing commercial jingles just to get a rise out of me. Our trips inevitably became a contest to see who could annoy the other person the most.

I won by wearing my bra on the outside of my shirt and waving at passing truckers. Austin pulled the truck over, and after a scuffle with him trying to remove the bra, we ended up having a quickie. Lorenzo and Reno had pulled over in the distance ahead, undoubtedly wondering what the trouble was, but they’d never been on a road trip with the Austin and Lexi duo.

We skipped lunch to make up time and snacked on the gas station goodies. Hours later, trail mix could no longer satisfy my appetite. Just after dark, we pulled up to a Taco Cabana to chow down on tacos and guacamole. Austin was uneasy about dining inside the restaurant since two alphas might attract attention if there were any rogues on the premises. So instead, we made a quick run to the restroom and then ate in our trucks.

Shortly after we merged onto the highway, I fell asleep to the hum of the tires, snuggled beneath a lap blanket.

“Lexi, wake up. We’re here.”

“Where?” I murmured, awakened by car doors slamming.

“Home.”

I blinked and sat up, moving my pillow out of the way. “Huh? How long have I been asleep?”

“It’s midnight.”

I felt more like a hibernating bear than a wolf.  “Must have been the tacos.”

“Or maybe it was eating half that sausage,” he said with disdain, pointing at wrappers on the floor.

The warmer air took me by surprise when just hours ago we’d been buried in snow.

Reno and April were already on the porch, arms loaded with blankets, pillows, sacks, and their luggage. Wheeler opened the door and took April’s bags before they headed inside.

I glared down at the black cat shadowing beside me. “Well, if it isn’t Sparty McFly.”

He meowed, his wide eyes blinking between Austin and me.

“What the fuck?” Austin breathed, stopping in his tracks.

I followed the direction of his gaze. “Is that your dad’s car?”

It was a rhetorical question. His dad drove an old station wagon—the kind with wood paneling on the side. He also had a bumper sticker that said: I BRAKE FOR NO ONE.

He had a great sense of humor.

Austin’s parents lived with a pack in South Dakota. They didn’t visit too often unless it was to see their grandkids, but we chatted with them on the video cam, and sometimes the kids stayed with them for weeks at a time.

Austin hurried up the steps on the side of the porch and looked at Wheeler. “What the hell are they doing here?”

Wheeler leaned on the doorjamb. “That any way to talk about your parents?”

“Shut it,” Denver said from the doorway. “I had to listen to you bitch and moan for the first two hours.”

“Yeah? Well you’re not the one who had to give up your bed and sleep on the sofa, are you?”

I nudged Austin. “Why can’t they sleep in the guest room like normal people?”

Denver reached for the frame above the door and laughed. “Give me a minute while I imagine my parents on a trundle bed.”

Austin dropped his bag. “What are they doing here?” he asked, punctuating each word.

Wheeler narrowed his eyes, giving him a sinister expression that complemented his tattoos. “Something we should know about? You’re acting… funny.”

Denver nodded once. “Yeah. And they’re acting funny.”

“Where are they?”

Wheeler took my heavy bag. “Pop likes to go to bed early so he can wake us up at the crack of dawn.”

Denver’s indigo eyes examined me closely. “Well, someone looks all glowy and refreshed.”

I shoved him out of the way and headed inside. While the men hauled the luggage toward the stairs, I took a moment to look around and draw in a deep breath of home. The kids had already gone to sleep. Usually at this hour, a few of us were either watching TV or quietly having drinks in the game room. Because the bedrooms were upstairs, the after-midnight crowd frequently came down to play cards or enjoy a late snack.

As I headed toward the kitchen for a drink, I noticed a jigsaw puzzle on the dining table that Maddox must have recently started. Sometimes he’d sit for hours working those things with April. I’d never had that kind of patience.

Austin came up behind me in the dark kitchen and flipped on the counter lights. “You want me to fix you something?”

I opened the fridge, a beacon of light shining on me. “Ooh, there’s leftover stew.”

He wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed my neck. “You want something hot?”

“Mmm, that feels good,” I whispered, backing up into him.

“All right, y’all. The Love Boat has docked and vacation time is over,” Denver announced, leaning on the counter and peering into a cookie jar.

Austin let go and stepped back. “Sit down, Ladybug. I’ll make you something to eat.”

“Pancakes? I love it when you make me naughty pancakes with the batter.” I grinned at him.

“Keep it up, smartass.” He gave me a kiss on the lips and growled low. “Let me feed you.”

This vacation turned out to be a miracle. Austin, making me food? Who was I to deny the man? I sat down on the bench of our long kitchen table and faced Austin. Denver climbed onto the counter, almost knocking over a glass.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I glared at Denver’s bare feet, sliding around on the countertop where I often rolled out cookie dough.

He reached on top of the cabinet and pulled down a bag of Cheetos, then jumped to the floor. “Gotta hide the good stuff around here, honeypie.”

“You’ve revealed your hiding place.”

He straddled the bench to my left and ripped the bag open with his teeth before dumping the cheesy snacks onto the table. “I’ve got a million more.”

“Well, the boys are onto you.”

“True that. They found my caramel stash in an empty box of tampons, those little demons.”

“What’s going on in here?” Maizy sleepily asked.

She rubbed her eyes, standing near the entrance in a long T-shirt that reached her knees—her blond hair messy and obscuring her face.

Denver turned around and patted his lap. “Come here, Peanut.”

Maizy sat on his lap and rested her head on his shoulder. “I didn’t know you were coming home today,” she said to me. “I would have waited up.”

“Has anything out of the ordinary been going on that I should know about?” Austin asked, stirring the bowl of stew after retrieving it from the microwave.

Denver wrapped his arms around Maizy. “Like what?”

Austin kept stirring, showing us his back. “Just anything out of the ordinary.”

Denver laughed quietly and grabbed a handful of Cheetos from behind him. “Aside from Wheeler and Naya humping like bunnies every time she cooks dinner?”

“What about the drifters?” Maizy asked.

Austin closed the distance between us. “What drifters?”

She raised her head, sweeping her wavy hair back. “While you were gone, there were a few bands of rogues reported. I noticed something a month ago and asked around—that’s when people were talking about a few unfamiliar Shifters asking questions about some of the larger packs. Anyhow, it seemed like a good story, but the Council wouldn’t let me write it.”

Three months ago, Maizy had approached the Council about starting an online subscription news site for Shifters—stuff relevant to Austin residents. Naya connected her with some Internet gurus who set up a secure website that was password protected. They assured the Council that no one except subscribers could gain access. How they managed to do that, I didn’t understand, but they would have to maintain the system round the clock, so the Council approved the endeavor because it would create jobs.

Maizy still wrote fiction on the side for a creative outlet, deciding someday she’d do something with it, but her interest in the community had transformed her into a regular Lois Lane.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Austin asked.

She shrugged. “Do you know how many different stories I hear? Most of them don’t pan out to be anything of interest. I try to focus on new businesses, land for sale, and another popular thing that’s come up lately is young Shifters looking for a new pack. Like a classifieds section.” She flicked a quick glance at me. “Sorry, I’m rambling. While you two were on vacation, a few rogues traveling together were spotted at a Breed bar. Someone noticed their plates weren’t from Texas, and they were asking a lot of questions. A friend of mine checked out the Breed motels but didn’t come up with anything. It seems kind of suspicious as to where they’re staying or going.”

I furrowed my brow. “Why would the Council want to bury that story?”

“They said writing something like that without any hard evidence was sensationalism,” Maizy replied. “I disagreed because it seemed relevant, but they’re right. Without hard facts, I have to be careful about writing something that would cause people to speculate and panic, not to mention it might come across as slander and get me in trouble. Responsible reporting and all that.”

I shared a look with Austin, and he returned to the counter, retrieving my bowl of stew.

“My, someone’s behaving differently,” Denver remarked, amusement dancing in his eyes as he watched Austin butter my roll. “That must have been some vacation. Next thing you know, you’ll be painting her toenails.”

Maizy elbowed him in the chest.

He kissed her neck and made a growling sound like a dog fighting for a bone. Maizy giggled and stood up, tugging his hand. “Let’s leave them alone. We’ll see you two in the morning.”

I rubbed my eyes. “Good night, Maze.”

Austin stepped over the bench and sat beside me, facing the table while I sat facing the kitchen. He swiped the Cheetos out of the way and set the bowl of stew on the table. “I scheduled a meeting with the Council tomorrow. After that, I’m telling the pack.”

I leaned against his shoulder. “I need to check on the shop and get started making orders.”

“Maybe you should take the day off.” His arm slid around my midriff, and I scooted closer.

“Since when does Austin Cole want me to lie around on my lazy butt and eat all day?”

“Speaking of… why don’t you turn around and eat while it’s hot.”

I began kissing the rogue whiskers on his throat, my hand sliding down to his jeans. “Because I found something tastier to nibble on.”

He backed away and lifted my legs to turn me around. Then he scooted the bowl close enough so that the steam was wetting my face. “No dessert until you finish every bite.”

Austin was behaving strangely, and my guess was he was anxious about how the Council was going to react to the news, although maybe they already had information of their own. It seemed that coddling me was his new distraction.

But I didn’t mind.

I ate every bite.

And I got my dessert.























Chapter 6
 

Austin arranged a meeting in one of the private rooms at the Blue Door, a local Breed club. It had a masculine vibe with dark walls and black leather furniture. Two long couches faced each other on the right side of the room, separated by a glass table and a chair on either end. They not only had privacy, but most rooms were soundproof so Vampires couldn’t eavesdrop.

Turner, a member of the Council, sat at the bar and stirred a packet of sugar into his glass of tea. Lexi had always joked about how he looked like a redneck version of Sean Connery. He had the most pull in the territory, and he’d invited Romeo, another Councilman who often accompanied Turner to mating ceremonies and other official gatherings. Romeo had dark skin, freckles, and a friendly demeanor. He gave Austin an impassive glance from his spot on the sofa.

Turner licked his spoon and set it on a white napkin before sliding off his barstool. He eased up to the upholstered chair opposite Austin and took his time sitting down. The cubed ice in his tall glass clinked as he drank several gulps. Austin grew impatient as Turner wiped a few drops of tea off his beard.

“So what makes you so sure that Texas is on the target list?” he asked, setting his glass on the table.

Austin touched the cleft in his chin. “Axel interrogated his prisoners, and I have no reason to doubt him. You haven’t heard anything?”

“Well, we don’t exactly have a hotline, son.” Turner stroked his short beard. “I don’t see a reason to panic. If they’re going to start a war in Texas, then Dallas or Abilene will be high on their hit list. They’ll be working their way down to the border.”

Austin leaned forward, frustrated. “Unless they’re coordinating the attack. If they hit one city at a time, word would spread. Packs would beef up security.”

“Word doesn’t always spread. If they had to retreat from Colorado, then they won’t be staging another attack in the short term. An experienced leader would assess the damage, rethink his strategy, and relocate his soldiers where he sees a shot at victory.”

“I’ve heard rumors.”

Turner reached for his tea, the condensation dripping from the bottom of the glass. “People sure love to talk.”

“Rogues have been moving through the city for the past month. Were you aware of this?”

“Can’t do anything about it. They ain’t breaking any laws, and there’s no proof of what their animals are. They could be panthers, lions, Sensors, Relics—who the hell knows?”

Austin rubbed his hands together, eyes still fixed on Turner. “If you’re unwilling to bring one of them in and hire a Vampire to poke around in his head, then we need to consider increasing security. My mate came up with an idea—”

“Lexi Talulah?” He cackled and ended it with a snort. “She’s a firecracker, that one.” The ice clinked against his glass as he raised it in a toast.

“She suggested that the prominent packs in the territory lend a few of their men to the midsize packs for extra security—just a temporary arrangement.”

Turner leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “And what about the smaller packs?”

“Either the larger ones can absorb them or they can band together.”

“And who will be in charge?” Romeo interjected, lacing his fingers together.

Austin didn’t have the answer to that question. “They’ll have to find a way to work together.”

“You can’t have one Packmaster with dominance over the other,” Turner said. “He’d lose standing with his own men. I think we all know that the size of a pack doesn’t determine an alpha’s importance.”

Austin leaned back. “If I had to do something like this, then it would be better to pair me up with someone I can work with. Maybe that should be taken into consideration. If the Packmasters come to a disagreement, then their betas can step in to give advice.”

“You’re not considering this, are you?” Romeo asked Turner. “And how long do you expect these packs to live together? A month? A year? Whose land? One of them would have to abandon his territory—an easy acquisition for the enemy.”

Austin chuckled. “Let’s be real. Packs under ten don’t have anything worth taking but a shack and a few acres at best. That’s not what the Northerners are coming all this way for. Smaller packs might resist, but the larger ones will adhere to whatever rules the Council puts out. This isn’t about feelings; it’s about survival.”

“I don’t know.” Turner scooped his fingers into his glass and then chomped on a piece of ice. “Asking a Packmaster to give up his men won’t be an easy task, even if it’s for a worthy cause. Who do you think will give you a loaner?” he asked, a chuckle dying in his throat.

“Maybe there are other options; I don’t know. Packs my size may not want or need additions, and that’s fine. But we should at least encourage the larger packs to offer up reinforcements as a show of solidarity. I have strong men and women in my house, but others may not have that same luxury. Maybe they have more kids or older members. If this war goes down, it’s us against them. Period. I’m willing to bet they’re sending scouts to size up our territories and take notes. I’m asking you to step in with a solution. If nothing happens, then at least we have a plan for the future. Who knows? Maybe temporarily merging packs might strengthen alliances. Have you ever been to Colorado?”

Turner crossed one leg over the other. “Can’t say I have. I’ve heard it’s cold enough to freeze your nipples off.”

“They’re organized. If all the big cities operated like them, then we’d have one hell of a defense.”

“Easier said than done. Tell you what, Cole. I’ll put something in force, but only on the condition that you help smooth out the kinks.”

Austin appreciated Turner’s willingness to include him. “I’ve worked hard over the years to forge alliances, so I’ve got influence. I can sway any packs that resist. I wanted to bring them all in for this meeting, but out of respect, I’m speaking with you privately. Regardless of what you decide, I have a right to warn my allies, and that’s what I plan to do when I get home.”

“And when should this all begin?” Romeo asked as he stood up and circled behind the sofa. “If the scouts are here, they’ll notice we’re preparing. Let us not make haste in our decisions.”

He had a point. It wasn’t advantageous to let the enemy know your plans.

Austin replied without hesitation. “We’ll start with voluntary donations from the larger packs; no one’s watching that closely. If we have time, we can move people over slowly—even put up fake For Sale
signs. If anyone here has any better ideas, then I’m all ears,” he said, emotions rising at the thought of his family in danger. “Let’s include the Packmasters so they can contribute their ideas and put something in force. We can’t organize this alone. That’s the advantage we have over the rogues. Our packs are strong, and when unified, we’re even stronger. They’re a bunch of men following a single leader, and that’ll fall apart eventually. I don’t think the larger packs up north are a part of this; they have too much to lose.”

“He has a point,” Turner said to Romeo. “It won’t take long before they disband again, especially without Packmasters to keep order. I’m willing to give up a couple of my men, but not my strongest fighters. That is the best I can offer.”

Romeo rested his hands on the back of the leather sofa. “And what of the rogues who already live in our community? Some are good men, and we might sway them to side with us before it’s too late.”

“Well, we need to know if they’re with us or against us,” Turner said. “The sooner the better.”

***
 

A growl vibrated against my stomach, and I rolled over, wrinkling my nose. It felt good to sleep in, even though I’d woken up a couple of times from the kids racing down the hall or Denver imitating Tarzan’s yell.

I cracked my eyelids open, rubbing the sleep away. Something heavy pressed against my body and I glanced down. Trevor’s wolf stretched his front leg across my hip. As I scooted up on my elbows, my eyes widened at William lying at the foot of the bed, using my feet as a pillow.

“Get out of here!” I yelled, glaring down at my packmates. “This is not an orgy. I go away on a short vacation and you act like I’ve been on a milk carton for the past twenty years.”

Trevor’s multicolored wolf sneezed and then rolled onto his back.

William sat up, his short brown curls in a mess. He rubbed his liquid-brown eyes and yawned. “When Trevor’s wolf came in this morning, he picked up your scent on Austin, so he went looking for you.”

“How many times have I said no wolves in the house?”

“Indeed,” he replied with a look of mischief. “One can hardly implement that rule in a Shifter house. You should go downstairs and eat breakfast. Mustn’t spend all day sleeping.”

I stroked Trevor’s hind paw, and he wiggled. “Where’s Austin?”

“He left. Your in-laws are waiting downstairs.”

Oh, God. The in-laws. I’d completely forgotten. I really liked Austin’s parents, but his mom and I had a tendency to butt heads. I’m sure it was natural for a mother to want to tell her boys what to do, but this wasn’t her house, and I was the Packmaster’s mate. The men were often conflicted between listening to their mother or obeying their alpha female. The last time I asked them to clean the table, she’d told them to go relax. Everyone has responsibilities in the house, so I had a big problem with that. She wasn’t exactly the homemaker type, but she firmly believed that men should be off somewhere hunting boars or fashioning weapons out of sticks, not doing dishes or cleaning the toilet.

I got up and put on a pair of grey sweats. “Why are you in here?”

“Thought I’d keep an eye on Trevor—make sure he didn’t piss on your floor.”

A likely story.

William didn’t exactly snuggle up in bed with people, so the whole situation was awkward.

“Trevor, get down,” I snapped.

His wolf obediently hopped off the bed and trotted into the hall. William stretched across the covers, his shirt rising up and exposing the thin trail of hair below his navel.

Yeah, nothing weird about this at all.

I dug in the closet and retrieved a pair of pink bunny slippers with giant ears. Not my first choice while saying hello to the folks, but it was all I could find to warm my cold feet. And honestly, I was too groggy to get dressed up. Maybe Austin was right about taking the day off from work.

I headed downstairs to be social.

“Katharine, what a wonderful surprise.” I greeted her warmly, crossing the kitchen to give her a quick hug. “We weren’t expecting you.”

“Evidently,” she replied, stealing a glimpse of my bunny slippers.

Katharine looked to be in her late forties, even though she had a few hundred years on her. She was taller than her husband, George. Her blue eyes stood out amid her thick brows and dark hair she wore clipped back and parted down the middle. Katharine was an attractive woman, just not in the way of makeup and nail polish. She preferred long skirts or old-fashioned trousers of a solid color, and I presumed it had to do with the era she grew up in. She had Jericho’s smile, Denver’s eyes, and a little bit of everyone in her.

Katharine stepped back and smoothed down my messy hair, which hadn’t seen a brush in over twenty-four hours. “When Austin returns, we’ll talk about why we’re here. Come sit, and I’ll fix you a plate of leftovers.”

I neared the table. Melody had organized a myriad of beads and fabrics at the end of the table, studiously working on her next project. She had just turned fifteen and received all the artsy-craftsy things for her birthday that she’d asked for.

Wheeler’s rectangular glasses slid down his nose while he read the newspaper. The visual made me laugh because there was more ink on his body than on the paper.

I sat across from him. “Any sales?”

His brown eyes flashed up to mine, and I immediately regretted opening that can of worms. “As a matter of fact, there are. Why don’t you check out the section on beds,” he suggested, flicking a glance at his mother.

“Are you and Naya sleeping on the trundle?” I asked, wondering who got the top and who got the bottom.

“Naya is. I’m downstairs on the sofa. I don’t trundle.”

“Why didn’t you take the heat house?”

He gave me one of those “keep your voice down or hell might unleash” looks. Then he leaned forward and whispered, “I don’t want to give them the wrong idea. They know what that room is for.”

“What are you, sixteen?”

Katharine set a plate in front of me. Hand to God, I almost threw up.

Wheeler sat back and laughed quietly, lifting the paper in front of his face and giving it a light shake.

“Creamed possum,” she said. “Killed it this morning.”

“Looks… fresh.” I swallowed thickly, trying to come up with a reason for Cheerios.

I heard Wheeler’s breath as he laughed silently, the paper trembling.

Katharine returned to the kitchen. “It’s too bad you couldn’t join us this morning while it was still hot.”

And wiggling, I thought.

“Yeah,” Melody said flatly. “You missed the squirrel.”

Wheeler set down the paper. “Meat is meat. Kids today are spoiled and don’t know how to live like a true Shifter. What do you think your wolf is going to be chewing on when you grow up?”

“My wolf can have all the squirrels she wants so long as I can have my pizza.”

Katharine opened the fridge and poured a glass of juice. I gently pushed the plate toward Wheeler.

When she set the glass down, I quickly grabbed it.

“Mmm, this is just what I wanted.” I slowly drank the pulpy orange juice, my eyes fixed on Wheeler’s index finger pushing my plate back in front of me.

Bastard.

Denver strutted in and stepped over the bench to my right. “You gonna eat that?” he whispered.

Faster than a heartbeat, I moved the plate his way.

“Is everyone here?” I asked, watching Reno walk past the windows with an axe in his hand. Thankfully, it didn’t have any blood on the blade. It also seemed off for Trevor and William to be home at this hour.

“Austin wants a family meeting,” Denver said around a mouthful of possum.

I shuddered and drank my juice. After five spoonfuls, he finished and slid the empty plate in front of me.

“Where’s George?”

“Pop’s outside with the twins,” Denver said, peering at Melody. “Whatcha working on, Mel?”

She held up a strip of decorated fabric. “Mom gave me her old purse, so it’s an experiment. I’m going to sew this on as a side pouch.”

“Sassy,” he said, his voice a falsetto as he waggled his brows.

She laughed and tucked her blue tresses behind her ears.

George opened the back door, and the twins rushed in before him, their cheeks ruddy and eyes glittering with excitement. They were ten and a handful, considering both boys were alphas.

When I saw them all carrying guns, I whirled around to Denver. “Playing outside?”

He shrugged. “Target practice is Pop’s version of fun. Hey, at least they didn’t get the bazooka out of Reno’s closet.”

I rolled my eyes and stood up. “Hi, George. We’re so glad to see you.”

George was more of a hugger than Katharine, so he gave me a tight squeeze and a friendly smile. “How’s my girl?”

I loved George; he was the father I’d always wanted. He resembled Reno, only more rotund and a smidge shorter.

“I’m great. Just a little sleepy.”

“Vacations will do that,” he said with a wink. The kind of wink that embarrassed the hell out of me because of what it implied.

He glanced down at my bunny slippers, and his chest rocked with a subdued laugh. Then he hummed melodically, something he always did at the end of a laugh.

Reno slammed the back door, sweat stains on his blue shirt—the kind of stretchy fabric that hugged every muscle. “The wood’s chopped.” He wiped his forehead with a rag and smirked. “Have a good night’s sleep, Lexi?”

I pressed my lips together and crossed the kitchen, ignoring the chuckles from the men. “Katharine, why don’t you sit down? You’re our guest.”

“If I sat down, nothing would get done. I brought my bow if you want to hunt with me later.”

Katharine was a skilled archer, and not for sport. She killed the food she put on her table.

“I need everyone in the kitchen,” Austin boomed from across the house.

The front door slammed, and Spartacus scrambled into the room, knocking into his food dish and scattering little brown pebbles across the floor. The pack trickled in and stood in front of the table. Trevor had shifted back to human form and obviously had on someone else’s jeans—they hung too low on his narrow waist and didn’t carry a designer label.

Austin stood next to me, our backs to the row of counters along the wall. “I’ve been busy this morning and haven’t had a chance to see everyone, so we’ll catch up later. Right now, I need to fill you in on something important. What I’m about to tell you stays in this house.” He quieted for a moment and made sure everyone heard his command. “While we were on vacation, Colorado was attacked.”

“And boom goes the dynamite,” Wheeler said, rising from his seat. He walked around to the front of the table, arms folded.

“Who?” Izzy gasped, wrapping her fingers around her left wrist and rubbing at old scars.

“Northerners.” Austin met everyone’s gaze. “The war… has begun.”

A thunderstruck silence fell across the room.

“I’m going to guess that has something to do with why you two showed up out of the blue,” Austin said to his parents, who were seated on a bench.

Katharine held George’s arm. “The rumors were rampant in South Dakota. Our pack is large, so we shared our concerns with the Packmaster. He agreed we should come here and fight alongside our sons.”

Jericho folded his arms, his long hair slipping in front of his eyes. “Why here? That’s a long journey to bypass all those other states.”

Katharine looked to Austin before answering. “We kept hearing Colorado and Texas mentioned. The rumors changed, but everyone seemed to think they were going for the power states.”

“Well, they didn’t succeed in Colorado,” Austin interjected. “We don’t have any information on when and how this is going down, but the Council thinks we have enough time to prepare.”

Wheeler sat on the table and propped his bare feet on the bench. “So what’s the plan, honcho?”

“The Council’s working something out for our territory, and if it goes well, they’re going to share it with other neighboring Councils. This is our turf, and we’re not running scared. I’ve got one request for Maddox and Naya: If you want to let your animals out, then you’ll need to shift off the property.”

Maddox crossed one boot in front of the other from his spot in the doorway. “And why’s that?”

“Because I don’t want to tip off any scouts that we have two cats in our pack. I prefer the element of surprise, and that’s what’s going to give us an edge. You can shift in the heat house if you want, but I doubt your animal will care for that.”

“No, and I won’t care for him chewing up the coffee table,” Lynn said.

Maddox chuckled and locked his arm around her waist. “I’ve got plenty of land at my old house. You can put your mind at ease; I won’t be nibbling on your fancy sofa pillows.”

Austin rubbed his face, and I wanted to send him to bed. It didn’t look like he’d gotten much sleep. “Anyhow, we may or may not be getting a couple of temporary packmates. We’ll see. You’re my eyes and ears, so if you notice anything suspicious, I want to know about it. Especially you, Denver. The bar might pull in a few rogues with loose lips. In the meantime, think about ways to set traps on the property and secure the house. Looks like the folks will be here for a while.”

Wheeler lowered his head to his hands, and I struggled not to laugh about his future sleeping situation.

Naya sat down on the bench beside his feet, crossing her lovely legs, which peeked out from the long slit in her black skirt. “You’ll be fine, Mr. Grumpy,” she said, patting his knee.

“Melody, I think it’s time your grandmother showed you how to use a bow,” Katharine said.

And she didn’t mean for hunting squirrel, either.

April reached for Reno’s hand and held it tight. The sense of family was overpowering, like a charge in the air before a storm.

Austin moved toward the hall and nodded. “Reno, I need to speak with you privately in my office.”

When they left the room, everyone let out a breath and looked between one another. My mom gave me a tight hug before heading to work.

Izzy blocked my view, concern brimming in her green eyes. She didn’t have a speck of makeup on, and her freckles seemed paler than they usually were in the summertime. “What are we supposed to do?”

“Live,” I said. “That’s all you can do when the inevitable is coming.”























Chapter 7
 

“Here you are, Mr. Rain.” I handed the customer a paper bag with the Sweet Treats logo on the side. “Two peanut butters, one coconut macaroon, and a slice of pumpkin cake. The usual.”

My regular flashed a charismatic smile, his black eyes glittering as I met his gaze. Not something most people commonly did with Vampires, but I didn’t believe in discrimination. What was he going to do, charm me for my fudge?

“I told you before to call me Atticus. Mr. Rain seems too formal for a debonair man such as myself.”

I didn’t know whether to take him seriously or not, so I just smiled and placed one of our new menus in his bag.

Atticus had a look about him I couldn’t describe, like an aristocrat. His short hair was a bright, unnatural shade of blond that suited him. He was every bit as regal as he was affable, so it led me to believe he was old.

“Is there anything else I can help you with, Atticus?”

His fangs slightly descended, and he quickly closed his mouth. He studied the display of new menu items, pretending to consider trying something new. That was his usual routine, but Atticus never bought anything extra. Vampires didn’t need to eat, but many still enjoyed the taste of good cuisine. It was quite the compliment to have a Vampire as a regular customer.

“See you Friday,” he said.

I leaned on the counter and watched him move briskly around a display, his long black coat flapping as he went out the door.

“Vampires don’t have to eat,” Trevor remarked, moving around me and tossing paper into the trash. “He just comes in here to stare at you.”

“So? He still pays.”

“Yeah? Well it’s creeptastic.”

“Don’t be so prejudiced. He seems a little lonely, but he’s a nice guy.”

Trevor snorted and wiped down the counter. “A nice guy who wants to drain you like a bathtub.”

I pinched his side. “Don’t be so cynical. You underestimate the power of my macaroons.”

Izzy had taken the day off since she’d worked extra hard while I was away on vacation. It was difficult finding part-time work in a Breed shop. Most wanted long hours or a high-paying job. I couldn’t hire humans because most of our customers were anything but, and eventually even the most clueless person would catch on.

I loaded up a box with leftovers to take home. Not everything would keep until the next day, and I preferred to serve my customers fresh food. Once I’d gotten a handle on how much inventory moved on a given day and which items sold, I limited how many of the less popular treats I made. Customers who loved those goodies knew to swing by early if they wanted any. We baked bread throughout the day, but I mostly stuck to desserts. A significant chunk of our income came from local businesses who ordered my cookies in bulk to sell at their bar or restaurant. I also catered parties and other events, but I preferred working in the store and seeing customers’ eyes widen at the display, their nostrils flaring as they drew in a deep breath.

I nibbled on a ginger cookie while Trevor cleaned the crumbs from inside the display case.

Trevor had soft features for a man, but the kind of face that gave him the allure of a rock star. Especially the way he styled his hair to half shield his eyes, lending to his mysterious persona.

“Do we have enough dough prepped for tomorrow?”

“All good. I took care of that,” he said. “Did you eat dinner?”

“I had some garlic bread.”

“That’s not enough.”

I smiled. “I’ll pig out when we get home. How’s that?”

He pulled up a stool and straddled it. “Did you see any action in Colorado?”

I shoved the rest of the cookie into my mouth, chewing slowly. “You guys need to lay off. It’s not like we went on a honeymoon.”

“No, I don’t mean sex. Everyone knows you saw more action than Reno in a combat zone. I meant with the pack-war stuff.”

“Oh, that. Just a local rogue who wanted to start shit with Austin.”

“Guess he wins the dumbass award of the year.”

“That’s why Austin doesn’t want to spread rumors until the Council works out a plan. I don’t have any trouble with the rogues who come into my shop, but I can see how something like this would give someone ideas on how to get away with murder.”

I walked around Trevor and set the box of leftovers near my purse. “Are you ready to head out? I’m done cleaning.”

Evening hours always brought a sense of nostalgia, reminding me of the old days at the candy store when April and I had been a couple of inexperienced girls who couldn’t imagine where our lives would lead. Sometimes I’d close up early to go hang out with April at the candy store, but it wasn’t the same. So much had changed—we had changed.

“Yeah, let’s blow this joint,” he said.

I lifted the box and moved around the counter. “I still think we should hire a Vampire for the night shift. Just imagine how much work they could get done since they don’t have to sleep. My prepping days would be over! Then we could focus on serving customers instead of rushing back and forth between the counter and kitchen.”

He switched off the main lights. “I’m not working with a Vampire. He might charm me into believing he’s not sucking my blood every three hours in the bathroom.”

I laughed. “You’re so…” The words tumbled away, and the floor slipped out from beneath my feet. I wondered if Trevor had switched out the lights, because suddenly I was immersed in darkness and had no sense of anything around me.

“Lexi! Lexi!” I heard Trevor yelling from far away. The sound was muted, similar to being underwater.

When I rolled onto my back, sparks of light began to appear, and then Trevor, hovering over me with panic-stricken eyes.

I blinked, my hearing slowly returning. “I’m… I’m fine. Wow, that was weird.”

“Weird? Jesus, you scared the shit out of me. I know I’m good-looking, but I’m not that good-looking. What happened? One minute you were talking, and the next, bam.”

I took his hand, and he pulled me to a sitting position.

“I don’t know. I blacked out for a minute.” I stared at cookies and cakes strewn across the floor, the box upside down and flipped open.

“You shouldn’t have overworked yourself,” he said, chastising me.

I had to laugh considering I’d spent half the evening sitting on my butt reading a magazine. “I had more exercise on my vacation.” My smile waned. “All that work mopping the floor… and now look at it.”

“Don’t worry about that,” he said, staring down at the mess. “I’ll sweep it up in the morning.”

“We can’t leave it like this; it’ll attract roaches.”

The bell jingled on the door, dragging our attention away.

“We’re closed,” Trevor called out.

A shadow of a man stood before us, his beige coat much too long for his modest height. When he stepped forward, one of the track lights from above shone on his face, and I gasped.

“Charlie?”
 

Trevor brewed a pot of coffee while I locked up the store and seated Charlie at a small table.

“You haven’t changed,” I remarked, noticing his thin hair and spectacles. “Last I heard, you had cancer and died.”

Could he sense the contempt in my voice? Because the tension in the air was palpable.

Charles Langston, my old boss, had always reminded me of a college professor, not just in looks but also his demeanor. He appeared to be in his late fifties, relatively short for a man, unremarkable features, and too pale to live in the South. The lines etched in his forehead weren’t deep, but they were a visible roadmap to the life he must have lived. He had kind eyes brimming with wisdom, and they made you feel like you could open up to a man like him.

He sipped the coffee from his white cup and glanced over his shoulder at Trevor, who was busy sweeping up cookie crumbs. “I’m a Mage. I conceal my light to blend in easily with the humans. Other Breeds think I’m a Relic, and that’s fine by me. Less trouble.”

The sound of my fingers drumming on the table filled the awkward silence that followed. “I don’t know whether to be pissed off at you for making me cry over your death or relieved that you’re alive.”

Charlie added another packet of sugar to his coffee. “The attorney you met is a friend of mine; it’s not the first time he’s helped me wrap things up and fake my death. So I slowly withdrew, made people think I had an illness, and drafted up some documents with my lawyer regarding the company and my finances. I did business on the human side of town, so I needed to make it look real with my neighbors, the legal system—everyone. A female friend of mine drove down and set me up with a new identity.”

“You also skipped town on a loan shark without settling your debts.”

He set down his paper cup, steam rising from the top, and put his hands in his lap. “So you know about that.”

All I knew was what Reno had mentioned years ago. Charlie owed Maddox, but he didn’t say why.

“Did you think faking your death would get rid of the debt?”

Charlie pushed his small wire-framed glasses farther up his nose. “That’s not why I left. Because I choose to live in the human world, I have to fake my death and move on when the time is right. My Creator made me over four centuries ago, and not by my choice. I was an educated man, and he had a desire to learn. When I gained my independence, I broke ties with the Breed world. Years ago, your brother came into Sweet Treats asking for a job. Not for himself, but for his little sister. That’s an admirable quality for a man to have, looking out for his family that way. I’d seen you in the store a few times with your friends and sensed you were Breed, so my curiosity was piqued as to why you were living with humans.”

“I didn’t know I was a Shifter. That’s a long story.”

“Most stories worth telling are long.” He took another sip of coffee and warmed his hands around the cup. “I liked mentoring you, Lexi. You always had a good head for business; you just didn’t give yourself the benefit of the doubt. That kind of confidence comes with age and experience, but I saw enough potential to know that you would never get too comfortable in a job that didn’t challenge you. Maybe I wanted to help because I sensed you were a Shifter, though I couldn’t tell if you’d gone through your first change.”

“I thought a Mage couldn’t sense what Breed people were?”

He shrugged. “It depends. Some of us have learned to read energy, but mostly it was in your personality. Shifters have remarkable qualities that separate them from others, traits I find most amusing.”

I folded my arms. “Glad you kept me around for your amusement.”

He pursed his lips and sat back. “Maybe I wanted to keep an eye on you since you seemed a bit lost. Your energy wasn’t as strong as the other Shifters, so I thought you were a defect. Without a pack, you’d have to work twice as hard to support yourself through the years.”

“Why did you leave?”

Charlie pulled the collar of his shirt away from his neck. “I had a conversation with April one morning while setting up the displays. She mentioned her father’s car going over a bridge when she was younger. It’s funny how you can run away from your mistakes, and yet they always seem to track you down.”

“What does her father have to do with you?”

I turned to look at the front door when it suddenly opened.

“Jeez, it’s like winter out there!” April exclaimed, tucking her hands back into her thin jacket. “I should watch the weather channel more often. So why did you call me over? Car trouble?”

Impeccable timing, I thought to myself. If Charlie walked out and I never saw him again, I would have regretted not having called April to witness this unexpected appearance.

It took her a minute before she recognized Charlie, and her smile withered, replaced with shock. When she didn’t speak, he stood up and cleared his throat.

“April, you’ve grown into a beautiful woman. But I can still see that young girl who used to hide her romance novels in the cabinet beneath the register. You’ve embraced the natural beauty of your hair. I much prefer it that—”

Without warning, April threw her purse at him, and he flinched. “How dare you!”

He held his hands up. “Let me explain.”

“Explain how you pretended to have cancer and die? Now you show up and want to compliment my hair? I don’t understand. You lied to us! I cared about you, Charlie. I looked up to you like a father.” Tears swam in her hazel eyes, and her lip quivered.

Trevor approached her with open arms. “Come here, babe.”

She tried to fight him, but he stroked her upper arms and calmed her down. A smudge of eyeliner crawled down her cheek with a teardrop, and he wiped it away. When Reno wasn’t around, Trevor guarded April like a watchdog.

Charlie’s feet were rooted in place, and I remained seated, still reeling from shock myself. Maybe I’d whacked my head on the floor harder than I thought.

April pushed Trevor out of the way and approached Charlie with alarming speed.

He backed up a step. “You might want to hold on to that anger, because what I’m about to tell you will change everything you thought you knew.”

She hesitated, her hands clenched. “What do you mean?”

The tension in the room crackled like fallen electrical wires.

Charlie locked eyes with her and kept his voice steady. “I’m the one who hit your father’s car.”

April blanched.

“What the fuck?” Trevor hissed.

“It was an accident,” Charlie admitted. “I was stupidly driving drunk and had a collision. He died instantly; there was nothing I could do. I panicked and called the only person I knew who could make the scene look like an accident. You have to understand that the last place a Mage wants to end up is in a human jail.”

She shook her head. “You’re a Mage? You—”

“I got a new identity, closed my hot dog shop, and leased out some space for a candy store. Driving drunk that night was the worst mistake of my life, and not a day passes I don’t think about it. But you see, I couldn’t get involved with the human police. I’m immortal, and a life sentence would be long enough to raise suspicion. My prints were all over the car, my paint embedded in his… I panicked.”

April’s gaze drifted down to the patterns on the tile floor. “Is that why you hired me, because you had a guilty conscience and thought you’d do me a favor?”

“No,” he said woefully, stepping closer. “I didn’t know he was your father—not in the beginning. I once asked why you never talked about your father. When you told me about the accident, I made the connection. Same date, same location. After that, I planned my exit from this life. I could have sold the shop like I’d done a million times and used that money to start over, but I wanted to leave you two something. You were always a motivated young lady, and I knew you’d recognize a good opportunity. I gradually stepped back and gave you two more responsibilities. It was the right thing to do. Staying would have meant deceiving you. To tell you the truth, seeing your sunny face every day filled me with the worst kind of guilt.”

My heart broke for April, but somehow she managed to hold herself together with a resolve I didn’t understand.

“My father’s death was a long time ago. Eventually every woman has to let go of the pain that will keep her from living a fulfilled life.” While there was conviction in her words, I certainly didn’t hear it in her voice—not in that moment. April was fighting off a rising emotion that quickly took hold, and she burst into tears. “You killed my father!” she screamed, her voice cracking.

April’s knees gave way, and Trevor held her up from behind until she steadied herself. Dark liner smeared down her face, and she gave way to the pain.

Charlie’s voice broke. “It wasn’t intentional.”

Trevor caged his arms around her from behind and stared daggers at Charlie.

I finally rose to my feet and stood between them. “Why are you back? Because this is a little traumatic for everyone. We would have been just fine living the rest of our lives thinking you were fertilizing a tree somewhere. Is it the store you want?”

“I don’t want the store.” He clasped his hands before him and regarded me with critical eyes. “I live on the East Coast now in Cognito. Rumors are spreading fast about a pack war, and we’ve noticed rogues leaving the city over the past few months. I don’t know if you’re aware of what’s developing, but I didn’t just come down here to warn you; I came to help. You might not want it after all the deceit, but this is bigger than any grudge you’re holding. I didn’t mean to take a life all those years ago, and seeing the aftermath of that destruction made me realize how every choice I make affects someone. This is a choice I’m making because turning away would be a sin.”

“It’s not your battle to fight,” Trevor said, stroking April’s hair.

“No, but ignoring something because it’s none of my business is the wrong thing to do. If you saw a human child wander into a busy street, would you keep walking? Didn’t think so. Sometimes we don’t have to be the same to feel compassion. You know the powers I have as a Mage, and I’ll fight for your pack.”

April wiped her face and stepped out of Trevor’s arms. “How do you know we’re in a pack? I’m human and—”

“And mated to quite an interesting man who happens to be a Shifter. I’ve been out of your lives, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t been checking up on you.”

April moved around me until she was standing in front of him. In a flash, she slapped him across the face. Without a word, she spun on her heel and stalked out the door, leaving her purse behind.

Trevor picked it up and shot me a conflicted look. “You okay to drive?”

I nodded. “Go after her.”

When he rushed out the door, I gestured toward the table. “Why don’t you have a seat, and we’ll talk.”

Charlie rubbed his cheek, the skin turning a bright shade of red. He sat down, his gaze drifting around the store until he focused on the Parisian painting by our table. “You’ve done a fine job classing it up, Lexi. I thought you’d knock out the wall in the old store and build a coffee shop like you always talked about, but this was a smart move.” He sat down and lifted his cup. “Expanding on the Breed side of town, I mean. It gets tricky living in the human world and having to deal with their taxes, laws, and hiding what you are. On top of that, you risk regulars finding out when they notice you aren’t aging. You’ll always have to sell and start over.”

“Is that what you’re still doing?”

“Nah. I finally capitulated and opened a hot dog eatery in the Breed district. Call me old-fashioned, but I always liked selling hot dogs. It’s nice not having to worry about taxes.” He sipped his coffee, and his grey eyes lit up. “But I guess you know all about that by now. Ever thought about selling the candy store?”

I shrugged. “We still make good money, and it belongs to April. I own it, but it’s always been her store.”

Charlie set down his empty cup and pushed it away. “I need to talk to your Packmaster.”

I huffed out a laugh and tapped my fingers on the table, irritated with his demand. “What do you need to talk to him about? He’s not going to set you up with a room so you can fight with us.”

“I really don’t care for moving in with anyone. I’m here to offer you my help.”

“The war might not even happen. Not for years, so you’re wasting your time down here.”

Charlie nodded. “True. But if there’s one thing an immortal has, it’s time. I’m not a naïve man. April’s never going to forgive me, and that’s understandable. I’m not here to win her over, because she has every right to hate me. But I’ll never be square with the fates unless I atone for my sins. I’m a penitent man, and the window of time I have to make peace with her is a short one. Time stops for no man, and she isn’t getting any younger.”

“You could have told us you were leaving. Maybe if you had confided in us, we would have understood.”

He laughed richly. “That would have meant telling you about the Breed world, and you wouldn’t have been prepared for it. And then to just leave you with that information?” He shook his head. “It could have placed you in danger with the loan shark I was working with.”

“Yeah, Maddox isn’t a forgiving man.”

His brows popped up. “How do you know his name?”

“Well, Charlie, if you’d done a really thorough investigation, you might have discovered that Maddox and my mother are now an item.”

He tossed his spectacles on the table and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I was hoping I wouldn’t run into him during this trip.”

I gave him a mirthless smile and carried his empty cup to the trash. “Karma’s a bitch, ain’t it?”























Chapter 8
 

Two weeks had passed since Charlie shocked us with his return. Austin spoke with him privately, although he didn’t disclose to me the details of their conversation. He didn’t want to upset April by mentioning his name in our house. Aside from that, Maddox would probably skin him alive. We were certain April hadn’t told Maddox; otherwise, he would have been out for blood. God knows we had enough to worry about with the rogues. I hadn’t seen Charlie since, and that was probably for the best. For several days I couldn’t concentrate at work—constantly looking up each time the bell jingled on the door, thinking it might be Charlie.

I licked icing off my finger and set the butter knife on the counter.

“Holy shitola. It’s like Betty Crocker had an orgy.” Denver stood in the kitchen doorway, eyes wide at the cupcakes covering every visible inch of countertop and table available. “What the train wreck is going on in here?”

“Want one?”

A hysterical laugh bubbled out, and he raked his fingers through his light hair, examining the kitchen as if it were a crime scene. “I don’t think one cupcake is going to make much of a dent. Is this for a client?”

I worried my lip and wiped a few crumbs into the sink. “No, I just wanted to bake some cupcakes. One dozen led to four, and the rest is history.”

“You’re a bag of nuts.” He lifted a red-velvet cupcake and licked the frosting. “Good thing the twins have been playing outside all day or else—”

“Wow,” someone whispered in awe.

Two boys with russet-colored hair stood in the open doorway, eyes as wide as saucers as they took in the unholy display of sugar.

“Too late,” Denver sang, gobbling up his cupcake in one bite. He wiped some icing on his faded, long-sleeved shirt.

“May we have one, Aunt Lexi? We’ll share, if that’s okay.”

I laughed inwardly at their politeness and held up a finger. “One each.”

They took their time, perusing the table and investigating all the different flavors.

“So what’s up with you lately?” Denver asked. “Does this have to do with why April’s been acting funny?”

When the boys began giggling, I peered over my shoulder and saw Spartacus standing on one of the long benches, licking a cupcake.

“Take him out of here,” I snapped. “I don’t need all my cupcakes covered in cat hair.”

They snatched their treats and raced into the living room, the cat under Hendrix’s arm.

“It calms me,” I replied. “I don’t know how to explain it, but baking is therapeutic.”

“You should let your mate work out some of those kinks.”

The next thing I knew, my face slammed against the floor, and I heard a high-pitched ringing in my ears. Denver was yelling far away, and everything around me had narrowed into tunnel vision.

“Call a Relic!” Denver cried out, his voice distant and muffled as if from a dream.

The sudden movement of people in my line of vision made me nauseous, so I shut my eyes. Someone rolled me onto my back, and slowly my hearing returned. I took a deep breath and looked up.

The first thing I noticed was Austin’s smell. Then it was the warmth from his hand as he rested it on my forehead. I concentrated on his eyes, drawing strength from his spirit wolf.

“Lexi? Can you hear me? What the hell happened?” Austin growled at Denver.

The look on his face frightened me.

Denver shook his head. “We were just talking, and she dropped like a stone.”

Austin lifted me into his arms and moved through the house. I nestled my face against his neck, drawing in his scent and using him as my anchor.

“Is something wrong with her?” Naya asked worriedly.

“We’ll be upstairs,” Austin said gruffly. “Make sure the stove is turned off.” He sighed and gave me a scolding glance. “Have you been standing over that hot oven all day? I knew I shouldn’t have left you this morning when I saw you pulling out all those bags of sugar.”

“You smell good,” I murmured. “Better than cupcakes.”

And of all the inappropriate times, I got the tingles.

He gently laid me down on the bed and began removing my shoes and socks. “When’s the last time you shifted?”

“Colorado,” I confessed.

“Jesus, no wonder. Why don’t you shift in here, and I’ll hang out and keep your wolf company.”

My shoe dropped to the floor.

“She doesn’t want to come out.”

He stood up with his fists planted on his hips, scolding me with his judgmental look. “Just as well; the Relic is on her way.”

“I’m fine.”

“Is she okay?” Trevor asked from the doorway. “Denver said she fainted again.”

Austin’s icy blue eyes narrowed. “What do you mean again?”

Trevor backed up a step. “You didn’t tell him?”

With a flick of his wrist, Austin slammed the door and shut Trevor out of the room. “What the hell’s going on that you’re keeping secrets from me?”

I eased up on my elbows. “I didn’t do it intentionally; it just slipped my mind. That was the night Charlie showed up at the store. I didn’t want to worry you, and I’ve felt fine ever since. It was my first day back to work after sitting on my butt for a week; it’s no wonder.”

Austin climbed onto the bed, sinking his weight on my left and letting me stroke his chin. “Are you hungry? Maybe you haven’t eaten enough.”

“I’ve had plenty.”

“Cupcakes don’t count.” He inched closer, his hand sliding up my shirt and resting on my belly. When I saw his pupils dilate and that amorous look on his face, I decided to let Dr. Austin examine me instead of the Relic. After all, he gave the most thorough examinations.

I took his wrist and moved his hand until it rested over my sex.

He flashed me a roguish grin. “Let’s wait for the Relic.”

But I couldn’t wait. The heat from his hand was penetrating through my clothing, as was the smoldering look in his eyes.

I stroked my fingers on top of his. “This would make me feel so much better,” I said in slow words.

His smile diminished. Austin slipped his hand inside my sweats and moved his fingers the way I liked—going deep and then circling right over the sensitive spot.

“Damn,” he breathed, and his eyes hooded.

The chemistry between us had always been intense. Sometimes the more I resisted him the stronger it became, as if we were two magnets drawn to each other.

“Please,” I begged, arching my back.

He nibbled my ear and whispered, “Baby, keep doing that.”

A flush of heat covered my body, and I wanted him to claim me. Austin consumed me with his alpha energy as he slipped his fingers beneath my panties.

One touch.

That’s all it took.

I felt it to the core of my being. It reminded me of our first intimate moment in this house, a thunderstorm crashing outside and Austin pleasuring me all night in every way but one. I trembled with desire now as I had then.

Desire rumbled in his chest. “I want to take you on a drive.”

Images flashed in my mind—erotic memories of things we had done under the privacy of a million stars.

I gasped, shocked by the intensity of my orgasm, which struck me out of nowhere. Austin massaged my inner thigh, moving his hand slowly up to my stomach and breathing hard against my neck.

“Jesus, Lexi. I can’t do this.”

He was trembling with need, so I rolled against his chest, swallowed up by his embrace.

“That’s okay,” I whispered. “I wouldn’t want to traumatize the poor Relic who walks in on us. She’ll think you’re the reason why I’m weak in the knees.”

Austin laughed silently and kissed the top of my head. “All right, smartass. Just lie still and let me know if you need anything.”

“I think I’m good for now,” I said with a smile in my voice.

***
 

“I do realize that you’re the Packmaster, but every patient I treat receives my absolute confidence,” the Relic told Austin in his proper British accent.

Austin was a tad jealous because, as it turned out, the Relic who had delivered Izzy’s babies had sent her partner, Edward, in her stead. Shifters don’t have much need for Relics since we don’t catch diseases and heal through shifting. They were only necessary if one of the kids got hurt or something didn’t heal right. Austin wasn’t thrilled to have a man giving me a medical exam, and maybe part of that was because Edward was rather dashing in a BBC Masterpiece kind of way. Dirty-blond hair with a stubborn kink, small eyes beneath brows sloped down as if he was deep in thought. His Grecian nose gave him character and made up for his thin lips, which were slightly angled. He also didn’t look older than thirty, so that didn’t instill confidence in my mate.

“Austin, it’s fine. Just let him do his thing,” I said from my seat on the bed.

Austin lingered in the doorway, staring Edward down. “I’ll be right outside the door. If I so much as hear one whimper—”

“I assure you, she’s in capable hands.” Edward swung the door shut in Austin’s face and whirled around. “Firstly, I would appreciate if you addressed me by my full name or surname, whichever you prefer. I never did care for Ed. Secondly, how long ago did you have your first spell?”

I scooted up while he dragged a chair to the edge of the bed and sat down, crossing his legs. “Two weeks ago.”

Without asking, he took my wrist and held two fingers over my pulse. “And you never had anything like this happen before?”

“No. I didn’t even faint the first time Austin did the dishes.” When Edward didn’t laugh, I said, “That was a joke.”

“Yes,” he replied, staring at his watch. Then he let go of my wrist and lifted each of my eyelids, shining a light back and forth in front of my pupils. “Any other unusual symptoms?”

“None that I can think of. What’s your last name?”

“Graves.”

“That’s not very inspiring for a Relic.”

He opened a black bag and took out a needle kit. “Back to your symptoms. When I ask if you’ve noticed anything unusual, I don’t mean in human terms. My partner has made me aware of your history growing up human, so I need you to think like a Shifter. Have you experienced any peculiar… behavior? Anything out of the ordinary. Let me assure you that anything you disclose will remain private.”

All I kept staring at was the giant needle he was prepping. After a moment, he placed it on a cloth and tied a strip of rubber around my upper arm. I winced, focusing on his question to avoid tossing the needle across the room.

“I don’t know. I’ve felt nervous lately, but there’s a lot of stuff going on right now in the house that could be the cause. I spent hours baking this morning, and I guess it wore me out.”

Edward slapped my arm and squinted, sliding the needle in. “You have beautiful veins.”

“I hear that a lot.”

He cleared his throat, focusing on the task at hand.

Hmm. Edward didn’t have much of a sense of humor. But he wasn’t unpleasant and kept a professional bedside manner.

Once my blood filled the vial, he removed the tube and expertly pulled out the needle. He replaced it with a cotton ball and bent my arm. I watched with curiosity as he cleared off the table next to me and placed three small bottles of clear liquid on the felt cloth. Then he opened a case and set a rectangular glass plate down, smearing a sample of my blood in three rows. Edward carefully removed the caps from each bottle, one at a time, and replaced them with a top that allowed him to squeeze a drop onto each blood smear. He watched it for a moment and then began humming.

“Are you new?” I asked.

He gave a lackluster reply. “I’ve been in practice for thirteen years.”

“Why did you come here?”

“Hard to find clientele in England. There are more Relics than you can imagine, and we tend to hand down clients through the family.”

“So you left all your clients behind?”

“Actually, my parents spent a great deal of time procreating, so after they retired, my older siblings took all their clients. Sometimes it’s not advantageous to be the youngest in a large family of Relics. That left me with plenty of opportunities,” he said, adding something blue to my vial of blood and then giving it a shake.

I’d never really given it much thought. Relics inherit knowledge from their ancestors who often specialize in different Breeds, but without clients, their skills go to waste. They worked as doctors, therapists, and even advisors. Immortals and other Breeds liked to keep their secrets within the same family, so they usually formed a close relationship with only one.

“Is this kind of thing normal?” I asked. “I mean, a sick Shifter.”

Edward rolled the vial between his fingers and then looked at the glass plate. One of the streaks turned orange. “I’ve seen all kinds of afflictions in my time, and there are a number of defects that can pass down genetically. Is there anything I should know about your parents?”

I laughed and snorted hard enough that it broke his concentration. He gave me a bemused look.

“Sorry, it’s not you. I don’t know who my parents are. My mother was killed, and my father was a drifter.”

“How very tragic for you.”

“Not as tragic as your cable-knit sweater.”

Edward didn’t bat an eyelash as he cleared off the table and wiped down his glass plate. “I don’t mean that offensively, only that Shifters and Relics are similar in that we cherish family. Not all Breeds have the luxury of having children.”

“Family isn’t who you share blood with but who will bleed for you. It’s the people who love you through your tragedies and stick around.”

“We must move forward,” he agreed. “If you ever want to speak with someone privately, my services are reasonable. Sometimes we can’t say everything to those we’re close to, and it helps to have an unbiased person to listen.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said, wondering if I’d just agreed to see a shrink.

“How’s your mate been feeling?”

My stomach dropped, hoping this wasn’t something contagious. “Fine, as far as I know.”

Edward smiled, snapping his bag shut. “No strange behavior? Trying to feed you, sexually satisfy you without intercourse, standing closer to you than normal in the company of strangers?”

Well, that seemed a little personal.

“Now that you mention it, we were at the bar the other night and he kept putting his arm around my waist. Austin sometimes gets jealous, but he’s not an insecure man. So it seemed a little weird when he escorted me into the bathroom. Call me old-fashioned, but this girl likes to pee alone.”

“Perfectly normal,” he said. “I’d like to extend my congratulations.”

“For what?”

He tipped his head to the side. “Well, it appears this is nothing more than the usual symptoms associated with pregnancy.”

I pulled my legs up, and his brows knitted.

“Is something wrong?”

“Um, are you sure I’m pregnant?”

He laughed brightly and studied a photograph on the wall. “Even if I didn’t have my test kit, I’d suspect it based on both of your symptoms. His wolf’s probably sensed it by now, but Austin hasn’t. I suspect in another week he would have figured it out on his own.”

“Why did you have to draw all that blood?” I complained, removing the cotton ball from my arm and tossing it into the wastebasket. “I could have bought one of those tests at the store and saved everyone some time.”

“I’m afraid those aren’t terribly accurate where Shifters are concerned. I hope you haven’t relied on them in the past. Sometimes it gives false positives because your chemistry is different. Is this not good news?”

“I’ve had… miscarriages in the past. The other Relic said she thought it might have something to do with me going through my first change so late.”

“How many have you had?” he asked, lowering his voice to a whisper.

“Five.”

A grim look crossed his expression. “How regretful. Which trimester?”

“The first. I was usually sick; everything feels totally different now.”

He patted my knee. “That’s a good sign. Also, your changed behavior indicates the pregnancy has taken hold. Those urges increase as the weeks and months go by. Eat a lot of protein. I’m guessing your mate has been trying to feed you a lot of meat lately, but that’s what you need. I’ll write you an easy recipe for a morning drink—just natural herbs. We’ll keep in close touch, and I’ll pop in once a week for the first two months if that eases your mind.”

I released a breath. “That would be great. Do you think… do you think this one might keep?”

“Don’t overwork yourself,” he said, wagging his finger. “Don’t stand for long periods of time without either sitting down or walking. You should remain as active as you normally were, but keep the blood moving. The fainting spells aren’t uncommon.” He cleared his throat, and I noticed what an agreeable voice he had. Sharp and clear—very polite. “How do you wish to break the news to your mate?”

Damn, this was the part I was dreading. I wanted to throw up just thinking about it. I couldn’t keep this a secret—not with the Relic stopping by every week. Austin had said he wanted kids when we were at the cabin, but men say stupid things when women are in heat. He wouldn’t want to worry about a baby with all this pack-war stuff going on. The timing couldn’t have been worse.

“Would you mind telling him?”

Edward nodded respectfully. “Of course. Nothing to worry about, Lexi. If everything’s copacetic, I’ll be on my way. Rest easy tonight, and remember what I said about standing too long. If you work outside the house, take frequent breaks and walk around.” He winked and strolled toward the door. “I’ll see you next week.”

When he closed the door behind him, I sat Indian style and clasped my hands together. It was silent in the hall, and that knot in my stomach got even tighter as I tried to imagine what was being said on the other side of the door… and the crushed expression on Austin’s face.

The silence ruptured when a shout exploded into a howl.

A joyous howl.

The door swung open, and Austin’s bright eyes glittered with all the happiness a woman yearns to see in her life mate. It made me tear up, and he rushed to the bed and sat down, kissing my neck and face until I giggled and pushed him away.

His hands moved across my breasts and down to my flat stomach. He lifted the hem of my shirt and placed a gentle kiss against my skin. I feathered my fingers through his hair, daring to hope for the first time.

A few inquisitive faces appeared at the door.

“Do they know?” I whispered.

He glanced up and smiled. “I cleared their asses from the hall when the exam started.”

“What’s going on?” William asked, drifting closer to the bed. “I heard a shout.”

Austin rose to his feet and strutted toward them.

Yeah, strutted.

He had his swagger going on and the cockiest look I’d ever seen. “Anyone feel like going out for beers tonight? We have some celebrating to do.”

“What’s the occasion?” Denver asked. “Did you set an orgasm record?” He popped a few peanuts into his mouth. It looked like he’d made a pouch using the bottom of his shirt and had filled it with nuts.

“I hope the celebrating involves a bed for the guest room,” Wheeler grumbled, squeezing past Denver and into the room.

“I’m going to be a father,” Austin announced.

Denver dropped his peanuts all over the floor.

After a few beats, the smiles changed to laughter, howling, and dancing.

Yeah, dancing.

The pack didn’t know anything about my past miscarriages, but on that day, they danced in my bedroom.























Chapter 9
 

I spent the next three days resting in bed. After my dizzy spell, Austin urged me to stay home for a day before returning to work. When he started bringing me my favorite barbecue from The Pit (even though his mother had cooked stew with deer meat) and giving me foot massages, it was hard to say no. Normally a little pampering wasn’t something I’d complain about, but I’d grown tired of appearing weak in front of the pack.

“Knock, knock,” my mom said, opening the door. She glanced at the windows on my left. “It’s a pretty day outside. You should sit on the porch with me.”

I tossed the magazines aside to give her a place to sit, slightly embarrassed that all I had on was an oversized biker tank top with skulls, roses, and motorcycles. “I think I’m ready to come out of quarantine. The Relic didn’t recommend bed rest—that was all Austin.”

She sat beside me and fixed my hair so it wasn’t in my face. “My little girl is going to be a mommy.” Tears were shining in her eyes—the good kind.

“I hope so.”

“What do you mean? Of course you will be.”

I studied the tiny white flowers in her black blouse and admired the butterfly necklace I’d given her years ago for Christmas. Her dark roots with silver hairs needed a touch-up, and the signs of age were carved into her features like hairline fractures on a sidewalk. Thinking about children made me reflect more on my relationship with my own mother.

“Mom, I don’t want you to die.”

Just as soon as the words left my mouth, my heart constricted.

“I’m not going anywhere.” She smoothed her hand over my arm.

“But someday you will. It’s not fair that I get to live hundreds of years without you.”

She took my hand in hers and studied me closely with her blue eyes. “Hon, I don’t need to live more than one lifetime. I’m just glad that you’ll have a long life—both you and Maizy. Maybe you can get things right the way I never did. Do I like getting old? No. I hate that my lips are disappearing, and I have to comb my hair a certain way because it’s thinning on top. And no matter how much walking I do, I can’t get rid of these bingo wings.”

I busted out laughing. “You don’t have bingo wings,” I said, pinching her upper arm.

She smiled, a small dimple appearing on her cheek. “I hate the idea of aging. But I don’t mind the idea of dying. It’s a natural part of life and something everyone will have to face sooner or later, even you. So there’s no sense in being afraid of something you have no control over.”

“Maddox doesn’t mind?”

I’d never really pressed on their personal arrangement, because I was afraid my mother might think I had doubts about it.

“Maddox loves me, sweetie. We had a long discussion about this and decided that we have to do what makes us happy. Love isn’t conventional.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Someday I’ll be gone, but I’ll still be here every time you look into your children’s eyes. We don’t have to be related for you to see that. Every time you teach them the things I taught you, I’ll be there. Whenever you see the color blue and want to roll your eyes because of how much I loved it, you’ll remember me, and remembering means I’m never really gone.”

Without a word, I gave her a hug and wept against her shoulder. She stroked my back, assuring me it would be okay.

I leaned back and took a shaky breath. “I’ve had several miscarriages.”

Her lips parted in surprise. “You didn’t tell me that! I feel just awful you had to go through that alone.”

“It’s private. Please don’t tell the pack. That’s why I’m scared to be excited over this pregnancy. I’m afraid to fall in love with the idea of it.”

She wiped the tears off my cheeks. “This baby needs you to love it no matter what your fears are. I wish you would have told me about all this.”

“I had my reasons.”

“Maybe this one will feel all the love and support from the family. Where’s that brave girl I raised?”

“She’s feeling like a chickenshit.”

Her gaze drifted. “When your father—”

“He wasn’t my father.”

“Well, when Nelson brought you home, I didn’t know if I’d be able to keep you. You weren’t ours. He took you away from someone, but I couldn’t let the impermanence of how long we might have together stop me from loving you. Things will work out one way or the other—the way they’re meant to. Love takes courage. Why don’t you come outside and get some fresh air? I think that’s what you need instead of staying cooped up in here all day like a hen.”

Wheeler poked his head in the room. “Is she coming out, or am I dragging her by the heels?”

“You just try it,” I said. “Because I have a waxing kit that would love to meet your face and chest.”

He frowned but not at me. A long black tail that kinked at the end moved past him, but I couldn’t see anything more. Spartacus leapt onto the bed and sat down, staring at me with his freakish yellow eyes.

Mom stood up and fixed her hair. “We’re going to have to do something about that cat. When the baby comes, he’s not allowed in the nursery.”

“Nursery?” Wheeler opened the door all the way and leaned on the doorjamb, dressed no better than I was in a sleeveless shirt with a black panther on the front. “We’re Shifters, Lynn. Babies belong in the bedroom with the parents. Like over there.” He motioned toward an empty spot on the left side of the room with a window on each wall.

My mom put her hands on her hips. “And how is Lexi supposed to get any sleep with the baby fussing every two hours? Sometimes they cry for a little while, and you have to let them go back to sleep on their own or else they become dependent on you picking them up at every whimper.”

He chuckled darkly. “That’s why I suggested Austin’s side of the bed. It’ll do him some good.”

Mom lifted the cat off the bed and gave Wheeler a peevish glance when she passed by him. “Maybe we should rotate diaper duty.”

When Mom moved out of sight, he scraped his teeth across his lower lip. “I need to learn when to keep my mouth shut.”

“You haven’t been able to do that for decades. Why start now?” I swung my legs off the bed and stood up.

Wheeler charged forward and slipped his arm around me. “You okay, sweetheart?”

“I’m not an invalid.”

“No, you’re just the Packmaster’s pregnant mate. It’s a big fucking deal, just so you know. Not everyone who has kids has an alpha, and if you don’t have one the first time, well… that’s probably the only shot you get. Alphas have better odds of having an alpha son the first time around.”

“So? Jericho has two alphas, in case you forgot.”

“Some of these assholes who have alpha kids don’t raise them right, and the kids grow up to be rogues. Lennon and Hendrix are good kids, but if Jericho fucks it up and doesn’t teach them how to be leaders, then they might end up delivering pizza for a living. If you’re looking at a Packmaster’s son, you’re pretty much looking at a future Packmaster in the making.”

He walked me into the hall, and then I created distance between us. The last thing I needed was the pack seeing me as a weak link. We entered the game room where Maizy and Denver were playing a game of pool. By the intense look on Denver’s face, Maizy was clearly winning.

“Well, look who decided to join the living,” Denver said, taking his shot. The ball cracked against the other and bounced around the table. “Did you get bored with all the sponge baths or did Aus finally get tired of being emasculated?”

I sat on the barstool to the left and tossed a peanut at him. “So what’s been going on around here lately? I feel out of the loop.”

Maizy put her pool stick in the cue rack. “Katharine’s been teaching Mel how to shoot with an arrow. She’s pretty good at it, but I don’t think she has the heart to kill an animal. Meanwhile, poor April hasn’t been able to eat anything Katharine’s cooked. She goes to her room during dinner so she doesn’t offend anyone. She’s afraid the main course will be one of the critters that hangs out at the squirrel feeder.”

Wheeler poured himself a glass of whiskey in front of me. “Reno should take her out to a restaurant instead of sneaking food to the bedroom.”

I rolled my eyes. “You know April doesn’t like eating out.”

Denver leaned between us and grabbed a bowl of honey-roasted almonds. “Yeah, she’s afraid someone’s going to hock a loogie in her food.”

Wheeler knocked back his drink. “I don’t see what’s wrong with Ma’s food. She cooks a mean venison chili. You could use some of that meat on your bones, Lexi. You have two to feed now.”

I shrank in disgust. “I’ll be the first to admit I’m spoiled with prepackaged food. Why hunt if you can buy it at the grocery store?”

“Because one day there might not be a grocery store. You might be in a situation where you have no choice.”

“Well, if there’s a food apocalypse, then my wolf will hunt and eat for both… oh wait.”

Wheeler licked the rim of his glass with the tip of his tongue. “See? It’s all dandy when it’s just you, but you can’t shift anymore until that baby’s born. It’s too dangerous, and your wolf won’t let you anyway.”

Every hair stood on end when a faint scream cut through the chatter.

We sprang from our chairs and hurried through the hall and down the stairs. The scream intensified, becoming recognizable as one of the children. Wheeler shot ahead of us and flew out the front door, jumping off the porch and moving on instinct. It took me a minute to get my bearings and find out which direction it was coming from.

My blood ran cold when I saw Hope, Lorenzo and Ivy’s only child, emerging from the high grass on the left. Melody was two steps behind, looking over her shoulder as if someone was following them. Hope’s face was stained with crimson, and Wheeler almost stumbled backward when he saw her. After he glanced at Melody to be sure she was all right, he lifted Hope into his strong arms.

“Call a Relic!” he bellowed, sprinting toward the house.

“On it!” Denver disappeared behind me, bumping into Maizy and my mother, who were both coming outside.

They rushed toward the blue-haired teenager. Mel carried a look of horror on her face as she stumbled into my mother’s arms. Uncertain of the danger, they led her back to the house as quickly as possible.

Wheeler hurried past me, and I caught a glimpse of blood as he went inside.

Melody ascended the steps, but her eyes were fixed on the grassy field. A gust of wind blew her razor-cut hair in front of her face. “It happened so fast,” she said, her breath shaky. Melody gulped some air and took a step away from my mom. “One second we were playing down by the oak tree, and the next… he attacked her.”

“Who?” I asked, rage heating my veins like lava.

Her large green eyes glittered with memories. “A wolf. A Shifter. I could sense him, and he went right for her. I grabbed a stick to beat him off, and when she screamed, I guess it startled him, and he ran away. Shifters aren’t supposed to attack girls, are they?”

No, they weren’t. Even in animal form, Shifters were reluctant to turn on women or children, not unless they perceived them as an enemy.

“Everyone inside,” I growled.

***
 

Only a few minutes had elapsed since the rogue had attacked the girls. Wheeler placed Hope on a sofa in our downstairs study so Katharine could assess her injuries.

Melody peered into the room. “How is she?”

“Come with me, sweetie.” Maizy led her out of the room and closed the door behind them. I turned my attention back to Hope, who was lying unconscious on the small sofa. She was the embodiment of innocence and wisdom, and it tore me up to see that someone had hurt her.

“What did you give her?” I asked Katharine.

“Something I always carry with me. Once you have your own children, you’ll learn that the most crushing experience a mother can endure is to see her child in pain.” She stanched the bleeding by pressing a bloody towel against Hope’s temple. “I’ve given her just enough to let her sleep peacefully while we control the bleeding. Head wounds always look worse than they actually are. I don’t want to traumatize the poor dear.”

“What kind of depraved animal would attack a little girl?” I asked.

William stood by the window, keeping watch. “Someone who’s trying to pick off the weaklings from the herd. Have you ever watched how lions hunt?”

“That’s sick.”

“Indeed.” He pivoted around, his tattered black jacket swirling with him. William’s head was a mess of waves and curls, and I could barely see his eyes.

Not that I wanted to see his eyes.

I hadn’t seen a look of murder in them since the time he’d gone after Trevor’s ex. When Wheeler brought Hope into the house and William saw the brave girl crying, he’d looked ready to skin someone alive. Wheeler had shifted to guard the property while we waited for Austin and Reno to arrive, and they were no doubt running every red light to get home as fast as they could.

A knock sounded at the front door, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God. It must be the Relic.”

Their approaching footsteps rattled the floorboards, and when Edward swung the door open, he went straight toward the teenager without breaking stride.

Edward set his black bag on the floor and changed places with Katharine, holding the bloody rag to Hope’s temple. “Has she been unconscious this whole time?” he asked, his British accent more difficult to understand when he spoke quickly.

“No,” Katharine said. “I sedated her.”

He gently lifted the rag and examined her wounds, the cadence of his voice more controlled and calming. “Yes, I can see three puncture marks. One on the temple and two under her jaw. They’ll require a few stitches. Rest assured this isn’t serious. I’ll just need to patch her up before infection sets in. It’s a good thing it wasn’t close to her eye.”

Edward stood up and dragged a small chair beside her.

William stepped away from the window, turning his attention to the Relic. “Will she scar?”

The Relic rummaged through his bag before pulling out a cloth to drape over the chair and then lining up several instruments on it. “Show me a Shifter who has pulled through childhood unscathed, and I’ll show you my bum. I have medicine that will help reduce scarring, but I’m less concerned over her injuries as I am the cause of this wound. They said a rogue attacked her?”

I collapsed in a chair. “Yes. Mel, my niece, was with her. She said the wolf came right up to them and attacked without provocation.”

“Curious,” he muttered.

William’s jaw set. “What do you mean?”

Edward glanced over his shoulder. “Only that this is the fourth case I’ve seen in the past two weeks.”

“Children?” I asked in disbelief.

“The first one was not so fortunate. She was a small child who couldn’t defend herself against two wolves. Before I was able to get there, the Packmaster had already sent out his second-in-command to hunt the wolves and kill them. At first I thought it was a strange sickness going around—something new and unique afflicting Shifters. But the Packmaster refused an autopsy or further investigation. He was content with an eye for an eye. The other two children sustained minor injuries, but their stories were similar. I’m not one to pry, but I overheard talk about a pack war. Is that true?”

Katharine gripped the back of the couch, watching him treat the wounds. “I suppose there’s no sense in hiding the truth from a Relic since you understand the importance of secrecy. We know nothing about when or how, but we’re quite certain it’s coming.”

Edward prepped a needle for the local anesthesia. “Either their animals are growing restless for blood, or they’re creating discord by random acts of violence.”

I rubbed my eyes, my head pounding as the adrenaline began to taper off.

“Might I recommend you share this knowledge with the Breed community?” he suggested. “There are those who would be willing to fight alongside you. Yes, many would stand idly by and do nothing, but rest assured times have changed. Even if the number is small, it’s more than you have now.”

William looked upon Edward with doubt. “And would you be willing to die for a Shifter?”

Edward met his gaze. “Yes, as it so happens, I would. But I wouldn’t be of much assistance as a corpse, now would I? My skills are put to better use treating the wounded than carrying a gun. Consider me a different sort of ally.”

Trevor burst into the room. “Hold on to your panties, because a shitstorm is about to rain down.”

I noticed his dry leather oxfords, flecks of dirt clinging to the edges. “Is it raining?”

“It’s gonna be pouring in about ten seconds.”

That’s when it registered. The roar outside wasn’t thunder—it was Lorenzo’s Ferrari.

Trevor crossed the room and stood at the end of the sofa, looking down at the injured girl.

At fourteen, Hope dressed so differently than Melody. Modest attire, earth tones, and a subtle influence of Native American. It was chilly outside, and today she had on a pair of tan fur-lined boots with buckles around the ankles. They seemed so large on her thin legs, which were covered with dark leggings and an oversized brown sweater.

Edward moved her long hair aside, running a white cotton ball soaked with peroxide across her face. “Let me numb her skin before she comes around. If I can manage to stitch her up before she even wakes—”

“Where is she?” Lorenzo bellowed. “Hope!”

The feral sound of a father’s roar penetrated through the walls and forced me out of my chair. I backed up toward William and Trevor, and they stepped closer. Lorenzo would never harm us, but the instinct to protect my unborn child made me more defensive than ever before.

Edward rose up and fell back a step.

The door crashed in and hit the wall. Lorenzo obviously hadn’t even put on a coat, because all I saw were his bare arms all the way up to the shoulders. His muscles flexed as he stalked toward the couch, brows drawn together in an angry slant, energy crackling around him.

When he reached the edge of the sofa, he dropped to his knees, where he cradled her head and spoke in his native tongue.

“You must be the father,” Edward said, his voice respectful and filled with compassion. “I’m the Relic summoned to treat her, and she’s in the best of hands. If I could just stitch up her wounds before she wakes—”

“Who. Did. This?” Lorenzo said in slow, menacing words. He turned his head and gave us a look so baleful that a chill raced up my spine.

“A rogue,” I answered.

“And where is he?”

“Here.” Wheeler appeared in the doorway. A dead wolf slid off his shoulders and hit the floor with a thud. He stood naked, with only his tattoos dressing his skin. “My wolf picked up his scent. He was on Weston land, so his ass was mine.”

Lorenzo nodded in approval, a swath of long hair slipping in front of his eyes. “Wrap the body. I want to hang him on my property line as a warning.”

“You got it.” Wheeler grabbed the wolf’s hind leg and dragged him out of the room.

Lorenzo turned his attention back to Hope, placing a petal-soft kiss on her cheek. I couldn’t imagine his anguish to have come so close to losing his only child—his beloved daughter who had awakened a side of Lorenzo I’d never known.

Edward placed his hand on Lorenzo’s shoulder. “Let me care for your daughter. There will be plenty of time for conversation later.”























Chapter 10
 

Austin shouldered his way through the busy crowd at the Blue Door. Normally Howlers was his hangout spot, but when private meetings away from nosy packmates were needed, he went to the upscale clubs because of the soundproofed rooms in the back.

The crowd parted when they observed three formidable Packmasters walking together, energy pulsing off them like a warning.

Austin closed the door to their private room, turning his attention to Prince and Church. “This situation is out of control.”

“You don’t need to tell me this,” Church said, heading straight for the bar. He slammed a short glass on the hard surface and impatiently poured whiskey, spilling it everywhere. “I received a call today that a wolf attacked my only child. Her wounds will heal, but that terror will forever stain her memories. A father’s job is to protect his child from suffering and mental anguish.” He began to take a sip, but then he suddenly threw the glass against the wall, and it shattered. When he turned, the cords of muscle in his neck strained against his turquoise choker. Church wiped his wet hand against his black shirt. “And tell me, Cole, what were the girls doing wandering out of your sight?”

Austin strode across the room and sat in a swivel chair. “The same thing they do on your property, Church. They feel protected because wolves pay attention to territorial lines and don’t attack children. This could have happened anywhere, and you better believe I’m mad as hell it happened on my land.”

Prince eased into the chair across from Austin, his dark hair tightly bound at his nape. He held the highest rank in their territory and looked the part in a blue dress shirt and dark slacks. He steepled his fingers, eyes downcast. “You’ve all heard of Katarina Kozlov. She has many connections as a former bounty hunter. I’ve spoken to her about the Council’s proposal. I can’t delegate my men to unstable packs who will flip on a dime and fight alongside the Northerners. My territory is substantial, and there’s no doubt they’ll target me with their strongest men. Kat believes they’re testing the weaknesses of the middle packs to figure out how many men they need to win that territory. Children tend to wander. These rogues want to see how closely you’re guarding your land, how many wolves respond, what you do in terms of beefing up security, et cetera. The more organized you are, the more men they’ll need.”

Austin widened his legs. “No more of this bullshit. I’ve got two packmates guarding the property at all times now. That’s all I can afford. This could go on for months or years, and I have to make sure everyone continues to earn their wages. My second-in-command is responsible for organizing the patrol and coordinating work schedules. The kids aren’t allowed outside without supervision.”

Church sat on a barstool, wiping his palm against his camo pants. “I’m uneasy with the waiting game. While they plot and plan, we sit here like easy prey. Why not hunt them down and drive them out?”

Prince swiveled his chair toward Church. “And how will you prove to the Council which rogues have malicious intent? This city is full of decent rogues, and some of them—despite what animal they are—are our allies. But it won’t take much to change their minds, especially if we discriminate against every Shifter who isn’t a wolf or in a pack.”

Church tilted his head to the side. “Then what do you suggest?”

“I’ve heard scattered reports of kills,” Prince stated, gripping the armrests of his chair. “I’ve fought many battles, and it’s more advantageous to capture prisoners to gain information. We need to find out who their leader is and what their plans are. I know a local Vampire who owes me a favor. He can charm them for information and scrub their memory when he’s done.”

Austin grinned. “That’s against the law.” It was more of a statement than a warning; Austin had bent the law many times in the name of justice.

Prince arched one eyebrow. “A man who follows rules keeps the peace. A man who knows when to break them is a Packmaster.”

Church slid off his stool. “I like the way you think. Tell me, what can we do to bait them?”

Austin bit his lip; he knew where this was going. The rogues were testing the smaller packs, and that meant only Austin was under fire. “I’ll do it,” he volunteered. “But only with your help. I’ll be damned if I’m going to send out one of my kids, so maybe one of the women will volunteer. Izzy’s a tough bitch, and if a Shifter comes up on her, he’s going to have a hell of a fight on his hands.”

Church knitted his brows. “What about your mate? Is Lexi not a warrior?”

Austin gave him a cursory glance before looking at Prince. “Lexi’s pregnant.”

Prince’s strict features melted into a warm smile, and his mismatched eyes glittered with admiration. “Congratulations are in order.”

“Didn’t think you had it in you,” Church remarked.

“Shut the hell up,” Austin fired back. “I respect our alliance, despite the fact you’re a prick who’s always digging up the past. But the one thing you’re not going to do without an ass kicking is insult my mate—directly or indirectly. Are we straight?”

Church grinned and gave him a curt nod. “As an arrow.”

“We’ll only do this once,” Prince began. “I wouldn’t want to endanger your pack more than that. What kind of support are you looking for?”

Austin took a deep breath and stretched his legs out, crossing them at the ankle. This was a delicate situation, and Austin hoped Prince wouldn’t offer one of his men. As generous as that would be, it might disrupt the harmony within Austin’s pack and cause fights. Austin was still on the fence about accepting that offer, because if it didn’t go well, it might create friction with the one man he wanted to keep an alliance with.

“I don’t want to deal with the disobedience a new packmate can bring. I also have two cats, and they don’t put up with bullshit wolf behavior.” Austin glanced up at the clock. “Do you think your betas can take charge for a little while so we can take care of this rogue?”

Lorenzo huffed. “How long is a little while? Are you suggesting that Prince and I stay at your home?”

Austin scraped his fingernail against the upholstery on the chair. “No band of rogues would stand a fighting chance against three alphas, but I only need you there as backup and to help question anyone we capture. We’ll see if they take the bait, but it might take more than a day. If it doesn’t work out, you go home, no worse for wear. Your packs aren’t in any immediate danger, but if you want peace of mind, tell your second-in-command to keep women and children inside until your return.”

“Are you not considering packmate donations?” Prince asked, switching back to the previous topic. “You’re in a position to request, or do you not trust my men?”

Austin had given it a lot of thought. Probably too much, and he’d lost sleep over it. “That’s something we can discuss later. For this particular job, it’s better if we’re all involved. Driving him off the property poses too much risk, and I don’t know your Vamp well enough to invite him inside unless you’re present. If the Council gets wind of what we’re doing, then trouble comes to all parties involved. Let’s keep our packmates out of it.”

“Agreed,” Church said. “Regardless of what’s to come, I’ve worked a long time to gain the respect of my elders, but these situations are a necessary evil.”

“Then it’s settled.” Prince rose to his feet and glanced at his watch. “Cole, devise a plan to get your packmates off the property for the afternoon. Be sure to let the young woman helping us know to keep this a secret from everyone, including her mate, until we decide our next course of action.”

Austin stood up and circled around his chair, resting his hands on the back. “Maybe nothing happens and we’ve wasted our time, but it’s worth a shot. If anyone’s watching my land, then they’re doing it right now. Especially when they notice that one of their men has gone missing. This is the best opportunity we’ve got. If we can’t catch one tonight, you two can sleep in the heat house, and we’ll try again tomorrow.”

Prince and Church exchanged an awkward glance.

“How many beds are there?” Church inquired.

Austin chuckled. “I’ll pretend we have business matters to discuss, which may or may not continue through tomorrow. We’re facing a pack war, so they’ll respect our privacy and won’t challenge me with questions. The heat house doesn’t have windows, so if we have spies on the property, they won’t know you’re there. I take your safety seriously. My pack won’t discuss your visit with anyone on the outside; they’re familiar with security protocol.”

Austin took a deep breath, the smell of stale cigarettes clinging to the stagnant air.

As if reading his mind, Lorenzo pulled a cigarette from a soft pack tucked in the pocket of his cotton shirt. “And what if a rogue sees us enter the property?”

“I’ve got two wolves on guard; no one is going to see you unless it’s from the main road. Leave your cars here, and I’ll drive. Duck down if that’s your concern, but I don’t think we’re dealing with the Shifter FBI.”

The light flashed by the door, signaling someone was requesting entrance.

“Are you expecting anyone?” Prince asked.

Austin shook his head and moved toward the door. He wasn’t on the best of terms with the owner of this place, but he’d spoken with the bartender about making sure no one disturbed them. Through the peephole, a distorted image of a young man was peering back at him.

“I don’t know this guy.”

“Let me see,” Church said, shouldering Austin aside. He cupped his hand around his eye and then suddenly jerked his head back, staring at the door for a silent beat.

Austin tensed. “You know him?”

Church unlocked the door, and they stepped back. “What are you doing here, Lakota?”

A young man with Native American features and blue eyes stared back at them. His hair wasn’t as long as Church’s—just past his shoulders.

“I see you still haven’t dropped that habit,” Lakota said, nodding at the cigarette in Church’s hand. “I spoke with Mother this morning and took the first flight out when I heard what happened.” He folded his arms and lifted his chin. “I’m here to protect Hope. I’m here to be my sister’s watchdog.”

Church tucked the unlit cigarette back into his pocket. “You shouldn’t have come. Your mother wouldn’t want you in danger. Your parents wouldn’t want you down here.”

One eyebrow arched into a sharp angle. “My parents are the ones who encouraged me to come. They revere family as much as you do, and they respect my wishes to guard my sister. My father shattered a lamp when I told him what had happened to Hope. Anyhow, I called your house, and Caleb told me you were here.”

Lakota was the son Ivy had given up for adoption. Austin had met him a few times when his parents brought him down to visit her, but he’d been just a boy then. Church treated him like a son. He was about twenty now and had grown into a strong man.

Church gave him a brief hug and patted him on the shoulder. “You have impeccable timing, Lakota. I’ll be away on business for a day—maybe more. I need someone to look after my family while Caleb manages the pack. You know your mother; she’s headstrong and doesn’t always listen to him,” he said with a laugh. “Keep them inside no matter how insistent she is to leave. She gets suspicious when I’m away, and I don’t want her looking for me and giving me something else to worry about.”

Lakota smiled and put his hands in his pockets. “No worries.”

“How long will you stay?” Church asked.

Lakota lifted his chin, the same stubborn chin that belonged to his mother. “Until the war is over.”

Pride twinkled in Church’s eyes, and both Austin and Prince greeted Lakota with a short bow. It was good to see a spirited wolf ready to protect his family. His adoptive parents had raised him right.

Church looked down disapprovingly at Lakota’s sandals and red T-shirt with a wolf’s head in a snarl. “Where is your coat?”

Lakota snorted. “Coat? I just came from three feet of snow and wind that will freeze your piss before it hits the ground. Your winter is my spring.”

Church shook his head and laughed. “Come, have a drink before we must leave.”

After they poured a few glasses of whiskey, Lakota said because Church and Ivy would have their hands full making plans, he’d felt compelled to come down and protect his half sister, with whom he shared an unbreakable bond.

He also mentioned that if they went to war, his parents had offered to come down from Cognito and fight by their side. Now that they had a plan in place, and especially after hearing there were outsiders willing to join in, Austin’s confidence bloomed that they might have a chance at driving out the rogues after all.

At this point, they needed all the help they could get.























Chapter 11
 

“Hell’s bells.” Izzy’s green eyes rounded. “You want to throw me into the woods as bait?”

Her fiery sass made Austin smile, as did the way she jutted her hip while awaiting an answer. She planted her fist on that hip, flaming-red hair spilling over her shoulders.

“That’s why I vacated the house,” he replied. “This is confidential, and I’m ordering you not to discuss this with anyone else until I give you the okay. I chose you because you’re one badass Shifter, but no one would guess it to look at you.”

Her ego stroked, she relaxed her arm and looked about the study. Both Church and Prince remained seated, drinking their beers and not interfering.

Izzy studied the men, amusement dancing in her eyes. “I could be playing laser tag, but instead I’m invited to capture a bloodthirsty rogue. Sounds way more fun, and I’m up for the challenge.”

Austin chuckled. “We’ll be close by and won’t let anything happen to you. This is important, Izzy. We need to lure one of them out of the woods and question him. After the interrogation, we’re letting him go. That’s why it’s crucial that you keep your wolf in check. They’re watching our land—that much I know. So let’s turn the tables on them. You down for a little covert mission?”

“Actually, I’m all in. Every time the pack has had a confrontation, I’ve been pregnant and missed out on all the fun.”

A burst of laughter erupted from Prince before he shielded his eyes with one hand and silenced himself. It was an amusing habit.

Izzy reached in her pocket for her ringing phone. “This is the party to whom you are speaking. … Hey, baby.”

She flashed a look at Austin, and he knew it was Jericho. He could have guessed anyhow because of the Pink Floyd ringtone.

Izzy shifted her stance and looked away. “No, I don’t mind. When have I ever cared if you came home late because of work? It sounds like good money. Hey, I have an idea. Since the gig doesn’t start until eight, why don’t I swing by? … Sounds like fun.”

Then she giggled and turned her back completely, whispering intimately before hanging up.

“Jericho just ended their session in the studio, but he got a last-minute call about playing at Howlers.”

Austin leaned against the wall. “I set that up with Jake, the owner. Heat doesn’t play in their bar as much as they used to, so he was willing to pay extra.”

“They certainly bring in the crowd,” she agreed. “Plus, Jericho loves a live audience. I’d like him to get back into that now that the kids are older. He’s such a doting dad, always afraid he’ll miss a moment. But I don’t think he should have to sacrifice what he loves doing.”

Jericho’s band sold their music on a private Breed website sponsored by Howlers. Jake got a cut of the money, but nothing raked in fast, hard cash like a live show. Jericho’s band still played, just not as much as they used to. They had families now, and a viable alternative for making good money.

“Why don’t you change clothes, and we’ll get this over with,” Austin suggested.

“Something wrong with my attire?” she asked, widening her stance.

Austin looked at her feet and shook his head. “I don’t know what it is with women and bunny slippers.”

“If they’re good enough for the Packmaster’s mate, they’re good enough for me.” She twirled around and grabbed the doorknob. “Maybe if I run fast enough, they’ll think I’m a herd of rabbits.”

“Colony,” Prince said from behind.

Izzy furrowed her brow. “Huh?”

“A colony of rabbits.”

“I thought a colony was for ants,” she said.

“You’re both wrong,” Church interjected. “It’s a warren.”

Austin stuffed his hands in his pockets, jingling a few coins. “No, it’s a nest. I met a guy up in Kansas who was a Shifter rabbit. That’s the term he used.”

Izzy swung the door open. “This is the silliest conversation I’ve ever heard. And for your information, it’s a herd.”

She flounced out of the room, and they chuckled softly.

“I rarely argue with the women in my pack,” Austin mused, strolling toward the window.

Prince tilted his glass toward Austin. “To that I can agree.” After he polished off his drink, he set the glass on a square accent table beside his chair. “If the Northerners challenge us to verbal warfare, I’ll send in Kat.”

“And I would send in Ivy,” Church added.

Austin’s heated breath created a thin veil of fog on the glass. “That would be a short-lived war. Especially if Lexi was on the front line.”

“Are you certain we have the rest of the afternoon to ourselves, Cole?” Church joined his side, turning his gaze out the window.

“One thing you don’t know about my pack is how damn much they love laser tag.”

***
 

The only way Austin could watch Izzy while remaining undetected was to shift and lie low in the grass. An alpha could share his thoughts with his animal, making sure they stayed on the same page.

His wolf stalked through the high grass until he reached a nearby creek, his senses alert. He approached the edge of the clear water and rolled in the dirt, using earth and dried leaves to conceal his scent. He pawed the ground and writhed until dirt was sifting through his fur.

Austin didn’t like using Izzy as bait, but these tactics were necessary to gain a foothold in this war. He’d learned a lot about extreme (but necessary) measures from his former years as a bounty hunter. Besides, Izzy only looked meek—when in reality she was fearless and fast on her feet.

His wolf sneezed and shook his head. Izzy would be coming at any moment to the spot where the girls had been playing. Austin continued to lie low in the high grass near a line of trees.

Izzy approached, whistling a tune and holding a bird feeder as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She paused beneath a maple tree, studying the branches while letting the feeder swing between her fingers. A bird fluttered skyward, shaking a few leaves to the ground. The gentle sway of high grass created a soft hiss as a brisk wind rustled through it. The wind reversed direction only for a moment—long enough for Austin to lift his nose and make sure he didn’t pick up any scents behind him. Austin had instructed Izzy not to shift, concerned her wolf might inadvertently kill the rogue they meant to capture alive.

Izzy began singing one of Jericho’s songs while she hung the feeder on the branch, making enough noise to wake the dead. She had a sense of humor, but she’d changed out of the bunny slippers and put on jeans and a sweatshirt doused in enough perfume that Austin was certain the wolves in Oklahoma could smell it.

He froze when he spotted a rogue up ahead. The white animal crouched low to the ground, stalking its prey. Austin tasted the air to catch his scent, but he was too far.

Izzy seemed oblivious as she continued singing, briefly peering over her shoulder at Austin. She had her fingers wrapped around the branch, preparing to loop on the feeder.

Meanwhile, just yards away, the rogue bared his sharp canines and stealthily advanced.

Austin patiently waited for an opportune time to strike.

The leaves rustled in the branches overhead, masking the sound of the approaching enemy as he stepped out of the thicket of trees and into the open.

Austin’s heart raced at a dizzying beat—pounding against his rib cage like a drum. He lowered his head, nails digging into the soft dirt, every muscle rippling with waves of energy.

The wolf charged, his paws kicking up dirt behind him as he moved like a bullet toward Izzy.

With lightning speed, she swung her legs up and straddled the branch. The wolf bit her pant leg, and Austin exploded into action.

Izzy shouted at the wolf, but Austin couldn’t understand what she was saying without concentrating. The second she shook him off and stood on top of the branch, Austin collided with the wolf, rolling end over end.

Austin felt a puncturing bite in his shoulder, and he yelped, returning the bite threefold.

While they circled each other, a second wolf caught his eye, skulking near a bramble patch that was usually dense with blackberries in the summertime.

A sharp crack sounded, and Izzy yelped, hitting the ground with a thud and landing on her back. Her hair splayed around her head like a halo of fire.

Austin shifted and seized the wolf’s throat. “Shift,” he commanded, channeling as much power as he could into his words. It was a risky move since there was no guarantee the wolf would comply—especially with blood in his mouth. As soon as the rogue shifted, Austin punched him in the face three times and knocked him out.

Prince and Church ran down the hill, eyes scanning the perimeter. When the second wolf caught their scent, he turned from Izzy and fled.

Church reached the bottom first. “I’ll track him!” he shouted, his body changing shape from man to wolf in a graceful shift. When his grey animal’s paws hit the ground, he took off at breakneck speed.

Prince rushed toward Izzy and knelt down. “Are you injured?”

She scowled, looking at the fallen branch behind her. “I think I broke my tailbone.”

While she did a quick shift to heal, Austin unraveled the rope Prince had brought and tied the rogue’s hands behind his back. He was a lanky fellow with scruffy hair on his chin, gaunt features, and a swelling eye.

It was a quick trip back to the house. Once inside, Austin dragged the hostage into the adjoining heat house.

To prevent a further scuffle, he moved one of the tables out of the way and roped the man’s ankles together.

Izzy surveyed the room, removing anything the rogue could use as a weapon. “Are you sure you knocked him out? Let me know if he comes around so I can show him my gratitude for ripping my good jeans.”

She bumped into Prince, who was entering the room from the long hallway.

“My associate should be here in a moment. He was waiting down the road on standby.” Prince nudged the rogue with his Italian-leather shoe. “He still hasn’t woken up?”

Austin folded his arms, thickening his biceps. “When I knock a man out, they’re lucky if they wake up.”

And he meant it. Austin had captured many men in his bounty hunter days, and he didn’t hold back on his punches.

The room had a musty smell, like old clothes that had been tucked away in a cedar chest for years. They used the heat house infrequently, so the natural smells of wood and linens had taken over. The living quarters were humble, yet provided occupants with everything they needed. At the entrance was a small bathroom on the left, a couch and television straight ahead, and a kitchenette against the far wall. To the right they had built a cubby area into the wall for the bed to give it a feel of privacy. Over the years, the women had added small touches to the room to give it personality. April’s books were inside the headboard shelf, Lexi chose the paintings, Naya always kept magazines in the drawers, Izzy hung a curtain to give the illusion of a window, and Maizy kept the kitchenette stocked. Some of the men were envious of the snacks they hoarded, which were off-limits.

Austin hiked up his jeans while the man roused from unconsciousness.

Prince strolled about the room and studied the Southwestern décor that Lynn had added.

Austin pulled a wooden chair out from a small desk and spun it around, sitting in front of the rogue, his arms draped over the back of the chair. “If you can hear me, you’re better off not screaming for help. Not unless you want a good skull-crushing.”

Prince draped a thin chenille throw over the man’s legs to cover his nudity.

Austin shot him a frosty glare. “Lexi’s gonna kill you. She loves that blanket.”

He leaned against the edge of the sofa. “I believe you can wash them.”

“Yeah, like I’m going to let her rub her face all over a blanket that touched another man’s balls.”

A knock sounded at the door, and Austin looked up.

Church entered the room, his shirt in hand and one of the laces on his boots untied. His cheeks and chest were flushed beneath his golden complexion. “The Vampire’s here,” he said, out of breath.

“Did you catch the other wolf?” Austin asked.

Church’s jaw set. “The varmint wanted a chase all the way to Dallas. I had to make a choice of letting him lead me into a trap or returning to help.” He gestured toward the rogue on the floor. “I’m sure he was heading back to his unit, and they’d love nothing more than capturing an alpha.”

Austin rubbed his bristly jaw against his shoulder, deep in thought. “Good point.”

“Did you invite him in?” Prince asked, pushing away from the couch and nearing the door.

Church briskly crossed the room and pulled his stretchy black shirt over his head. “He invited himself.”

A man appeared in the doorway, one Austin was certain he’d seen before in Lexi’s shop.

Prince invited him in and then closed the door. “Gentlemen, this is Atticus Rain. Thanks for coming on short notice.”

The Vampire had a friendly face—nothing memorable about his appearance other than his liquid-black eyes, which stood out against short hair that looked bleached to an almost silver shade, like Billy Idol but without all the spikes. Maybe it was his aquiline nose or rigid stance, but something gave Austin the feeling he was from old money. Atticus unbuttoned his long black coat while looking down at the gaunt man on the floor, who glared up at him with spiteful eyes.

Atticus smiled, his fangs punching out. “This shouldn’t take long.”























Chapter 12
 

“I’ve never seen anyone put away so many nachos,” Denver remarked with a hint of admiration.

I patted my belly from the backseat of his Jaguar. “They never give you enough in those paper boxes. I’m eating for two now.”

Maizy peered back at me with a wry grin. “But you ordered for five.”

I shrugged. “Would have been better with some chili and hot sauce on top.”

Denver lifted his visor and squinted at the house up ahead. “Do you think Austin’s done with his Grand Poobah meeting with the Packmasters?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “But in case he’s not, I think everyone needs to head upstairs to the game room. He’ll get pissed if we’re making too much noise and he’s still in a meeting with them.”

“What do you think, Peanut? A game of pool or a game of Denny?”

“Pool. It lasts longer.”

He chuckled. “But I have a longer stick.”

When she slapped his shoulder with the back of her hand, he snatched her wrist and kissed it adoringly.

“I vote for you two making some babies,” I said with a snort. “Then we’ll have cousins the same age.”

Denver waggled his brows at Maizy.

I teased my little sis because I knew she was holding off on kids for a little while. She wanted to get her feet wet with her reporting career before starting a family. Both she and Denver were young, so they had hundreds of years ahead of them to procreate. Maybe a few decades would help Denver in the maturity department.

As soon as everyone parked their cars, we got out and headed toward the house. Most of us were moving at a snail’s pace, exhausted from all the running up and down the ramps in the laser tag room.

“Whose bike is that?” Denver asked.

I glanced at the black motorcycle and shrugged. “Probably another Packmaster.”

Lennon and Hendrix raced each other until Wheeler caught the back of Hendrix’s shirt and swung him around playfully. Hendrix laughed, his eyes vanishing into slivers when his ruddy cheeks pushed up from his exaggerated smile. Wheeler disapproved when the boys competed against each other, so he usually stopped it, never picking on one boy over the other. Since they were both alphas, it was important not to show favoritism. When he released his hold, Hendrix took a slow stroll toward the house.

Naya snuck up behind Wheeler and ran her hands up the back of his shirt. Wheeler went rigid and gave her a provocative wink over his shoulder. Meanwhile, Reno and April held hands for a brief moment before he tucked her against his side.

Suddenly I was feeling like the extra wheel on the love train. Maybe I should have stayed home with Izzy since she hadn’t wanted to go without Jericho.

A gentle rain created a sound like distant applause. Trevor removed his shoes at the door and set them inside. He stripped off his necklace and belt before shifting into his wolf. Austin had two wolves on guard most of the time but had told us he didn’t want anyone on the property for several hours, which I found odd.

Reno’s wolf trotted outside, and I brushed my hand along his thick coat as he moved by me. He greeted Trevor for a moment before they branched in opposite directions, Reno toward the private road ahead and Trevor toward the field of high grass.

I picked their clothes up off the floor and folded them over a chair. My mom had gone to a meeting and would be late for dinner, but she liked the house tidy.

“Did you have a good time?” William asked Melody while hanging his keys on the nail above the letter W. He kicked off his shoes and ruffled his curly hair.

She unraveled the multicolored scarf from her neck and tossed it on a chair. “I demand a new system. The same people always win.”

He smirked. “Indeed.”

“I’m serious! Everyone always couples up, and that means I get stuck with you.”

He frowned dramatically, and Melody suppressed a giggle.

“You can’t play laser tag to save your life, Uncle Will. Next time, I want to team up with Uncle Reno. Or even Grandma.”

Katharine hung up her coat and sat down in the living room. “If you want to practice with the bow, I’ll take you out in a little while.”

Melody collapsed on the sofa, one foot on the floor. “I’m pooped. I’ve never had to run back to recharge so much in my life. Uncle Will was even shooting at me.”

He scratched the scruff on his jaw. “All I saw were blinking vests. Say, anyone want cocoa with marshmallows?”

I rapped my knuckles on the wall. “Can I have everyone’s attention? I need to make sure Austin’s meeting is over before we start rattling pans and blasting the TV, so I want everyone to head upstairs.”

“No problem, darling.” Naya patted my arm and then slinked up the steps. “I’ll get a game of cards ready. Girls only.”

“And why’s that?” Wheeler asked, leaning against the banister and wielding a judgmental look.

“Because somehow you men always invent a game that involves clothing removal.”

He winked. “That’s the only game where I don’t let you win.”

“Let me? You’re getting less funny.” She strutted the rest of the way up the stairs, and Wheeler leaned over the banister to admire her round bottom and curvaceous hips.

While everyone hung their coats and exhaustedly climbed the stairs, I poked my head into the kitchen and told William to do the same. He slept in a humble room in a hall behind the kitchen, and it happened to be a few doors down from Austin’s office. He complied and left the room while I tiptoed down the hall and gently knocked on Austin’s door.

When no one answered, I knocked again, this time pressing my ear against the wood. “Austin?”

The hinge creaked when I opened the door to the empty room.

Huh.

His Challenger was still out front, and neither of the two Packmasters had brought their own vehicle, which meant they had to still be here. I tapped my fingers against the doorjamb, wondering if they’d gone for a romp in the woods. When I returned to the living room, I heard the faint sound of chatter upstairs and pool balls cracking, so they weren’t up there either.

Which left me with only one conclusion. I headed toward the spare room behind the television in the living room—the one that connected to the heat house.

Much to my surprise, someone had locked the door from the inside. It was locked when one of us stayed in the heat house—that way if the kids were goofing off, they wouldn’t accidentally head down there when a couple might be in the throes of passion. We normally kept the key above the door for the mate when he wanted to pay a visit.

I stood on my tiptoes and ran my hand over the top of the doorframe. “Why did you take the key?” I whispered.

“Looking for something?”

I whirled around, clutching my heart.

Wheeler folded his arms, a smug grin on his face. He ambled forward and lowered his bearded chin, giving me a pensive stare.

“Don’t look at me like that.”

“You’re the nosiest woman I’ve ever met. Maybe they need privacy.”

“In the heat house?”

Wheeler snorted and leaned against the wall. “Why not? Three attractive men… alone…”

I pushed at his chest. “Cut it out. You can either go back upstairs and gnaw on some jerky, or you can help me out.”

Wheeler reached in his back pocket and retrieved a slim instrument from his wallet. “Move aside, sweetheart. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

He slipped one end into the keyhole and worked on it for a second. When he turned his wrist, the lock clicked.

“You’re the man,” I said in a singsong voice, patting his back.

“I get that a lot from Naya.” He rose to his feet and tucked the instrument back into his wallet. “Don’t tell Austin I aided and abetted, or my ass is in the doghouse.”

“No problemo,” I assured him, drifting into the room and closing the door behind me.

Drenched in darkness, I tiptoed to the right with my arms extended until I felt the door that led to the adjoining hallway. First, I removed my boots. Then I peered into the hall to make sure the opposite door wasn’t open. There were no windows, and tiny track lights were reminiscent of a hotel.

Harsh words barked out from behind the far door, drawing me closer. My feet moved across the floor soundlessly, and just when I reached the middle, the opposite door swung open.

Busted.

Austin’s stormy expression didn’t peeve me as much as the fact that he didn’t seem surprised to find me standing there.

“Out,” he ordered.

I put my hands on my hips. “Don’t you dare snap orders at me. I came to see if your guests were still around so I’d know how long to keep the pack upstairs.”

His sexy brows arched, but the only look he flashed me was irritation. “And you decided to pick the lock?”

My attention dragged downward. “Why are you barefoot with no shirt on?”

He opened his mouth but didn’t get a word out.

“And how did you know I was in the hall? I was in stealth mode.”

Lorenzo appeared on his right and whispered something.

He also wasn’t wearing a shirt.

I glowered. “Are you guys doing what I think you’re doing in there?”

Lorenzo’s gaze snapped up, and he howled with laughter. He wiped a tear from his eye and then moved out of sight.

Austin’s shoulders sagged. “Come on, Lexi. But this is confidential.”

He leaned on the doorjamb, and I sauntered toward him, a little mystified as to all the secrecy but slightly distracted by how handsome he was without a shirt. Austin was a man’s man. It was the total package—his tattoos, confidence, physique, and the way he always looked at me as if he was thinking naughty things.

Damn, that lean.

When I peered into the room, Austin whispered, “This is top secret, Ladybug.”

My eyes lifted to meet his gaze. “You can trust me.”

He nodded, assuring me he already did.

The heat in the room overwhelmed me, as did the foul stench of body odor and sweat. I wrinkled my nose and blinked in surprise at a familiar face. “Atticus?”

His expression grew stony, and he turned to face a painting of wolves. He must have been the one who’d alerted them I was in the hall.

Atticus Rain was always affable when he frequented my shop, but I wondered how friendly he really was when I saw the drops of blood spattered on the floor next to the body of a nude, filthy man.

My eyes fixed on the garment draped over the rogue’s waist. “Who put my good blanket on his dirty crotch?”

Austin briefly turned his back to me and murmured to Prince, “Told you.”

“What does the bitch want?” the man grumbled, his lip cut and swollen.

Austin bent down and struck him hard with the back of his closed hand. “Disrespect my woman again, and this won’t have a happy ending.”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out this guy was a Northerner who had made the mistake of trespassing on our property. With a Vampire on the premises, it led me to believe they were questioning him for information. Not only was it illegal, but if the Council found out, they could disband our pack, especially if Austin had involved everyone. A Packmaster protected his family, and sometimes that meant keeping secrets from them.

“What can I do to help?” I offered.

Prince unrolled the sleeves of his shirt. His forehead glistened with sweat since the heater had been running in a room full of hot-blooded Shifters. “We have what we need. Atticus is going to scrub him.”

“Fuck you,” the man spat.

Lorenzo pinched his bottom lip and slanted his eyes toward Austin. “How is the Vamp going to slip out without raising your pack’s suspicion?”

I looked between the men and offered a solution. “If someone asks, I’ll tell them he had an appointment to speak to Austin about a job at Sweet Treats. He comes in a lot, and Trevor’s seen him.”

Austin’s eyebrows rose high enough to touch his hairline.

Atticus gave me an appreciative nod. “I would enjoy working for you, but I’d have to wear sunglasses. Not very professional.”

I unzipped my jacket. “Well, I actually need a prepper to get everything ready for the next day, and our kitchen doesn’t have windows. You’re more than welcome to wear sunglasses to work; I don’t care about that kind of thing.”

Austin held up his hands. “Wait a minute. We’re just coming up with an alibi.”

Little did he know I was scheming to fit Atticus into my master plan. I’d been hounding Austin for years to hire a Vampire to help out in the shop. They didn’t require sleep and preferred night jobs since sunlight hurt their enlarged pupils. I had no problems with them, but Austin’s days as a bounty hunter had slanted his opinion.

“Just trying to make it believable,” I said, waggling my brows at Austin. “Atticus wouldn’t come all the way out here to speak to you unless I’d already agreed and you were the only obstacle between him and the job.”

Austin snagged my coat sleeve and tugged me into the hall. “Let’s go, smartass.” He glanced over his shoulder at Lorenzo. “When the Vamp’s done, send him out and lock the door.”

I glared at Austin. “I really wish you would quit calling him the Vamp.”

We strolled toward the house. “How are you going to get the rogue out of here without anyone asking questions? You’re just going to set him free?”

He paused near the door. “We found out he’s with a unit of about seventy men who are scoping our property. They’re camped out several miles north of our territory lines. If we don’t return him, that might trigger something early, and I don’t want that. We’re not ready. Atticus is scrubbing his memory from the time we captured him until twenty minutes after we let him go. We need that extra time so he won’t remember the drive or else he might start piecing it together.”

“I don’t get how Vampires do that.”

Austin shook his head, hands in his jean pockets. “Yeah. Strange shit I’ll never understand. He’ll command the rogue not to speak, and if the pack notices us leaving, then we’ll tell them it’s Packmaster business. Let ’em assume he’s from another part of the city; I don’t care. They won’t question me.”

“It’ll look more believable if you hire Atticus.”

Austin leaned against the door. “Will it now?”

“I’m serious. He comes into the shop all the time, and he’s a decent guy. Maybe it can be a trial period. Who brought him here?”

“Prince.”

“Well, that settles it then. If Prince trusts him…”

Austin chortled. “Ladybug, you’re a force to be reckoned with.” He reached out and smoothed his hand over my belly, a reverent look in his eyes.

I placed my hand over his. “If this one inherits our personalities, she’s going to be the force to be reckoned with.”

“Have you been feeling okay?”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed his soft mouth. “Feeling good, but I could be feeling a whole lot better.”

He growled, memorizing my hips with his hands.

“Ahem,” Atticus said, clearing his throat. “I’ll just be on my way.” He moved toward us at a swift pace.

Austin patted him on the shoulder as they went through the door. “Congratulations.”

Our Vampire friend gave him a bemused expression. “For?”

“You got the position.”

Atticus looked genuinely pleased. “I mostly earn wages for that kind of work,” he said, nodding at the heat house. “But I’d like to try something normal for a change. Money isn’t a motivator since I have plenty, but if you want to pay a little extra for keeping an eye on your family, then consider me a bodyguard.” His eyes slid down to my belly. “I’m sure it would give you peace of mind to know your mate will never have a moment alone in the shop.”

Austin pointed his finger. “If you so much as put one fang on her—”

Atticus laughed, his eyes shaping into crescent moons. “I assure you they’ll stay retracted. Blood can be an addiction for the weak, but we both know I don’t require blood to survive. As it so happens, I haven’t had a drink recreationally for seven years now. I only do it when someone hires me to read information, but that’s a rare request since charming them does the trick most of the time. Not all Vampires are very gifted in that arena. I give you my word. I won’t use any of my gifts on Lexi, nor would I drink from her. She’s…”

Austin’s jaw set. “She’s what?”

I reached out and touched Atticus’s hand. “I think I know.”

He inclined his head and left the room.

Once Atticus was out of sight, Austin gave me a skeptical appraisal. “What was all that touchy-feely about?”

I admonished him with a look. “Shhh. He can still hear you.”

People had to prove themselves to a man like Austin, but I knew in time he’d warm up to our new employee.

I released my hold and lowered my voice. “I used to think he came in for the cookies, but something else keeps him coming back. Kindness. People treat Vampires like trash because they’re afraid of them. No, maybe not them. They’re afraid of their gifts. Isn’t that the way humans treated Breed back in the day when they knew of our existence? Each time he comes into the shop, I look him straight in the eye and ask how his day’s going. I treat him like a person. That’s why he respects me. Everything’s going to be fine. It’s a good idea to have someone looking out for me when you’re not there; I can’t risk shifting with the baby. Besides, rogues wouldn’t expect a Vampire to fight for us.”

“And you trust being alone with him day and night?”

I chuckled and then covered my mouth before it erupted into my embarrassing Beaker laugh. “No, honey. I’m not going to make the poor man pitch a tent at Sweet Treats and sell us his soul. I only work long hours because of the prep work, and if he can do all that, I can focus on brokering deals with new clients. The Relic encouraged me to stay active.”

“Maybe you should take a year off.”

I tugged the belt loop of his pants. “Come on, Mr. Cole. Let’s see our guest out.”

He popped me playfully on the behind, and I squealed, padding across the room ahead of him. I glanced over my shoulder and he stalked toward me—eyes dark with desire.

We entered the living room and noticed Wheeler sitting on the staircase, chewing on a piece of jerky. “Who’s the fang?”

“How did you know he was a Vamp?” I asked.

Wheeler worked his jaw a few times and swallowed. “Nobody has eyes that black. Plus, he has that holier-than-thou walk.”

I snorted. “You’re one to talk.”

“So, who is he?”

Austin opened the closet door and reached for his jacket. “Lexi’s new employee at Sweet Treats.”

“Get the fuck out.”

I gave Wheeler a scathing glance. “Don’t you dare come into my shop and act like a jerk. He’s a good guy, and with everything going on, he’ll be extra protection. Austin has enough to worry about.”

“I’m sure the pack war is itching to start with a battle cry in a pastry shop,” he remarked, chewing on another bite of meat.

“Shows what you know. You’ve never been there on a ‘buy one get one free’ day.”

The door suddenly flew open and hit the wall. Austin shielded me with his arm, and we turned to look as a cool draft rushed inside.

Reno filled the doorway, naked and slathered in mud.

Wheeler chuckled darkly. “If cleanliness is next to godliness, then you’re going to hell.”

A fat drop of mud slid off his chin and onto my wood floor. “Ben’s back.”

I drew in a sharp breath.

“What do you mean, Ben’s back?” Wheeler ground out.

Austin had thrown Ben out of the pack years ago after he made a decision that subjected Wheeler to captivity and almost resulted in his and Naya’s death. I stood behind Austin’s decision because we couldn’t afford to have someone in the pack who not only might bring us down financially because of his gambling addiction, but who also had a blatant disregard for anyone’s safety except for his own. I loved Ben—we all did. We kept our doors open to him, but he never came by. Family functions were awkward, and sometimes we glimpsed him standing at a distance before he left. It broke my heart, because in all the years that had gone by, we still felt his absence.

“Can you put something on before this turns into a long conversation?” I asked.

Reno reached in the closet and dug around, mumbling some obscenities.

“Don’t get our coats dirty,” I said, shielding my eyes.

I heard coat hangers sliding around, and when the door closed, I braved a peek through my fingers. Reno had snapped open an Oriental folding fan and splayed it in front of his crotch.

Austin looked out the window. “Where is he?”

“Down by the creek,” Reno confirmed, rubbing at a patch of mud on his jaw. “Maybe I still got issues with the fact that Ben hasn’t given us an apology in all these years, but I don’t have anything against his wolf. My wolf forced me to shift back, so I don’t think we fought. His wolf tackled me in the mud and licked my face before I had a chance to stand up. I have to say… I’ve missed the son of a bitch.”

“Reno Cole!” April exclaimed from the top of the stairs.

Wheeler got up and strolled toward the window, peering through the lace curtains.

“April, I think you need to take your man out of here before my mother sees what he’s done to her fan,” I suggested.

Reno stopped at the foot of the stairs and fanned his face. “Yeah, princess. I think I need someone to clean me up. Why don’t you run the shower? I like it hot.”

Her cheeks bloomed red, and she bit her lip, turning away as if flustered, but invisible sparks were flying between those two.

While Reno ascended the stairs, I stole the space next to Austin and played with the edge of the sheer curtain. “Why do you think Ben’s wolf is here?”

He looked at Wheeler, who turned away from the window. “He must have heard something about the pack war. Whether he knows it or not, his wolf is here to protect his family. Men have too much pride, ego, and all that bullshit that stands in the way from things getting said. Wolves just live on instinct, and we’ll always be family to him.”

“Think he’ll stay long?”

Austin shook his head. “I guess we’ll find out. Why don’t you shift and go join him, Wheeler?”

“That ain’t happening.”

“You don’t think your wolf misses his brother?”

“The way I’m feeling about it, I think my wolf might kill him. Make sure he’s not on the property when it’s my turn to guard. ’Preciate ya.”

After Wheeler hiked up the stairs, Prince and Lorenzo emerged from the back room with a cleaned-up version of our prisoner. They’d also given him some baggy clothes. He walked between them with a vacant look in his beady eyes.

“It’s done,” Prince confirmed, heading out front.

Austin shut the door behind Lorenzo and put on his coat. “I’ll be back in a bit. Make sure everyone knows about Ben’s wolf on the property. If he wants to guard, then I’m all for that. I trust his wolf more than I do him.”

“What are you going to do with the prisoner?”

“Drop him off at a bar up the road.”

The door swung open, and Lorenzo’s dark eyes were blazing.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

He nodded toward the field by the house where Prince was standing. “The spineless leech of a man shifted. His wolf was confused and took off like a bullet.”

Austin cursed beneath his breath. “In which direction?”

“Toward the creek.”























Chapter 13
 

I followed behind Austin when he went to search for the rogue who’d escaped. We found his lifeless body lying near the creek.

Ben’s wolf had bravely defended our territory and left us the corpse of our enemy. He’d also fled the scene. Since the pack had just returned from laser tag, it would be impossible to get them out of the house without raising suspicion, so we were left deliberating how to dispose of the corpse.

“Why can’t we just bury him on the property?” I asked.

Austin kicked a stone into the water and scanned the woods nearby. “They’ll pick up his scent. Unless we have an airtight bag, which we don’t, a decomposing body doesn’t go unnoticed by a pack of wolves. We’re not ready to take on seventy rogues without knowing a damn thing about them.”

“Doesn’t Reno have a bazooka?”

Austin chuckled and stepped closer to Prince. “It’s getting dark, and I need to get this wolf off my land. Any ideas?”

Prince tucked his hands in the pockets of his wool coat. His face tightened when a blast of cold wind hit him. “I wouldn’t recommend using one of your cars. If they send a tracker after him, they’ll pick up his scent in the trunk. It’s better if we do this clean so they’ll assume he’s either a deserter or he defected.”

I made an exasperated sound. “I can’t believe this is my life. I’m standing around trying to figure out what to do with a dead Shifter. I don’t remember signing up for this.”

Lorenzo got on his phone and walked out of earshot. I was worrying about the children, the pack, my mother, and my baby.

“Problem solved in ten minutes, Cole,” Lorenzo said with a haughty lift of his chin. His long hair blew forward before settling across his shoulders. “Lakota is on his way.”

My jaw slackened. “You’re having Ivy’s son help out with hiding a body?”

“Aside from my mate, I trust no one more.”

“What about Caleb, your second-in-command?”

Lorenzo nudged the dead wolf with his foot. “He’s motivated by money. He’ll work me over to upgrade his car for helping out. He won’t get a new car, but I have no desire to listen to him braying like a donkey for the next four weeks.”

“Maybe this isn’t the kind of thing a kid should be involved in.”

Lorenzo folded his arms. “Lakota is now a man, and he’s strong enough to be a second-in-command if he finds someone worth serving. These are things he’ll be expected to do in his position; trust and secrecy are a part of that.”

“Why can’t you just call all your men over and we’ll take on these guys?”

Prince positioned himself as if blocking the wind from hitting me. “Because, young wolf, while we might win that battle, we do not know the repercussions of taking down an entire unit. They’re likely in contact with other units and know each other’s locations. That could bring a swarm to your territory. They’ll take you out for spite and make it look like a house fire, returning to their hiding spots until their leader gives them orders to begin the attack. Shifter wars don’t operate by the same rules you see on television. My woman is intrigued by human movies.”

“Sorry. I thought—”

“You’re a strong alpha, and it’s only natural you want to fight to protect your family. Once the war begins, each unit will be busy attacking their assigned targets, so they won’t have the resources to pool together like they do now.”

Pale storm clouds brewed overhead, and Lorenzo’s voice crackled with anger. “When the time comes to go to war, blood will stain our land—seeping into the ground and nourishing the roots of our trees. There will be no hiding bodies and concealing our actions. We’ll rise up and fight to keep what is ours.”

Prince glanced at his watch. “We wouldn’t be feuding with ourselves if Shifters had been given opportunities instead of closed doors. You cannot return a man’s freedom and yet deny him the same liberties that you enjoy. I’ve seen the struggles and know why it’s come to this.”

I shivered and leaned against Austin. “What if the Council were to give them land?”

“Doesn’t work that way, Lexi,” Austin said. “If you give a screaming child a toy, all it teaches them is that misbehaving earns them a reward.”

I laughed. “We’ll see what you think about that when you have your own screaming baby to contend with.”

Austin was right though. We’d discussed the topic before, but the negotiator in me kept looking for an out.

After several minutes of waiting and listening to Austin talk about his car, a rustle in the dry grass drew our attention upward.

A young man crested the hill, wind blowing the shoulder-length hair jutting out from his oversized beanie. He also didn’t have a coat—just a red T-shirt, which showed off his tan complexion. He grinned from ear to ear and spread out his arms. “We should hurry before Caleb notices his car is missing.”

Lorenzo huffed out a quiet laugh. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Lakota was my son in another life.”

***
 

While the Packmasters disposed of the rogue, Reno ordered Denver and Trevor to guard the property that afternoon and evening. Meanwhile, my mom and Katharine were arguing with George in the kitchen over who was going to cook dinner. You couldn’t pair two more opposite women, and yet they got along famously.

George’s skills in the kitchen were legendary, and he considered himself the master chef of the Cole clan. I preferred his cooking over Katharine’s simply because he bought his meat at the grocery store and made the best pot roast on the planet. After a brief squabble, he finally capitulated and sulked on the living room sofa, watching Transformers with Lennon and Hendrix—his favorite (and only) grandsons.

Sometimes a girl needs to get away from the chaotic world inside a pack, so just after sunset, I decided it was a good time to take care of some business.

April adjusted the car heater and held her fingers in front of the vents. “Are you telling me that you don’t have any problem working with a Vampire?” she asked skeptically.

My pink bunny slipper pressed on the gas pedal. “No, and I think you’ll like him. That’s why I asked you to come along with me tonight, so you can meet him. I thought I’d show him around the shop and give him the grand tour of the kitchen.”

“At night?”

I smirked. “I didn’t want a bunch of customers to be there. And besides, if sunlight bothers his eyes, then I should be a considerate boss and respect his differences. Right?”

She glanced at her blue fingernails. “I suppose.”

I pulled into the parking lot and switched off the headlamps. “If Austin wants two wolves guarding the house all the time, then there’s no way we’ll be able to keep the bakery open every day. There’s too much work to do and not enough of us to do it. At least you have the girls at the candy store. I can’t hire humans in the bakery; you remember what happened when Britt ran the store a few months back.”

When Maizy first introduced her wolf to the pack, we’d celebrated at the house. I’d foolishly thought it wouldn’t hurt to have one of the part-timers fill in at the bakery for just the day, but later that evening, my employee called me in hysterics after witnessing a customer shift into a hawk. Ned was an elderly Shifter who visited the shop infrequently. Sometimes he got overexcited while waiting in line, and he’d shift. Usually we’d put him outside and he’d eventually fly back to gather his clothes and finish placing his order. We’d had to hire a Vampire to scrub Britt’s memory.

“It’s not easy to find part-timers,” I continued. “Not to mention all the baking we have to do. That’s going to change with Atticus around.”

“You don’t think he’ll drive sales away?”

“He can wear sunglasses if he’s uncomfortable, but I’m considering putting a No Jerk sign on the door. I want him to work alongside Izzy for a few days so he can learn how to run the register in case we ever need him. Otherwise, he’ll be the baker.”

“What if he can’t bake?”

I laughed, unbuckling my seat belt. “I have exact recipes, so it’s not rocket science. Whether he likes to bake or not will be another thing.”

April shivered and stared at the dark building in front of us. “Has Charlie showed up or called?”

“No. Austin spoke to him, but I don’t know what about. He hasn’t brought him up out of respect for your feelings.”

She tugged at a strand of her hair. “If he’d told me back then in my twenties, I probably would have hated him forever. But… accidents happen. I still think what he did to cover it up was deplorable, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forgive him for that.” She twisted the strap of her purse between two fingers, clearly disenchanted by the truth.

“Did you tell Maddox? Charlie still owes him money.”

“Heck no. Maddox would hunt him down and skin him alive. This whole thing is so screwed up. Maybe I should be furious at Maddox for covering up the accident… I don’t know.”

I had a feeling April was having a change of heart. Once the emotions settled like dust, she recognized how much Charlie had meant to her. She had always looked up to him like a father in a time when she had personal struggles and no parental figure. Personally, I was nonplussed about the whole situation. But given I was a Shifter, pregnant with an alpha’s baby, hiring a Vampire to knead my dough, preparing to go to war while living with a pack of wolves and wildcats… stranger things have happened.

“There he is,” I said.

April focused on a shadowy corner and then clutched her heart. “That could be anyone. That could be a serial killer.”

The man stepped forward in a long trench coat, but I recognized his bright hair when the lamplight hit it. Cold temperatures didn’t faze Vampires, but they dressed appropriately to blend in.

“That’s not a serial killer. That’s my new employee.”

“Might be one and the same,” she murmured with a small laugh.

We hopped out of the car, and I hustled up to the door. “Hi, Mr. Rain.”

“Atticus,” he said, still keeping his distance. “Brisk evening.”

My teeth chattered as I fumbled with the keys and opened the door. “What is it with this cold weather? This is supposed to be Texas.”

We moved inside and I turned on the dimmers.

Atticus shut the door behind us. “There’s an old wives’ tale that when we congregate in the same area in large numbers, it makes the temperatures extreme.”

April unwound a white scarf from her neck. “Pfft. If that were the case, then it would be snowing in Austin all the time. It’s like the Shifter capital of Texas.”

Atticus chuckled and approached the counter, watching her take a seat at one of the wooden tables on the right. “True, we have many Breeds here. But it takes a lot to make a difference. So I’ve heard. If you’ve ever been to Cognito in the Northeast, you just might believe it’s true. Sometimes they get a blanket of snow while surrounding cities are drowning in sunshine. It’s as if they’re living in their own snow globe where winters are fierce and summers are blazing.”

“I like snow globes. Maybe I’ll visit there someday. You’re a good storyteller—anyone ever tell you that?” Her purse tumbled to the floor before she could catch it.

Atticus swiftly picked it up and looped the strap over the back of her chair before stepping back and creating distance. He didn’t make direct eye contact with her, a show of submission among Vampires. “Actually, yes. You must be April. I’m Atticus Rain.”

“I run the Sweet Treats candy store,” she said, giving him a little more information.

“I’ve told him about you,” I said, setting my keys on the counter. “He once asked if I ever planned on making this a chain, and I mentioned your location. I told him I had the best manager known to man running that shop.”

April beamed with pride and swung her gaze up, admiring the paintings on the walls. They were mostly items I’d bought on sale—images of Parisian bistros and European street scenes.

“So you’re Atticus Rain, cookie maker and bodyguard.”

He smiled and casually leaned back on his elbows. “It has a nice ring to it. I just hope my pointy fangs won’t affect business.”

“How do you keep those retracted so they look normal?” she asked.

Atticus winked. “Magic.”

I chewed on my lip and stood next to him. “Izzy’s going to show you how to run the cash register in case we ever need you to hold down the fort. Anyone who has a problem with you working in my store can find another place that makes lemon cake as good as I do.”

“Good luck with that,” April said. “So how do we know you’re a good bodyguard? Have you ever worked as one before?”

He averted his eyes and began pinching one of his dark eyebrows. “No. Would you mind if I look around your kitchen?”

“Go on,” I said. “I’ll be back there in a second to show you what I do.” After he circled the counter and left us alone, I gave April an apologetic glance. “I know I asked you to come along and help me out, but if you don’t want to, then you can sit out here and read a book while I show him the ropes. Trevor keeps an e-reader in the locked cabinet behind the register.”

“Are you sure hiring him is a good idea?” she whispered.

“He can probably hear you,” I said. “And the more I think about it, yeah, I do. Eventually I’m going to balloon out and won’t be able to work. Then I’ll have the baby to take care of for a while, so there’s no way Trevor and Izzy can keep up with all the prepping, baking, and running the store. Naya’s hooked Wheeler up with some of her clients who need financial advisors, so I really don’t have an extra hand. On top of that, I still have clientele who order large volumes for their businesses, and I can’t afford to lose them. If Atticus doesn’t catch on, then I’ll hire someone else. But I need a dedicated worker to keep this business afloat.”

“Jeez. When did we get so old?” she asked on a sigh, propping her chin in the palm of her hand. “If we didn’t have to make money, I’d be perfectly happy.”

I laughed and went to lock the door. “Until you can figure out the magic spell to fill our bank account with enough money to last us the next eight centuries, we’re stuck with jobs.”

“Well, at least I won’t have to work as many years as you will.” She chuckled whimsically, but the thought tugged at my heartstrings.

When I approached the door, my breath caught. In the middle of the road beneath a dim light cast from the streetlamp, a woman was lying on her stomach, her blond hair caught in the wind and her right arm outstretched toward me.

I swung the door open and ran as fast as my feet could carry me. “Call the police! Someone’s been hit by a car!”

“Lexi!” April shouted from behind.

My heart raced. I’d seen idiots drive down this street a million times without yielding to pedestrians.

As I neared the woman, she suddenly sat up and smiled. That’s when a swell of terror came over me. She was bait, and this was a trap.

When I heard the bell jingle on the door, I turned to warn April. As I did, I spotted at least five wolves surrounding me.

“April, no!” I screamed. “Go back inside!”

She hesitated at the curb, confused until she noticed a black wolf baring his canines at her.

Atticus rushed through the open doorway like death’s shadow, snapping the rogue’s neck before he could lunge. Another wolf scurried into the shop, and Atticus lifted April onto the hood of my car as if she weighed nothing. April warily looked around at the flickers of movement cloaked in darkness.

As I turned, the blonde was backing up, a smug grin on her face as she settled in the embrace of a guy who could have easily passed as one of Axel’s biker buddies, with his leather jacket and fingerless gloves. His eyebrows and mustache were darker than the short beard on his chin, and his nose was crooked. A few tattoos were creeping out from his collar and up his neck.

“Southern girls are always so polite… so gullible,” she said on a giggle.

My heart was a banging drum, and when I backed up a step, I bumped into Atticus.

“What’s your business?” he asked the biker, his voice firm.

The leader replied, “A friend of ours is missing. We thought the bitch might know something.”

“What makes you think I would know a damn thing?” I snapped.

He smiled and tipped his head to the side, not giving me the answer we both already knew. He must have picked up the scent on our land and did the math. “You’re the Packmaster’s bitch, aren’t you?”

Atticus’s fingertips tightened around my arms.

I couldn’t fight. Worst of all, I couldn’t beg for my baby’s life, because telling them I was with child might bring a worse hell than I could imagine. These men had traveled a long way to spill blood, and I wasn’t about to hand them a goblet.

“Stay close to me,” Atticus whispered.

Both April and I had left our purses inside—purses that had phones and car keys.

“These streets have cameras, you know,” I said.

Lied. Some streets did, but not ours.

Harley Man flicked a glance around. “So be it. Where’s my man?”

“Probably buried on a golf course.”

His eyes narrowed to slits. “I was going to take you as one of my bitches, but on second thought, your mouth is pissing me off.”

“Wise choice, because I’d rather be pushing up daisies than kissing your hairy ass. Why don’t you go back where you came from? You don’t stand a chance.”

He stroked his wiry beard. “You’re a tenacious wolf. We’ll just see about that.”

“We can prove what you’re up to.”

He laughed, revealing a silver tooth. “Accusation without evidence is slander, and so the law is on our side. As far as anyone’s concerned, we’re just visiting.”

The bitch with the tan boots laughed haughtily, pacing in a circle behind him like some kind of druggie on meth.

“If you put one finger on me, then they’ll have all the evidence they need.”

He slowly looked left, then right. “This neighborhood seems kind of empty this time of night. If we end up with witnesses, well… the best witnesses are dead ones. Security cameras are something I can work around. I didn’t know you associated with Vampires down here,” he said with disdain, not making eye contact with Atticus.

Ferocious snarls erupted from behind, and April’s boots skidded across my car. She didn’t have her coat on, and a cloud of frosty breath veiled her face as she watched their every move. Despite the fear in her eyes, she’d never looked so fierce and ready to fight. I, on the other hand, had on my pink bunny slippers with the floppy ears.

I counted four wolves in sight, excluding the one inside the shop. The shadows all around us seemed to bend with movement.

“I don’t think your leader would approve of your renegade actions,” Atticus pointed out. “He might consider it an act of treason and string you up by your toes to set an example.”

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

The woman giggled maniacally, walking a straight line back and forth behind him as if she were taking a sobriety test. Her stringy blond hair covered most of her face. “Let’s just kill them and get it over with.”

I glanced up at Atticus, and his fangs punched out.

“You don’t stand a chance against me,” Atticus said, a smile hovering on his lips. “How many of your men are you willing to lose?”

“Maybe I wouldn’t care so much if the man who went missing wasn’t my brother.” He squinted at me as if trying to read my mind.

For all he knew, I was kidding about the golf course comment. Only, I kind of wasn’t. The Cole brothers had a track record for finding unusual places to hide corpses.

April squeaked, and I glanced over my shoulder. She had climbed up the windshield to the top of the car.

“She’s not a Shifter, is she?” the blonde mused to herself. “I bet she’s human.” The woman skipped across the street in her chunky boots and stopped short of the car. “Hi, sweetie. Scared?”

“Only of your bad dye job!” April spat.

I almost wanted to laugh.

Almost.

“Get him!” the man bellowed, backing up a step. A wave of alpha power rippled through his words.

The wolves advanced, circling us until we had no way to escape. Most wolves wouldn’t attack women or children, but after what had happened to Hope, I wasn’t making that stupid assumption.

I adhered myself to Atticus like glue. Vampires were unnaturally strong, and that was all he had going for him since I didn’t think he could charm an animal into submission.

I felt confident until Atticus disappeared. I whirled around and glimpsed him drifting through shadows. Vampires could shadow walk at night, moving quickly in dark spaces.

Which didn’t exactly help my situation.

A wolf on the other side of the street yelped and then went silent.

“Atticus?” I called out, eyeing the two wolves on either side of me.

“Don’t worry, sweetie. I’m going to kill you with my bare hands,” the woman behind me cackled. “I don’t see why my wolf has to have all the fun.”

But she wasn’t talking to me.

I peered over my shoulder just as April kicked the woman in the face.

The blonde whirled around, bright blood streaked across her chin. “You bitch!”

I frantically searched for a weapon, a place to run… anything. That’s when I noticed a sheath on our fearless leader’s hip.

Advancing toward him, I held up my hands submissively. “I’ll surrender myself to you on the condition you call off your men and let my friends go.”

“Nothing’s that easy.”

I continued taking small steps toward him. The wolves flanking me growled but kept their positions. Where the hell is Atticus?

“You’re more submissive than I expected from a Packmaster’s bitch.”

Holy hell, if he called me a bitch one more time…

“Look, if you spill blood on these streets, you’re going to attract attention. Who do you think your leader is going to come after? Him?” I asked, pointing at the brown wolf on my left. “We both know you’ll be the one reprimanded. Take me with you, and we’ll get answers from my mate. Nobody gets hurt, and nobody’s ass is on the line.”

I stopped short of him, my eyes centered on his and not on the dagger on his left hip.

His nostrils flared as he drew in a deep breath. I didn’t think he was old enough to tell right away that I was pregnant, but his proximity made my heart quicken.

“Please,” I urged, my tone submissive.

A wolf yelped from behind, tearing the alpha’s attention away. “You blood-sucking Vamp!”

The alpha suddenly reached for my hair, and I went for his knife.

In a blur of motion, I unsnapped the safety on his sheath and pulled the dagger free. He tugged my hair, forcing me to look up. The human part of my brain told me it was wrong to commit murder, but when the thought of protecting my baby flitted through my mind, I plunged the knife into his side, giving it a sharp twist. Metal scraped against bone, and he let go of my hair.

I ran even though I knew he could pull the knife out and shift. I’d been in fights before, but my wolf had done all the dirty work.

Atticus tangled with a black wolf on my right. He violently slammed it against the concrete before turning to face another attacker emerging from the shadows. One of them lunged at me, and I stood defenseless against him.

He knocked the air out of my lungs on impact and then buried me beneath his weight. I crossed my arms in front of my face to protect my throat. I could hardly breathe, but when his canines pierced into my arm, I screamed.

“Lexi!” April shrieked.

“Stay where you are!” I cried out, pain lancing my arm and forcing tears to my eyes. April wasn’t anywhere in my line of view. The wolf’s dark eyes rolled into the back of his head. Slobber and blood dripped on my neck, and his foul breath heated my skin.

I prayed he didn’t thrash, or my arm would become a mangled mess. His teeth sent a dull throb radiating up to my elbow, but in the frenzy of panic and shock, I knew it didn’t hurt nearly as bad as it should have.

From the corner of my eye, the leader had shifted to wolf form and back to human, healing his wound.

The muscles in my shoulders were trembling, and only sheer willpower kept my arms locked in a cross as blood spattered my face. The wolf astride me suddenly yelped, knocked off with immeasurable force and hurtled to the other side of the street.

“They’re everywhere,” Atticus said. “Get up!”

He pulled me to my feet, and I looked around. A trail of bodies littered the street on my right, evidence that Atticus had protected me on a much larger scale.

The alpha shifted, and his wolf set his sights upon us with a vengeance. Atticus made himself a shield, but two more were approaching from the right.

A man appeared as if from thin air and threw a blast of Mage energy into the leader. I immediately recognized Charlie’s stature and thinning hair. He knelt down and put a deathblow of energy into the alpha, wasting no time before flashing to the wolf on his left and delivering the same fate. I’d never seen that man so much as jog to the bathroom, let alone move at such incredible speeds.

The alpha’s blood still warmed my right hand and mingled with my own, drawing the attention of our attackers.

Atticus baited the wolves by waving his arms until they lunged at him instead of me.

Charlie’s eyes went wide. When he flashed toward the shop, a dreadful chill ran up my spine. In that moment, the hands of time stopped. I had no sense of the bitter wind lashing against my flushed cheeks, which were numb from shock. In front of the shop, beneath a canopy of orange light from the lamppost, April was lying on her back in the street near the curb.

Motionless.

Her white off-the-shoulder sweater I loved so much—the one with two conjoined hearts over her own—was soaking up a pool of blood.























Chapter 14
 

The blonde withdrew from April like a rabid animal, a bloody knife clutched in her left hand and her eyes crazed. Charlie seized the woman’s arm, and she convulsed when his Mage energy knocked her out. She landed on the sidewalk in a heap of pathetic limbs. Dead? I didn’t know.

I didn’t care.

My heart rose to my throat—I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even hear Atticus fighting the wolves anymore because my blood was pulsing in my ears. Hot tears stung my eyes, and a grievous pain rooted in the center of my chest. I’d always imagined losing April to cancer or old age, but never this.

Not like this.

A wail poured out of my mouth that came straight from the darkest part of my soul. Unable to see through my tears, I stumbled forward.

Charlie was hovering over her so that all I could see were her black boots and leggings. A bluish glow emanated from in front of him, enough that it tinted the dark asphalt.

“Is she—”

“Don’t touch me!” he bellowed. “Don’t touch her.”

I walked around to the other side, and that’s when I got the full view of April gasping for air. Charlie held both of her hands, palms joined, and ripples of energy were transferring between them.

“Are you healing her?”

“I can’t heal a human,” he whispered. “She was barely alive. But maybe it’s just enough…”

Then it struck me what Charlie was doing. I’d heard stories about Mage gifts, and some of them were Creators. They had the ability to turn a human into a Mage, but their Councils and Mageri government were strict from what I’d heard. They had a process of selection and didn’t allow Creators to select their own progeny without formal approval. I suppose it made sense, or a Creator might build himself an army and choose unstable humans who would become the Mageri’s problem.

I couldn’t process this. Did April even want to be a Mage?

Reno’s motorcycle throttled in the distance with an urgency like I’d never heard. When he pulled up, he didn’t bother to use the kickstand. The bike dropped in the middle of the street when he dismounted, and I was so used to hearing the heavy sound of his boots that all I could do was stare at his bare feet.

“Stay back, Shifter!” Charlie yelled. “I’m saving her life!”

The second Reno caught sight of the graphic scene, he covered his face and bent forward. I’d never seen such pain—such devastation. He stood upright, his face as red as his feet, and braved another look.

“I’m right here, princess. You’re not alone,” he said, his voice broken.

My knees gave out, and I collapsed, watching in disbelief.

Two raspy breaths sounded, and April coughed, her glazed eyes taking in her surroundings. Charlie let go of her hands and sat back.

“She’s a fighter,” he said admirably. “And now she’s a Mage.”

Atticus moved past us and entered the shop, closing the door behind him. A wolf savagely barked, and I did my best to tune it out.

“Did she want this?” I asked Charlie.

Reno knelt down and cradled her head in his lap. “I’ve got you,” he said, smoothing her hair away from her face and softly brushing her cheek with his knuckles. “You’re safe.” He examined the hole in her sweater, checking her over in disbelief.

Charlie sat back, dark circles forming beneath his eyes. “It hardly matters what she wants anymore. I owed April an immeasurable debt. A life for a life is only fair, except I have given life to replace one.”

“How did you know we were here?”

He unzipped his Windbreaker. “I promised Austin I’d keep an eye on April—to protect her. He agreed as long as she didn’t become aware, so I’ve had to keep my distance.”

“You’ve been following my woman?” Reno growled.

Charlie didn’t shrink in fear from the way Reno was eyeballing him. “I don’t go near your property when she’s home. That’s the one place I know she’s safe. But I know her work schedule, and I put a tracking device on her car in case she left unexpectedly to go shopping. Anyhow, Austin called a little while ago and said she’d left the house. I traced her here and made it as fast as I could. When I parked up the street, I saw the wolves.”

Austin’s Dodge Challenger throttled in our direction. I squinted from the bright headlamps, and clouds of burning rubber surrounded the tires when he screeched to a halt. Austin emerged from the car and stood motionless behind the door, his eyes glittering with emotion.

I rose to my feet and felt a magnetic pull to him.

Without a word, he strode toward me and lifted me into his embrace. His lips briefly pressed against my head before he held me at arm’s length, scanning my body for injuries. He immediately noticed my bloody arm.

“I’m okay,” I said. “How did you know?”

He cradled my head against his chest, his heart a banging drum.

“I sensed it,” he said, out of breath. “We just knew something was off.”

Shifter men often spoke about the magic between life mates—how the men could sometimes sense the woman was in danger. Not just any woman, but supposedly the woman they were destined for. I’d always laughed at the idea, but I couldn’t think of an explanation as to why Reno would have run out of the house barefoot in this weather.

I wiped my wet cheeks against Austin’s shirt and watched Reno help April sit up. She was in a stupor, as if she were drunk or half-asleep.

“Normally it doesn’t knock them out like this,” Charlie began. “But the knife hit an artery, and she lost a lot of blood, enough that she was barely awake to receive the first spark. I can’t give her my healing magic because I’m tapped, but she’ll be fine. Her body will do the rest. She needs sleep.”

Reno cradled April in his arms and rocked her, kissing her head and whispering reverently in her ear.

Charlie glanced up at Austin with a guarded look. “I had no choice. We can talk about the ramifications in the morning, but you need to ask yourself a question: If you saw Lexi drawing her last breath and you had the power to save her, would you? Even if that meant changing her Breed or making her immortal? It’s such a small price to pay for life. Report me to the higher authority if you wish. They’ll write me up, but this is not a punishable crime. The Mageri will only force me or an assigned Ghuardian to take her in and train her.”

Austin tensed. “And if we refuse?”

“She’ll remain a target for juicers if she doesn’t learn how to protect and conceal her light. Her own kind is her worst enemy.”

A juicer was a Mage who lived outside the law, stealing light for a high. While they could take energy from a non-Mage, it wasn’t as strong and easily led to their death. The core light within a Mage was more potent—the ultimate street drug, provided you could find weaklings. They usually targeted those without a Creator or Ghuardian to protect them.

“I have no doubt her mate will try to protect her,” Charlie said. “But he is only a Shifter, and a Mage is a Breed to be reckoned with. April must learn to control her gifts, whether she likes it or not. I didn’t plan on this, and I’ve always rejected the idea of using my gift to make another Mage, but I’m willing to teach my progeny what she needs to know to survive.” He glanced over his shoulder at April and then hung his head low. “If she refuses me, then the Mageri will assign a Mage to take her under his wing. I’m not leaving town anytime soon. You know where to find me if you want to call the Regulators and file a complaint. What I’ve done isn’t illegal, but I guess you have the right to come after me since I’ve done something to your packmate without consent.”

After a quiet moment, Charlie walked away.

Austin let go of me and surveyed the bloodbath around us. “Shit,” he whispered under his breath. “Did you fight them?”

He stripped out of his shirt and made a tourniquet around my arm.

“I disarmed the leader and stabbed him before fighting off a wolf. I would have done more, but I can’t shift. Atticus protected me as best he could.”

“Reno, take the women home and look after April. I’ve got to move these bodies and call the Council to report the attack. The cleaners need to work fast before dawn comes and people start coming by the shop.”

I placed my good hand on his chest. “Don’t you dare pile those bodies in my shop, Austin Cole. I run a bakery, not a morgue.”

He chuckled softly and hugged me again, kissing the top of my head. “I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost you two.”

That was the first moment when I felt like we were more than just two pieces of a puzzle. Now there was a third in the picture, and we were a family.

“Go home and wash up, Ladybug. I’ll call the Relic to meet you there.”

Reno lifted April into his arms and carried her to Austin’s car. I hurried over to open the door, pushing the seat forward so Reno could gently place her in the backseat.

“I don’t want to go to bed,” April groaned incoherently.

Reno handled her like a delicate flower, coaxing her to stay down while he covered her with a thin blanket that Austin kept on the floor. “We’re almost home. And then we’re gonna spoon.”

I shut the door and glanced at April, who was curling into a fetal position. “How do you feel about all this? Because I sure as hell don’t know what to think.”

He rubbed the side of his face and settled his eyes on a dead wolf near the curb. “I should have gotten here sooner,” he mumbled, leaning against the car. “Years ago, I made April an offer. I’ve got a Mage who owes me a favor, and it’s something I’ve brought up with her more than once. But she was scared to be anything but a Shifter, and I accepted that. I always thought I’d be able to let her go—until tonight.”

“Do you think you can love a Mage?”

His eyes were downcast. “Sex is going to be a challenge now.”

I patted his shoulder. “Leave it to you in times of crisis to worry about your sex life.”

He flashed me an irritated glance. “When they get charged up with sexual energy, they blast the hell out of anyone who isn’t a Mage. She won’t be able to touch me with her hands.”

“Well, given rumors I’ve heard about your kinky sex adventures, I’m sure you’ll find a work-around.” I waggled my brows, and his cheeks flamed.

“I don’t ever want to lose her,” he said, his voice rough and broken.

Reno wasn’t much of an affectionate guy, so I gave him a hug in the best way I knew how. His feet were blistering red from the wind and cold, and maybe it bothered me more because of how vulnerable he seemed.

I removed my warm bunny slippers and held them out. “Here, put these on.”

His jaw set. “Those are girly shoes.”

I slapped them against his chest. “One size fits all.”

Or most. Reno had big feet.

Atticus appeared and handed me my purse.

“Thanks,” I said, noticing how unfazed he seemed by the whole affair. “Not bad for your first day on the job.”

“Splendid. I’ll look for my bonus,” he replied with a curt nod. Atticus turned away and approached the blonde. He tied something around her wrists, making sure her arms were behind her back so she wouldn’t try shifting.

While we were fortunate enough to have survived this attack, I wondered what the ramifications would be. Would the Council arrest Charlie?

Reno rounded the front of the car, and I dug in my purse.

“Wait!” I shouted, rushing after him. When he turned, I snapped a picture with my phone, and he flinched. “That would have been my biggest regret—not capturing this moment on film.”

He muttered a curse under his breath, and I laughed.

That’s how the Weston pack rolled. Despite everything you could throw at us, including death, we kept our sense of humor intact.

And that picture of Reno in a pair of pink bunny slippers was going to look sensational framed on our mantel.

***
 

“How does that feel?” Edward asked.

I kind of wanted to kiss him all over the face for relieving my pain. “Much better.”

He smiled approvingly and stood up, addressing the others who were gathered in the living room. “It’s a salve I created for deep wounds to block pain. It’s not a sedative in any form, so it’s not dangerous to the baby. Just keep reapplying whenever there’s discomfort.”

“How long will it take to heal?” my mother asked worriedly. “Will she scar?”

“I’m afraid she’ll have some scarring since she’s unable to shift, but this salve will diminish it dramatically. I think all things considered, she’s lucky to be alive.”

Naya patted my right leg. “You’re going to be fine.”

Maizy rested her head on my left shoulder, still quiet since hearing the story.

The men, on the other hand, were talking in low voices in the other room. When they’d heard the details about the attack on April and me, they’d looked ready to take a flamethrower to the world. Reno instructed them to remain inside—that retaliation wasn’t necessary since we’d already taken down a number of their men.

Denver was the only one out of the loop since his wolf had been guarding the property with Ben after Jericho had come off duty.

“Here you go,” Katharine said from behind the couch, handing me a cup of hot cocoa.

I flexed the fingers on my right hand and stared at the blue mug.

Maizy reached out. “I’ll hold it for her.”

My wound didn’t hurt, but I was afraid of tearing the stitches. Edward had applied the salve and then bandaged my arm from elbow to wrist. There were a few small scratches on my hand easily hidden with a Band-Aid.

Hendrix sat Indian style on the floor. “Tell us again about how the Vampire took down the wolves.”

“Yeah!” Lennon exclaimed, his red hair obscuring his eyes.

“I think it’s time for you boys to head upstairs,” George said.

“Aww, man,” the twins simultaneously replied.

Izzy stretched out in the leather chair, her voice sleepy. “Go on. And check on your sister before you go to bed.”

The twins gave her a quick kiss and then made a ruckus running up the stairs. Brothers usually picked on their sisters, but Lennon and Hendrix were protective of Melody, even though she was older. While they sometimes bickered, those boys would lay down their lives for their big sis.

Jericho pulled at his long hair, studying the ends. He’d made himself a comfortable spot on the floor in front of the TV. “I’m going to cancel a few gigs I have lined up. The money from online downloads is pretty sweet, and I don’t feel like leaving my family without protection.”

The rest of the men finally drifted into the room, Reno holding a cup of coffee, Wheeler taking a seat beside Naya, resting his hand on her thigh.

Reno handed the coffee to George, who was relaxing in the leather chair to my right.

George took a thoughtful sip. “I think it’s time to start making decisions. It’ll be up to Austin to choose what’s best for the pack, but we need to drive those rogues out of the city. I’m sure it won’t have any impact on their overall plan, but maybe it’ll throw a wrench in the machine.”

“When the war begins, it’ll be harder for them to penetrate our borders,” Reno agreed. “I’m more concerned about them calling foul since we don’t have proof. They might try to throw us in front of the bus with the higher authority.”

“Won’t matter,” George cut in. “The Council handles Shifter issues; the higher authority doesn’t have time for petty bullshit. Making a Shifter leave our territory because we feel threatened might be wrong, but it’s not a heinous crime. What is a heinous crime is a pack of wolves ganging up on two women.” He flicked an irritated glance at my arm.

Reno chewed on his lip for a minute, and his gaze drifted up.

After Reno had bathed and dressed April, he’d put her to bed and must have checked on her at least a dozen times. With Austin away, the second-in-command involved himself in all important pack discussions, but I could see the need to care for his woman was making it a challenge.

“How the hell are we going to drive them out?” Wheeler asked, crossing his legs at the ankles. “Pull up an empty bus and form a line? One-way trip to exactly where? Then they’re someone else’s problem.”

George noisily slurped his coffee. “Not if the other big cities start thinking the same way. Push them into the woods where they’re not even fifteen minutes from a convenience store. Back in the Civil War, men died from starvation and hypothermia. If there are a lot of them, they might deplete their own food sources if they rely on their animals to hunt for them. I doubt they have much money, so if they lose their coats or shoes, then they’re going to have a hard time getting more supplies. We need to make their lives hell. Their leader is playing a game of patience, but hungry men sitting in the godforsaken wilderness don’t think straight. They’ll grow resentful toward the man who led them to such living conditions, and some will go home.”

William strode forward and leaned against the wall to the right of the TV. “Indeed. The comforts of a city will set them at ease. Most Shifters don’t want to live in the woods without shelter, and perhaps that’s why this rogue band went against their orders and waged their own private war. It won’t be long before they’re committing robberies and other crimes. Idle hands are the devil’s tools, and forcing men to camp in the woods for months at a time will inspire mutiny.”

The front door opened, and Austin appeared. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as he hung his keys on his nail and strode through the living room.

Wheeler and Naya got up when Austin knelt before me and examined the bandage. “Does it hurt?”

“No. Edward gave me magical goop that takes away the pain,” I said, hoping a dose of humor would put him at ease.

He held my hand to his face and kissed it, eyes closed.

“I’m fine,” I whispered.

“I was just saying how I think it’s time we act,” George said, patting Katharine’s hand. She stood behind him with her hands on his shoulders, eyes resolute.

Austin stood up. “Damn right we’re going to do something. I called the Council and handed over the bodies. I left nothing out of the report—not a damn thing.” His gaze flicked back to me, and I knew he was also talking about the body he’d hidden.

Austin sat down beside me so hard that the air whooshed from the seat cushion. He tugged at the back of my pants, coaxing me onto his lap. I shifted to my right side and settled against his chest, feeling the intensity of his body heat and muscle encasing me.

“What’s the plan?” Reno asked.

“Mass exodus. Between what happened in Colorado and the attack tonight, the Council believes it’s enough evidence to justify their actions.”

I lifted my brows. “What actions?”

“Effective tomorrow, Shifters without local residence will be forced to leave, and a hotel doesn’t count. They need papers for land or their name on a deed. Anyone who doesn’t will be arrested. Anyone who resists arrest will be met with force.”

Wheeler chuckled. “Where do you think you’re going to put them all? Mayhap we don’t have enough room in the jail.”

“They don’t know that,” Austin said. “There’s enough room in there to make a point, and those men can be shuttled out to make room for more. They’re going to the higher authority to see if they’ll be willing to send Regulators to offer a hand. But you know how that goes.”

“Yeah, the higher authority isn’t going to lift a finger to help out Shifter drama,” Jericho said from the floor, twisting a skull ring on his finger.

William folded his arms. “Say, how do you intend to spread the word?”

“Gossip does a good job of that,” Austin said. “I don’t know how they’ll be able to verify residence for those who live in apartments, but I suspect they’ll make sure they’re employed. Something tells me the Northerners aren’t coming down here to get jobs. I bet most are squatting on land the Council doesn’t own. Those with money are probably pooling it for rentals, so large groups of Shifters living in a one-bedroom will get noticed quick. The Council is rounding up a group of qualified men to enforce their orders.”

Maizy leaned forward. “What do we need to do?”

“Prepare for what’s coming. They’re going to ask for volunteers to monitor a radius around the territory lines for any unusual activity, but I don’t know how effective that’ll be.”

Reno stepped forward. “I know a guy who can hack any system. I’ll see if he knows a way to access hotel databases. If they’re staying in human ones, they’ll be using their aliases, and those names are in a central database since it’s public record.”

Austin nodded. “I’ll relay the message to the Council. Breed hotels, motels, and apartments are on alert and have orders to notify us when Shifters check in.”

Denver strolled through the front door as cool as a breeze, wearing his tattered jeans and a clean white shirt. He’d laid out his clothes on the front porch so he’d have something to change into after his shift.

“’Sup?” he asked. “I could really use some hush puppies right about now.” He rubbed his hand in a circle around his stomach and headed toward the kitchen. “I have to tend bar in an hour.” Denver paused at the small table near the hall and scooped up a handful of jelly beans, letting them slide into his mouth. After a few chews, his brows knitted and he faced the room. “What the train wreck is going on in here? Did someone die?”























Chapter 15
 

The next morning, the pack was still reeling from the previous night’s events and April’s transformation. The pack didn’t know what to make of April’s near-death experience. My mom postponed her meetings and went into cleaning mode. Maddox finally convinced her to work a jigsaw puzzle with him as a diversion. Denver came home from work at dawn and said he was too discombobulated to sleep, so after breakfast, he decided there was no better way to initiate April into the Breed world than for her to show off her flashing technique—something every Mage could do.

Supposedly.

I had a nice spot on the hood of Wheeler’s Camaro to watch all the action as April experimented with her newfound Mage energy.

“Maybe you need to jump,” I suggested, sipping more cocoa from a tall thermos.

Earlier that morning, April had recounted her version of Charlie’s gift. After the attack, she said there was no pain—only the fear of dying without being able to tell Reno one last time that she loved him. She said she cried and told Charlie that she didn’t want to die. It was then that Charlie had placed his lips to her ear and offered her immortality. She had the chance to deny him—to stop the transference of his Mage light—but she willingly accepted. April’s pulse was weak from the rapid blood loss, and she wasn’t afforded the time to weigh his offer. The instinct to survive had emerged.

Reno was uncharacteristically quiet all morning, just going about his normal routine with a befuddled expression.

April kicked up a clump of dirt with her black boot. “I suck at this!”

Denver turned around to face me, wrinkles appearing in his forehead from his arched brow. “You got that right,” he muttered. “She can barely walk straight without knocking shit over. I’d be scared to see the damage she could do while racing around like a bee on speed.”

I kicked at him playfully, and he snatched my ankle.

Footsteps approached from behind, and Maizy appeared in a pink bathrobe. She held out a plate covered with a paper towel. “Denny, you need to eat something before you go to bed. I made sausages.”

“Mmm,” he growled, cupping her cheeks and kissing the corner of her mouth. “That’s not what I’m hungry for, Peanut.”

“Cut it out. I need to get dressed and do some work.”

“Your computer can wait.”

While they sucked face, I slid off the car and approached April. Her oversized beige sweater hung past her fingertips, and she kept tugging at the ends of the sleeves as if trying to make them longer.

“You should practice in tighter clothes. Maybe the sweater isn’t aerodynamic.”

She brushed her hair back with a sweep of her arm and inadvertently left behind a static charge, causing several hairs to magically float. “I can’t do this, Lexi. I’m not cut out to be a Mage. I don’t know what the heck I’m doing, and… and Reno’s not going to love me anymore.”

Her lip quivered, and I set my drink down to give her a hug. “Aww, he loves you no matter what. Even if you electrocute him during sex.”

I chuckled when she groaned at my bad humor. “Imagine my surprise when I found out Austin had a tail. It was shocking, but it didn’t take long for me to accept it when I realized it didn’t change what he meant to me.”

She stepped back and wiped a rogue tear. “After we found out that Maizy was a Potential, I searched my entire body for the same birthmark. I’ve always wanted to stay a human, but if given the choice, I’d want to be a Shifter. Then I’d be a real part of the family and not a defenseless human that everyone has to protect.”

“You’re always going to be part of this family, no matter what your Breed is. And now you’re not so defenseless. What you are is amazing. Think about it, April. Rogues don’t have a clue that Maddox and Naya are cats living in a pack of wolves, and that gives us an element of surprise. And with a Mage? We’re like a pack of superheroes.” I considered April’s determination to prove herself to the pack. “We just need time to get used to it. Don’t feel like you have to rush into learning everything. Give yourself time to breathe and get used to your new skin.”

A crow heckled us from the treetops.

“Do you regret it?” I asked.

April cupped her elbows when a gust of wind blew back her blond tresses. “I wanted to be upset, but I couldn’t cry. I wanted to be furious, but there was no one to blame. I just lay in bed this morning thinking about how selfish it was to feel sorry for myself when this family is facing a pack war. Immortality scares me right along with the energy buzzing in my fingertips. But how is fear going to help anything? That’s why I made myself get out of bed, put on clothes, and figure out how to live with my decision. I just don’t want to let anyone down.”

April had the heart of a Shifter, whether she knew it or not. “How do you feel?”

She shrugged. “No different, I guess. Except when I get upset, it feels like static tickling my fingertips. Am I supposed to know how to control that?”

“Yeah, and from what Charlie said, you can also conceal your energy from other Breeds, like what he did with us for all those years. Not that he did it because of us, but it sounds like he wanted to cut himself off completely from the Breed world and probably didn’t want to take the chance of a Mage walking in and finding out what he was. I don’t know. The man has issues.”

“If he’s always hated being a Mage, then why would he turn me into one?”

I shook my head. “Maybe he’s coming to terms with what he is and realizing it’s not a curse. I guess. Look, you’re alive, and that’s all that matters. I don’t know what I would have done if… For a minute there, I thought you were gone.” I shoved away the cruel thought when I felt a catch in my throat. “At least this happened in your prime instead of when you were younger.”

She lowered her chin. “What do you mean by that?”

“You were always pretty, but the years turned you into Grace Kelly. Plus, you don’t look like Reno’s daughter anymore.”

“He is not that old.” She slapped my shoulder playfully, and then her eyes went wide with horror. “Oh! I’m so sorry—I forgot.”

I touched the bandage on my forearm. “I’m not a glass figurine. Whatever magical salve Edward gave me is keeping it numb.”

Denver strolled up, chewing on a sausage. “Try it again, April. I bet you can do it this time.”

April backed up and took a deep breath, focusing on the end of the driveway. Her hands balled up into fists, and when she ran, she executed the most hilarious leap—freezing in midair before tripping and landing in the grass.

Denver chortled. “That gets me every time.”

I snatched the sausage from his hand and tossed it on the ground. “You did that on purpose. Why don’t you actually help for a change? Can’t you see how difficult this is for her?”

He bent down and picked up the sausage, blowing off the dirt. “Five-second rule.”

“Your five-second rule is going to give you worms.”

“Maybe you and the little bean need to eat breakfast so you have less of an attitude.”

“Don’t call it a little bean,” I said, pushing Denver toward the house. “Can you ask Austin to come out here? I need to talk to him about something important.”

“What am I, your messenger girl?”

While Denver did an exaggerated feminine skip toward the house, I helped April dust off her clothes. We stood still for a moment, watching Katharine and Melody in the center of the yard. Katharine had nailed a target board to a tree and was helping Mel improve her aim with the recurve bow.

I folded my arms when the wind picked up. “What did Maddox say when he found out about Charlie? I overslept when all the excitement was happening.”

“Um, it went well,” she said, obviously lying.

“Huh. Maybe we should invite Charlie over for dinner then.”

She kicked a few pebbles. “I thought he’d be mad about Charlie still owing him, but I think Maddox was embarrassed to find out he’d participated in covering up my father’s accident. He still wants to kill Charlie for what he did to me.”

“You mean the part about saving your life?”

“As far as Maddox is concerned, Charlie had no right.” Her gaze drifted upward, and a quiet moment passed. “Maybe it was all meant to happen. Do you believe in destiny?”

Melody released her grip, and the arrow whistled through the air, puncturing the tire on Denver’s Jaguar.

“Yeah, I believe in destiny. Or at least Karma.”

The front door opened, and Austin swaggered out, eyes on Mel as she took another shot at the target.

Damn, he looked good. His white undershirt was tight, making his arms and shoulders look rock solid.

Spartacus rubbed against the back of my leg, and I turned, giving him a frosty glare. “Do you have psychic powers and know that I don’t like cats? We’ve been through this already.”

“He’s trying to win your love,” Austin said from behind me. “That’s not an easy thing to do. Take it from an expert.”

I spun around, my brows drawn together. “You’ve had claim of my heart since I was five.”

“Having a claim on a woman’s heart is one thing, but winning that love is something else entirely.”

“Well, rubbing up against me won’t win him any points.”

Austin smiled and slanted his brows in the sexiest manner. “It seems to work just fine for me.”

Changing the subject, I gestured toward April with a nod of my head. “We need to call Charlie. April can’t do this by herself, and it’s unfair to expect her to. She needs advice from a Mage, and he’s the only one we know.”

Austin’s blue eyes shone paler in the daytime when his pupils shrank from the bright sunshine. He regarded April for a moment. “You okay with that?”

In silent acquiescence, she lowered her head.

Austin pulled out his phone and sent a text. “The sooner the better.”

“Now?” I almost shouted.

“If not now, when?” he asked with a wink.

I blushed and averted my eyes, reminded of our stay in the cabin back in Colorado. I really needed to vacation with Austin while in heat more often.

***
 

“After all I did—you son of a bitch! How dare you skip town and play dead while still owing me money,” Maddox growled in his Southern drawl. Reno and Austin restrained him in the middle of the kitchen.

Charlie shifted on the bench, his back to Maddox, arms crossed on the table. “I told you we’ll settle it later. Is it really the money you’re mad about, or is that just a diversion so people will forget you played a part?”

Maddox lunged and accidentally stepped on Sparty’s tail. The cat yowled and went flying across the room. Maddox’s brown hat fell off, and some of his longish hair covered part of his face.

Wheeler leaned against the doorjamb. “Invite Charlie over, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.”

My mom stepped in front of Maddox and pinched his scruffy beard, which was silvering more than his hair. “Listen here, old man. April and Charlie have something more important to settle than just money and pride. Don’t embarrass me, because I’ll yell at you in front of everyone if I have to.”

Reno grimaced and loosened his grip, taking a step back. “Maybe you need to take a walk, buddy.”

Maddox narrowed his eyes down to razor-thin slivers. His hair reached his shoulders, but without his hat, he looked my mom’s age. After another beat, he drew in a hard breath, then released it through his nose.

“Stubborn old wildcat,” she said, clucking her tongue.

A smile curved up his cheek, and his eyes danced with amusement. “I thought you were a cat lady,” he said gruffly.

She picked his hat up off the floor and pulled him out of Austin’s grip. “Come on, mountain man. Show me where you’re going to build my new bookshelf.”

“What bookshelf?” he asked, following her out of the kitchen.

Wheeler saluted us with two fingers and followed behind them.

“Austin, come sit down,” I said, nodding toward the head of the table.

He pulled out a chair and took a seat, Charlie on his right and April on his left. Reno stepped over the bench and sat next to Charlie, who became uncomfortable due to the close proximity of April’s mate.

Austin steepled his fingers. “What are we going to do about this situation?”

“She’s not moving in with you. I don’t care if you’re her Creator or not,” Reno said matter-of-factly. “You don’t go making little sparklers without taking responsibility.”

April leaned forward and said quietly, “If you call me a sparkler one more time, you’re sleeping outside.”

I tried to stifle a laugh but felt it tickling the back of my throat.

“We’ve got ourselves a situation here, one that’s going to involve you whether you like it or not,” Austin began. He folded his arms and kept his eyes locked on Charlie. “We’re not a pack that discriminates, so April being a Mage isn’t a big deal. What is a big deal is that she has no idea what to do with that. You have a responsibility, but Reno’s right. Mage rules or not, I don’t want April moving out of this house to live with you or any other Mage. That’s not the Shifter way.”

“She’s not a Shifter,” Charlie reminded him. “And I never claimed to want her.”

April’s eyes flashed up.

Guilt crossed Charlie’s expression, and when he frowned, several long lines etched in his forehead. “I’ve never been in this situation, and I don’t have a master plan. I’ll settle my debts with Maddox to make you happy, but money doesn’t govern my life. The only debt worth paying is a life for a life, and that’s what I owed April for what I’d taken. The fates won’t let you run from that kind of debt; that’s why they put her back in my life. I can’t take it back, and I don’t know what you want from me.”

Austin flattened his hands on the table. “I want you to take responsibility. From what I understand, a Creator is like a father to their progeny. You have a duty to follow through with what you started. I don’t know the first damn thing about her gifts or your laws. Is she supposed to go to the Mageri? Do I need to worry about juicers every time we go out?”

Charlie played with a saltshaker on the table. “By law, I have to present her to the Mageri Council in this territory to explain the situation and get her officially listed in their books. I didn’t follow protocol, but she’s been a trusted human in our world, and I’ll just get a slap on the wrist. They’ll measure her abilities and record any rare gifts—whatever they are. Every Mage has common gifts we all can do—like flashing, the ability to tell direction, healing, that kind of thing. But we also have at least one rare talent—a genetic ace. Sometimes we discover it right away, and other times it takes years. It’s best to conceal what makes you powerful, or your enemies will use it against you,” he said, turning his attention to April.

“How am I supposed to know what they are? I can’t even run across the kitchen.”

He leaned forward, humor in his voice. “Well, you’re doing it all wrong then.”

“Maybe you should teach her,” I suggested. “Living with you is obviously out of the question since she’s Reno’s mate, but you need to stick around and properly educate her.”

April looked over her shoulder at me and whispered, “Lexi, I have a shop to run.”

“April, I’m the boss, and the shop is something I can handle.”

She cast a critical eye at my flat stomach. “Oh? Because for the next nine months, I think the only thing you’ll be handling is a carton of ice cream.”

Austin snorted and sat back in his chair, rocking in silent laughter.

“Laugh it up,” I said. “I know where you hid those fringed gloves, and I’ve got a shiny pair of scissors.”

Charlie held out his hands—palms up—and tiny threads of blue light floated from his fingertips.

April gasped and clenched her fists, mesmerized.

Reno scooted away and made a reflexive move for the gun he wasn’t wearing this morning.

“You have core energy,” Charlie began. “It’s a well that holds the very essence of what keeps you immortal. A fountain of youth. It’s also like a power plant, and if you don’t learn to control it, then it will control you.”

The light dissipated, and he flattened his hands on the table.

April brushed a swath of hair away from her eyes. “I can’t do it.”

“It takes focus.”

Reno leaned in real tight. “You sayin’ my girl can’t focus?”

“It requires concentrating a strong emotion and funneling that energy. But she also has to learn to put it back.”

April stared at her hands with such intensity that we all quieted. A few sparks of blue light came out, and she let go of a breath.

“Very good.” Charlie smiled approvingly. “Now pull it back. The most dangerous thing for a young Learner is not knowing how to temper that energy. If you let it go too far, it’ll consume you—knock you to your knees and make you sleep for hours, kind of like a reverse energy vacuum. You can’t use your energy against another Mage because all it does is give them more power. If you’re ever in a fight with one, then you’ll have to harness that energy so it won’t put you in danger. Now focus.”

April squeezed her hands into fists, and while the light had dissipated, it looked like she was struggling with something.

“I think I did it,” she said on an exhale. “It’s not there anymore.”

Reno rubbed his face with both hands, murmuring quietly.

I blinked hard, suddenly feeling out of breath. Faster than I could track. Austin was out of his chair and kneeling to my left. “Lexi, what’s wrong?”

“I just got dizzy for a second.”

“That wasn’t me, was it?” April asked worriedly.

Charlie shook his head. “No, April. Unless you touch someone, your light can’t hurt them.”

“It’s not that. I’m fine,” I said, waving my hand.

Austin took hold of my chin and turned me to face him. He studied me with those beautiful ice-blue eyes. Then he slid his arm beneath my knees and lifted me up. “No, you’re not fine. You’re going to bed.”

He hurried out of the room, leaving our guest at the mercy of Reno.

“You take such good care of me,” I said, nuzzling against him.

He crossed the living room, where Denver was asleep on the couch. “How’s your arm? Maybe the salve has something to do with it.”

I wrapped my arms around his strong shoulders as he hiked up the stairs. “Don’t let anyone see me like this,” I whispered.

“Like what?”

“Weak.”

“Is something wrong?” Naya asked, standing in the hall in her fuzzy red slippers.

“Out of the way,” Austin boomed. “I’m making love to my woman.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear,” she purred.

“Nice cover,” I whispered, pinching the small cleft in his chin.

He shouldered the door open and kicked it shut with his heel. Austin set me down on the bed and suddenly pulled my shirt up.

“I’m not in the mood.”

Austin pressed his lips against my belly. “Daddy’s here,” he whispered. “Are you giving your mom a hard time again?”

I ran my fingers through his unkempt hair, feeling his whiskers lightly scratching against my skin. He continued with petal-soft kisses, telling our child about the night when he’d fallen in love with me by the lakeshore—the way the wind blew my hair back, how I was a terrible singer, the silly pajamas I wore.

God, I loved that story.

Our story.

“Austin?”

“Yeah?”

“Does it ever scare you?”

He lifted his head. “What?”

“That we just might have this baby.”

He crawled on top of me and balanced on his elbows. “Oh, we’re having this baby. What’s been bugging you?”

“I’m scared I’ll make an awful mother. I’m raising a Packmaster’s baby; that’s a lot of pressure.”

He rubbed his nose against mine. “You’re not raising him alone.”

“All these attacks are happening, and I’m afraid…”

His face tightened. “No one, and I mean no one, is going to hurt my child. We can’t stop hell from knocking at our door, but that doesn’t mean we should stop living because we know it’s coming.”

“I don’t want to go to war with a baby. It’s hard enough losing one before they’re born, but—”

“Shhh.” Austin kissed my mouth reverently. “We’re not losing him.”

I sniffed. “Or her.”

“Him,” he repeated.

The way he said it caught my attention. “What makes you think it’s a boy?”

Austin shook his head. “I can sense a strong alpha in there.”

I smiled. “Maybe that’s our headstrong little girl, just like her mother.”

He flopped over to my right side. “We’ll see. Should we talk about names?”

“No.” I flattened my hands on my stomach. “I don’t want to jinx anything.”

“You mean you don’t want to get too attached. Am I right?”

Damn. He knew me too well. But how was I supposed to be brave? I’d already lost babies—ones I’d secretly given names to and imagined them growing up in our home. The longer it stayed inside me, the harder it would be to let go. Right now a baby was just an idea, but soon it would fill my belly and more of my heart. I didn’t have the courage to name a child I might have to say good-bye to. The Relic had given me a kindling of hope that I might one day carry to full term, but somewhere deep in the back of my head was a nagging voice that kept telling me I wasn’t good enough or deserving enough to be a mother, and maybe that’s why I was being punished with all these maladies.

“Let’s just wait before we start talking about names,” I said.

“Afraid I can’t come up with a good one?”

I glared at him. “Your parents almost named Jericho Beaver because of their naming scheme based on where you guys were conceived. I’d be scared to hear what you come up with.”

He kissed me softly on the temple. “Kitchen Table has a nice ring to it.”























Chapter 16
 

“Lorenzo sure knows how to throw a peace party.” I extended my hands toward the fire, the wood hissing and crackling with heat.

“You say that, but I’m quite certain one of the teenagers has snuck into our room to use the Jacuzzi,” Ivy replied.

The noise from the party had become too much, so I’d asked Ivy if there was a quiet place I could sit for a while. Now here we were, in Lorenzo’s favorite room with the Native American motif. We had a cozy spot by the fire, William sitting across from me.

Ivy handed William a glass of ginger ale. He crossed his legs and smiled appreciatively while Ivy took a seat in a wooden chair to his left, her cane resting against the wall within reach.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to pull you away,” I said. “Normally I love a good party, but the noise is a little overwhelming. You can go back if you want.”

“You’re my dearest friend, and I can think of no better company to be in.” Her eyes drifted down to my small rounded belly. “Five months have gone by so quickly. It won’t be long before the little one is here. How have you been feeling?”

“Better. I could have used Izzy’s Relic, but Edward’s been great through the whole thing. He checks on me frequently and monitors my diet. The herbal shakes he gave me for the first few months didn’t taste very good, but I felt so much better. If anyone in your pack ever needs a Relic, I give him my full recommendation.”

William stretched his legs, then crossed them at the ankle. “And how is Lakota settling in with the Church pack?”

“His parents miss him,” she replied. “But we’ve spoken, and they support his wishes. He is a man now, and a man must begin making choices that define his character. Lakota has been protective of Hope since the beginning. They are almost six years apart, but his parents have always encouraged him to spend as much time bonding with her as possible. Family is important to them, and I’ve been fortunate that such a loving couple raised my son.”

“Has he gone through his first change?” I asked, wondering if he’d reached the age of maturity when his wolf would emerge for the first time.

Ivy played with the loose hairs at the end of her braid. She didn’t have on any makeup, nor did she need it. The firelight played off her warm skin and drew attention to her natural beauty. “He has. Lakota matured early, and perhaps that’s why he’s downstairs with the men instead of upstairs with the children.”

“He’s hardly a child at twenty,” William noted. “Soon he’ll be searching for a pack of his own.”

“That comes with time,” Ivy agreed. “He still needs to live on his own and figure out what kind of man he is before settling with a pack. He’ll be a strong second-in-command, but he has much growing up to do.”

An eruption of laughter sounded from the other room, one laugh cackling high above the rest.

William smirked. “That’s Caleb.”

“Do you miss your old pack?” I asked.

It wasn’t common for a second-in-command to change over to a new pack. They grew very loyal to the alphas they served.

He tilted his head to the side thoughtfully, the curls of his brown hair having a soft appearance as if he’d spent time brushing them before the party. “There are times I miss my position. I can always see my old packmates anytime I choose.”

“They look up to you,” Ivy said.

“Indeed.” But the way he said it carried a trace of sadness.

I set my drink on a small wooden table to my left. “We love you, Will. Everyone in the pack looks up to you, even if you’re not the beta. You counsel all the packs in the territory and resolve conflicts, so you’re basically doing the same thing for everyone instead of just one pack. But…”

His eyes flashed up. “But what?”

“Don’t tell Austin I said this. If you ever want to leave the pack, you have my blessing. We’re a family, and we love you, but if you’re not happy, I’d rather see you somewhere else.”

He scratched a spot beneath his eye and looked uncomfortable as he sat up. “I have no desire to go anywhere else.”

“What holds you to our pack if being a beta is what you miss the most? You could easily get that with any new alpha starting a pack. I’ve heard there are some old betas ready to retire, and not all of them like the prospect of hiring the third-in-command. I bet Maizy could run an ad on her website. You’ve got the experience, so why stay if this isn’t what you want?”

William gave a tight-lipped smile and set his drink down. “Say, why don’t I bring you dames a few of those hot dogs I saw out there?” He patted the arms of his chair and then rose to his feet.

Ivy slanted her eyes. “My mate would never serve hot dogs at a peace party.”

But William was already out the door.

Ivy twirled her cane between her fingers, a glint of silver from the wolf’s head catching my eye. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that wolf has a secret.”

“He’s not one to sit around talking about himself. Will’s always been on the reserved side.”

“That’s not the William I remember. He’s changed since joining your pack. He’s different somehow. If he’s dissatisfied with not being Austin’s second-in-command, it makes me curious why he seems more content than he was with us.”

I snorted. “Because Austin lets him sleep in. Reno doesn’t get that luxury.”

We laughed in unison and rose from our chairs.

“I mean to speak to April tonight,” Ivy said. “I hope it won’t make her uncomfortable to talk about her being a Mage. Is she handling it well?”

I shrugged. “Best anyone could hope for. She struggles with being different, but then she was always different from us in some ways.”

“But so alike in others.” She reached for her cane and turned it in her hand. “Have you encountered any rogues? Peace on the verge of war frightens me.  It’s been quiet here since the Council forced them to leave the city.”

“Too quiet,” I agreed. “I haven’t heard about any incidents, but I’ve noticed a few packs getting a little comfortable and not preparing. Austin says we can’t force them.”

She stopped halfway to the door and faced me. “I don’t like the calm one bit. Houston took the same measures as we did, but San Antonio wasn’t able to coordinate that kind of action. They haven’t left, and that concerns me. I don’t know why their leader makes them wait. He risks them losing the spirit of war.”

“Maybe he’s not such a smart guy,” I suggested, lacing my fingers across my stomach.

“Perhaps not all of them traveled down with the first wave. Lorenzo and I have spoken at great length about what possibilities await us. Unfortunately, we won’t find out until it’s too late.”

“I’d like to find out who their leader is and tether him to the back of a speedboat by his ankles. If we capture him, we could stop this whole thing.”

“The wheels are in motion, Lexi. You can’t stop an avalanche.”

“Maybe we should move until this all blows over.”

“Run?” She tapped her cane against the toe of her brown shoe. “When did running away ever bring our kind peace? Running is a show of submission, and I will show no man my back.”

A commotion erupted in the other room. Shouts, commands, and footsteps tromping across the wood floors.

We rushed out the door and into the living room. Everyone was moving about in hurried steps, a fearsome look on the men’s faces. I went to the front window and peered out.

“Oh my God,” I breathed.

Beneath the cold light of the full moon were the shapes and shadows of hundreds of men—stretching far beyond my sight. Despite the number of men at the peace party, we were outnumbered. Lorenzo’s pack poured outside, taking positions to secure the house.

Lorenzo moved toward the front door with a purposeful stride. “Ivy, come with me.”

She fell into step beside him and moved outside with poise.

I suddenly turned, and Austin was right there. “Stay close to me,” he said.

I caught sight of Izzy, her arms encircling the twins. Jericho trotted down the stairs with Melody shadowing him. Lakota led Hope toward the back of the house with the second-in-command joining him. The rest of our pack instinctively huddled together, keeping the children in the middle. Peace party or not, we had several packs from the territory assembled together, and shifting could turn deadly.

A man branched apart from the sea of Shifters, advancing toward Lorenzo and Ivy. He was of average height, and a brown beard covered most of his face. His long hair was loosely pulled back, but a few wild strands had fallen askew. He was mature in appearance and looked in his forties, which meant he was probably a few hundred years old.

Maybe it was the regal manner in which he walked that led me to believe he was their leader.

“Villains always wear black,” I murmured, noticing his dark pants and shirt.

“That so?” Wheeler asked.

I glanced at his black getup, all the way down to his boots. “Yeah. Maybe you should try wearing green to a party for once.”

“It doesn’t go with my eyes,” he quipped.

Austin moved closer to the window and looked over his shoulder. “Reno, how many weapons did you bring?”

“Just the gun. And my mate.”

April had been practicing her Mage skills with Charlie almost every day, and by the courageous look on her face, it was evident she’d mastered them enough to hold her own in a fight.

When Lorenzo returned, everyone stood to attention.

“Alexia, come with me,” he said, gesturing me over with a wave of his hand.

Austin gripped my arm. “She’s not going out there.”

Lorenzo moved close to Austin and lowered his voice. “We don’t have a choice.”

“Then I’m coming with her.”

Lorenzo inclined his head. “That’s up to you, Cole.”

My stomach flip-flopped as we followed behind Lorenzo. I suddenly wished I hadn’t worn such a small shirt, which accentuated the curve of my belly.

Lorenzo’s men parted to let us through. When we spaced apart from the safety of the local packs, I drew closer to Austin. Lorenzo slowed down, and Ivy stepped aside, revealing a stranger who looked oddly familiar.

“Is this her?” he asked Lorenzo.

Austin replied, his teeth clenched. “Who wants to know?”

The man lifted his bearded chin. “Her father.”























Chapter 17
 

For the first time, I saw myself in someone else. My birth mother had been murdered by her husband, and I’d never been interested in meeting distant cousins who probably didn’t care I existed since I was part of a dark family secret that brought shame to their pack. This man had my brown eyes, my mouth, and even tapped his fingers against the side of his leg. It had always been a habit of mine when I was angry or impatient.

“So you are the child,” he said, appraising me.

“And you’re the sperm donor,” Austin barked out. “Good to meet you. Now what the fuck do you want with my mate?”

“I always knew you’d seek out an alpha,” he said, ignoring Austin. “When your mother found out she was pregnant, she said she wanted nothing more to do with me. The last thing I needed to tether me down was a pregnant bitch, so I never had a problem with her request.” He tilted his head to the side. “You don’t look like her except for the stubborn chin and small frame.”

When his eyes drifted down to my stomach, I curved my arms in front of it protectively.

“I’m not here to fight,” he said, addressing the Packmasters on either side of me. “You are greatly outnumbered, so it would be an unwise decision on your part to make an aggressive move. But war is coming, and I’ve come to claim my daughter.”

“The hell you are,” Austin growled, standing in front of me.

Lorenzo widened his stance. “You have no name, therefore you do not exist in our world. You are a spirit standing before us, one who has nothing but an army of lost souls.”

“You can call me Judas. I dropped my surname years ago since I had no intention of leading a pack. An alpha should aspire to more than just a house full of pups.”

Austin took a step forward. “I’m Austin Cole. Former bounty hunter, Packmaster, and the man who will put you in the ground if you lay one finger on my mate.”

“Fair enough. Since we’re out of earshot, I can tell you that my men don’t know why I’m here. They don’t question my orders. Between us, I detest the idea of my only flesh and blood fighting on the losing side of a Shifter war. I would be very upset to find out her blood had been spilled or she’d been taken in as someone’s bitch—especially in her delicate condition.”

“I’m nobody’s bitch,” I spat out.

He gave a sardonic smile and slanted his gaze my way. “I’m giving you an opportunity to live. I’ll keep you protected.”

But his cold gaze belied his words.

“You’re crazy if you think we’re on the losing side.”

He reached up with his right hand and stroked his thick beard. “We’ve done the head count. There are more of us than there are you. We’re not counting local rogues since they’ll either join us or keep out of our business. It’s your land we want, not theirs.”

“There’s a For Sale sign up the road. Why don’t you put in a bid for it like everyone else?”

He shook his head. “You have your mother’s short temper.”

Lorenzo stepped forward and pointed at Judas. “Speak ill of my family again, and we’ll start this war now.”

I stood there, bewildered. Lately I’d been wondering about my father, and now the sheer horror of that truth was sinking in. I was the daughter of a man who wanted to slaughter my family in the name of greed. I’d always imagined him as a drifter who now probably ran a gas station or lived in the Canadian mountains. The shameful truth made me want to run as far as I could from my pack.

I lowered my eyes, unable to hold his gaze. “You can’t be my father.”

“You and I know this to be true,” he said, his voice unwavering. “Come with me if you want your baby to live, or stay here and die in the arms of your mate.” Then he lifted his eyes to Austin. “You should think about this carefully, Packmaster. Put your pride aside, and consider that I’m offering your mate protection. If you care for her, then you’ll see this offer for what it is—a gift.”

“Take one more step, and I’ll break your leg,” Austin began. “I don’t care if you’re the messiah; no one is taking Lexi anywhere. No one can protect her better than I can. Are you stupid enough to believe your men would keep her safe? No man will give up his life for another because he was ordered to. I’ll die for her.”

Judas stepped forward. “Promise?”

“A true Shifter doesn’t turn on his own kind—slaughtering them like cattle so he can have a little land.”

“Why should I give a man my loyalty because he is like me? I have brown hair, so does that mean I should defend all my brunette brethren? You’re a foolish dog if you think your packmates are worth dying for. Blood is thicker than water,” he said obliquely. “How will you feel about your choice when your baby dies in her belly? Do you even know if it’s yours?”

Ivy’s cane made a sharp whistle as she swung it. Inches before it struck Judas in the head, he caught it with his hand and jerked it forward. Lorenzo seized Judas by the wrist, and several men advanced toward our private huddle.

When Austin moved with fire in his eyes, I shouted, “Stop!”

I had to do the right thing—the only thing that would guarantee the safety of my child. This needed to end.

I reached out and lowered Ivy’s cane, coaxing everyone to step back. I met Judas’s eyes and released a heavy breath. “I’ll never go with you. The only man I trust to protect my child is Austin.”

“I have contemplated this for many months, and when word spread about the peace party, I knew it was fate that we finally meet. There are fewer eyes and ears around the city with so many here tonight, and it created the perfect opportunity. This is the only time I’ll make this offer, Talulah.”

“My name’s Alexia, and you’re not my father. If you have any delayed guilt, then you’re wasting your time. I’d always hoped you would be someone I could look up to, but I should have known that any man willing to abandon his unborn child—regardless of the circumstances—wasn’t a man I wanted to know.”

“Very well.”

“Why don’t you stop this war, and we’ll work something out?” I asked.

He smiled ruefully. “You can’t stop inevitability. These men thirst for blood, and even if I were to abandon them, they’ll come for you and strip your packs down to nothing. If you flee, we won’t chase you. That’s an option you should all consider in these last hours before war, but I can’t promise rogues in other states won’t be inspired to rise up against the packs.”

“Why should you care what happens to me? All you ever were was a cautionary tale of how not to be a father.”

“The only thing I knew about you was your name and that you existed. It wasn’t until I came here that I ran into a few members from your mother’s old pack, and maybe now I feel the need to protect what’s mine. Like it or not, you’re a part of me.”

“You came all this way to make an offer when you could have just started the war already?”

Judas planted his fists on his hips and took his time scanning the property. “My strategy is none of your business.”

The cacophony of barks, snarls, and yelps broke out from wolves fighting on the side of the house.

“Not everyone has your patience,” Austin bit out. “Stall for as long as you want; we’ll be waiting. Until then, don’t fuck with my pack, and stay away from Lexi. You lost the right to protect her the day you turned your back on a pregnant woman.”

Judas lowered his arms and shifted his stance. “Child, you don’t seem to comprehend what I’m offering you. What’s in the past is done. This is your last opportunity. If you’re a smart wolf, then you’ll consider this with more regard. Give me your fealty, and in return, I’ll give you life. When I walk away, you’ll be treated no differently than anyone else.”

A wolf yelped, and another fight erupted from the back of the house.

“Enough!” Judas bellowed at his men. “Control them.”

Lorenzo snapped his fingers and several of his men ran toward the commotion.

Austin turned. “Get in the house, Lexi. Now.”

My heart raced as I shoved through the crowd with Ivy beside me.

“That wicked devil,” she hissed. “Don’t listen to him. He brought his men here tonight in order to intimidate us.”

Inside, some of the Packmasters were struggling to prevent their men from shifting. We cautiously moved around two wolves, heading toward the back of the house. Ivy branched off, shouting orders at her men.

“Where is everyone?” I asked Reno.

He joined my side. “Half of them are guarding the kids in one of the rooms.”

“And the other half?”

I could barely keep up with him as he hurried through a pristine kitchen toward an open back door.

“The rest were outside when it started. Before word got back to them about what was going down, a few rogues wandered into the crowd. The verbal arguments didn’t last long, and a few shifted.” Reno stopped, his voice grim. “Trevor was one of them.”

“Oh God.”

Everyone knew Trevor loved a fight, but mostly in human form. He wasn’t the strongest wolf in the pack, but he was fearless.

A large group of people were circled around a wolf fight.

“Let’s move out!” a rogue shouted from the edge of the tree line.

Two wolves battled—rising up on their hind legs, the whites of their eyes gleaming, fangs tinted with blood.

A third wolf, multicolored, was lying on his side, unmoving.

My heart stammered in my chest. “That’s Trevor.”

The two wolves moved rapidly in a primal dance—tufts of fur flying and no one attempting to break it up. In fact, most were rooting for one over the other. The rule at peace parties was to let the wolves fight it out until the other submitted. Bystanders knew to keep their distance; one bite, and they could shift, causing allies to turn on one another in the heat of the moment. The fights were never to the death, but these were intruders, and that complicated matters.

Ivy appeared beside me and gripped my arm. “The dark grey one with the black markings—that’s William.”

I knew. She didn’t have to tell me what my packmate looked like. No one could get near Trevor to help because William and the rogue were almost on top of him.

Reno drew his gun and aimed. “Dammit, I can’t get a clear shot!”

William’s wolf locked his jaws around the other animal’s throat and gave it a violent shake. The wolf stilled and fell to the ground—injured but not dead. In a fluid movement, William shifted to human form.

An alpha knelt before Trevor’s injured wolf and lifted his eyelids, coaxing him to shift. I held my breath for what seemed like an eternity, hoping Trevor was still conscious.

Meanwhile, two men grabbed the rogue wolf by the hind legs and dragged him out of sight.

Trevor shifted and rolled over in his own blood. When he struggled to sit up, William gathered him into his arms and stood up. Reno collected their clothes, and I stepped out of the way when William stalked toward the back door with feral eyes.

I gripped Reno’s bicep. “We need to get everyone out.”

Aside from getting my pack to safety, I was worried about my mother. She wasn’t into parties and neither was Maddox, so they’d looked content with spending time alone together. Judas was right—time made people comfortable, and they let their guards down. We had initially assigned two wolves to protect the property, although Ben’s wolf often counted as one of them. But last month, he had stopped coming by. When the Council pushed the Northerners out and there hadn’t been any incidents, we stopped the guard rotation. Managing everyone’s schedule had become a nightmare.

And now, of all things, my father reappeared. I had a built-in coping mechanism that got me through a lot in life, but this was one situation I was losing control of, and I couldn’t afford to break down in front of my pack. Not now. I was skeptical that a man like Judas would care enough about his blood daughter to risk coming into the city, but it was clear his motive was to intimidate everyone in the territory by showing how quickly he could slip a small army inside city limits. Every Packmaster at that party must have been stirring with rage.

I hurried into the kitchen through the back door and came to a full stop when a wolf snarled at me.

Reno punched his snout. “You better keep that in check around this alpha female.”

We found Trevor sitting naked in a chair in the hall. Reno tossed him his pants, and he put them on without standing up.

I ran my fingers through his unkempt hair. “Are you hurt?”

“One of the alphas helped me shift again; I think everything’s healed up. Holy hell—what happened? A wolf came out of nowhere and jumped me while I was bending over to pick up my plate.”

“Northerners.”

He took the dress shirt from Reno and glowered at it. “Ruined. That shit pisses me off more than the fuckwad who tried to tear out my throat. I special ordered this shirt; it’s a limited edition.”

“Where’s William?”

He gave me a quizzical stare. “How would I know? Last I saw, he was talking to some of his old packmates, and that was over an hour ago.”

Poor Trevor. He must have really been out of it when William had brought him into the house, as he didn’t seem to remember any of it.

Katharine appeared and helped Trevor up. “We’ll take him home. George is pulling up the car.”

Butterflies circled my stomach as I made my way through the crowd, searching for Austin.

Lorenzo cut through the room, a gust of air lifting the ends of his long hair.

I gripped his arm. “Where’s Austin?”

He nodded toward the front door, and I rushed outside.

Some people were leaving, while others were taking a seat in front of the house with a drink in hand.

“Austin?” I called out, searching the faces in the crowd. “Austin!”

“Hey,” a warm voice said from behind me, familiar arms wrapping around me as I turned around. “I’m right here.”

I sank into his embrace, the comforting feel of his pounding heart against my ear. Sometimes late at night in bed—after he’d fall asleep—I would rest my head against his chest, soothed by the rhythmic beat of my alpha’s heart. It was the best sound in the world.

He smoothed his hand down my hair and kissed my forehead. “I’m sorry.”

I lifted my chin. “About what?”

Austin lowered his voice. “That your father had to be a bastard. I should have helped you find him earlier so he wouldn’t have made such a public display to humiliate you in front of the packs. Christ, Lexi. I don’t even know what to say to that.” He cradled my head in his hands, his eyes resolute. “I’m not going to let him take you away from me. You got that? It’s you and me to the end—no matter what happens.”

I kissed him slowly, reverently. The world melted away until all I heard was Austin whispering against my lips that he loved me.

“Did William come by?”

Austin leaned back. “No, I haven’t seen him. Reno! Round up the troops,” he yelled over my shoulder.

I turned around and scanned the crowd, but Reno had already vanished. Austin’s hand moved down to my stomach and remained there, his fingers splayed protectively.

Lorenzo swaggered out and gave Austin a judgmental stare. “You have a notorious track record for drama-filled peace parties; I just didn’t think you’d bring the circus with you.”

“I’m going to let that slide,” Austin said. “But another word and—”

I elbowed him in the ribs and gave him a scolding glance. The last thing I needed to do was break up a fight between Packmasters over something petty.

Lakota appeared behind Lorenzo and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Mother’s upstairs with Hope, calming her down. She was frightened by all this. Good thing I brought the dreamcatcher.”

“What dreamcatcher?” I asked.

He folded his arms, which were two shades lighter than Lorenzo’s. “My mother gave me a dreamcatcher years ago to protect me from evil spirits. It works. I’m a man now and have little need for protection, so I brought it down as a gift for my sister.”

Lorenzo sputtered with laughter. “You are hardly a man.”

Lakota lifted his chin and puffed out his chest. “I went through the change two years ago.”

Lorenzo stepped aside and folded his arms. “Tell me, Lakota, have you bedded a woman?”

Lakota’s cheeks blazed, but he didn’t avert his eyes.

Poor kid.

Still laughing, Lorenzo patted him on the chest once. “You might need protection from the single women who will set their sights on a wolf as green as you. It’s not too late to get that dreamcatcher back.” Lorenzo went inside, leaving Lakota in an awkward position.

“I better check on the barbeque grill and make sure it’s not catching the house on fire.” He stormed across the porch and disappeared around the side of the house.

I gave Austin a punishing glance when he laughed. “Why do y’all always give the young ones such a hard time?”

“Rite of passage?”

I pinched him in his side, and he wrenched away. “I’ll rite of passage you.”

When he lightly gripped my shoulders, a shiver moved through my body. “After you went inside, I shared some choice words with Judas before he gathered his men and left. I’m going to ask you a question point-blank, and I’m not kidding around. I want your honest answer.”

I nodded.

“Do I have permission to kill your father?”

Conflicted for only a nanosecond, I reached up and placed my hands on his shoulders. “If that man is going to come after my family, then yes, you have my permission to put him in the ground. A father isn’t a man who’s willing to start a war for his child, but a man who’s willing to stop one.”























Chapter 18
 

I remained behind at Lorenzo’s house to lend Ivy my support. Austin and Lorenzo had a private meeting and invited a few other Packmasters into the room. When I was ready to leave, Austin said to go without him, so I headed back with Wheeler, who had stayed behind at Naya’s insistence. Thank God for that, because I didn’t feel secure driving home alone. Three packs had followed the Northerners to make sure they left the city, but that wasn’t enough to make me feel safe.

I unbuckled my seat belt when Wheeler pulled the car into the driveway. “Do you think Austin and Lorenzo called the Council?”

“Not much that the authorities can do at this point, unless you want them holding hands in silent prayer. This is beyond the Council—it’s about survival. Judas coming to a peace party was nothing more than exhibitionism so he could swing his dick and show us how big he is. We’ll see how strong that little pissant is when we use him as fertilizer for your mother’s garden.”

Ugh. My stomach undulated with the imagery of burying a corpse beside my mother’s tomatoes. I wouldn’t put it past these boys either.

As Wheeler parked the car, I was a little surprised to see Ben’s wolf trotting away from the driveway. Wheeler gave him a cursory glance before getting out of the car and walking around to open my door. When I got out, Wheeler put his arm around me and scanned the darkness as we moved toward the house.

“I don’t see a second wolf,” he muttered.

“Reno’s in charge, so he wouldn’t be able to patrol. Trevor’s probably conked out after healing, and I bet Jericho’s guarding his kids. Maybe you need to let go of that grudge and shift. I bet your wolf brother misses you.”

“He should have thought about that when he handed me over like a slave.”

“That was Ben, not his wolf. Don’t punish his wolf for something he had no part of. Why are men so stubborn?”

“And why are women so insistent on stirring up drama?”

“For a man who complains about drama, you sure picked the most dramatic woman I know as your mate.”

A warm smile crossed his face, and he didn’t reply. Wheeler loved Naya to bits, even though they mixed like oil and water.

Once inside, Naya greeted her man with a sexy kiss that had him lifting her off the ground.

“How’s my kitty cat?” he growled, working his way down her neck and into her silky hair.

Spartacus slinked around Wheeler’s legs, demanding attention by purring up a storm.

I took off my shoes and added them to the pile, padding my way toward the stairs.

Some of the pack was gathered in front of the television, watching a movie about space aliens. The twins were lying on their sleeping bags with a bowl full of pretzels between them. Melody looked half-asleep, curled up next to Izzy in an oversized chair. Maizy was sitting on the floor between Denver’s legs, reclining her head while he fed her a potato chip. A light in the hall tipped me off that Maddox must have been working on yet another puzzle. Packs huddled together in stressful times for a sense of security.

“I’m going to bed,” I announced with a wave of my hand. “Everyone okay?”

Denver raised his arm with a thumbs-up.

Even though Trevor was probably knocked out from all the shifting, I decided to check on him before going to bed. My skin crawled as I remembered his wolf lying lifeless in the grass.

I began the arduous climb up the stairs, exhausted and mentally drained. How the hell was I going to manage going up and down the stairs when I reached nine months? At least my nausea and dizzy spells had subsided.

When I reached Trevor’s room, I noticed that no light was coming from under the door. Not surprising. Usually when a person shifted numerous times to heal, they wanted nothing more than to sleep afterward.

Deciding not to wake him, I cracked the door and let the hall light shine in.

At first I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. My eyes focused on the bed on the far right. A shadow moved when one of the model airplanes on his ceiling caught a draft from the open door. But it was the shadows moving beneath the covers that made me squint and look closer.

The thin blanket pulled up on one side and revealed a nude body beneath it.

Two nude bodies.

One on top of the other—a tangle of legs, hands moving up and down—and the sound of kissing in the darkness. The visual was shockingly sensual—the slow caress of a palm against someone’s hip, fingers biting into the soft skin, the rocking movement. Someone gasped and then moaned.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

Had Trevor brought home someone from the party?

The breathing intensified, and when I heard whispering, I panicked, realizing I was actually standing in an open doorway, watching one of my packmates have sex.

I stumbled backward, and as I closed the door, I caught a glimpse of a boot with long laces. Beside it, a familiar black jacket neatly folded. Suddenly a phone rang with The A-Team ringtone.

“That’s your phone,” Trevor whispered.

“Indeed.”

I quietly closed the door to a crack and spun around—my back pressed against the wall, my heart galloping in my chest.

Holy shit! That’s William.  Had this been going on under my nose the whole time? It couldn’t have, or I would have noticed. Something happened tonight at the party—something that launched this into more than just a friendship.

“Close it all the way!” William called out from beneath the covers.

“Shhh,” quickly followed, interrupted by William’s trademark chuckle.

Every red blood cell in my entire body rushed to my cheeks. I reached to my right and pulled the knob until the door shut. Then, as if I’d never been there, heated breaths and kissing resumed.

“I thought you were going to bed, chickypoo?”

I jumped and looked to my left. Naya was holding Wheeler’s hand, and he abruptly let go, patting her on the rear before swaggering down the adjacent hall to their bedroom.

She lingered by the stairs. “Do you need someone to talk to?”

I hurried toward her, afraid she’d hear what was going on. “No,” I whispered in reply.

Naya swept a lock of hair away from her face. “I’m exhausted. Too much red wine. I’m putting in my earplugs, so if you need anything, just walk right in.”

“Like I’m going into the den of iniquity after hours.”

A wicked smile curved up her cheeks. “I have to admit all that testosterone has my panther in a tizzy.”

“I’ve got the cure for tizzy,” Wheeler suggested, poking his head into the hall from their room. He smiled darkly and winked before moving out of sight.

Naya studied her fingernails. “Well, at least give us an hour before you come knocking.”

“I’m fine. Maybe I’ll just make a glass of apple cider since I can’t have beer anymore.”

Naya briefly held on to my stomach and said, “Good night, sweet baby. Auntie Naya can’t wait to buy you pretty dresses.”

I pretended to go downstairs until Naya went into her bedroom. Then I sat down on a step and gripped the banister, resting my head against it.

The shame was beginning to sink in now that my packmates knew the truth about my biological father. God, how humiliating.

The air swirled beside me with a familiar scent.

George rubbed his hand across my back as he sat down beside me. “You know, I was a fortunate man to have six sons. Katharine was pleased. She’s always been a headstrong woman, and that’s why I mated with her. But I never told her that I wanted a daughter. I never wanted her to think that she hadn’t already given me the world, so it’s something I’ve kept to myself. After Austin was born, we decided we were too old to have any more children.”

I leaned against him. George always smelled like smoke from burning logs. It was subtle, but it made me smile.

“When Austin was young, he used to talk about you a lot. I could tell when he got older that he had feelings for you, but I figured his attachment would fade once he began dating Shifters. Since we didn’t live in a pack, we thought sending him to a public school would satisfy his need to be around others. We couldn’t risk humans finding out what we were, so Austin wasn’t allowed to invite his school friends over. We’d met Wes on a number of occasions, but only briefly. I was always curious about you though.”

He quieted, and that was George’s way of making me beg for more of his story.

“And?”

George rubbed his hands together, and the rough skin made a soft hissing sound. “Well, then Austin left home and became a bounty hunter. Your brother’s death was a turning point in his life, and I didn’t think he’d come out of that dark place. A young alpha forms strong bonds, and Wes was like a brother to him. Years passed, and the next thing I know, I get a call from Austin saying he’s getting mated. I have to admit… I was disappointed.”

“Why?”

He sighed heavily. “Because it wouldn’t be you. I know it seems peculiar since we hadn’t met, but I always felt like you were an extended part of the family. It was a damn shame that you were human. So imagine my surprise when we found out it actually was you.”

“I bet the Shifter part came as a shock,” I said with a chuckle.

“He would have mated with you regardless. I know my son, and his heart has always been yours. Now I don’t have to wonder what it’s like to have a daughter anymore.”

I wrapped my arms around George’s neck and felt all misty-eyed. “Dammit, I hate crying,” I said with a sniff. “Blame the pregnancy hormones.”

He chuckled warmly and patted my back. “I better head down to the guesthouse,” he said, dancing around the joke.

A few months ago, Wheeler had finally put his foot down and reclaimed his room again. We offered George and Katharine the spare room upstairs, but she’d begun warming up to the idea of the heat house, provided no one called it that. George christened it the guesthouse, and all was settled.

“George?”

“Yes?”

“Do you think we’ll be okay?”

He stared pensively down the stairs. “Life doesn’t come with a guarantee that things will always be good. I found that out the first time I had Katharine’s possum stew.”

I laughed so hard that I didn’t even try to hold back.

“That’s what I like to hear,” he said. “Shifters are bred strong, so just keep your chin up.” He rose to his feet, and his knee popped. “I need to get rid of that wolf before going to bed.”

The laugh died in the back of my throat. “What wolf?”

George hitched up his pants. “When we got home from the peace party, we found a dead wolf in front of Trevor’s door. Nobody’s taking responsibility.”

“What about my mom?”

“She was already asleep with Maddox. Reno seemed to know something about it, and he suggested putting it in the trunk of William’s car.”

Ah, the pieces were coming together. William had brought Trevor an offering. Not the kind where wolves share their bounty, but where you honored your mate by killing their enemy. A gesture like that would stir up amorous feelings in any wolf with a pulse.

“Tell Reno to put the wolf on the edge of our property as a warning,” I said.

He nodded and headed down the stairs. “Good night, Lexi. And do me a favor—stop calling me George.”

A smile touched my lips. “You got it, Pop.”

***
 

Austin faced the wall, arms folded, studying the intricate carvings on a Native spear. The firelight filled Lorenzo’s office with an ambient glow. Lighting a fire wasn’t necessary with the agreeable weather, but Lorenzo hosted meetings as if he were having a powwow.

The other seven Packmasters had left, leaving behind Lorenzo, Austin, and Prince.

Austin had never felt more conflicted than when Judas advanced toward Lexi. His first instinct should have been to fight for his mate, but Austin’s wolf hadn’t lunged. It was as if their stream of consciousness had merged, each choosing to protect Lexi as their priority. It was the smart thing to do, because fighting in a charged atmosphere could have ended in bloodshed, with Lexi in the line of fire. He loved that woman too deeply to make an impulsive move that could put her in danger, and yet fear had become his biggest foe. Fear that she might have chosen to go with Judas if it meant more protection for the baby, fear that Judas might have instigated an attack with all the Packmasters present, fear that her emotions could put stress on the baby.

The sound of liquid pouring into a glass filled the quiet room.

“I’m still disgusted to hear that the Rivers pack chose to leave Texas and all their land behind,” Lorenzo said.

“Yes, that is most disagreeable,” Prince replied. “They have more children than other packs in the territory, but what kind of lesson is that to teach? I have spent centuries running from war, but flames will always spread if they are ignored.”

Prince and Lorenzo sat before a window, the small table littered with empty bottles and a marble ashtray. Lorenzo sipped his scotch and gazed at his property. “Ivy warned me about having a peace party on a full moon,” he said absently. “Nothing good ever comes of a full moon.”

Austin dragged a small wooden chair across the room and spun it around. He took a seat between the two men, folding his arms across the back. “This is exactly why he’s stalling. I thought long and hard about why a man with this much support would wait so damn long to rise up. Maybe that was his mistake in Colorado—he attacked too soon. The packs were strong, prepared, and ready for action. He’s like a lion that injures his prey, following him until he’s mentally given up and too weak to fight. Extra security wears people down, and so does thinking about war. When Maizy was little, she had to see the doctor for annual checkups. She used to worry and get nervous once a date was set. But if the doctor just showed up unexpectedly, it wasn’t a big deal. Judas is creating anxiety and paranoia.”

Prince nodded. “And he is succeeding. The more packs who leave, the less he has to fight. The weaker packs might surrender and cut a deal. I just hope the Council keeps their wits about them.”

Lorenzo set his glass on the windowsill. “What a conundrum you face, Cole. The father of your mate is now your mortal enemy. Quite a revelation. Lexi should learn to be careful what she wishes for; the fates have a wicked sense of humor, and now they’ve sullied her good name.”

“We can’t hunt for them because we don’t know where they are,” Austin said, ignoring Lorenzo’s usual snide remarks. “And I’m not about to leave my land to go on a wild-goose chase. I don’t see any options.”

Prince shifted his blue and brown eyes on Austin. “Agreed. Leaving our territory would be the wrong decision. A man is weaker when pulled out of his element.”

Lorenzo lifted a pack of cigarettes from the windowsill and lit one up. He brushed his long hair behind his shoulder and studied the tip of his cigarette after pulling a drag. “One thing I was taught about capturing prey is that sometimes you have to draw them out. They will always go where they feel safest and have the most control—where you are vulnerable. If you know how to lure a rabbit into the open, you can capture it quicker than if you chased it to Wonderland.”

“And how do we catch them off guard?” Prince asked, tapping his finger to his chin.

All three men grew quiet in thought.

“Spies are useful,” Prince murmured. “I could send out one of my men to act as a rogue looking to join up with them.”

Austin rested his chin on his wrist. “What if they think we’re all leaving? We could get the word out, except we won’t actually go anywhere.”

Lorenzo blew a cloud of smoke toward the window. “Human hunters wear camouflage and sit up in the trees to kill deer.”

Prince laughed richly. “And we’re going to sit up in the trees for weeks, Enzo?”

Lorenzo set his cigarette in the groove of the ashtray. “We’ll build trap doors on the land and cover them with leaves and brush. We can build chairs or platforms in the trees and hide them. This isn’t an impossible task. We’re wolves, and the forest is our home.”

Austin liked where this was going. “We’ll need time to prepare. How are we going to coordinate this so we’re not stuck in the woods for weeks?”

Prince leaned forward and laced his fingers together. “If our men infiltrate their camps, they can relay the message that they’ve heard rumors through their sources that we’ve abandoned the territory. We’ll set a date and keep in contact.”

Austin sat up. “What about the other cities? There’s no way we can pull this thing off for the entire state.”

Prince shook his head. “Every man for himself. We have neither the time nor the power to implement a plan on a larger scale. If we can reduce his men and take control of this city, perhaps then we can lend assistance to the others.”

Hell, it was worth a shot. No one else they’d spoken to earlier was willing to step up with a plan. “How long do you think we’ll need?” Austin looked between the two men. “Three months?”

“We can’t delay putting a plan into motion,” Lorenzo agreed. “Based on his cowardly actions, I think he’ll wait at least that before striking. Patient men are dangerous men. We should set a date in August. In the meantime, those without sufficient weapons will need to stock up. Those without experience will require training. Silent weapons may work best during the initial attack.”

Austin mulled it over. “My second-in-command has connections who can supply weapons. We’ve also got an experienced archer in our pack, and she can train anyone interested.”

Prince stood up, his chair legs scraping across the floor. “I can help craft the bows; this is my area of expertise. If we purchase too many weapons, someone might tip them off.”

Austin stretched his back and rose to his feet. “Three months goes by fast. We need to plan yesterday.”

“Agreed.” Prince smoothed his hand over his hair, flattening a few strands that had come loose from his dark ponytail. He was an ancient, and maybe that’s why Austin respected him more than he did anyone else. “I have experience building hidden traps. But once set, the pack will need to memorize their locations.”

Austin gave a mirthless laugh. “Sometimes I watch the twins playing pack war in their fort. I never thought in their lifetime we’d be building one for the real thing.”

Prince patted his shoulder. “Playing pretend is how young boys prepare for what life has in store for them.” Then he sighed thoughtfully, strolling across the room. “Why must we always be at war with each other?”

Austin stuffed his hands in his pockets, jingling the coins around. “Maybe some of the other Breeds will fight alongside us.”

Lorenzo laughed and opened the door. “Keep dreaming, Cole. They have long despised us and will happily line chairs in the street to watch us slaughter one another. Other Breeds don’t give a damn. When will you learn we’re on our own?”

Maybe deep down, Austin wanted to believe that someday the Breeds wouldn’t be so divided. “I’d like to see it happen in my lifetime.”

“So would I,” Prince agreed. “So would I.”























Chapter 19
 

The two main concerns I had in life were my pregnancy and the Northerners. Aside from that, my stress levels had dramatically reduced. Atticus fit in splendidly at the shop, and even Trevor had warmed up to him. That man worked like a machine—prepping dough, monitoring inventory, filling orders, and assisting where Izzy or Trevor needed him. I’d never seen anyone learn the ropes so fast.

Two days after the infamous peace party, people were still gossiping about it. Austin had informed us we were to set traps on the property, construct hideouts, and work on preparations. Judas’s plan to wait around was clearly having an effect on morale.

As a welcome diversion, we took an afternoon off and headed out to play laser tag. When the going got tough, the Weston pack goofed off. Although, not really. Reno decided to use the opportunity to train the pack on tactical warfare, so he’d reserved the room for six hours. Everyone was required to attend, including my mother, and nothing could have prepared me for seeing her in a blinking vest with a laser gun in hand.

With everyone running around and minimal ventilation, the room felt like a jungle, and some of the men had stripped their shirts off.

“This is like Chippendales gone awry,” April said quietly, her left shoulder against the wall and a gun in her right hand.

“You won’t get any complaints out of me,” Naya purred. Even she had dressed down in a pair of black leggings and a tank top, a style Wheeler fully endorsed. Especially with her cleavage spilling out.

“Why does it always have to end up men against women?” I said gruffly.

Melody appeared from behind a pillar in front of us and stepped close to our huddle. “Uncle Reno’s recharging at the base, and Grandpa’s taking a nap behind one of the walls. Both grandmas and my mom are protecting the base station. I think we’re going to win.”

April smirked and put her arm around Melody. “That’s why I don’t mind when they split the teams up this way. Mel is our secret weapon. Right, sweetie?”

Melody was a gifted teenager who not only designed her own clothes, but she’d also shared a natural-born ability to handle weapons with her Uncle Reno. Most girls her age might have gotten bored after hours of strategizing and hunting prey, but not Mel. She wanted to learn, improve, and compete with the best of them.

The most interesting aspect of watching our pack in the game room was how Hendrix and Lennon never took a shot at Melody. In fact, if one of their teammates fired a gun at her, they’d intervene and block the shot. Since we were divided by gender this round, Hendrix and Lennon volunteered to side with the women since there were more men in the house, and that way they wouldn’t be forced to compete against their sister.

I leaned forward and whispered, “Why don’t you take out Uncle Wheeler? I saw him on the second level, hiding along the back wall. If you walk slowly, you can see him from the top of the ramp. Take a shot before he knows you’re there, and drive him out of that hiding spot.”

Her face lit up. “Awesome!”

When she disappeared, April’s vest lit up like a Christmas tree, buzzing with electronic sounds that indicated someone was firing at her kill zones. She scowled and spun around, shooting her gun in vain.

Trevor laughed. “Sorry, babe. Thought you were the bad guy.”

“You did that on purpose! That’s going to lower our score.”

She chased after him and left us alone.

Naya planted her hand on her hip, tilting her head to the side and watching Trevor disappear around the corner. “He’s been in an altered mood lately. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so… carefree.”

I was uncertain if Trevor and William knew it was me who’d walked in on them. Neither of them had mentioned it nor acted any differently toward each other than they had before.

Except… the awkward shyness that Trevor always carried around William had vanished. That tipped me off that the other night had been their first time together.

“Maybe he’s less stressed now that Atticus is working at the shop.”

Naya’s big lashes fanned together, making her brown eyes all but vanish. “You know something, don’t you? Spill it.”

Our session abruptly ended with Denver shouting on the first level, so I stripped off my vest and headed toward the ramp. “If I don’t get something cold to drink, I’m going to shoot someone for real.”

We emerged from the room and collected our scores for the final round. Not one person had fired at me. Despite my smack talk and uncovering hiding spots, the men avoided me like the plague. Packs were sometimes superstitious about pregnant women, so not one of them raised their gun at me.

I could tell by Denver’s swagger that he’d racked up the most individual points.

“Show off,” someone muttered at him.

He put his faded T-shirt back on. “Shut it. You’re just jealous.”

“Yeah, I’m jealous you racked up all your points stalking two kids,” Reno said, smacking the back of Denver’s head.

Austin and Wheeler moved two long tables together for the pack.

I sat down, and Austin hunched over me from behind, curving his hands around my stomach. “What are you hungry for?”

“Mmm, that’s a loaded question,” I whispered up at him, nibbling his ear. “It’s not like I’m famished. Grab me a soda with crushed ice. I’m hot, I’m thirsty, and I’m probably going to have to pee again in another five minutes.”

“You’re eating, and that’s the deal. I’ll order everything, and you can decide what you want.”

I laughed, but when he walked off toward the counter with April, I realized he was serious.

Better not even, I thought to myself. Austin had been exceptionally attentive during my pregnancy, with an overwhelming instinct to feed me—even when I wasn’t hungry.

I, on the other hand, had my own set of crazy going on. Weird nesting habits—like only wanting certain blankets around me, after-midnight cravings for chicken wings, obsessively cleaning the bathroom, and childproofing every room.

Jericho took a seat across the table, next to the twins. “What’ll it be, kiddos? Burgers or hot dogs?” He kissed the bear claw on his necklace and pretended not to notice the two girls sitting nearby who were gawking at him with hearts in their eyes.

Lennon and Hendrix were arguing over the menu, flipping it over and complaining about who got to pick last time. For some silly reason, they liked ordering the same thing, even if they disagreed.

Reno took the seat at the left end of the table.

Maizy appeared with a hot dog and set the plate in front of Denver, who was sitting to my right. “Be right back with the nachos!”

Denver stood up. “I need to drain the pipe.”

Reno nodded at his hot dog. “You leave, that’s mine.”

With that, Denver lifted the hot dog and ran his tongue along the bread from one end to the other. He gave Reno the finger and stalked off.

Reno reached across me and muttered a few obscenities while pulling out the untouched hot dog meat and leaving Denver nothing but the licked bun.

“Reno Cole!” April said, setting a cheeseburger and fries in front of him. “Can’t you wait for one minute?”

Wheeler nudged Trevor. “Bet he hears that a lot.”

When Austin set a tray in front of me and sat down on my left, I fell over laughing.

“I hope some of this is for you, because I’m not sure I can put away two hamburgers, three hot dogs, onion rings, nachos, celery, and what is that?”

“Hummus dip,” Trevor said, eyeing my plate from across the table. “And if you don’t want it, pass it over.”

William ran his hands through his messy hair, still standing behind Trevor. He had on a shirt with a wide collar that showed off his collarbones and chest. The white material was thin and tight fitting. When he lowered his hands, one of them disappeared behind Trevor, who straightened his spine like an arrow.

April returned with the rest of the food, working her way around the table and passing everything out. My mother didn’t like eating at places that served food in a paper container, and April was definitely not eating since she had a phobia about people spitting in her food. Once she sat down, Reno fed her his fry and she reluctantly ate it.

William cleared his throat. “It’s good to see the family together.”

“When is the family not together?” Austin asked around a mouthful of burger. Two pickles fell out and he held one to my lips.

And I ate it. What woman doesn’t like a man feeding her? I even sucked a little juice off his finger, and for about five seconds, that man forgot he was eating a burger and locked eyes with me. I’d once sucked butter off his finger when we were at the movies, and Austin had grabbed my hand and taken us down to the lobby to get ourselves a snack. Only we bypassed the concession stand and went right for the backseat of his car in the parking lot.

Denver finally appeared and stared down at his plate. Maizy had brought him another hot dog, but he noticed the empty bun beside it. “Dickwad,” he murmured.

Reno smiled cockily before drinking his soda and crunching on a piece of ice.

“So, as I was saying, it’s always good to have the pack together,” William continued.

A few people looked at him sideways except for Trevor, whose eyes widened like those of a deer caught in the headlights. When he tried to scoot his chair back, William blocked it.

If the baby wasn’t giving me butterflies, this awkward situation was.

When William placed his hands on Trevor’s shoulders, holding him down in his chair, I realized what was happening.

“It seems a shame to keep secrets within a family, wouldn’t you agree?”

Denver waved his hot dog. “Who’s got a secret? Because if any of you licked my wiener—”

“That’ll be enough,” Lynn said curtly from the other end of the table.

Some of the men were abashed and resumed eating. Katharine didn’t mind the vulgarity, but my mom didn’t tolerate that kind of talk in her presence. I remembered the first time Wes had taught me the F-word. I didn’t quite understand the impact of a four-letter word until I said it at the breakfast table one morning when I didn’t want to eat my banana.

“Did you figure out how that wolf got in my house?” Austin asked, slowly licking the juice off his finger. “Because if I find out that someone left the door open when we went to the party, that person’s on punishment. I don’t care who it was.” He was especially eyeballing the twins, who were busy squirting ketchup all over their shoestring fries.

Trevor looked feverish, with a pink tint coloring his neck and cheeks. Usually he wore nice button-up shirts, but those weren’t practical when you’re running around in the dark with a gun, so he’d put on a white T-shirt instead. Maybe that’s why his skin changing color was especially noticeable.

“Did everyone pay attention to Reno in there?” Austin continued. “This isn’t a game anymore. Every day is an opportunity to prepare for what’s coming. Tomorrow we’ll work on scouting for trees where we can build stands or something larger. I’ve got a few ideas. Reno’s guy is ordering camouflage gear for everyone, so when we get home, be sure to give him your measurements, and that’ll be one less thing to worry about.”

“Hell’s bells. I think my measurements shrank since this morning,” Izzy said, fanning herself with a paper plate.

I traced the tribal markings on Austin’s shoulder with my finger. “I know you’ve got a lot on your mind, but we have plenty of time to talk strategy when we get home,” I said quietly.

Denver stood up, his mouth still full. “Come on, Peanut. Let’s bowl.”

She glared up at him, holding a nacho chip in her hand. “What the heck? We’ve been shooting at each other for hours, and now you want to bowl? I’m not sure if I’m dating a Shifter or a rechargeable battery.”

“Sit down,” William said curtly.

Denver pointed his finger, and I seized his wrist, lowering his arm before the argument escalated.

William eyed everyone at the table. “As I was saying before, I don’t like living in a house with secrets. There’s one I’ve kept a long time, but it has nothing to do with the pack.”

Reno lined up the salt-and-pepper shakers, then focused on collecting the packets of ketchup and stacking them on a napkin. “And what secret is that?”

“It’s a delicate subject where matters of the heart are concerned. I’ve been in love with someone for years, and now that I’ve decided to mate with them, it affects the pack.”

Wheeler stroked the scruff on his chin. “Who’s the lucky lady? Don’t tell me it’s that bitch, Rebecca. Church may have thrown her out of his pack, but I noticed she invited herself to the peace party and was all over you.”

Denver snorted. “You dirty dog.”

“It’s not Rebecca,” William said with annoyance.

Trevor rested his elbows on the table and rubbed his eyes tiredly, only it wasn’t because he was sleepy. He was wiping away tears.

April, who was sitting next to him, took notice. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” William said gently. “Not anymore. I’m asking with the entire Weston pack as my witness if you, Trevor, will be my life mate.”

Eyes widened, jaws dropped, and the distant sound of bowling balls striking pins was the only sound.

Melody eyed the burger she held between both hands and smiled at Hendrix. “Told you.” She took a giant bite, and a swath of blue hair slipped in front of her eyes.

Trevor’s cheeks flamed, wet with tears. Although we’d always accepted him, perhaps old memories—bad memories—from his previous pack had resurfaced. He looked crippled with fear, unable to meet anyone’s gaze.

William stood proud, his hands resting on Trevor’s shoulders. “This isn’t the ideal location for a proposal, but the only thing that matters is how I feel. You’re an incredible man, Trevor, and I want to call you mine. I’m not leaving this spot without an answer. I’ll stand here until they close the place down.”

A slow-rolling laugh arose from the right end of the table. Maddox leaned back in his chair, covering his eyes. Then he dropped his arm and slammed his fist on the table. “Dammit, boy. Either you say yes or I will.”

Light chuckles circulated, and we watched them expectantly.

Trevor kept his eyes submissively low, remaining silent and waiting for Austin to speak. I’d never heard of a mated couple in a pack being gay, so Austin’s response wouldn’t just be a matter of opinion but would determine whether Trevor remained in the pack or not. He was seeking his Packmaster’s approval.

Austin swirled a french fry in ketchup, bit it in half, and then leaned back in his chair. A wonderful close-lipped smile stretched across his face before he spoke. “Don’t look at me. It’s your question to answer. Whatever you decide, I’ve got your back.”

Trevor’s shoulders sagged as if the weight of the world had been lifted from them.

April wept, staring between the two men and covering her mouth with a trembling hand. The smoky eyeliner around her eyes left a sticky trail down her cheeks.

Trevor forcefully scooted back, throwing William off-balance and causing him to stumble.

“I don’t like being boxed into a corner,” Trevor growled.

My heart sank. He wasn’t going to accept.

Trevor faced William, body tense, a pensive expression on his handsome face. Without warning, he swung his arms around William’s neck and held on tight. William grinned, embracing his mate and holding on as if it meant saving his life.

A slow round of applause erupted, with Wheeler clapping and Denver whistling with his fingers.

Trevor looked at the group, combing his hair down with his fingers, unable to wipe the contagious smile off his face.

He studied April for a minute and shook his head. “Hot damn, you’re a mess.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, Trev?” she said, sniffling. “I thought we were best friends.”

He used the hem of his white shirt to wipe the dark smudge off her cheek. “Because, Miss Romance, you would have given it a push years ago, and I wasn’t ready. Hell, I thought Will was romancing the ladies undercover; I didn’t have a clue. I hoped, but he was pretty good about hiding it. Don’t cry, babe. Your nose swells up and you look like Rudolph.”

“Trev, I love you so much. I’ve always wanted you to be as happy as I am.”

Tears welled in his eyes, and he knelt down in front of her. “April Showers, always showering me with love.”

They hugged it out, and I rested my head on Austin’s shoulder, drawing in his musky scent mixed with sweat. Maybe most women were repulsed by a man who didn’t douse himself in cologne, but I loved the smell of my alpha male. He wrapped his right arm around me and kissed the top of my head.

“Did you doubt me for a second?” he whispered above all the congratulatory comments from the pack as they rose from the table and descended on William and Trevor.

I lifted my chin and steadied my eyes on his. “Just when I think you’re going to start following pack tradition, you remind me that you’re a better man than that.”

“Can we go play games?” Lennon asked, jumping to his feet and pushing in his chair.

“Yeah, I’ve had enough mushy stuff,” Hendrix agreed.

Izzy playfully pinched his side, and he squirmed.

Austin cleared his throat. “Not today. We have work to do.”

“Austin, they’re just kids. Let them play for a little while,” I said.

He leaned in close, his voice low, just for me. “I get what you’re saying, but if something happens to them because I didn’t prepare them for what’s coming, I’ll never live with myself. I’m not just Uncle Austin to them; I’m their Packmaster.”

I smoothed my hand down his firm bicep. “When we go home, we’ll work on digging trenches and traps, but five minutes in the arcade while we eat isn’t going to hurt anything. Put them on the sniper game and call it training if you want.”

Austin waved a french fry in front of my mouth, and I took a bite. “I’d move the world for you, Ladybug.” He nodded at the boys, and they took off in a flash.

A feeling of dread came over me when I thought about our future. Austin was right; I needed to stop looking at them as boys. Watching them take turns on the sniper game made me realize the world I grew up in no longer existed. We weren’t raising children but men and women who would fight alongside us. My baby would have an even greater expectation placed on him or her as the child of a Packmaster. As much as I’d always wanted a normal life, my life would never be normal again.

At least not by human standards.

“Whose room are y’all going to live in?” Wheeler asked, stripping all the vegetables from his hamburger.

My mom stood up, hands on her hips. “I’ll not have anyone in our house living in sin before they make it official.”

Maddox laughed and swatted her playfully on the butt, which caused my mother to blush so hard that Maizy giggled and quickly turned away.

“That may be a problem,” William said. “I don’t think the Council has ever done anything official with a gay couple.”

“Doesn’t mean there’s a law against it,” Reno grumbled. “Just means they haven’t done it.”

“Indeed,” William replied. “Mustn’t worry about the details while we’re still celebrating.” He put his hands on Trevor’s shoulders, giving them a light rub as he stood behind him.

After I snapped out of a daydream, I leaned close to Austin. “I’m pregnant. I’m not digging a trench when we get home.”

He laughed, adding more spicy mustard to his burger. “You wanted me to treat you normally, and the Relic recommended exercise, didn’t he?”

“I mean it, Austin Cole. If I so much as see a shovel move in my direction, I’m going back to my old apartment, and you’ll have to start your courtship all over again.”

Austin grabbed the bottom of my chair and pulled it right next to his. Then his warm lips touched my neck, the smell of pickles strong in the air. “I just might like starting over,” he growled sexily. “Remember our first night in the house?”

Boy, did I.























Chapter 20
 

Three months had passed since the peace party, and I was eight months along. My arm had healed, and thanks to Edward’s amazing abilities, only a few white scars remained.

As for the Trevor and William situation, they remained in separate rooms out of respect for my mother, who still believed marriage (or mating) came first, even though she and Maddox weren’t married. When Trevor raised this point, she said an experienced woman with two grown children was too old to remarry. I think the real reason for her not marrying was that Mom didn’t see them growing old together since she would age faster, and he would move on. Then again, maybe he’d never asked her. Maddox not only loved my mom, but he genuinely adored her company and sense of humor. In Mom’s eyes, that was enough.

William was old-fashioned and wanted something official. The Council hadn’t responded to their request, but we weren’t sure if it’s because they disapproved of it or that they had postponed all mating ceremonies due to the preparations underway to prepare for a possible invasion.

I pushed the glider on the porch, my hands folded across my belly, feeling a cool breeze ruffle my hair.

“It won’t be much longer,” Ivy said, swatting a gnat away. “Lorenzo hasn’t shared the date, but his mood is altered.”

The summer sun was bronzing my legs, and I lifted the end of my white shorts, noticing the tan line. “Are you done preparing?”

“As much as we can be,” she said. “And you?”

“Reno worked with Lorenzo a few months ago on setting traps. Prince had a friend with experience lend his advice—some Russian guy, but I didn’t meet him. Austin printed a map of the property, and we memorized their locations and how to spot them.”

“Austin is sure he doesn’t want to move your pack in with ours?” she asked, playing with a beaded bracelet on her wrist that Hope had made. “The offer still stands.”

I raised my eyebrows at her. “They’d kill each other, and you know it.”

Austin and Lorenzo had made a pact that if war came, they would support each other. His pack was larger, but Austin realized because of their old rift that they’d never be able to live under the same roof, even temporarily. Since we were neighboring allies, it made more sense to look out for each other. We helped train his men, and in return, he offered to lend assistance during the attack.

Ivy rested her hand on my stomach. “You’re so close. I can see someone in there’s getting stronger.”

I laughed and tapped my stomach. “I’ve got a kicker. The baby’s more active at night, and sometimes you can see my stomach moving. Austin’s fascinated by the whole thing.”

A smile crossed her face, making her eyes appear as crescent moons. “Mommy’s little warrior. Pregnancy suits you.”

I snorted. “So you think I should be the barefoot and pregnant kind?”

She tapped my nose and sat back. “On the contrary, I mean your wolf has been asleep a long time now, but you are more resilient as a leader of this pack than ever before. Have you not noticed the way your packmates follow your orders more readily? This child will make you a stronger woman—that’s what our children do, whether we realize it or not. We think that they soften us, but it’s just the opposite.”

The front door opened, and Austin stepped outside.

Shirtless and glistening—droplets of water from his shower still clinging to the ends of his dark brown hair. He shielded his eyes from the sun and looked toward the private road up ahead.

While he was distracted, I surreptitiously leaned over and zipped up his pants.

He hissed, body growing rigid when my hand brushed against him. He captured my wrist and pulled it away, giving me a sexy wink.

A rivulet of water trailed down his tatted arm until it dissipated around his elbow. Austin had acquired a nice tan over the summer, and for whatever reason, my sexual attraction to him increased with each passing month. But he had denied my advances since the day I started showing, saying it was too risky for the baby. All I knew was that when he swaggered in front of me like that, leaning over the porch railing, water running down his strong back, I just wanted to mount and ride him like he was a wild stallion.

Ivy snapped her fingers in front of my face, a delicate grin hovering on her lips. “I think it’s time for me to go soon. It’ll be dark in a few hours.”

“Give the girls another hour. They like spending time together.”

Austin glanced over his shoulder. “If you want to stay longer, don’t sweat it.  I’ll have Reno follow behind and make sure you two get home safely.”

“No need, but I appreciate your generosity,” she replied. “Lakota is with us.”

“Lakota isn’t a man.”

Ivy lifted her chin and straightened her back. “What constitutes a man—testicles? I can assure you he has those. Lakota has gone through the change earlier than most, and he is an intelligent wolf who is ready to fight for his family.”

“Uh-huh. But how much fighting experience does he have?”

She tilted her head to the side. “As much as any Packmaster is willing to give to him.”

Austin frowned. “Point made.”

I couldn’t help but notice Austin was acting a little off. “What’s wrong?”

He turned around and ran his fingers through his damp hair. “I don’t know. My wolf’s pacing like someone’s about to come over.” He wiped his wet hands across his jeans, leaving a few damp streaks. “Did you invite anyone else?”

I patted my belly. “Maybe your wolf senses a new arrival coming soon to a pack near you.”

He arched a brow and swung a leg forward until he reached me. When he knelt down, he cradled my belly in his hands and planted a reverent kiss on it. “That’ll be the best visitor we’ve ever had.”

Austin continued rubbing my belly with his hands, something he liked to do late at night when he thought I was asleep. How could I sleep with a somersault champion in my belly all night? Sometimes Austin would scoot down and whisper so quietly that I couldn’t hear what he was saying. The breath of his words skated across my skin, but in the silence of the room, whatever secrets he told were between him and our child.

I never thought it was possible to fall deeper in love with a person over time until I met Austin Cole. The first time the baby kicked was when I was five months along. Austin had walked in on me lying shirtless on our bed, my hands on my stomach, smiling at the ceiling.

He crawled next to me and lifted his icy blues. “Do you feel anything yet?”

“A little.”

“What’s it feel like?”

I smiled and cupped his face in my hands. “Like the first time I told you I loved you. Butterflies.”

Those secret moments were mine to keep forever, and I couldn’t wait to tell our child about them.

Austin peered over his shoulder toward the road again, so I pinched his earlobe.

“Why don’t you go check it out?” I asked. “Have Reno go with you.”

“Yeah, I need to put on my shoes first. Denver didn’t mow the yard this week. Denver!” he shouted, rising to his feet.

Denver usually spent the afternoon with Maizy before heading to Howlers, and she would stay up at night writing articles for the online Breed news.

Lennon came outside, dragging his feet across the porch before taking a seat on the step.

“What’s wrong?” I asked him.

The sunlight made his hair seem like copper, when it was normally a dull russet. “Uncle Denver’s playing ‘Hungry Like the Wolf’ on repeat again.”

Ivy gave me a fixed stare. “What’s that mean?”

I leaned over, speaking quietly. “When Denver and Maizy want time alone—you know what I mean—he plays that song, and we all know to clear off the second floor.”

She released a short laugh and ran her fingers along her braid. “Some things never change.”

The glider began rocking again, and the wind teased us with a short gust.

Butterflies tickled my stomach, and it wasn’t the baby. I rubbed my belly, suddenly feeling the same anxious feeling Austin was talking about.

Austin reached over and put his hand on Lennon’s head, rumpling his hair. “Go back inside. Make sure all the doors and windows are locked.”

Without a word, Lennon obediently ran back inside. He’d make a great Packmaster someday because he understood the importance of following orders without complaints.

Before the door closed, Reno came out, his heavy boots knocking on the wood porch. I jumped when something clicked in his hand.

Reno held the sawed-off shotgun in firing position. “Bikers,” was all he said.

I strained my ears and sat up. In the distance, the sound of motorcycles grew increasingly louder. When I saw a cloud of dirt coming up from the private road that ran left to right, I got up and stood behind Austin. “Should I call anyone?”

He held up a hand but remained quiet.

The bikes came into view, driving in pairs and easing up our driveway on the right.

“Looks like they came a long way,” Reno said, still holding up the shotgun.

Austin moved closer to the steps. “What makes you say that?”

Reno waved the gun. “The back warmers.”

I knitted my brows and gave him a nudge. “Back warmers?”

“The ladies riding as passengers. They also have on backpacks, and nobody around here would bring their whole crew for chitchat.”

It was the first bike that caught my eye. All black except for the burnt-orange gas tank. He angled his bike away from us and revealed Colorado plates.

“That’s Axel,” I said, placing my hand on Reno’s shotgun and lowering it.

Izzy’s white wolf went tearing across the grass, barking at our unexpected visitors. She was the guard on duty.

Austin whistled with his fingers and shouted out a command. She backed off but continued barking. The bikes slowly pulled up next to where Axel had parked, and they angled away from the house with their front tires on the driveway.

Axel dismounted and removed his orange helmet, revealing a shiny, bald head. He ran his hand over it and then used his fingertips to comb his grey goatee, watching his men pull in and park. They killed the engines, and the throttling sound that filled the air finally quieted, replaced by boots crunching across the gravel and heavy sighs of exhaustion.

Spartacus appeared from beneath the house, sauntering his way across the lawn toward the men, tail high and bent at the tip. The men gave the scrawny black cat a skeptical glance before going about their business.

“Nice homestead you have,” Axel said, approaching the house with an easy stride, leather chaps covering his jeans.

Ivy quickly went inside. She tossed Austin his shoes before closing the door.

Austin kept his eyes on Axel while he slipped on his shoes, leaving the laces untied. “What brings you out this far?”

Axel faced his men and signaled them to remain where they were. Most were taking a seat in a patch of high grass beneath a shady tree, some removing their boots and most wiping their sweaty faces on their shirt. Ivy reappeared, a twelve-pack of soda under her left arm, cane in her right.

“Good to see you again,” she said in greeting to Axel, descending the steps and heading toward his packmates.

Axel hiked up the steps, warily looking at Reno’s gun.

Austin turned and clapped Reno on the shoulder. “I don’t think we’ll be needing that, brother.”

“I’ll keep it on me just the same,” Reno said, strutting around me and stealing a chair, eyes on the men below.

“Where’s your woman? I’d like to pay my respects,” Axel said.

Reno lifted his chin. “Brushing up on her Mage skills.”

I wasn’t sure how fast a man could blink consecutively, but I was certain Axel had broken the record when he stepped back and swung his gaze to Austin, who merely shrugged with a smile.

Axel’s eyes settled on my round belly. “It looks like your vacation was a success. Colorado seems to have that effect.”

Ivy moved past us and went back inside.

“Can I offer you a drink?” I asked.

“Nah. I’m good.” He waved his hand and then scooted a wooden chair away from the wall so the back was to the sun. Axel took a seat and then stretched so hard that I could almost feel it myself.

Austin pulled up a chair facing him, sat down, and worked on tying his laces. “So what’s your business down here, Axel?”

After he popped a few knuckles and glanced back at his men—and I counted about twenty-two—he watched me walk around Austin and stand behind him, hands on his bare shoulders. “I heard about the trouble you had a few months ago. Only a dirty dog attacks women. I’ve kept in contact with one of your Councilmen, and he told me in confidence what the Packmasters are up to. None of my men know; it’s not the sort of thing you tell people or else the plan won’t work. Most of the Shifters in my pack have little ones to look after, so I rounded up the unmated, childless wolves. Something tells me this is going down soon, and I want to help.” He gave Reno a cursory glance before looking back at Austin.

“I don’t know if spreading your men out will make much difference,” Austin said.

I found myself squeezing the ends of his damp hair at the back so I could rub my wet fingers across his bare back. He moaned quietly and then leaned forward out of my reach.

“That’s not what I had in mind,” Axel said, lacing his fingers over his head as if shielding it from the blazing sun. “Something tells me they’ll be gunning for you.”

“What makes you say that?” Reno interrupted.

“Because the leader of the Northern resistance crashed a peace party, and that’s the kind of thing rumors are made of. Lexi’s natural father—am I right, or was that an embellishment?”

Our silence was his answer.

The door creaked when Ivy returned. This time she had Melody following behind to help since Ivy could only make use of one arm. Axel chuckled when he got a look at Melody’s blue hair.

Melody carried a large tray of sandwiches, and Ivy held a cooler bag. When they reached the bottom of the steps, the twins scampered out the door with several bags of chips in their hands and between their teeth.

The men were appreciative and clapped, one of them dramatically falling to his knees and clasping his hands in prayer at the lovely (and very mated) woman who served them. The boys hurled the bags of chips at the men to catch and one of them mussed Lennon’s hair. It was easy to tell the twins apart because they dressed differently.

Hope peered out the door but not to help. She wasn’t as trusting with strangers, and with good reason after the attack. I reached out and pulled her to my side, noticing the small scars on her temple and chin had healed nicely. Despite her apprehension about strangers, she chose not to hide away in the house.

Reno chatted with Axel about his bike, and they fell into a friendly conversation.

Lakota stepped outside, shaking his long hair away from his shoulders. He had acquired more of a tan since temporarily moving down here for the summer. His black tank top had an interesting headshot of a wolf—black on one side and white on the other—with piercing blue eyes, just like his. His gaze traveled briefly to Axel and then to the men below. One of them was bowing dramatically in front of Melody, holding her tray above his head and making her reach for it.

“Show-off,” Lakota murmured, stalking down the steps.

Austin looked on, probably worried like I was that Lakota might start something.

“Hope, go inside,” I said.

Lakota put his arm around Melody and guided her back to the house, leaving the man to wave them off dismissively and fall back in the grass.

“A real man shouldn’t behave like a buffoon for a woman’s attention,” he said to her, nearing the house.

“I’m not exactly a woman,” she huffed out.

“No, but this is the age when you need to learn to turn your back on foolishness or else they’ll never learn. Speak up for yourself; you should have higher standards than that.”

They hiked up the porch steps, Melody swinging her tray as they went inside. Ivy remained down below, conversing with some of the women.

“Smart wolf,” Axel said about Lakota. “What a girl that age learns about men is what she’ll grow up to believe. What you let a wolf get away with is what they will teach their own children. My men are harmless, but they’re also childless and don’t understand how to treat a girl that age.”

“I’m sure they were just horsing around,” I said.

Axel chuckled. “That they were. But in my experience, I’ve discovered that teenagers brood a lot. They sit around interpreting every little action, dissecting it, and doing a lot of self-reflecting. I raised three girls of my own and had to sit down with them each time some idiot made a silly remark about their appearance, even if it was in jest. That’s what girls do. Everything means something because they’re at the age where they’re trying to figure out if who they are is good enough.”

Reno lifted the gun from his lap and set it down below the chair. “I think we’ve strayed from the topic.”

Axel locked eyes with Austin. “If this is ground zero, then count me in.”

Austin barely nodded, his voice low and rough. “I’ll accept your offer. Don’t let them wander on my property; I have traps set up.”

Axel stood up and whistled. “Nobody out of my sight!” Then he sat back down. “What’s the plan?”

“We have tree stands and bunkers in key areas of my territory. We plan to stay on the move. They’re going to come at us from the north since there’s a pack on the south side.”

“And if they come straight up the road?”

“Then that’ll make it easy for us.”

Axel took a deep breath and sighed audibly. “I doubt they’ll be that stupid—not if they think the Packmaster is on the move. Their leader has given them orders to capture or kill the alphas, because that’s the only way to claim land. It’s you they’ll be hunting for. How do you know they’re not coming now?”

“Two Packmasters and I set a date. The only other men who know that date are the ones who were sent to infiltrate their camps. On that date, they’ll spread rumors that some of us are leaving for Mexico and others grew impatient and are packing up to hunt down the Northerners. They won’t know what to believe, but they’ll realize they’ll have to move into action before we do. We have a call system set up, and the day before, we’ll contact all the Packmasters in the territory to give them a heads-up. Some plan to hunker down in the house, and that’s fine. I personally don’t feel safe shut up in a house and surrounded. We’ve worked our asses off to prepare, and my pack is ready to fight. We’re not going in the woods to hide; we’re going in to hunt.”

Axel groomed the hair on his chin with one hand. “This might actually work. We have out-of-state license plates, and if they come up on us, we’ll say we got wind there’s free land up for grabs. I don’t want to get my men tangled up in your traps, so we’ll camp out in your yard. Just let me know D-day, and we’ll move our bikes up to the main road and keep an eye on things. Anyone who tries to come up your road…” He made a slicing motion across his neck.

Austin swatted at a fly. “We don’t have any traps set up by the private road, so put a couple of your men behind the tree line. I’ll give you Reno’s number. I think he’ll have a Bluetooth or some shit on his ear.”

“What about guards?”

“I have one or two at any given time,” Austin replied, sitting back in his chair. “They do regular patrols around the property line, searching for any unfamiliar scents or intruders. Your men are safe to camp out until then. Won’t be long. We’ll just have to lay down some rules.”

“Yeah, the bathroom situation…” Axel trailed off.

“Since we have a D-day,” I said, using my fingers as quotation marks, “why don’t you guys head up the road to that motel? It’s real nice, and you can probably put four in a room if they’re willing to share. They have cool air, beds, and a swimming pool.”

Austin stood up. “Lexi has a point. I don’t think we have enough meat in the house to last us the week, let alone feed your pack. And yeah, the bathroom situation…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “If you want to stay here while your men head out and get some rest, I can lay out the plan with you.”

Axel rose to his feet and kicked the tip of his boot against the porch, shaking off a clump of dirt. “We’ll arrange a meeting, but I can’t leave my pack. My second-in-command is back home watching over the house, so that would mean putting my third in charge, and he’s the ass who was riling up your packmate a few moments ago. We’ll settle in, and I’ll talk to your Council so we don’t get reported as rogues and tossed out on our asses. Now wouldn’t that be an embarrassment?”

Both men laughed and headed down the steps.

Austin clapped a hand on Axel’s shoulder. “I’ll talk to the motel owner. He owes me a big discount.”

We gave that guy more business every time we had a peace party. We directed guests to his motel who were either too tired to drive home or just wanted time alone with their mate.

I went inside, hearing “Hungry Like the Wolf” still playing upstairs.

“A bomb could drop and they’d never know it,” I muttered to myself.

Jericho emerged from the bathroom beneath the stairs, his Pink Floyd shirt tucked halfway in his pants.

“Where is everyone?” I asked.

“Out back. Lynn didn’t want anyone in the house with all that hungry going on up there,” he said, pointing at the ceiling. “His song choice was cool at first, but now every time I hear that song at the bar I think about Denver and Maizy getting it on.”

I snatched a pencil on a nearby table and tossed it into a wastebasket.

Jericho laughed.

“What?”

He shook his head and threaded his brown locks away from his face. “The nesting thing gets me every time. Remember when Isabelle threw away all the silverware? She read some article in a magazine about children poking forks into light sockets. Apparently she didn’t read the part about installing outlet covers.”

I chuckled and stood with my back to the sofa. “My mother had a conniption.”

“Then she wanted to learn how to knit after reading about chemicals in fabrics. You pregnant types should stay far away from those magazines.”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t gone overboard.”

He cocked his eyebrow. “Yet.” Jericho stood next to me and leaned against the back of the sofa. He placed his left hand on my belly. “Kicking much? The boys are looking forward to a cousin they can roughhouse with, and I can always use a good drummer for my band.”

“By the time this child is old enough to roughhouse, your boys will be old enough to buy beer.”

He played with the unlit cigarette resting behind his ear. “Damn. Time flies. I better get on Isabelle about having more kids.”

“You like being a dad, don’t you?”

Everyone had noticed the change in Jericho over the years since Melody was born. He was still a musician who loved his art, but he seemed to love every little thing about having kids, even when they had tantrums and once broke his favorite guitar.

“They’re the best thing I’ve ever created.”

I lowered my eyes. “Does it ever scare you?”

“Raising kids?”

“No,” I said with hesitation. “The possibility of losing them. We’re about to go to war, and I can’t even fathom…” I trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

Jericho stepped in front of me, his jade eyes heavy with understanding. He placed his hands firmly on my stomach. “Don’t let death make you afraid to love. I know what you’re saying; it’s different because they’re from your own flesh. But there’s no sweeter sound in the world than the first time they call you daddy. So all the fear you’re feeling—fuck that shit. Your entire life will flip upside down the second you hear that baby wail his first cry in this world. That sound will break and mend your heart all at once. You dig?”

I placed my hands on his. “You know, when we first met, I thought you were a guy who didn’t care about anything except himself. You have a big heart, and I just thought I should tell you that since I’m not the kind of girl who goes around spraying her feelings all over the place.”

A smile hooked the corner of his mouth, and I could see why Izzy had fallen in love with him so many years ago.

“You’ll do just fine, mama bear,” he said with a nod.

“You mean mama wolf.”

He stepped back and pointed at the ceiling. “Maybe you can practice your mom yell on Denver. Some of us would like to cook dinner and maybe have a shower. At least Sexybelle and I head out to the old house when we want to shoot fireworks,” he said, strolling his tall self out of the room and looking back at me one last time in a plea to end the madness.

Jericho was still on punishment from an incident two months ago. Denver and Maizy had amazing chemistry and adored each other, but after three hours of holding the house hostage, Jericho had gotten fed up and hauled his large amplifiers into the hall outside their door. He plugged in his guitar, turned up the volume, and cranked out Black Sabbath until Denver stumbled into the hall with a sheet wrapped around his waist. When Jericho refused to stop playing, Denver broke one of the knobs on his amp. Jericho ripped Denver’s sheet away just as Naya strolled by, and after she made a silly comment, Denver got embarrassed and took a swing at Jericho.

Fights like those were common in packs and quickly resolved at the dinner table. Denver paid for the repairs on Jericho’s amp, and Jericho went on probation after Austin admonished him for going too far with his practical jokes. Sometimes Jericho needed a reminder that his sons were alphas, and he needed to set a good example.

I climbed the stairs and headed toward Denver and Maizy’s bedroom. Interrupting their lovemaking was an embarrassing task I should have left to Austin. But given he was busy entertaining guests…

“Time to wrap it up!” I shouted over the loud music.

I shuddered when I heard their urgent cries. Nobody wants to imagine family members going at it, so I plugged my fingers in my ears and kicked the door with the tip of my shoe. “Everyone’s hungry like a wolf and wants to eat dinner! Hurry up. We have company!”

When I heard a muffled sound, I unplugged an ear.

“Who?” Denver shouted back.

“Only about twenty bikers in the front yard. The war is also over. We won,” I said sarcastically, turning around.

A draft blew against my back, and I heard heavy panting.

“What the train wreck is going on out there?”

“Are you dressed?” I yelled.

“Toss me those,” he muttered to Maizy.

The thick smell of sex wafted in my general direction, and I shivered.

Denver entered the hall and stood in front of me. “What’s up?” His cheeks were red, his lips swollen, his blond hair mussed, and his shirt was sticking to his sweaty chest. “If dickhead sent you up here to—”

“Jericho didn’t send me up here. I can’t give any details until I know what Austin wants to tell the pack, but these men came a long way to help us out. They’re not staying with us, but until they leave, we need to be hospitable to our guests and feed them, so fire up the grill.”

He paced in a small circle, and the music suddenly cut off.

“What’s going on?” Maizy came out with her hair in a ponytail. She’d put on a pair of knee-length jean shorts and one of Denver’s shirts.

I shook my head. “I think we’re getting close.”

“Why do you look so worried?” she asked. “We’re prepared.”

Prepared to die? That was the first thought that came to mind. “I don’t think we’ll ever be prepared enough for what’s coming, Maze. Things don’t always go as planned; it just seems too perfectly laid out. I don’t know—I just have a feeling something bad is going to happen, and I haven’t been able to shake it for months.”

Denver flashed his eyes at me. “Don’t say that. You can’t go around saying stuff like that. You’ll jinx us.”

Maizy slapped his arm. “Don’t be so obtuse.”

He quirked a brow and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Don’t go using all those fancy university words on me. You know how it turns me on.”

I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath until I let it go. I backed up against the doorframe, and Maizy gripped my arm.

“Lexi, what’s wrong?”

For the first time, I felt pain in my womb.























Chapter 21
 

“This is the dumbest thing we’ve ever done,” I mused to myself. I gripped the railing on the front porch, watching the pack of wolves in our yard. “Someone’s going to get hurt.”

Austin and Axel had decided that before anyone left, they needed to introduce the two packs in wolf form to make sure we didn’t end up killing each other in battle. It was something we had also done with Lorenzo’s pack a couple of months ago, and a few fights broke out before everyone settled down and submitted to their respective Packmaster.

Naya rested her forearms on the flat ledge and leaned forward, the wind ruffling the dark curls in her hair. “Darling, dumb will be when it’s my turn to shift in front of those poor boys. What are the odds that half of them will run away with their tail between their legs?”

I laughed at the thought. “I hope you fed your panther.”

Jericho shifted back to human form and cockily strutted away from the pack. He lifted his Pink Floyd T-shirt off the grass and left his pants behind.

“Why does he always plan this kind of shit when I have on my good shirt?” he complained, heading up the steps and into the house.

Axel and Austin looked like ringleaders at a circus. Axel had stripped out of his leathers and was bent over with his hands on his knees so he could look each of his packmates in the eye to maintain control.

“But I want to watch!” Melody complained from inside.

“Skedaddle!” Denver barked as he came out the door.

He eased up on my right, and a dribble of milk splashed on my hand.

I glanced down at the dried milk on his chest and stains on his grey sweats. “How can you eat cereal when it’s almost time for dinner?”

He slurped up a big spoonful of the colorful rings and crunched. “This is just an appetizer. Standing over that grill makes a man hungry. So, who’s pussied out so far?”

“No one. Did you call your boss?”

Jake didn’t like his staff calling in last-minute since it was hard to get someone to fill in, especially since Frank was the only other full-time bartender.

“Let’s just say I owe Frank big-time. He was chowing down at the hot-sauce festival when I called him, and now he has to tend bar all night with a raging colon. You feeling okay?”

“Yeah, it was nothing,” I said, waving my hand.

The pain that had hit me outside Denver’s bedroom was so fleeting that I figured the baby had stepped on a nerve. This was my first pregnancy, so it’s not as though I knew all the normal feelings that went along with it. If it happened again, I’d call my Relic, but there was no sense in worrying Austin. He was too preoccupied with building a new strategy with Axel at the last minute, and one distraction could affect his decisions. The pack needed him at one hundred percent.

We watched Izzy go next. Her flaming-red hair swirled around her head like a vortex of fire when she shifted into a beautiful white wolf with black paws. The other wolves lifted their noses, and Austin stood very close to her, throwing off his alpha power as a warning to the other wolves. They came up to her in groups, whining, licking her muzzle, and some wagging their tails.

“Easy,” Axel said. “She’s mated, so don’t get any ideas, you horny bastards.”

Naya chuckled. “Like that’s going to happen.”

When Izzy’s wolf lifted her leg and peed on a wolf, Austin belted out a laugh. Axel didn’t look as amused.

Izzy shifted back to human form and gracefully stood up. Her red hair cascaded over her shoulders, a stunning contrast against her porcelain complexion. She quickly stepped into her jeans and grabbed her shirt. “I did that on purpose,” she said, flouncing off and holding her chin high.

When I heard giggling, I turned my attention to the balcony on the second floor.

“I know you’re up there, boys,” Izzy said, climbing up the porch steps. “And you better be gone in about five seconds.”

Thunderous footfalls sounded, and then a door slammed above me. Austin didn’t like the kids around when wolves were being introduced. Even though they were safe on the second floor, it could be traumatic if they witnessed one of their packmates caught in a fight. Aside from that, something I’d learned about Shifter children was that they’re born with all the instincts of their animal, even if they haven’t gone through the first change. The greatest risk was them rushing into a fight to help their packmate, and without the ability to shift and heal, the results could be fatal.

“Who went already?” Denver asked.

“Just about everyone. Even Maddox, and that was a sight to behold.”

He laughed. “Yeah, saw that from the window. Just wait until they get a load of Naya.”

To reduce the risk of a pack fight, Austin had sent everyone in the house except for those who hadn’t gone. Denver went first since his wolf was the craziest, and Maizy stayed by his side to keep him under control. But when it was her turn, Denver was banished to the house to prevent him from losing control of his wolf if one of Axel’s men so much as growled at her.

I stood up and arched my back, rubbing the sore muscles on the curve of my spine. “Naya’s going last, if she goes at all. Wheeler’s still up, but everyone else is done. April just let them smell her.”

“Bet she loved that,” he remarked, his voice deadpan.

Naya stood up and leaned against the rail. “Reno was upstairs on the balcony holding a gun with one of those little binocular things,” she said, circling her finger.

Denver spoke around a mouthful of cereal. “Sniper rifle. And that would have been epic.”

Naya removed her watch and handed it to me. “Foolish, you mean.”

“Your mom handled it like a boss,” Denver said, setting his empty bowl on a table near the door. “Did you see how she smacked that one wolf on the snout when he sniffed a little too closely?”

A bubble of laughter slipped out, and I erupted into my Beaker laugh. I quickly covered my mouth, remembering our guests down below.

“Come on, Naya. Let’s get this over with,” Austin shouted, veiling the absolute horror I’m sure he felt. He could control the wolves in our pack, but Naya’s panther was another story.

Naya gave me one of her rings and sighed. “Here goes nothing.”

“Nothing my ass,” Denver murmured, sidling up next to me as we watched her cross the grassy lawn. “Oh, Jesus. Look who just joined the party.”

Spartacus appeared from under the house and trotted beside Naya, swinging his little butt as if he sensed his mama was in peril.

“Pssst!” Denver made a loud sound that made the cat turn and look at him. Then he clapped his hands.

Sparty kept his wide, defiant eyes on us while he sat down behind Naya.

“I’m not responsible for what my pack might do to that cat,” Axel warned her.

Naya kicked off her shoes. “And I’m not responsible for what I might do if so much as one hair on his body is ruffled out of place.”

Austin shook his head. “That cat has the biggest set of balls I’ve ever seen. Naya, don’t fade out. As soon as you feel yourself slipping, I want you to shift back. We’re going to have the wolves shift along with you, just to be on the safe side.”

“Mmm, this should be interesting,” she purred.

“Damn right about that,” Denver murmured. “I hope Wheeler’s still in the shower.”

“You need to go inside, crazy wolf,” I said, glaring up at him. “Austin’s giving you the evil eye for a reason.”

“Until he says something, I’m not missing this for the world.”

Nerves tightened in my belly as Naya put her hands on her hips and let the wolves circle around to catch her scent in human form.

“What’s that phrase Wheeler always uses?” Denver lowered his voice as the front door opened. “Oh yeah. And boom goes the dynamite. See ya.”

Denver skipped past Wheeler and into the house. Wheeler hadn’t put on his shirt, so I watched him descend the steps—his tattoos on prominent display. Especially the dragon across his back.

“I gave you orders. Get back inside,” Austin barked out, pointing his finger.

Wheeler stopped a few feet from the steps and folded his arms. “With all due respect, that ain’t happening. Either I’m present, or she’s not shifting.”

Naya pivoted around. “I have everything under control, Mr. Grumpy. Go make me a plate, and I’ll be right in.”

Axel made no comment. He didn’t know our pack dynamic well enough to butt in.

“This was such a bad idea,” I murmured, drumming my fingers on my stomach. “You know, your daddy once tried to convince me that packs live ordinary lives just like humans. Your daddy was a big fat liar. Sure, we go to the Alamo Drafthouse for a few beers and a movie, then pump gas in the car like every other normal citizen. But when we come home, we magically change into furry little animals who want to kill each other.”

“I need this to go smooth,” Austin continued.

“As a baby’s bottom,” Wheeler assured him.

Which didn’t leave Austin reassured in the least. But since Wheeler was the only one who could control Naya, it was the better option.

Naya executed a graceful shift that transformed her voluptuous form into that of a magnificent black panther. One who immediately growled to make her presence known.

Almost half the wolves stepped back, barking hysterically. Some whimpered and turned in circles, looking at their Packmaster for guidance.

Axel glanced over his shoulder at Austin. “If I live to tell my grandkids about this, I’m going to advise them never to do anything this asinine.” He approached Naya’s panther and knelt beside her.

Naya was still in there and probably had a little control, because her cat stretched out her neck and smelled his face.

I’d never seen such a tough-looking man look like petrified wood. He could have been a lawn ornament for how still he was. And with his bald head and white goatee, he kind of favored a garden gnome.

“All right, boys. Play nice,” Axel said, coaxing his pack toward them.

A few wolves bravely darted forward at the cat—almost as if they were playing with her—and then circled behind the others. Axel slowly rose to his feet and dragged a few stubborn ones over until they smelled each other.

Meanwhile, my stomach was turning round and round like a carriage on a Ferris wheel.

Wheeler widened his legs, lowered his chin, and kept his arms folded. Spartacus sat next to him, swishing his tail back and forth.

Naya’s panther growled, and the rumbling sound was the kind of thing that sent chills up a man’s spine. When I looked at the windows, noses were pressed against the glass—expressions ranging from disbelief to fear.

Naya’s animal was tough, but against a pack of twenty wolves? There was no telling.

My heart raced, and I struggled for a calming breath, blowing it out slowly so as not to frighten the little baby inside me.

One of the wolves lunged, and Axel hooked his arm around the aggressor’s neck before he made contact with the panther. “Back down!” Axel shoved him to the ground and slapped his nose, glaring at him until the wolf submitted.

Wheeler lowered his arms and took a step forward. Whether it was a panther pit or an entire pack of wolves, he’d fight for his woman.

To the death.

The pack grew restless, pacing in circles, so Axel stood up with outstretched arms. “Shift!” The command was so powerful it raised the hair on the back of my neck.

The wall of fur moved, changed, and transformed into men and women who were either kneeling down or sitting up.

Axel’s pack rose to their feet in stunned silence, watching the panther pacing before them and owning her territory with a fierce swipe of her paw.

Austin raked his hair back, his voice filled with relief. “Naya, shift.”

With a reluctant growl, her cat circled around and changed into an even more beautiful creature, black curls of hair covering her shoulders as she rose from all fours and stood up.

A few of the men couldn’t take their eyes off her, and it had nothing to do with her being a panther.

Wheeler stalked forward when one of them in the back whistled and a few laughs erupted. “If you like those eyeballs you’re giving my woman, then you better get them off her.”

Wheeler didn’t just lay down the threat—he made it clear he’d carry it out with a spoon and a smile on his face. All eyes lowered, and a few of them conversed privately.

Naya slipped into her nude-colored dress and lifted her shoes with two fingers, giving Wheeler a playful pat on the behind as she passed by him. He glanced over his shoulder at her, eyes smoldering with each swing of her shapely hips.

Austin waved me over. “Your turn.”

I folded my arms. “Not until they shift back!”

Axel chuckled, looking at his naked pack. “You heard the lady.”

While the men reluctantly shifted back to their wolves, I gripped the railing and carefully stepped down. Now that my belly was in full effect, I couldn’t see where I was going, not to mention my balance was all off-center.

Austin stalked across the lawn and made it to the bottom step before I did. He hooked his arms beneath mine and lifted me to the ground.

“Light as a feather,” he said, huffing out a breath.

“Liar.”

“Don’t be afraid, Ladybug. I’m not going to let them hurt you,” he assured me. “No matter what kind of alliance I have with Axel, I won’t blink an eye about tearing his men apart if they step out of line.” He brushed his knuckles across my cheek and put me at ease. “You can do this.”

“You better promise, because I can’t shift, and I sure can’t run.”

He leaned in tight. “I don’t think I have to tell you that every male and female in our pack is standing in the windows and ready to bolt out that door if anything goes wrong. You’re their alpha female, and they’ll die for you.”

“Is Reno upstairs with the gun?”

“He’s sitting on the ledge of the upstairs window. It’s making Axel nervous, so let’s get this over with.”

Austin planted a chaste kiss on my lips, and I caught his scent—musky and intoxicating. As much as I wanted to curl up in his arms and go back inside, I couldn’t let him or the pack down by chickening out.

The wolves paced restlessly, some playfully leaping on their hind legs to wrestle with others. Axel looked more nervous with me approaching them than he did with Naya. Most Shifter wolves wouldn’t attack women or children in human form, but that wasn’t necessarily a golden rule. Wolves could be skittish and aggressive by nature.

I slowly waddled forward, a gust of wind whipping my straight hair in front of my face. I reached up and pulled it back, holding it that way with one hand until the wind died down. An orange butterfly danced in the sunlight, making me forget I was approaching a pack of wolves I didn’t know.

Their eyes found me, and the activity died down as the sound that hung in their throats was low and barely audible.

Better not be growling at me, I thought to myself, staring at one particular wolf who was showing the most teeth.

Austin stayed within arm’s reach, his eyes locked on the pack, his muscles tight and hard as granite. I gave him a nervous glance before taking the final steps forward, my hands curved protectively around my belly.

One of the wooden wind chimes Austin had made clacked in the tree ahead, startling a few of the wolves, who turned anxiously to look. A white wolf drew nearer, stretching his neck and pulling in my scent. His long tongue lapped out a few times until he tasted my hand. I showed no fear since animals could smell it, and the only way to do that was to hum a song in my head. The only tune that immediately came to mind was one from a show that Denver had been watching the previous night, insisting it was a classic.

Great. I was going to die singing the theme song to Fraggle Rock.

Axel continued to herd his pack, staying in front and watching each one for signs of aggression. The wolves approached me, some taking a sniff and racing off, while others took their time and circled around me.

One of the wolves sang a hollow note and others joined in.

Soon the entire pack was howling.

Axel faced Austin, his fuzzy brows drawn down in a slant. “Are you two having an alpha?”























Chapter 22
 

Austin had an I-told-you-so look on his face after the meet and greet with Axel’s pack. All men hope their firstborn is an alpha, especially since that’s when the odds are greater. They diminish with each child born, so it’s rare to have an alpha who isn’t firstborn. Then again, Austin was an exception to that rule. I think he felt this might be his only chance since, given my history with miscarriages, he wasn’t up for playing baby roulette. The wolves in our own pack might have gotten used to the pregnancy, but the odd reaction of Axel’s pack confirmed something was up.

At least they couldn’t predict gender; I wanted that to be a surprise.

Late in the afternoon, a dense fog rolled in, swallowing up the outside world and secluding us in the house. After we’d served our guests hamburgers, Axel gathered his men and headed off to check in at the motel down the road.

“Can you believe she restored this herself?” I asked William, admiring the wooden baby rocker Ivy had given me earlier that day on her visit.

William moved away from the window in the study and stood behind the chair in front of me, acknowledging the rocker at my feet. “Indeed. But I’m curious as to why you’re using this room as storage? All the gifts from your shower are still here where you left them. I think it’s time you move them to your bedroom, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Not yet.”

I tapped my foot repeatedly on the curved wood, rocking the crib. “She even had someone carve all those little images of horses and flowers.”

William bit his lip and dropped the subject. I was settling into the idea that this was going to happen, but I had become uncharacteristically superstitious. The pregnancy was moving along just fine, so maybe moving all the furniture upstairs would be pushing my luck.

“Are you and Trev ever going to move into the same room? I know you have a lot more privacy on the lower floor, but that’s a tiny room you live in.”

He smiled with his eyes, running a hand through his hair before taking a seat in front of me. “It suits me fine. Our situation will work out eventually. Seems foolhardy to rush things before testing the waters of our relationship.”

“If you’ve been gay all along…”

He laughed and then crossed his legs. “I can assure you I’ve been gay all along.”

“Yes, but you weren’t telling anyone.”

“No one asked.”

I tapped my fingers on the edge of the chair.

“Go on,” he said.

“Why didn’t you just hook up with Trevor from the start?”

“Because…” He took a moment to consider his reply. “You can’t just put two gay people in the same room and expect true love any more than you can two straight people. I’ve always liked his humor and quiet intelligence, but it was a love that grew with time. He’s much younger than I am and didn’t seem ready to settle down. Pack dynamics are equally as important, and if we had rushed into something and it ended badly, it would have created a rift, and one of us would have eventually left. Perhaps I’ve always been cautious with the choices I’ve made in life because I’m always thinking ahead. I couldn’t risk coming out in Lorenzo’s pack because I wasn’t sure if it would affect my standing. Not everyone is as open-minded as the Weston pack, and I was second-in-command. Your diversity is the one thing that made it so easy to accept my transfer, even though at the time I was actually being demoted.”

“I’ve always wanted to be with Austin, and I used to fantasize about what our lives would be like when he finally realized he loved me.”

William laughed. “He never stood a chance.”

“Well, that’s not entirely true. When I found out he was a Shifter, that really scared me. Suddenly our lives weren’t going in the direction I thought they were, and the future was uncertain and hard to see, like the fog out there,” I said, pointing at the window. “Even now, it still doesn’t seem as clear as it once was when I was a little girl.”

“Maybe it’s not supposed to be.”

My thoughts drifted again, and I smoothed my hand down the length of my hair. “Did Austin ever tell you about the necklace he wears?”

This piqued William’s interest. He sat forward, fingers laced. “Mustn’t hold back. I’ve been curious about it for years.”

“It’s a family heirloom. An important leader gave it to one of his great-great-grandfathers, way up in the family line. It can only be worn by the alpha in the family, and it’s supposed to bring them strength and protection. His father isn’t an alpha, but it ended up with him because he was an only child. I don’t know if Austin believes in all that, but he rarely takes it off. Lately, when he looks at me, he touches the medallion. I don’t think he’s aware he’s doing it, but I’ve noticed.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

I looked down at my belly and sighed. “This may be Austin’s only chance to pass it on. We may not have more children. His eyes are filled with hope because this is his only chance to continue a family tradition—one that won’t die with him.”

“Well, if it’s not an alpha and you choose not to have more children, he could always pass it on to one of his brother’s sons.”

I tipped my head to the side. “Lennon and Hendrix are equals. It would be unfair to choose one over the other. The necklace will end up in a box if this baby isn’t an alpha, or if…”

He immediately rose from his chair and stepped over the cradle, placing his hands on the arms of my chair. “You’re the strongest alpha female I’ve ever met, even more so than Ivy. You just don’t realize it, and maybe that’s why some of us give you a tough time when we mean no harm. If anything ever happened to Austin, you could lead this pack.”

“Women aren’t Packmasters, and I don’t even want to think about anything happening to Austin.”

“Sometimes we have to think of the worst so we can figure out how to pick up the pieces and move on. Don’t let life slap you with a cold shock; consider all the negative outcomes so you can live a more positive life. You’ll make wiser choices and not dwell on all the perils that can befall you.”

I cupped his cheeks, brushing my fingers over the sparse hairs attempting to grow on his upper lip and chin.

“You should have worked for a fortune-cookie company.”

Humor danced in his eyes. “A regret I’ll always carry in my heart.” He stood up and almost stumbled backward before stepping over the rocker. “When you’re ready to move all this up to your room, I’ll lend a hand.”

A knock sounded at the door, and Austin let himself in. “Take off, Will. I need to talk to my woman.”

Austin briefly glanced out the front window before moving the cradle aside. When the door closed, he pulled a chair across from me and sat down. “Hungry?”

“Stop trying to feed me, Austin. I just ate a whole chicken pot pie, and I’m real skeptical of whether or not your mother put chicken in there.”

He smiled, putting those wonderful little creases at the corners of his eyes. “I promise it was chicken. Bought it myself.”

“No wonder you ate at our house all the time growing up.”

One of his dark brows arched. “My mom’s a good cook, but I always loved Lynn’s pot roast. Plus, I got to flick all my peas onto your plate.”

My smile waned. “I miss Wes.”

He lowered his gaze. “Yeah.”

“He would have liked being an uncle. I bet he would have spoiled this kid to death with candy and trips to the zoo. Wes really liked the zoo. I know that seems comical in light of what I am now, but he used to say that men were eating up all the land with malls and airports and were driving the animals out. He once said if he was as smart as I was that he would have been an animal conservationist or something. I’m not sure why he thought that way; we both knew I wasn’t a genius.”

“The hell you aren’t.”

I smirked. “You’re starting to sound like him. Wes liked to boost my ego because my father spent so much time deflating it. That’s why I never understood why my brother wanted to follow in his footsteps.”

“Because that’s what boys do. No matter what kind of men our fathers are, we seek their approval. Wes didn’t respect him because of the way he treated you. I sensed it from the moment I stepped into your house as a little kid; that’s the kind of thing a Shifter takes notice of. It wasn’t until I got a little older that it started pissing me off. Wes would tell stories about your father berating you… damn. I would have killed him the night I shifted in your house if that bedroom door had opened.”

I shivered and averted my eyes to the gloomy fog touching the window, so dense that it obscured the trees in the yard. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

“It’s time.”

I didn’t have to play naïve and ask what he meant. “When?”

“Tonight.”

“Why didn’t you just tell us when so we could have prepared?”

He leaned forward, cupping my hands in his. “Because having a date in your head makes people anxious, and I didn’t want nervous wolves in my pack. They wouldn’t have been as effective guarding the property.”

“But I’m pregnant. Can’t we at least wait until the baby comes?”

He lifted his icy blue eyes. “How are you going to hide with a baby in your arms? If it cries, it’ll attract the rogues, and… no.” Austin wrung his hands. “If we wait any longer, you won’t be able to keep up or climb.”

“I can barely climb down the stairs.”

“Yeah, but you’ll only get bigger.”

“Way to woo a lady,” I said with a smirk.

His smile waned. “Our spies will begin spreading the word to their leaders in one hour. I don’t think they’ll waste time having someone scout the properties to see what’s going on. Wheeler and Reno are driving the cars out to the motel parking lot up the road, but I’m keeping two locked in the garage in case we need them.”

The room became dimmer, and the fog pressed against the window. All I could think about was my mother, my sister, my family. There was no turning back, no running, no waving a white flag and asking for peace, no cavalry to call.

Austin rose and pulled at my hands. “Get up.”

“Easy for you to say.”

He bent down and helped me to my feet. Even after I was steady, he kept his arms around me, his whiskers scratching my jaw, his lips to my ear. “You’re the strongest woman I know, and the pack needs you to be that strong alpha who can lead them. I can’t make promises how this’ll end, but we’ll be together, and I won’t let anything happen to you.”

I wanted him to promise, but that wouldn’t have been fair. I held him in my arms, remembering the young man I fell in love with—the one who always protected me. The one who sang in a sexy voice when we made love, the man who liked to spray me with the hose in the summertime when he was watering my mom’s flowers, the man who looked like the biggest badass in the city when driving his Challenger after a good wax, and the man who made my heart melt whenever he leaned against the wall and winked at me.

The baby kicked, and Austin jerked back, his eyes sparkling.

“The baby’s jealous,” I said, my smile fading.

When my knees buckled, Austin caught me before I fell to the floor.

“Lexi?”

I bit his arm and couldn’t stop as pain skewered me from the side. Oh God, please not now.

“William!” he roared.

The door flung open. “What’s—”

“Call the Relic! Now!”























Chapter 23
 

Austin paced for so long that he could have worn a path in the wood floor outside the study. While the pack was gearing up in camouflage and weapons, Edward was examining Lexi to uncover the source of her pain. She’d told Austin not to worry, but that was a brave alpha female talking—one who wanted to stand by her mate in a time of war and not appear weak. Austin wasn’t as brave, not when it came to his woman’s health.

Someone came up behind him and clapped a hand on his shoulder. Austin spun around, seized the arm, and held it in a firm lock.

Reno grimaced. “Ease up, brother. Save it for the rogues.”

He let go and leaned against the wall.

“We’re heading out,” Reno said. “No change in plans. I called the betas in all the surrounding packs to make sure we’re on the same page, and they’re locking and loading.”

“You sure you got everything?” Austin asked. “Food?”

“Check. Every stand has a supply of fresh water, and there’s always the creek if we need more. Sealed bags of jerky and other dry edibles, not to mention the emergency stash hidden on the north side with cooking supplies and canned food.”

Once in the woods, they didn’t have plans to return to the house. It made them vulnerable.

Reno shifted his stance, both a dagger and gun on his belt. He had on camo pants, a dark green T-shirt, and was probably the only one wearing paint on his face. Years of experience fighting in human wars had prepared him for this.

“It could be days or weeks,” Reno said. “They might not come.”

Austin glanced at the dark window on his left. “They’ll come under the cover of fog. The weather report said we’ll have it through the weekend.”

He heard a clicking sound coming from the study and quieted a moment, trying to listen.

Reno’s voice softened. “Any last orders before I head out?”

Austin gripped the back of Reno’s neck and pulled him forward until they looked down, foreheads touching. “Stay alive. If it looks grim, then we get the children to safety.”

“Is Lexi all right?”

Austin dropped his arm. “She’s fine. Just one last check before we get this party started.”

Reno smirked. “That’s what I like to hear. I’ve got my piece in,” he said, pointing to his ear. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you.” He gave a short salute with his fingers and pivoted around, heading out the front door.

They had made all the preparations. They’d shut off the lights, hidden the valuables on the property, and set traps. Whether a few rogues broke into the house didn’t matter. They didn’t truly win the land until they killed the Packmaster or made him surrender. The only exception was if the Packmaster had abandoned his territory, and they would have to search the woods before staking claim.

When the study door opened, Edward’s gaze lowered to Austin’s clenched fist.

“Come with me,” Edward said, strolling toward the sunroom on the opposite side of the staircase.

They entered the dark room where they often set up the appetizers during peace parties. Austin closed the curtains, glimpsing Ben’s wolf scuttling around the side of the house. The only light in the room came from a snowman night-light he’d found in a drawer before the Relic rushed over.

“Saving on electricity?” Edward mused, setting his black bag in a white chair.

“What’s wrong with Lexi?”

The Relic folded his arms. “Nothing.”

That didn’t settle with Austin. “That’s a lot of pain for nothing.”

Edward tipped his head left and right, mulling over the comment. “What I’m going to tell you might ring a bell, or you might think I’m a loon,” he began, his British accent easier to understand. “My family specializes in Shifters—generations of knowledge locked inside this noggin. There’s an old wives’ tale passed around as rumor, but there’s truth to it. An alpha has more… magic in him than the other Shifters.”

“I’m aware of that.”

His brows rose. “Then you must be aware your unborn child is an alpha. He or she senses Lexi’s anxiety. It might sound far-fetched, but your Shifter instincts are innate, not something acquired later in life. Even in the womb, the baby turns and senses the world around him. Lexi’s never felt this pain before?”

“No, I haven’t seen any spells,” Austin confirmed. “It’s been pretty good lately.”

Edward inclined his head. “She said the same, but I suspect she might be fibbing. She can’t shift; the wolf inside knows it could harm the baby, so it won’t allow it. But the baby is also trying to protect his or her mother.”

Austin let that thought nestle in his head for a minute. “Are you telling me the baby’s trying to come out so Lexi can shift? That doesn’t make sense; she’s not even hurt.”

“The pregnancy has progressed faster than normal.” Edward’s gaze roamed around the dark house. “Where’s your pack?” But the question was rhetorical.

“Out for a walk.”

“I haven’t heard any rumors, and I’m guessing it’s because you’re keeping things tight-lipped. If war is imminent, then that is the source of her pain. The only way to stop it is to remove her worries. The fear makes her baby sense danger, and as an alpha, it knows it’s safer on the outside than in her womb because the mother wolf will protect it. I can assure you it’s something my family has seen numerous times in our careers. Perhaps it’s not common knowledge, but it’s been the cause of premature births.”

“Christ,” Austin breathed, turning away. “I can’t have this happen… not now.”

“I’ve given her a talking-to about it. She’s a courageous woman, but her condition is delicate. Have you considered sending her away?”

“I don’t send my pack away,” he bit out.

Edward nodded. Everyone knew damn well that Shifters had a long history of fighting for rights and freedoms, and what separated them from humans was how they stood together as a family in battle. Men, women, and children—that was the Shifter way. As much as Austin would have peace of mind if Lexi was on a warm beach somewhere in Mexico, safe and out of harm’s way, neither she nor her wolf would ever respect him for not trusting she could stand by his side. That was instinct.

Ben’s howling wolf snapped him back to reality. “I need to lock up.”

Edward lifted his bag and hesitated. “Should you need help, give me a ring.”

Austin took a step forward. “As a Relic, I’m assuming you know the code about confidentiality. Everything you’ve seen here tonight and whatever you’re speculating about in your head—”

“Won’t move past my lips,” Edward finished. “I assure you that I understand the gravity of the situation. It wouldn’t be prudent for me to reveal anything which could put my clients in danger, but I feel as if I should offer my help.”

“It might put you in danger.”

A smile touched Edward’s lips. “Did I ever mention that this job can be as dull as dishwater? A man like me could use a little excitement—get in the trenches and make a difference.”

Austin recognized Edward was extending his hand to offer him personal care should one of his packmates sustain injuries beyond their healing magic. And then there were the children to consider.

He nodded respectfully at the Relic. “I appreciate your offer, and I might take you up on it.”

“I’ll be ready to move if summoned.” After bowing, Edward ambled toward the door and took one last look over his shoulder at Austin. “If you doubt, she’ll doubt. Be her rock.”

Austin headed toward the study when the door opened. Lexi had slipped into a camo jacket with a black shirt underneath.

“Dammit, I can’t wear this!” she said in a panic. “Whose idea was it to put the pregnant woman in a size zero jacket? It won’t zip up, and why do I need to wear this anyhow? I’m going to sweat to death.”

Austin laughed. It could hardly be helped. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her forehead. “We’ll find you something better. Don’t worry, Ladybug. I’ll take care of everything.”

***
 

Nobody knew exactly how big I would end up getting during this pregnancy, so a lot of the clothes we’d special ordered were too small. Austin had lent me his oversized camouflage T-shirt. It was perfect, and the sleeves hung to my elbows. He still wanted me to wear the jacket so my arms would stay covered and I wouldn’t end up a banquet for the mosquitoes.

“Tell me again why we can’t just hunker down in the house with all of Reno’s guns?” I asked, ducking below a branch and praying the soft give in the dirt I’d just stepped on wasn’t an ant mound.

“We went over this already. That’s how you become an easy target. You know those news stories you see every so often where the criminal locks himself up in a house and has a standoff with police?”

“Yeah.”

“Do they ever win?”

Damn. He had a point.

Austin placed his hand on my stomach to slow me down and then kicked a branch out of the way. “Ammo runs out, food runs out, and eventually the police storm in because the person in the house has no place to go. You don’t want to be in a position where you’re surrounded; that’s something I learned as a bounty hunter.”

“Well, I just hope someone brought toilet paper.”

Austin slowed his pace. “There’s a trap up here, so remember your bearings.” He faced me, his flashlight shining on my shoes. “If for some reason you have to run, pay attention to where you are.”

“What if I get turned around?”

“Don’t.”

“Easy for you to say.”

He brushed a strand of hair out of my eyes. It was up in a ponytail, but a branch had tugged some of it loose. “Reno’s wolf marked all the traps, so at least our wolves will know to avoid them.”

“And the rogues will do just the opposite and pee on top of it for dominance. Then they’ll fall in.”

He pinched my nose. “You got it. Best kind of bait there is.”

Something hit me in the head, and I shone my flashlight down at a peanut.

“Do that again, and I’m coming up after you,” Austin bit out.

I glanced up and didn’t see anything, not until Denver clicked on his flashlight and held it beneath his chin, making a face. The tree stands were painted and hidden behind fake leaves to blend in. Some were just chairs, and others were more contained, like a small tree house, so we had a place to stretch out and set our bags down. Some had branches low enough to easily climb and reach them, while others Reno had hammered in steps that looked like broken stumps.

But I couldn’t climb a tree in my condition, so Austin led me to an underground bunker. They’d built a few on the property that were four feet deep—not tall enough to stand in, but fairly cozy if you didn’t mind creepy things slithering through the cracks.

Austin lifted the small hatch, which had a cover made of leaves and sticks to keep it concealed.

I stared into the dark hole and clutched his arm. “I don’t like spiders.”

“There aren’t any spiders in there.”

“Then you go first and check.”

Reno had done his best to make the underground hideouts watertight by using cinder block, but stuff could still get through the hatch door.

“Hold this up,” Austin said.

It didn’t open like a regular door but lifted up with hinges in the back. That way we could prop it up a few inches and see what was going on.

Austin’s light shone in the dark hole, and he stomped his foot once. He crawled out of the small space and tossed my bag in. “Your pillow and sleeping bag are sealed up in a trash bag. Your backpack has weapons, but I had Reno put a knife down here just in case.”

I glanced around the woods, unable to see anything but shadows. Our packmates were spread out in the area. Denver was closest to me, and Austin would position himself away from the bunker. He knew rogues would sense his presence and didn’t want to draw them to me.

We held each other in a tight embrace, and he whispered, “I love you.”

A legion of butterflies swarmed in my stomach—the nervous kind. Hearing those words reminded me of what I stood to lose. “Austin, I’m scared.”

He could have said “Don’t be” or just thrown me into the hole, but instead, he whistled with his fingers—three sharp sounds.

Austin shone his light in the direction from where footsteps were quickly approaching. The fog wasn’t as dense, but it left me with an eerie feeling when William emerged as if he were a phantom from a dream. He skidded to a halt so suddenly that his foot slid out from beneath him, and he fell on his ass.

When Denver chortled, Austin snapped his finger to silence him.

“I think something just ripped,” William grumbled, wiping the dirt off his hands after he stood up.

“Change of plans, Will. I want you to sit with Lexi tonight.”

William nodded, his backpack sliding off his shoulder. Austin wanted us to carry them everywhere.

William moved around me, and they talked in low voices while I scanned our surroundings. I knew the property around our house like the back of my hand, but the fog made me uncertain how well I could navigate.

“Hey!” I whispered. “Wipe your shoes before going in there, or take them off.”

“I’m not taking off my shoes,” William protested.

“Then don’t track mud all over the spot where I’ll be sleeping. The left side of the room is yours.”

“Indeed.” After a quick scrape of his shoes with a stick, he hopped in and crouched down. “Cozy.”

I snorted. The bunker was more of a crawlspace, so the only option was to sit or lie down.

Austin cupped my cheeks, planting a kiss on my mouth. I savored it. Every brush of his lips, prickle of his whiskers, and especially the warmth from his hands. “You know where I’ll be. Just remember we’ve got you surrounded. The pack is spread out, with you in the middle. Stay hidden, and if someone gets close enough, use your shots wisely. The archers have the best visibility, so let them thin the herd.”

The archers were Katharine, Melody, Izzy, and Trevor. All had shown exceptional skill with the bow.

The door reminded me of the hood of a car because Reno had installed a metal prop to hold it up if we needed to peer out or get fresh air. Austin held it open while William gave me his hand and helped me step onto the bench in front of the opening.

“Stay quiet in there,” Austin said. “No talking above a whisper, and stay alert. Listen for a level red.”

The hatch door closed and buried us in darkness.

Our alert system came in the form of sounds. Austin had a series of whistles for each person, and everyone knew how to make a dove call with their hands—it was something we sometimes did when sitting on the porch after conversations died down.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, Will.”

He shifted around, searching for a comfortable position.

I rested my back against the wall, my legs outstretched in front of me. “Have you ever delivered a baby before?”

His flashlight immediately clicked on, piercing my eyes.

I laughed. “Just kidding. Get that off of me.”

William reached in his bag and pulled out a thin shirt, draping it over the flashlight to mute the brightness. “Don’t play jokes like that,” he whispered back.

“I keep feeling like I forgot something.”

“Did you turn the stove off?” he asked with a smirk.

“Don’t make jokes like that.”

William brushed his hair away from his face and pinched a few whiskers. “Mustn’t worry about critters, if that’s why your eyes are skating about. If I were in your shoes, I’d be more concerned that I recently ate a can of baked beans.”

I flicked a small pebble at him even though he was just trying to distract me.

“Have you ever been through anything like this?” I asked.

He knocked the toes of his black boots together. “I didn’t have to dress like G.I. Joe, but I’ve been to battle twice.”

“But nothing this big.”

He leaned forward. “Say, got anything good to eat? I know how pregnant women hoard food.”

“Keep that up and I’ll put you on car wash duty when this is all over.”

Will drew up his legs and wrapped his arms around his knees.

Something occurred to me. “Where’s Spartacus?”

What to do with Spartacus had been an ongoing debate for the past few months. Austin didn’t want the cat meowing and drawing attention to our hiding places, and Naya didn’t want to leave him behind.

“She put him out,” he said. “Not without a flood of tears, but he’s got plenty of food from several of those continual feeders, and I don’t think we have anything to worry about where water is concerned.”

I smirked. “He’s probably swimming in the creek right now. What about Ben’s wolf?”

William quietly cleared his throat. “Austin spoke to his wolf the way only an alpha can. He’s staying on the property.”

My heart sank. “But if the rogues come up from the road, it’ll just be Ben… all by himself.”

“He’s a smart wolf. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I guess. I just hope he doesn’t do something stupid like fight a pack of wolves to the death.”

“At least it’s not winter,” William remarked. “We’d be down here having to get naked and hold each other for warmth.”

I kicked at his foot and smiled. “Stop trying to make me laugh.”

“Know any campfire songs?”

I thought about taking my shoes off to get comfortable and opted against it when a thought flitted through my mind of having to run through the forest without my boots on.

I untied the black garbage sack and unrolled the sleeping bag. “I hope I can fit in this thing.”

William crawled over and helped lay it down flat. “How many weeks do you have to go?”

“Three.”

William unzipped the sleeping bag and folded the top back. “Go on and get some shut-eye. I’ll take the first watch.”

I crawled forward across the floor and onto the soft bedding, resting my head on the cool pillow and missing the smell of my sheets. I circled my finger around my stomach, thinking about how much I loved our home.

“Goodness’ sake, girl. Take your shoes off.”

“If I need to run, I’m doing it with my shoes on.”

He snorted and pulled one of them off before I could stop him. “Something tells me you won’t be running, with or without shoes.”

I wasn’t sure if William meant because of my condition or courage, but I decided to put one of those assumptions to rest. “Use the silencer while keeping guard so we don’t draw attention to our hiding spot. If you have to fire your gun, close the hatch immediately afterward.”

“Will do.” He took off my other shoe and zipped up the bag. “Let’s just hope they don’t have their wolves sniff us out.”

“Not likely. It’s harder to sneak up on us if their wolves are running around barking and howling. They’ll shift to fight, but not if they’re just scouting.”

My back started hurting, so I turned on my right side.

He tested the hatch door with his fingertips. “Do the doors have a lock?”

“No.”

William sat on the bench near my feet. “Why’s that?”

“Do you really want to be trapped in here because of a malfunctioning lock? I’d rather fight for my life than hide like a coward. Austin’s right about leaving the house; it’s no different sitting in this bunker. They could pour gasoline on the top and burn us alive.”

William shivered. “Now there’s a pleasant campfire story. Did you pack any s’mores?”

“Sorry, you asked. What time is it?”

He glanced at his watch. “One.”

“Wake me at dawn. I’ll take over so you can get some rest. I know everyone outside has sleeping shifts, but this works better since we can wake each other up.”

“Sounds like a plan.” William crawled across the floor and grabbed the flashlight. “I’ll just be turning this off now. Do me a favor and don’t scream.”

I tensed. “Why would I scream?”

“It tends to attract attention.” He scooted closer, and my heart ticked an extra beat.

“Yeah, but you didn’t answer my question. Why would I scream?”

Will’s eyes weren’t on mine. They were on the wall just behind my head.

Nightmares came in all forms that night, but nothing quite as terrifying as the creepy crawlies that came alive when the lights went out.























Chapter 24
 

Before dawn, an owl had startled me awake. William was sitting on the bench with heavy-lidded eyes, so we switched places. Beef jerky for breakfast wasn’t terrible, but it sure wasn’t crispy bacon in a buttermilk biscuit. We’d packed dry goods in resealable bags—most of it being nutritious food like meat, nuts, and dried fruit. Reno had stocked ready-to-eat military food, which looked about as appealing as a can of Alpo. Reno made the rounds, stopping in every two hours to see how we were doing. Austin looked in on me once before he went to check the traps.

Months of training hadn’t prepared me for urinating behind a bush, and executing that maneuver in my third trimester was an achievement. I felt like one of those Weebles on the verge of rolling over.

“There’s no way I can do this for the next three weeks,” I complained to William.

He held my arm, escorting me back to our bunker through the dense morning fog. William had left markers using small sticks to guide us back from our designated bathroom.

“If they don’t come for us by then, I’m going to hunt them down. No man makes me pee in a bush.”

“I’ll see if anyone has a cup,” he offered.

“What for?”

“You’re pregnant, and I’m guessing your bladder is about the size of a peanut, which means we’ll be taking frequent trips.”

I squeezed his arm. “Judging by the small lake I left back there, I beg to differ.”

We stepped over a fallen branch, and I noticed the fog thinning. Reno’s silhouette appeared ahead of us, dark paint still on his face.

“You stick out like a sore thumb,” I said. “The fog isn’t helping our camouflage situation.”

“It will if you’re hidden where you’re supposed to be,” he grumbled. “What are you doing out again?”

“She had to water the lilies,” William declared.

I slugged him in the arm.

“Nature calls,” William sang, excusing himself from the conversation and heading off to the left.

Reno scratched the back of his neck. “The perimeter’s clear.”

I pulled my ponytail tighter. “Have you slept at all? You should know the rules about our sleeping shifts because you came up with them. Tired people make mistakes.”

“Axel’s working with us, and they’re close if we need their support. One of the insiders tipped us off that Judas is sending his men in.”

I dodged his gaze and scanned the area, the trees standing like slim shadows hiding in smoke. William and Trevor were talking to each other nearby.

“William should be out here, not in there with me,” I said quietly. “We need all the eyes and ears we can get.”

“I don’t know.” Reno’s brown eyes narrowed into slivers. “If Austin wanted him to—”

“Austin sent him down there to babysit me, but I’m fine. We need capable men watching out for rogues. If someone has to sit with me, send one of the kids. They shouldn’t be out there anyhow.”

“If they’re old enough to hold a weapon, they’re old enough to fight,” Reno said matter-of-factly.

That was the Shifter way, but it didn’t make it any less weird for me to accept.

“You armed?” he asked, staring at my oversized shirt.

I lifted it and showed him the gun on my hip. Reno didn’t seem as interested in the gun as he was my round belly. The look in his eyes shifted to that of concern.

The silence broke with a dove’s cry in two short intervals.

“Two are on the move,” Reno said. “Out of range.”

A call followed by a long note meant they were dead. A short note meant they were out of range.

“Damn this fog!” I whispered.

Reno withdrew his weapon. “Fog is our friend. Get back in the hole.”

“Stay safe,” I whispered before heading back.

Reno intervened when William tried to join me. There was a low argument before they settled it. Austin had only paired us up for the night, and William had to follow orders from the second-in-command.

As I neared the hatch, I glared up at Denver’s tree stand but didn’t see any sign of him through the cloud of fog. Once I lifted the heavy lid, the real challenge was sliding my ass inside without falling and having the stupid thing whack me on the head.

Once inside, I propped the hatch up a couple of inches. Reno had painted all the metal so it wouldn’t catch in the sunlight.

Someone screamed in the distance, and a man barreled past my line of vision at breakneck speed. I heard a series of muffled clicks echoing from a silencer.

Denver landed on the soft ground below his hideout, looking in the direction the rogue had gone. His shirt was solid green and matched the beanie covering his blond hair. Everyone had different gear, and those who stayed up in the trees wore darker greens to blend in.

He signaled me to stay put and quietly stepped around the tree to scan his surroundings. Denver could have run after the guy, but Austin didn’t want us impulsively chasing anyone.

An arrow sliced through the air and struck a tree. If the archers were this close, it meant the rogues were circling the area.

I removed the gun from my holster and set it on the bench to my right. I didn’t have a silencer like some of the men.

“Sons of bitches!” Denver hissed.

He hopped into sight and yanked something out of his leg, staring at it for a brief moment before tossing it to the ground. The reflective properties caught my eye as the unmistakable shape of a silver dart.

Denver ripped his pant leg all the way up and used a knife to cut where the dart had gone in. He squeezed hard, and blood trickled down his leg. Denver had a look that telegraphed his thoughts loud and clear, and he was thinking: This shit is not going to work. My ass is Jell-O in about five minutes.

He continued massaging with his hands, forcing the blood out. Then he ripped the pant leg all the way off and made a tourniquet above his knee.

Shifting to heal wasn’t an option since a tranquilizer affected his wolf as much as it did him. I’d be surprised if the man could tie his own shoe once the drugs kicked in. Denver collapsed by the tree trunk and retrieved a plastic baggie from his pack. Reno had distributed caffeine tablets to use during our shifts, and Denver was eating them like candy.

Another arrow whistled through the air, ricocheting off a branch and landing in the soft earth ten feet ahead. When Denver crawled out of sight, I gripped my gun.

Fog drifted through the woods like layers of smoke from a distant fire, and the smell of wet earth filled my nose. A shadow skulked behind the trees, but I couldn’t be sure if it was friend or foe. My heart slammed against my chest as the shadow darted to another tree even closer. When he held the dart gun and aimed it at Denver, I set my gun on the ledge and fired.

The door slammed shut—either from me jumping or from someone stepping on it. My heart raced as I sat in darkness, listening for sounds of struggle or fighting.

I raised my arms and aimed the gun when the hatch door suddenly flew open.

“Put me out of my misery,” Denver groaned.

I lowered the gun and took a breath. “I almost shot you.”

Denver began singing “You Give Love a Bad Name” by Bon Jovi.

Reno appeared and covered his mouth. “Put a lid on it.”

When he removed his hand, Denver sang, “If you liked it then you should have put a lid on it,” while shaking his butt.

I set the gun on the bench and climbed out of the bunker. “They shot him in the leg with a dart. I think he’s drugged.”

“No, he’s just an ass,” Reno said, snapping his fingers at Denver to be quiet.

Denver’s eyes glazed over, and he stared at his own fingertips.

Wheeler walked by with a dead man draped over his shoulders.

“Where’s he going?”

“Can’t have dead bodies or the scent of blood where we’re hiding. Better to take them downwind.”

“Denver bled on the tree.”

“The fuck!” Denver exclaimed. “Stab me in the back, why don’t you? Whatever happened to sisterhood?”

Reno sighed and faced me. “This is problematic.”

“Knock him out,” I suggested.

Denver’s eyes widened right before he began singing an old rap song by LL Cool J.

“Denny!” Maizy scolded, keeping her voice low as she rushed toward him. “I can hear you all the way across the hill.”

“Babycakes!” He opened his arms wide and stumbled toward her. “Give me a kiss and make it better.”

Maizy slapped him. “Snap out of it before you get us all killed.”

Denver’s eyes dulled with disappointment, and he staggered toward his tree stand. His paralyzed right leg left a trail behind him in the dirt.

“My Peanut doesn’t love me anymore,” he said sullenly.

Maizy rolled her eyes. “What happened?”

I kicked at the silver object below. “Dart gun, but unfortunately for us, the sedative wasn’t strong enough.”

“Do we have anything to put him out?” she asked Reno.

I shook my head. “Not sure if that’s a good idea. He ate a bunch of those caffeine pills.”

Reno’s shoulders sagged. “How many?”

“Have you ever seen that man eat a roll of candy?”

Denver made a melodic sound I recognized as the opening chorus of “Kung Fu Fighting.”

“How many rogues were there?” I asked Reno, ignoring Denver as he executed karate chops while performing his rendition of the classics.

“We spotted two scouts, and a third one came in behind them. That was your target. Nice shot, by the way,” he said with an approving smile.

“Score one for the pregnant lady.”

Maizy desperately tried to quiet Denver, but he continued singing while peeling off his shirt and imitating Bruce Lee. When he tried to kick with his paralyzed leg, it made him look like a beached dolphin. I heard one of the boys laughing in the distance.

“Back to your posts!” Reno shouted.

I searched our surroundings. “Where’s Austin?”

“Helping Wheeler with the bodies.”

“Why didn’t Axel’s men warn us?”

Reno rubbed at some of the dark smudge on his face. “Scouts are harder to catch since they travel in small groups, but they’re not usually skilled fighters. We figured a couple would get through—that’s why Austin split us up. They won’t keep sending their men in small groups; they’re too easy to pick off. When they think they’ve got enough information, they’ll come all at once.”

“Or not at all, if their scouts don’t report back.”

I glared at Denver, who had his arms around Maizy’s waist and was trying to dance with her. She stumbled over her bootlace, and they fell to the ground.

“Austin kept one alive.”

“I thought you said he was helping move the bodies?”

Reno nodded. “Soon-to-be-dead body, once we get what we need.”

I shuddered.

Wheeler appeared, panting heavily and staring at the man slumped over by the tree. “Remind me not to piss you off,” he said to me. “How far away were you? That’s a clean shot into the heart.”

“I don’t want to know,” I murmured, feeling queasy all of a sudden.

Maizy wriggled out of Denver’s arms and wiped off her pants. “I need to get back to my post,” she said, clearly flustered, her braid swinging with leaves stuck in it.

Wheeler strolled over and settled his gaze on Denver’s bloody leg. “What’s the matter, sweetheart? Did you get a boo-boo?”

Denver hurled a clump of dirt at him. “Shut it. You’re just jealous because I’m the pretty man in the family.”

“How would the pretty man like to be tied naked to a tree by the stronger man?”

When Denver threw a rock at Wheeler’s head, Wheeler grabbed Denver by his lame leg and dragged him toward the tree.

“Let go of me, dickwad!” Denver shouted, flailing like a fish out of water.

Wheeler laughed darkly. “I think I hear the sound of banjos.”

I rubbed my face and turned to Reno. “If someday I ever have to tell the story about how the Weston pack valiantly fought against the Northerners, I’m leaving this part out.”

Reno touched his earpiece. “Austin relayed the message to Axel’s men. A couple of them spotted cars moving along the roads that lead out here.” He paused for a moment, still listening. “Got it.”

“What did he say?”

“Wheeler, get this damn corpse out of here,” he shouted. “We got more coming in.”

Wheeler tossed Denver’s boot into the bushes and stalked off to dispose of the body.

Reno covered the drag marks Denver had left behind by using his foot and a long branch to scatter the leaves. “A group of men confronted some of Axel’s pack, and they got into it. The rogues aren’t sure if Axel’s men are locals or here to claim land. Either way, they’re obstacles.” Reno picked up the dart and studied the tip. “When I shoot, I shoot to kill. Apparently, they have other intentions if they’re using darts instead of bullets.”

“Anything else?”

I didn’t like the look in Reno’s eyes, especially when he dodged my question by turning away.

I grabbed a handful of his shirt. “What else?”

He turned his head to the side, his eyes downcast. “Judas’s men hit Dallas and Houston. Looks like they’re coordinating an attack against the big cities. The snowball is rolling down the mountain, and there’s no stopping it.”

“So what do we do?”

“Stay out of sight until we know what we’re dealing with.”

We both watched Denver trying to put his boot on, but he couldn’t bend his leg.

“Better put him in the bunker with me,” I said. “I don’t think sending him up that tree is a good idea unless you want DJ Denny to welcome our guests with a song.”

“Good point. Make him sleep it off whether he wants to or not. Both of you need to eat something. We have time before the second wave, so fuel up even if you’re not hungry.”

I approached my packmate and held out my hand. “Come on, Denver. Looks like we’re roomies for a little while.”

His eyes widened when he noticed my round belly. “Have you been eating watermelon seeds?”

***
 

Denver slept for hours, although I had to suffer through his whispered singing of every song that popped into his head, and most of them were cartoons or songs from the eighties. Somewhere around INXS or Bobby McFerrin, he’d finally dozed off.

I had another sharp pain while he slept, but I breathed through it and stayed calm, remembering the Relic’s warning about stress.

Shortly after eating a handful of almonds, I heard a peculiar sound coming from outside the bunker. I lifted the hatch and peered through the crack, the dimming light telling me it must have been late afternoon.

“Denver, wake up,” I hissed. “Denver.”

“Mmm… muffins,” he murmured incoherently, rolling away from the light.

Oh, for the love of God.

I removed the cap from my water and squeezed the bottle, sending a giant splatter onto his pants.

Denver shot up, eyes wide, his hair disheveled. He glanced down at his wet crotch, lightly touched it, and then sniffed his fingertips.

“You didn’t wet yourself,” I whispered. “Something’s going on.”

He blinked several times and crawled to the bench, resting his chin on the wall and peering through the crack.

I pointed in the direction of the sound. He tapped his finger against his lips, signaling to stay quiet. I reached for the dagger and strapped it around my waist with the gun. Denver put on his shirt and then lifted his pack, ready to move. I handed him his hat, and he pulled it over his head, tucking his hair beneath it.

“Any dove calls?” he whispered.

“No.”

We both stood up, and I held the door while he quietly stepped out and ran for cover, still missing one pant leg.

I sat back down with only a two-inch gap to watch the action and finished off my water. When I bent over to set the empty bottle down, something whizzed by and hit the cinder block behind me, making a pinging sound on the floor.

A silver dart rolled into the shadows, and my eyes widened. When I braved a quick peek through the crack, I spied a man aiming a gun at me. I ducked just as another dart struck the wood door.

“Shooter!” I screamed out, lowering the hatch door. It slammed shut, and chaos erupted outside.

Fuck dove calls; this guy was trying to take my head off. I didn’t have time to cup my hands and blow out a warning. I gripped the handle overhead and pulled hard.

Four shots fired, and Katharine yelled, “One down!”

Pregnant or not, my family was up there. Torn between two decisions that could save lives, I raised the hatch door and peered out again. Austin ran by, disappearing into the fog, but everyone else was gone.

“Dammit!” I whispered. “Too big to climb a tree, too fat to run.”

My breath caught when a man in black stepped out from behind a tree and into a strip of sunlight that had pierced through a breach in the branches overhead. He was hunting Austin, and my eyes fixed on the serrated knife in his left hand.

I shoved my gun through the crack, aimed, and fired. The man went down, and I shot again, his body twitching. “One down!” I cried out, feeling like I could do a victory dance if it weren’t for the fact I couldn’t stand up in this damn hole. I slammed the hatch door shut, a rush of adrenaline surging through me.

When the door wrenched open, I raised my arm and fired the gun. April flew onto her back, and I trembled in horror.

“No!” I emerged from my hideout and fell at her side.

She grimaced, blood staining her left shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m immortal,” she rasped.

“I shot you!” I exclaimed.

April reached for a strip of sunshine, and it danced on her fingertips. After a few moments, she sighed and sat up as if nothing had just happened. “You owe me, then. Next time I play hooky from work—”

I pulled her collar away from her shoulder. Her smooth skin had only a smear of blood, but there was no wound. I poked my finger through the hole in the fabric.

“Charlie taught me how to heal months ago. Just don’t tell Reno you shot me.”

I sat back in stunned silence.

Her hazel eyes sparkled with humor. “You change into a wolf. Why should this be any stranger?”

“Why aren’t you at your post?”

She wiped the dirt off her pants and stood up, helping me to my feet. “Austin and Jericho are creating a diversion so we can change locations.”

“How many did we get?”

She looked back at the body. “That makes ten I know of. I got two.”

“You’re not even armed.”

“I told you I don’t like weapons,” she said in a huff.

April gathered my gun and bag, and we walked in an easterly direction.

I slowed my pace a step and glanced to my right, noticing the hole in the back of her shirt.

April locked arms with me. “The energy blast I can do is pretty nifty.”

As we climbed a short hill, I struggled for breath. We’d rehearsed different locations to move to based on how the rogues might attack. Reno also didn’t want to lock us in one spot, thus making it easier for the rogues to pick us off.

Several minutes of hiking, and I would have thrown my heavy backpack into the river had it not been filled with needed supplies.

I gripped the strap on April’s pack and yanked her aside. “Careful, there’s a trap on your right. See the mark on the tree?”

“Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”

We continued walking. “Remember where you are at all times, even if we have to run. One of Prince’s friends helped construct them, and some of them have steel traps at the bottom.”

“Don’t move,” a man said from behind. “Stay right where you are.”

Sticks and leaves crunched beneath the tread of the man circling around us. When he came into view, his gun was aimed right at my chest.

April stepped in front of me and held up her hands. “We’re not armed.”

Well, that was a complete lie. Especially considering her hands could rival any weapon.

“How many of you are there?” he asked. His eyes were barely visible behind blond lashes, and his skin was so ruddy that he looked sunburned. But it wasn’t his stout physique that made me nervous—it was the fresh blood on his pants when he had no apparent wounds.

April scanned the trees above where fog erased the sunlight. She could only heal by the light of another Mage or the sun. It was possible for her to use our energy, but she’d never risk putting my life in danger since taking too much could kill me.

“Throw your bags on the ground,” he ordered.

We both slid the straps off our shoulders and tossed the camouflage packs to our feet.

The rogue squinted, staring at my belly. “Lift your shirt.”

I folded my arms. “I assure you, I’m pregnant.”

“Yeah? What else are you hiding in there? Lift it up slowly. Nothing funny, or I’ll shoot your friend.” He swung the gun at April and my heart skipped a beat.

Holding my hands up, I said, “I’m armed, but you look a little trigger-happy, and that makes me nervous about reaching for my belt. Can you lower the gun while I do this?”

“I’m supposed to kill you after I search you for weapons, phones, and notebooks.”

“And that’s supposed to make me want to disarm a little bit faster?” I said, irritated.

His hand lowered, and he snarled, “Does this make you feel better?”

He’d barely finished the words when an arrow sliced through his neck from left to right. His gun fired, and a clump of dirt exploded to my left. April flashed at the man, blasting him with energy and putting him out of his misery.

Melody appeared from a thicket of trees, a black hat pulled over her head and bright strands of blue hair peeking out. She had on brown stretch pants and a pair of camo shorts. She’d hand-painted the pants with dye so they resembled the bark of a tree when she stood up against it. I never thought a girl who liked to sew would be of much use. After all, Melody was just a kid.

But she stalked forward like a proud warrior, and I realized my human upbringing had hindered me in some ways that these children would never experience themselves, growing up in a Shifter household.

Melody lowered her left arm, still gripping the bow. “I was supposed to stay with the boys, but I lost them,” she said, her voice detached.

“Mel, are you okay?” I moved to her side and tucked the ends of her hair into her hat.

But she had that look in her eyes—one I knew all too well. It was something all Shifters had within them, a resilience that allowed them to fight through all the emotional battles that would have broken the spirit of a human.

April lifted our packs and rushed past us. “We need to keep moving.”

“You’re coming with us, Mel.” I smiled and coaxed her along. “I’m sure the boys are fine. You know how clever they are with good hiding spots.”

She kept her eyes alert to our surroundings, periodically circling around to look in all directions.

None of us spoke. It was the very thing that had distracted April and me to begin with. We paused when a dove cry sounded off—a long note followed by two short ones.

“That’s Austin,” I said under my breath.

I stopped and repeated the sound for anyone who might be nearer to us than they were to Austin.

He wanted us to head north. April had an innate sense of direction because she was a Mage, so she changed our course and we kept moving. We weren’t in the clear, or else Austin would have followed up the call with a high-pitched cry.

I found myself considering how fragile Melody was. Not in the sense that she couldn’t take care of herself, but in that she couldn’t shift. She was in the same position as I was. These kids wouldn’t be true Shifters until their late teens or early twenties. Until then, they were just kids with Shifter blood coursing through their veins.

Melody pulled an arrow from her quiver so fast I almost didn’t see it.

April turned in a circle, her hands out. “I can feel someone,” she whispered. “Just one.”

Melody kept her aim sharp, her arm trembling slightly from holding back the bowstring.

“Ease up, Mel,” I said, thinking about April opening the hatch. “It might be one of ours.”

In the distance, we heard a rapid burst of gunfire. This time, it didn’t stop. Not only that, but it started up to our left.

“Holy smokes, there’s more,” April announced.

The trees were tall, and a few of them clustered together would provide security. “There!” I said. “Hurry.”

Three large trees twisted together, creating a hollow in the middle. April stepped inside and leaned back against the trunk. I squatted on the ground to make myself less of a target, holding my gun and aiming it up.

“Tree stand up ahead,” Mel whispered, pointing near a mess of bushes and vines. “I’ll give you cover.”

I nodded, knowing she’d be safer up there than down here.

April and I faced each other, only she was standing.

How many? I mouthed.

My question was about to be answered when four men in black entered my line of vision.

But April’s response chilled me to the marrow.

“Three,” she whispered, looking behind me.























Chapter 25
 

Austin removed his boot and shook out a small pebble that had been lodged in the heel for the past mile.

Anyone captured with a Packmaster was in imminent danger, but it hadn’t made for an easy decision to separate from his life mate, knowing he wouldn’t be there to protect her. The more distance he put between them, the safer she’d be—especially if he could lure the rogues in the opposite direction. Despite orders, most Shifters would hesitate before killing a woman and would rather take them into their pack as concubines. That hesitation would offer Lexi an opportunity to overthrow the enemy or at least survive a little longer if captured. He’d given April orders to stay with Lexi since April had impressed him with her Mage skills over the past several months.

Wheeler sat down hard in a pile of leaves and leaned against a tree. “Damn,” he said, out of breath. “Is anyone keeping count anymore? I stopped at thirty-two.”

“Doesn’t matter at this point.” Austin pulled out his phone and sent a text message to Reno, who was busy hiding bodies.

“I could use a cold beer,” Wheeler said, wiping blood off his pants with a leaf. “It’s only day two, and I feel like we’ve been living out here for weeks. Reminds me of my time in captivity; stuck with nothing but your thoughts to pass the time.”

Austin wiped the sweat off his brow. “Hopefully the assholes trying to kill our pack are keeping you entertained.”

Naya’s black panther slinked into sight and fell across Wheeler’s legs, lapping her rough tongue against the palm of his hand.

“What did I tell everyone about shifting?” Austin reminded him.

Wheeler patted Naya’s belly, and she began to purr. “Mayhap you only ordered us not to shift into our wolves, and Naya here doesn’t qualify.”

“You know what I meant.”

Wheeler arched an eyebrow. “That any way to talk about the woman who single-handedly took on two Northerners firing at everyone with a semiautomatic? I think some of us owe her a little gratitude, but that’s just my opinion.”

And that was before Naya had shifted into her panther. Austin lured the men toward one of their traps, and three fell to their death. The archers picked off a few who had scattered, but when two men with endless ammo began firing, Austin realized they were in over their heads. Naya shot one of the men and then crept up on the other from behind. Her shot wasn’t true, so when he fell to the ground, he fired his gun, and the bullet struck her in the leg. Wheeler moved in fast and finished the guy off, but after Naya shifted to heal, her panther smelled blood and took control.

Judas had failed in thinking that numbers were enough. You couldn’t just assemble a group of strangers and expect them to work as a true pack would, and half of them didn’t look like they’d ever fired a gun before.

“Any news?” Wheeler asked, scratching behind Naya’s ears. She cleaned her paw with her pink tongue and purred contentedly.

Austin glanced at his phone, reading a text message. “Axel’s men protected the borders, but the rogues are moving in. Two local packs joined up with Church to fortify the territory.”

“And the plot thickens.”

Church had more men, and he’d promised Austin he’d send a few to guard the southern half of the property.

Naya’s panther growled happily, flopping around and playfully gnawing on Wheeler’s hand. He merely gripped her fang and lightly shook it, unafraid that she could easily bite down and sever his hand from the wrist.

Leaves rustled behind Austin, and he spun around, his senses alert.

Izzy appeared, looking harried, with muddy water dripping from her wild tresses.

“What the hell happened to you?” Wheeler asked, a chuckle rising in his throat.

She picked a leaf from her hair. “I fell in a spring of water chasing down a Shifter, and suffice it to say it’s not one of those sparkling springs our bottled water comes from. It’s a long story, but I think I saw Spartacus.”

Wheeler cursed under his breath. “If you see Naya when she shifts back, don’t spread the joyous news or else she’ll go hunting for him. ’Preciate ya.”

Izzy wiped her dirty face, dark circles underneath her eyes, and her body showing signs of exhaustion. “Have either of you seen Mel?”

They shook their heads.

She nibbled her lip and turned in a circle, searching the forest with a look of concern in her eyes. “The kids were supposed to stick together. The boys checked in and said they lost sight of Mel. They wanted to search for her, but I was afraid something might happen, so I told them to stay at their post.”

Austin stood up and whistled with his fingers. They had come up with a communication system using sounds since Reno expressed concern that phones could become a distraction or inadvertently disclose their locations. Only he and Reno carried them in order to relay information and communicate with Packmasters on the outside. Austin listened for Melody’s dove call, but no reply came.

“She’s probably out of range,” he said, worry tightening in the pit of his stomach.

Izzy blanched and shook her head. “I can’t leave my baby out there—not without knowing she’s safe. Maybe she’s amazing with the bow and arrow, but she’s still just a teenager, and I don’t like the thought of her all alone.”

Austin put his hands on her shoulders. “She’s a smart girl, Izzy. I bet she’s hiding in one of the tree stands and waiting for someone to find her. When the sun goes down and I have the cover of darkness, I’ll search for her. How does that sound?”

Wheeler intervened. “Take a rest and eat something before you collapse and you’re no good to anyone. Be chill. That daughter of yours is a force to be reckoned with—probably perched out of sight and picking off rogues with her mad skills.”

Izzy briefly smiled. “I’m sure you’re right, but I need to know.” Her green eyes, brimming with worry, settled on Austin. “A mother needs to know.”

“Back to your post, and I’ll take care of it. Spread the word that I’m looking for her—that way Jericho doesn’t get any bright ideas to break apart from the pack.”

She nodded and turned away, her monstrous backpack obscuring much of her slim frame.

Wheeler tossed Austin a bottle of water, and he caught it with one hand. “Hydrate, brother.”

Austin sucked down half the bottle, clean water dribbling down his neck and wetting his shirt. He poured the rest on his head and ran his dirty fingers through his hair. His fingernails had mud beneath them, his clothes were covered in grit and sweat, and yet all he could think about were his packmates and their positions in relation to the direction the rogues were coming from. Lynn and Maddox had teamed up since she was unable to keep pace with the others, but she was a good shot with the gun, and Maddox would look after her. Still, her being human made Austin uneasy, especially since she was older and not as resilient.

Naya’s panther circled the tree and lifted her nose, drawing in heavy breaths and tasting the air.

Austin put his boot back on and then reloaded his gun. Silencers weren’t completely quiet, but at least it wouldn’t attract any rogues from afar. Judas’s men were all armed, and the only silent weapons they carried were knives.

“Maybe we should check on Pop,” Wheeler said absently. “He took three bullets before shifting.”

Austin smirked and sat next to Wheeler on the slope, legs bent at the knee. “That man could lose both arms and legs, and he’d still win a marathon. I’m sure we’ll be hearing this story for years to come, sprinkled with all the embellishments.”

Wheeler laughed and scratched the whiskers on his chin. “Yeah, like the one he’s always telling us about when he almost got his leg blown off in the Civil War and still carried a wounded soldier on his shoulders for ten miles. He never did say how he got the injury.”

“Probably walking where he shouldn’t have,” Austin added. “I’ve never met a Shifter who admitted to fighting in that war. We were still slaves back then.”

“Pop loves a good story. I bet you’ll be doing the same when you have your own.” Wheeler stretched out his legs and folded his arms. “Don’t worry. I’ll be there to set him straight on the facts.”

“Or her,” Austin replied with a smile, thinking that’s how Lexi would have replied.

“Naya and I decided to wait on the family thing,” Wheeler said, touching the panther’s tail as she circled the tree. “There’s only a fifty-fifty shot our kid would be a wolf.”

“So?”

“Maybe we don’t want the other kids giving him a hard time and making him feel left out if he’s a panther. Everyone can sense a child’s animal long before the first change.”

Austin clapped his hand on Wheeler’s left shoulder and gave it a firm squeeze. “Nobody is an outcast in this pack.”

“Yeah, but you know how kids are. Izzy grew up in a cougar household, and she doesn’t talk about it much, but Jericho told me they used to torment her. Maybe I don’t want anyone singling out my kid, even if they’re just messing around when no one’s looking.”

“Are you afraid the Packmaster’s kid is gonna pick on your kid?”

Wheeler stood up and dusted the twigs off his pants. “And whose side would you take?”

Austin got up. “The side that’s right. Favoritism would only teach my child to make stupid choices.”

Wheeler paced around and kicked a stone. “Maybe I’d be a shitty dad.”

“There’s no rush to start a family, brother. Enjoy each other as long as you want, but don’t avoid kids because you’re afraid of screwing it up. That kind of fear will eat you up inside with regret.” Austin knelt in front of Naya and rubbed the sides of her neck. “You need to talk some sense into your man,” he said to her.

She growled in response.

Wheeler stripped out of his shirt and reached for his bag. “I’d give up my left nut for a shower.”

An awkward silence fell between them since Ben often used that phrase. There was a grim possibility that his wolf might have confronted a band of rogues and defended the house with his life.

Austin wiped his face clean on his shirt. “Maybe you don’t want to hear this, but I talked to Ben’s Packmaster. He confirmed that Ben hasn’t gambled in three years. He’s been on probation for a long time, always having someone follow him whenever he left the house, but that’s not the case anymore. He’s working with a financial advisor and learning the ropes. It doesn’t pay as much, but he’s built clientele, and it shows me he’s serious about changing his ways. Addiction is a tough road; just ask Jericho. Anyhow, thought it was worth mentioning.”

“Yeah, I heard that,” Wheeler grumbled, putting on a clean black shirt. He tucked the sleeveless shirt into his pants and turned around. “I’ve given it a lot of thought, and it doesn’t mean anything unless it comes with an apology.”

Austin considered that. “Maybe you need to be the bigger man and meet him halfway.”

Wheeler’s jaw clenched. “I’ve always been the bigger man, and look where it got me. He didn’t just borrow my car without asking and wreck it. He traded me over to a fighting ring and almost made me slaughter the woman I love. Maybe he needs to know that getting his shit together isn’t as important to me as knowing that he regrets his decisions.”

After a moment of silence, Austin realized it wasn’t a topic worth arguing over. This wasn’t the time. “Do me a favor and get Naya to shift back. She’s on guard for the next five hours, and I don’t mean in panther form.”

Wheeler patted her side. “Come on, kitty cat.”

They headed in one direction, and Austin went the other. He thought about Izzy’s kids and the best way to handle the situation. The boys were armed with guns but would only fire as a last resort. Their primary job was to bait rogues by inciting a chase and leading them to the traps or one of the adults. It seemed risky, but Austin could trust that most men would have a hard time killing a child, especially shooting one in the back. Maybe their wolves would act out, but men had a heavy conscience about such things. The plan had worked beautifully, and the boys were nimble on their feet and quick thinkers.

Melody was a different story. She was older, and her skills were unmatched. That made her more of a target, not to mention she was a young woman, and that would attract the wrong kind of Shifter.

Austin walked for twenty minutes and blew another sharp whistle.

No reply.

Dread twisted his stomach into a knot, and when the urgency intensified, he knew something was wrong with Lexi.

He slid down a steep hill, his boot digging into the wet earth and giving him traction. Before he reached the bottom, he kicked off the slope and broke into a full run. His hands were balled into fists, his breath heavy, his stride long, and his heart pounded like a jackhammer.

A familiar dove call sounded.

Reno.

Austin kept running, his second-in-command falling at his side. They hurdled a downed tree, scaled a steep hill, and entered a darker patch of woods where the thorny bushes were merciless.

“You feel that?” Reno said in a ragged breath.

Austin didn’t answer.

He couldn’t explain why or how he knew Lexi was in trouble, but an alpha never ignored his instincts. A heat culminated within him as his wolf fought to break free, but Austin kept him caged, tapping into his abilities to lead the way. Even without his wolf’s keen sense of smell and hearing, Austin wouldn’t have any trouble locating Lexi. An unexplainable magnetic pull drew him to her—one that could only be defined as magic.

As they began to slow their pace, Austin’s wolf alerted him that they were close. He could smell a change in the air—a distinctly foreign scent of unfamiliar Shifters layered on top of the heady perfume of earth and greenery.

He grabbed Reno’s shirt and yanked him to a stop.

The smears of dark paint on Reno’s face were sweating off, something he was oblivious to as he gripped his gun and scoped the shadows up ahead.

Austin pointed to the right, signaling Reno to branch away so they could close in from opposite ends. Despite his muscular frame, Reno managed to move stealthily, without making a sound.

It didn’t seem an easy feat for Austin, who crept forward at a subdued pace, his boots pressing down on the forest bed, crackling leaves and snapping twigs. Sweat trickled down his temples, and he struggled to slow down his breathing. He stepped over a dead wolf—pure white, with an arrow through its chest.

Austin glanced at the solid white ears.

Not Lexi.

He swallowed hard and continued forward, a thin veil of moonlight slowly replacing the lost light of day.

“It’s just us, you idiot!” he heard Lexi shout.

Austin heard a man reply, but he couldn’t discern what he was saying. Just ahead, he spied a tree large enough to conceal his frame, so he pressed his left shoulder against the bark and peered around, focusing on the small crowd up ahead. The quieter his breathing became, the better he could hear them.

“I’m warning you, let her go,” April said, fury edging her voice. “You know what a Mage is capable of doing to a Shifter.”

“Is that so?” a man replied. “I think you’re forgetting what I’m capable of doing, so don’t threaten me again.”

“Just cut her,” another man said, his voice sharp. “These aren’t damsels in distress. These bitches took out four of our men, so leaving them alive is a liability. Nobody wants a pregnant bitch, a little girl, or a fucking Mage for their pack.”

“Speak for yourself on the little girl,” one of them piped in.

Austin narrowed his eyes and counted three men, and by the sound of it, seven had tried to capture them. To the left, one man held a blade to Melody’s throat, but she didn’t show any fear. She looked like a girl who was working out a plan, and that made Austin simultaneously proud and nervous. These weren’t helpless women.

April and Lexi stood to the right, facing Melody and her captor. April’s fingers were splayed as she closely watched the two men who were standing behind them, spread apart.

Austin perked up when he heard Reno’s dove call in the distance. It also caught April’s attention as she discreetly flicked her eyes toward the woods before straightening her back, a cocksure smile on her face.

Lexi played mediator. “Let her go, and we’ll work something out. She’s just a kid.”

“Who killed our alpha with an arrow,” he reminded her.

“Lucky shot?” Melody said, pure smartass.

April continued turning in a circle, watching the men closely. She was also looking into the woods, and when she faced Austin, he poked his head out long enough for her to spot his location.

She took a few steps to the left, giving Austin a clear shot at one of the men.

Austin placed his gun against the side of the tree and locked onto his target. Attempting to shoot the guy holding Melody was out of the question—not unless that knife came away from her throat. He knew which man Reno would have his gun on because Reno would strategize his target based on which man was a clearer shot for Austin.

That just left the man with the knife, and it was as if Lexi was reading Austin’s mind.

She inched toward the man and spoke calmly. “I’m pregnant. I can’t run anywhere, and I’m in no condition to fight. My feet are swollen, my back hurts, and I haven’t eaten in two days. Take the bow from Melody, and she won’t be a threat.”

“I’m supposed to trust you?”

She put her hands on her hips. “She’ll do what she’s told because I’m the alpha female in the pack, and whatever I say is the golden rule.”

Damn if Austin didn’t want to kiss that woman.

The man lowered the knife a few inches. “Are you mated with the Packmaster, or are you just the alpha bitch in the pack?”

Austin’s target rubbed his face, but Austin couldn’t make out his expression in the dim light. “Jesus Christ, if she’s the alpha’s bitch, then that means she’s the one Judas wants alive. Let’s use her to draw out the Packmaster before turning her in; we’ll kill two birds with one stone.”

Lexi looked over her shoulder at the man. “Don’t call me a bitch, you little weasel.”

Melody dramatically tossed her bow to the ground and kicked it away. Her assailant lowered his knife and then yanked off her knit hat, tossing it on the ground. Melody’s disheveled hair fell about her face, concealing her expression.

The man still had a grip on Melody’s shoulder, but he raised his hand with the blade and gestured toward Lexi. “You’re coming with us, and I don’t want a struggle.”

Faster than a heartbeat, Melody reached into her quiver and pulled out an arrow, gripping it firmly and impaling the man’s leg with the pointy tip.

He roared, loosening his grip enough that she wriggled free. Austin fired his gun, and his target spun halfway around and fell to the ground. At almost the same moment, another gun fired from the opposite side, and the second man went down.

April flashed at the injured man as he wielded his knife. A blast of energy propelled him backward, slamming him against the trunk of a tree. He slumped over, the arrow still lodged in his thigh.

Without missing a beat, Austin put his gun in the holster and rushed toward them.

“Are there more?” he yelled out.

“It’s clear!” Lexi yelled back.

The first thing he did was check his target to make sure it was a clean shot. Reno didn’t need to check; he ran right to April and lifted her into his arms.

“I’m still charged,” she complained, holding her hands away as he kissed her neck.

Austin scanned the woods while trying to catch his breath. “Did any escape?”

Lexi pulled Melody against her side and kissed the top of her head. “No. Only seven moved in on us, so it was just the three left.”

“Only seven?” Austin asked in disbelief.

Lexi reached back and tightened her ponytail, but it seemed as if it took every ounce of effort. “I need to lie down.”

The moon drifted behind the clouds. In the blanket of darkness, Austin tenderly cupped her face in his hands and kissed her mouth. She tasted like wine and roses. She tasted like life, and he savored every breath of her.

Melody picked up her bow, dusted it off, and before she knew what hit her, Austin wrapped her in a tight hug.

“I’m proud of you, Mel. You did the smart thing.” Austin kissed the top of her head and then rumpled her hair.

“Thanks, Uncle Austin.” Melody found her hat and pulled it over her head.

“Change of plan,” he said, watching the moon appear once again. “We’re heading to the next post. It’s closer, and there’s a large tree stand that’ll easily fit four. April, take first watch on the ground. Mel, I want you high up in the tree as a lookout. Take Reno with you so he can get some shut-eye.”

“He snores,” she protested.

“Just pinch his nose,” April suggested, squealing when Reno tickled her waist.

After that it was back to business. Reno confiscated the enemies’ weapons while Austin moved some of the bodies out of sight. They didn’t tarry and quickly moved on.

When Melody got ahead of them, Austin yelled out, “Do me a favor and check in with your mother.”

Lexi put her arm around him, and he felt centered again.

“What about us?” she asked. “Where are we going to sleep tonight?”

Austin squeezed her ass. Nothing turned him on like finding out his woman had fought against seven rogues and won. “We get the bunker.”























Chapter 26
 

We had spent two days living in the woods, and I was already one step away from hunting wild animals and cooking beaver burgers.

All I daydreamed about was food—real food. Turkey legs drowning in gravy, buttermilk biscuits filled with strawberry jam, spaghetti with spicy meatballs, fresh coleslaw, and especially chocolate pudding. Hell, I’d kill for a bag of pretzels.

“Eat it,” Austin repeated.

I shoved the bag of jerky away. “I’m not eating your rations.”

A rechargeable lantern—solar powered, with a backup hand crank—kept our bunker nicely lit. Austin had closed the hatch to give us privacy. Four bunkers were constructed in key locations, primarily to give the injured a place to heal, but I suspect Austin’s intent was to keep me hidden since I couldn’t climb or run very fast. They also provided refuge if a packmate needed a safe place to sleep and got separated from the others.

Austin glared at the bag of jerky. “You need it more than I do.”

I dusted off my sleeping bag before lying down. “I’m stuffed.”

His dark brows slanted. “Liar.”

“Well, that’s not very nice.”

“Maybe I’m not very nice,” he said in his sexy voice that seduced me in ways he’d never know.

Austin peeled off his shirt, and the muscles in his pecs twitched. I watched him douse a white towel with water and wash himself off. He sat in the middle of the room on the cinder block floor, the lantern on the right casting shadows on the opposite side. I admired every speck of his glorious body, from the tattoos on his shoulders to the thin trail of hair that led from his navel down to his groin. His whiskers were flirting in beard territory, but I didn’t have any complaints. The longer they got, the less they felt like sandpaper.

I rubbed one bare leg over the other, realizing I was getting aroused by something as mundane as watching my mate clean his armpits. The unventilated room had grown muggy, so ditching my pants earlier had been a no-brainer, especially since they were spattered with blood and dirt.

“Are you sure we’re safe in here?” I asked. “Maybe one of us should keep guard.”

“Axel’s men are outside the perimeter. If anyone gets through, it won’t be more than a small group, and I think we can handle that.”

I turned on my left side. “I never imagined all those years ago when we were just teens that one day I’d be sitting underground with you, carrying your child while being hunted by my father’s men.”

He tossed the towel in the corner and unfolded his sleeping bag next to mine. Once he situated himself, his eyes got warm and serious. “Do you regret it?”

I curled into him, and he wrapped his arm around me. “The only thing I regret is our first kiss.”

He drew back. “Why’s that?”

“Because afterward, you left me. For seven years.”

Austin kissed the top of my head. “Never again, Ladybug.” He tugged at my oversized shirt. “Can I take this off?”

“Pervert,” I said with a flicker of amusement. “You just want to admire my large breasts.”

He pulled the ends of my shirt, and I raised my arms in compliance. Austin and I loved lying naked together, and it had nothing to do with sex. Nothing gave me a better feeling than his warm skin against mine, as if the nearness of him could offer everlasting happiness.

I snorted and looked down at my big belly. “We don’t fit like we used to.”

“Yeah,” he whispered roughly against my ear. “We fit better.”

I licked his shoulder and nibbled on his tough skin. He growled low in his chest and slowly moved his hand down my side, pulling my thigh so my right leg draped over him.

I smiled. “Careful, honey. That’s how I got in this condition to begin with.”

His mouth grazed my shoulder, and he worked his way up the curve of my neck. I panted, desire burning so hot that my nipples ached. It had been months since we’d last been intimate, and I desperately hoped this wouldn’t end as it usually did—with a few small kisses on my lips and him getting up to leave.

When I reached up to put my arms around his neck, he unlatched my bra.

“I thought you didn’t want me anymore,” I said in a heavy breath.

Austin set me on fire when he ran his tongue across my breast and drew in my nipple. “I crave you,” he whispered, his voice filled with need. “Every minute of every day. I crave nothing else but taking you in all kinds of ways. Christ, Lexi. I don’t think I can stop.”

“Don’t stop,” I whispered.

His thumb latched around my panties and pulled them down. I nearly climaxed at just the thought of what we were about to do. We kissed as if starved for sex, our bodies rediscovering each other in a way that felt familiar and foreign all at once.

I wanted to roll on top of him but failed miserably.

“Ow.”

He stopped. “Am I hurting you?”

“Your elbow is on my hair.”

Austin moved like a predator down my body, looking up at me with those wanton eyes as he placed hot kisses across my belly. He took off his pants and then hovered over me, lightly resting his body on mine but using his arms to prop himself up.

I parted my legs and felt the blunt head of his erection pressing against me and seeking entrance. He was as hard as a diamond, and images flashed in my mind of the fantasies I’d had over the past several months about Austin taking me. He drove into me with slow precision. Our eyes locked, and that union grew so intense and pleasurable that the world could have crumbled around us and it wouldn’t have mattered.

He kissed me softly—reverently. I shivered when his hand slid from my hip to my breast, his fingers rolling my sensitive nipple until it hardened.

“Turn over,” he said, pushing me gently to my right side.

Austin entered me from behind, slow and true. While we were normally combustible in the throes of passion, this was a gentle love—a moment that marked the end of our innocence as young lovers. This was the last time we’d ever make love as the old Lexi and Austin—the couple that existed before children changed the very core of who we were to become.

“I love you,” I whispered, his kisses tickling the back of my neck as he rocked into me.

His pace quickened, as did our breaths, and I burned hotter.

No words.

Austin loved talking during sex, but we had transcended beyond the need for words in this moment. I’d never felt more alive—more loved—and Austin stimulated nerves I thought had gone into hibernation.

He curved his arm around my belly and touched every place on my body that I should have been insecure about but wasn’t. Austin made me feel sexy. His teeth scraped the back of my neck, and I groaned, the tight pulses of my release intensifying.

He moved hard and fast, and I gripped his left hand to anchor myself. I needed to cry out, but it wasn’t safe, so I whimpered in frustration.

“Don’t move,” he said in a rough voice. “I’ll take care of you. I know what you like… I know what you need.” I thought I also heard him say something about me being wet, but his words began to mix with primal growls.

Austin buried himself deep, his pace slowing and becoming more sensual. A feverish desire licked over my body, and every muscle clenched when I came—a burst of pleasure rippling through me so suddenly that I gasped and pushed against him.

He cursed under his breath. “Keep doing that.”

So I pushed my backside against him harder, and he stilled for only a moment, his fingernails biting into my hip.

Austin made his final series of thrusts, every muscle tensing before he collapsed behind me. After a moment, he pulled out, and I looked over my shoulder. We fell into a deep kiss, our tongues moving in a slow dance.

He finally broke away and tucked a pillow behind my head so I could roll over. I gazed up at the ceiling, my heart still pounding against my chest.

“Each time I think it won’t get better than that, it gets better,” he said, opening a bottle of water and guzzling it down.

I glanced at my round belly. “I’m not a woman anymore. I’m an obstacle course.”

He chuckled. “Damn right. And I feel like I just won gold.”

I slapped his chest with the back of my hand as he scooted next to me, tracing his finger over the slope of my belly.

“I didn’t think you’d want it in your condition,” he murmured.

Seriously? That man had no idea.

“Austin, you should take your own advice and eat something. We don’t need our Packmaster fainting from malnutrition.”

He surrendered with a reluctant sigh. “Fine.”

I pulled a thin blanket over myself, and my feet poked out from the opposite end.

“You can’t be cold,” he said. “It’s like a volcano in here.”

Maybe I was a little embarrassed to be completely naked in front of him without my old body—the sexy one with the small breasts and a figure that didn’t resemble a lowercase d. Being in the throes of passion was one thing, but lying there when he felt no more desire reminded me of how much I’d changed.

“I always wanted curves,” I said with a mirthless laugh. “Little did I know.”

He ripped the blanket away. “You’ve never been more beautiful, so quit pouting.”

Austin placed three long sticks of beef jerky across my belly and began eating.

“Are you telling me I’m not allowed to pout when my mate is using my body as a dining table?”

He chewed off a meaty bite. “You should have brought a red-checkered tablecloth instead of that blanket. We could have made it romantic.”

When he sang the opening lines to “Sex on Fire” in his smoky voice, I thumped him on the head with a stick of jerky.

“Do you think we stand a chance?” I asked.

He nodded. “We’re holding our own. Word is they took over some of the smaller packs but are having trouble with the larger ones. I’m going to check in with Reno later. It’s his job to keep communication rolling with the other packs in the territory.”

“What about the Council?”

He swallowed a bite and lifted another piece from my stomach. “They’re busy fighting their own battles. I don’t know what’s happening elsewhere in Texas, but we need to concentrate on breaking them down. If we run them out, then they’ll just go after another state.”

I handed him the last piece of meat. “I’m not so sure. This might be a kick in the pants for their morale. They probably expected to fail with Colorado, but after all this time to have no victory? There’ll be dissention in the ranks. Men can’t respect a leader who doesn’t make sound choices. If Judas fails, then his time will come to an end.”

“You don’t have any feelings about that?”

“Why? Because he’s genetically related to me? No. If you want to know the truth, I feel ashamed. People know, and I don’t want them to judge you, me, or especially our pack for something beyond my control. I’m just so disappointed in the universe.”

He laughed softly and wiped off his hand before snuggling close. “Why’s that, Ladybug?”

I sighed, pulling the extra pillow behind my head. “Because the universe doesn’t want me to have a father. Why couldn’t he have been someone amazing? I would have even settled for ordinary.”

“Hmm,” he pondered, his finger tracing across my lip. “Maybe Austin Cole is all the amazing you need. The fates know what’s best, and it made you a stronger woman. A woman like you could have only been born from a powerful alpha, and men like us are faced with temptation early on in life when we’re trying to figure out who we are. He chose the wrong path and decided to live as a rogue; that has nothing to do with who you are. Just knowing the hell you’ve survived makes me want to be a better mate to you and a better father for our child.”

I stroked the bristles on his chin, and he smiled down at me. I briefly wondered if our child would have Austin’s cleft chin or his beautiful eyes. Would the baby take the very best things I loved about Austin—his warm laugh, his devotion, his strong hands, and even his lean?

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“I’m wondering what the plan for tomorrow is.”

“I’ll know more when I call Reno. Let’s not think about that right now.”

Watching his muscles flex as he fluffed the blanket over our legs gave me the tingles. “Austin?”

“Yeah, baby?”

“When you’re done, kill the lights and make love to me again.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

***
 

I knew it was morning when the cardinals began chirping. Austin and I had made love once more, but not all night like I wanted to. He had to check in with Reno and talk strategy.

I didn’t mind. Every second in his arms was an extra slice of eternity. Long after Austin had fallen asleep, his wolf emerged. I guess he wanted to check on me and make sure I was okay, because he stayed by my side for hours. Austin had a beautiful animal—fur like midnight and eyes that sparkled like glaciers in the sun. I’d switched on the lamp for a few minutes to let him see where we were, hoping he wouldn’t get claustrophobic.

Right before falling asleep, Austin’s wolf moved across the room and settled in, his eyes watchful on the ceiling. He might have been nice to snuggle up to in winter, but the last thing a pregnant woman needs is more body heat.

I stretched out my sore muscles and climbed onto the bench, then lifted the door and raised the metal prop to hold it open.

A delicious breeze floated through the gap and cooled my face. I drew in the clean scent of morning, taking a moment to appreciate the splendor of dawn. But I wasn’t ready to start the day. A new day meant another chance to lose someone I loved. Three days had gone by since we packed up and left home, and already we’d been engaged in battles that tested our loyalty and resolve.

Naked on the wooden bench, I turned away from the opening and curved my hands around my belly. I watched dappled sunlight dance on the cold floor, and the baby began to move as if he could sense my altered mood.

“Hey, little one. I know I haven’t talked to you before, but it’s me, your mom.”

He stopped moving around.

“I’ve been waiting to meet you for a long time, so I hope I’m not a disappointment. Your dad sure won’t be. He’s an amazing man. Take my word for it—I’ve known him since I was a little girl. You’re about to come into a big family, so I hope you’re ready to be loved by a lot of people. Your Aunt Maizy is so sweet, and she’ll take you to the creek to swim in the summer when it’s hot. Your Uncle Denver will probably splash water all over you doing a cannonball, but go easy on him. He’s a big kid at heart. Aunt April will teach you to love animals and good music, and I’m not sure what Uncle Reno will teach you, but it’ll probably involve a water pistol.”

A sound caught my attention, and I turned my head, peering through the crack. A squirrel was digging a hole in the dirt beneath a nearby tree to bury his prize. I smoothed my hand over my belly, turning away again.

“And Uncle Wheeler can be a grump sometimes, but he’s the one who’ll let you do whatever you want. Auntie Naya, well, I just hope you’re a girl, because she’s going to dress you up in all kinds of little outfits. Uncle Trev will probably show you how to make paper airplanes, although I kind of want his sense of style to rub off on you. Uncle William will take you for long walks on his shoulders, so I hope you like heights. If music’s your thing, then you’re in luck, because Uncle Jericho and Aunt Izzy will take you to concerts and teach you how to play an instrument. Would you like that?”

The little one didn’t answer, but I kept my hand placed against my stomach, waiting for him to move again.

“And just wait until your grandma gets a look at you. She’s already hoarding toys and thinks I don’t know about it. While you’re sitting with Maddox, working jigsaw puzzles, Grandma will be in the kitchen making you chocolate milk and cookies. She likes to sit at the table and talk, so be sure to tell her all about your day.”

Tears stung my eyes, and one escaped, sliding down my cheek. “I’m so sorry you won’t be able to meet your Uncle Wes, but I’ll tell you all about him. He would have been such a good uncle. I’m going to take you to his grave so you can talk to him. I still go there once a year so he knows I haven’t forgotten about him.” I paused and closed my eyes. “I miss the sound of his voice. But that’s okay, don’t worry about your mom getting all hormonal and crying.” I laughed when I felt the baby kick again. “Maybe we should have had more of these little chats, huh? I was just scared that I might love you too much, that’s all. So I hope we’re all good. I promise to be the best mom I can, and I know I’ll probably make mistakes, but you’re always going to feel loved. You’re going to have cousins and aunts and uncles and… a father. That’s a pretty big deal. Not only that, but you’re getting the best daddy there is. I know it’s a little scary right now, but Mommy’s going to protect you. No matter what happens. Okay?”

Austin’s voice startled me. “Hey, why didn’t you wake me up?” he asked groggily, sitting back on his legs and rubbing his eyes.

I smiled and wiped my nose.

Austin furrowed his brow and gave me a pensive stare. “Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing’s wrong. Not a thing. Toss me my clothes before someone discovers us naked and thinks we’ve been having sex down here all night.”

Austin crawled toward me and kissed my knee. “At least they’d have their facts straight.”























Chapter 27
 

The morning sun made a brief appearance before the fog had enveloped its light. I didn’t mind. The overcast skies kept the temperature down, and that was a welcome relief considering Texas summers were unmerciful.

“How long have we been walking?” I asked Reno.

“An hour,” he replied without looking at his watch. “Never stay in one place too long. Scouts can sneak through and give up our location. It also keeps them guessing as to how many they’re up against. A little exercise is good for the soul.”

I stopped and held on to a slim branch from a short tree. “Well, my soul might pass the physical exam, but this hike is killing my back.”

Reno took off my backpack and handed me a bottle of water while I took a seat on a flat stone. “Take a load off, and don’t worry about this. I’ll carry it the rest of the way.”

He sat beside me and wiped his sweaty forehead with a rag, removing some of the already-faded paint that made him look creepy when he smiled with his white teeth.

“This is a walk in the park compared to what I’ve been through,” he said absently.

I could imagine. Reno had fought in a number of wars, and it was something he rarely talked about with anyone.

After a few gulps of water, I set the bottle down and stretched out my sore legs. “How are things between you and April?”

“Good. Why, has she said something?”

I laughed. “Don’t be paranoid. It’s just that we haven’t had a real conversation since she became a Mage, and I’m curious what you think about everything. Are you… I know it’s none of my business, but are you really okay with it?”

He dug the heels of his boots into the ground and draped his arms over his knees. “I would have loved that woman until the day she died.”

We watched a brown squirrel stand on his hind legs before scurrying up a tree. “Yeah, but now she’s immortal, and that changes things. She might even outlive you.”

“Might?” he said through clenched teeth. “Takes a lot to kill a Mage. She’ll live a long life.”

I nibbled on my lip. “And most of it without you. I just wondered if you two have really talked about your future.”

He ran his hands through his short hair. “It’s all good. She wants to stay with the pack as long as this family will let her, even after Austin becomes an old man and someone takes his place. Just so long as the new Packmaster isn’t an ass.”

I smirked. “It might be our baby.”

He glanced over his shoulder at me, eyes smiling. “Might be. Or one of the twins. I think she’d like to see the kids grow up, and be a part of that. The pack would respect someone who carries our history and memories.”

“What about… men?”

He reclined against the tree and picked up a leaf, twirling the stem between two fingers. “She doesn’t want to talk about it. I told her that after I’m gone, she should find a good man who’ll take care of her. I think we’ve got a few hundred years before that’s even an issue, so maybe it’s too soon to lay out those kinds of plans. If you keep thinking ahead, you’ll never appreciate what’s in front of your face. We have more time together; that’s all that counts.”

“She’s pretty badass. You should have seen her fighting those men.”

“That’s my girl,” he said, a smile touching his thin lips.

I tossed a stick at a tree a few feet in front of us. “I feel pretty useless this time around.”

“You handled yourself like a pro yesterday. Stayed cool, kept the situation under control. Intelligence is the best weapon because not everyone has it.” Reno got up, not bothering to wipe the dirt off his pants. “It takes more than muscle when your packmate has a knife to her throat. If we hadn’t shown up, you still would have bought yourself some time. Those animals were ready to do you in.”

“How’s Lorenzo’s pack?”

Reno answered while doing a weapons check. “Caleb said they’re holding their own. Church’s pack split in two and is circling the property.” Reno put his gun back in its holster and scanned the woods. “I hear Lakota’s making quite an impression on Church. His adoptive parents came down to fight with the pack. A Chitah is a pretty badass token to have on your side, not to mention his mother’s a Mage. Church’s pack is in a better position than most.”

“Good. I’ve been thinking a lot about Ivy and Hope, wondering if they’re all right.” I stood up and lifted my pack. “The more control we have in our territory, the better our chances. We’re lucky to have Axel on our side.”

“Affirmative on that. Some of Judas’s men are bleeding through, but not half as many as we would have had to deal with otherwise. It looks like his strategy is to send four times as many men as there are in a pack to secure victory, but his men are inexperienced and don’t seem to have a clear leader within the unit.”

I lifted my shirt and fanned it to get some cool air circulating around my belly. “How will we know when it’s over?”

“When they’re all dead,” he said quietly. “Get up against that tree.”

I put my back to the trunk without question. Reno made a dove call—one long note followed by two more. That was our universal call for anyone in the area to reply.

The air stilled with silence. I considered our surroundings, realizing there was a tree stand within sight. It was a simple plank that circled around the tree, allowing the person to hide at any angle. What startled me was the arrow protruding from behind the tree and aiming to our left.

When I made Reno aware that Melody was on the hunt, he followed the direction of the archer’s intended target. Instead of reaching for his handgun, he pulled out the rifle.

Guns made me nervous—especially being pregnant. But I retrieved my gun from its holster and covered any direction Reno wasn’t looking. The only distraction was the trickling water from a nearby creek drowning out other sounds.

An arrow whistled through the air. When Reno fired his gun, I almost dropped my own from the shocking sound.

“Motherfucker!” he growled, using his scope and firing off more shots.

I couldn’t see anyone, but Reno’s rifle allowed him to see long distance.

“One down and three shifted!” Melody cried out.

I frantically searched for a tree I could climb.

Reno charged forward and left me alone. Melody came into view and shot more arrows in the direction he was running. Reno shouted, drawing attention to himself and away from me. I looked behind me to my right and saw Melody dropping to a lower branch and straddling it, pulling back her bowstring and shooting another arrow. A wolf yelped, and a series of gunshots went off.

“Reno shifted!” she cried out, relaying information to me.

I spun around and saw a brown wolf moving like lightning toward Melody. Her arrow missed, puncturing the soft dirt behind him. Her eyes widened when he was almost upon her.

The wolf sprang up and got ahold of her shoe. Melody wrapped her arms around the branch, panic written on her face, fighting him with everything she had as he tugged and pulled, trying to bring her down.

She screamed, twisting around the limb until the wolf released his hold.

I aimed my gun and fired, clipping the wolf in the leg. He continued jumping at Melody, and her hat fell off, blue hair softly waving as she swung to get back up. Her backpack caught on a jagged branch. I fired again but missed. Her arms were within reach of his sharp canines, and he got ahold of her sleeve, tugging hard until she hit the ground.

If I shot the gun, I’d risk hitting her because of the distance. I stepped forward without thought, waving my arms.

“Hey!” I shouted at the wolf. “Heyyy!”

He drew in my scent, briefly distracted. Melody had landed flat on her back, and when she pushed up on her elbows, the crackle of leaves seized his attention.

“Oh, God,” I whispered. “He’s got blood in his mouth.”

The brown wolf snapped his gaze at her, lips peeled back in a savage snarl.

My foot sank into a hole, and I fell to my knees, wrapping my right arm around my stomach in a protective gesture.

Melody slowly reached over her shoulder for an arrow.

“Hey!” I screamed again. “Look at me!”

I didn’t exist to that wolf anymore. His focus was on her hand, as if the two were engaged in a standoff. Melody’s jugular was exposed, and I’d never been more terrified. He was almost on top of her, and it made it impossible to fire my gun without hitting her. I didn’t want to fire in the air either, because it might startle him into attacking.

I frantically searched for Reno or some kind of miracle. A galloping sound made me clutch my racing heart, only… it wasn’t my heart that was making the thunderous sound.

The heavy tread of hooves approached from the left and, with breathtaking speed, Lakota leapt off his horse and onto the back of the wolf. They rolled in the dirt as he pulled the vicious creature away from Melody.

She scrambled to her feet and grabbed her bow, stumbling as she limped toward me.

“Aunt Lexi!”

I stood up and pulled her into a tight hug. “Are you okay?”

She didn’t reply, but her tear-stained eyes and trembling said it all.

Lakota was a warrior of exceptional prowess, and our attacker stood no chance. The wolf yelped when Lakota drove a dagger into his heart and gave it a final twist. Meanwhile, wolves battling in the distance raged on as Reno fought his attackers.

Lakota stood up, blood staining his bare chest. He had dressed just as I imagined Lorenzo might have—like a warrior. There were patterns painted on his face and chest, and a feather in his hair. Even his horse had war paint—handprints on his chest and a circle around his eye.

He stood up and jogged toward us. “Are you hurt?”

“I think we’re okay,” I said. “Just shaken up.”

Lakota made a clicking sound with his tongue and called the blue roan over.

“That’s your mother’s horse,” I said. “Trouble.”

He patted the horse on the side of the neck and smiled up at him. “No worries. He’s a good horse for battle. Isn’t that right, Trouble?”

The horse nodded and released a breathy snort in agreement.

Lakota leapt onto his back, and Trouble pranced in a circle. “Mother sent me to bring back the children or anyone who’s injured. They have control of their land, so we’re offering to join with you. Are you able to hold them off?”

A terrible yelp sounded, and Reno’s wolf ran over, sniffing us and then circling the area.

“Oh, we’re not doing too shabby,” I said with a laugh. “We have allies on the northern end of the property, so Austin thinks the breach is happening east and west. They’re coming in small groups, but so far we’ve managed to fight them off.”

“The little one should come with me,” he said, his eyes on Melody and his arm outstretched.

“I’m not a little kid,” Melody said in protest.

A smile played on his lips. “No, but perhaps the intrepid blue-haired warrior would like to get her foot bandaged up before she returns to battle? I’m pretty sure Bactine and a Band-Aid isn’t going to help if his teeth punctured to the bone.”

I gripped her shoulders. “Mel, you need to go with Lakota. Let them fix your foot, and I’ll tell your mom what’s going on. You’ve done an amazing job, and we’re all proud of you.”

“Can I come back?”

“We’ll see, honey. But we can’t risk you getting an infection. Go with Lakota. He’ll protect you.”

She looked warily up at him as Trouble pranced around us.

Lakota’s brown hair fell over his shoulders like a mane, and he was handsome sitting astride that horse. His blue eyes sparkled behind the dark paint, giving them a magical quality that made it seem as if he were from another realm. He was Ivy’s son in every way, just as I’d imagine a child of hers to be. Strong. Confident. A warrior.

Melody reluctantly slung her bow over her shoulder and looked back one last time. Lakota reached out, pulling her up with one hand, as if she weighed nothing. Melody swung her leg over the back of the horse and adjusted her hat.

I nodded, giving him my thanks. Shifter children were just too vulnerable, and it was important to get someone to look at her foot, which had blood dripping from the ankle.

She held on to his waist as they rushed across the creek, water splashing beneath the hooves of Trouble. The fog eddied around the bank as they moved out of sight.

“I’ll be back!” he yelled out, holding up one arm.

“Me too!” she shouted defiantly.

Lakota’s laughter faded in the distance.

When I called out to Reno, his wolf appeared, tail wagging.

“You’re not going to shift, are you?” I patted his side. “Dammit, Reno.”

His brown wolf had a black mask, concealing all the dirt and blood. But when my fingers grazed over his snout, they collected streaks of crimson. He was feeling pretty cocky, and it was safe to say that Reno had lost control in shifting back. His wolf undoubtedly sensed danger and wanted to offer me his protection.

I thought about the rifle and scratched the wolf’s neck. “I bet you forced Reno to shift back there, didn’t you? Reno can take care of himself, but you just wanted to get in on the action. You two are just alike.”

God knows Reno had enough ammo to turn this land into Swiss cheese, but there wasn’t much honor in picking off wolves with a gun. And sometimes seeing a Shifter in animal form would call out to your own animal.

I gathered up his clothes and weapons, considering the simplest way to carry it all without breaking my back.

Reno’s wolf barked at the short hill up ahead. Austin crested the top of the hill and slid halfway down on one foot before propelling himself off the slope and running toward me.

“Are you okay?” he asked, out of breath and gripping my shoulders.

“Me?” I looked at his bloody shoulder. “What happened?”

He took a few deep breaths and dropped his arms. “A large number advanced on Axel’s men and… shit. He lost three. We got hit hard up ahead. A bullet pierced an artery in Jericho’s leg, and we had to make him shift.”

“Is he all right?”

Austin shook his head. “I don’t know. He shifted too many times, and now he’s barely conscious. My mom always carries painkillers with her, so we gave him heavy sedatives to help him sleep. He’s in the bunker. What about you?”

“Three wolves attacked us. Mel was hurt.”

His eyes hooded, and he went utterly still. “Are they dead? Because if not, I’m going to hunt them down and kill them myself.”

I nodded. “Lakota has great timing. Mel’s injuries aren’t serious, but she got a nasty bite on her ankle or foot, so I made her go with him. Lakota said that Lorenzo has a firm hold of his territory. He offered to take the kids or anyone injured.”

“I’m going to ask for some of his men to guard the south side,” Austin replied. “It’s an offer he made, and I’m taking him up on it. I’m still waiting for a status update from Axel.”

Reno’s wolf yelped with excitement and circled us.

Austin gave him a friendly pat, but his expression stayed grim. “We need to get moving. They’re coming in larger groups, so we should stay together.”

He turned to leave and then looked back at me.

“Austin Cole, are you really going to march off without taking one of these bags? Because I’m pretty sure your beta packed a thirty-pound missile launcher in his.”

***
 

After reaching the campsite, Austin made Lexi sleep in the bunker with Jericho so she could keep an eye on him. During the walk, she’d complained about a sharp pain, and that left him wondering if he should send her to Church’s house. But without knowing what things looked like on the outside, he didn’t feel safe letting her out of his sight.

Maizy strolled by with a bundle of dirty laundry in her arms. Her green shirt had soaked up some of the water from her wet hair. “If anyone wants to wash up, the creek is all yours. Denny said he’s not coming out until he prunes.”

Naya gracefully stood up and grabbed her clothes. “I can get him out, darling. My panther is dying for a bath.”

A few of the men chuckled as she sauntered toward the creek located just over the hill. It was an ideal site because the water was deep and wide, giving them a place to bathe. The fog had thinned some but still provided them cover beyond fifty feet.

Wheeler sat on a flat rock, his elbows on his knees, using a spoon to scoop baked beans out of a tin can. His facial hair had grown out completely, covering his face from chin to ear. It made Austin rub his own whiskers, thinking about how no one had packed razors except the women, and there was no way in hell he was using one of those pink gizmos on his face.

“Pop, take a seat,” he said. “You’ve more than earned a rest.”

His father groaned as he sat on the ground. “I’m getting too old to keep up with you boys.”

Maizy spread a towel over the dirt and sat to Austin’s left. She separated her blond hair into sections and began braiding it back. “Has anyone spoken with Prince?”

Reno rubbed his jaw, his face clean and free of paint. “He’s getting hammered twice as hard. Prince owns the most coveted piece of property in the territory, and if I had to guess, I’d say that Judas wants a mansion to feel like a king.”

“Any word from Judas?” Austin asked.

Reno shook his head and glanced at his watch again. “April should be back soon.”

Katharine, April, and Trevor were patrolling the perimeter while the rest of them cleaned up and ate. William was passed out in a pile of leaves, and the twins were eating their rations in one of the tree stands. Izzy had found a nice tree by the bunker and leaned against it, her eyes closed. Maddox and Lynn remained quiet, separating themselves from the group and sitting on a fallen log to Austin’s left. Lynn’s arm was swollen from a bee sting, and she’d never looked so weary. He could see this was taking its toll on her. Maddox had given her his rations of food without her knowing; Austin had seen him refilling her bags when she was washing up.

Austin stood up and casually ambled over to Reno, taking a seat on his left. “I have an alternate plan. I want Lynn to go with Lakota if he comes back, and if he doesn’t, then someone’s going to take her there. I also want the twins to go.”

“Roger that,” Reno said. “I’ll send Caleb the message.”

“Request a few of his men, and let me know his response. If Caleb wants to bitch and moan, remind him that he owes me.”

Reno furrowed his brow. “Owes you for what?”

“Nothing. But the man’s always guilty, and I’m sure he’ll think of something. Remember the time Mel came home with pierced ears?”

Reno chuckled. “I’m only surprised that Jerko wasn’t the one to do it himself.”

Austin tossed a stick. “Blue hair washes away, but earrings leave permanent scars. It was a hell of a fight to keep Jericho from going over there and challenging Caleb.”

“Hmm,” Reno mused. “A few of his men fighting with us in exchange for pierced ears seems fair… said no one ever.” Reno sent the message to Caleb and put his phone away.

Denver plunged into the clearing in only his underwear. He tripped over William and fell in the dirt.

Since he was still wet, dirt caked him from head to toe. He stood up and stared daggers at Wheeler. “Your woman thinks she’s real funny pulling that panther shit and jumping in the water.”

Wheeler scooped up another spoonful of beans. “What’s the matter, sweetheart? Scared of a wet pussy?”

Maizy laughed so hard she fell over.

“That’s hilarious, Peanut,” Denver grumbled, looking down at his dirt-covered body. “Now what am I supposed to do?”

Wheeler set the tin can by his foot. “Stand against a tree and blend like a chameleon.”

When Denver lunged at Wheeler, Reno got up at lightning speed and held him back. “Cool it, brother. Save your energy for the real thing.”

Meanwhile, William continued snoring in his pile of leaves.

“Too bad we didn’t stall this until next month,” Maddox said conversationally.

Austin swung his gaze toward him. “Why’s that?”

Maddox took off his brown hat and patted the tree on his left with it. “We’d have some fresh pecans.”

Damn, pecans sounded just about right to Austin. But all that nut cracking might have drawn attention. They had opted for high-protein foods they could easily store and carry, but most of the nuts were peanuts or almonds. Katharine volunteered to hunt for a more substantial meal, but that meant either building a fire or letting their wolves eat for them instead. Either way, it didn’t matter. A Shifter’s true home was in the wild.

Wheeler stood up and stretched his back. “See you boys in a bit. I’m going to get my Irish Spring on, so don’t wait up.” He waggled his eyebrows and swaggered off toward the creek.

Maizy moved her towel next to Austin and sat down, her knees drawn up. “How’s Lexi feeling?”

He kept his emotions controlled and put his arm around her. “Your sister is a warrior, but every warrior needs rest—especially the ones carrying a heavy load.”

Austin looked up at Denver, who had snatched a bottle of water and was dousing himself to wash off the dirt.

Maizy whistled at him, and his cheeks flamed when George and Reno joined in with the catcalls.

“You guys are a bag of nuts,” he muttered, yanking on a pair of camo sweatpants.

Maizy opened a bottle of peroxide and dampened a cotton ball, then dabbed at a cut on her elbow. Austin chuckled with amusement since that kind of injury would heal entirely after shifting, but Maizy still clung to her human habits since she was only recently changed. Lynn had packed a first aid kit for her and the kids—supplies the rest of them didn’t have use for. If anything, at least it provided her with a distraction, which was something they all needed to brighten their spirits.

Denver hopped on one leg in an attempt to put on his boot, but when he lost his balance, he swung his arms comically and fell to his side.

Everyone roared with laughter.

“I just can’t get a break,” he muttered. The ground had dampened from the bottle of water, and a fat chunk of wet earth clung to his right arm.

The twins were howling up in the tree, their laughs high-pitched and childlike.

“Don’t make me come up there,” Denver threatened. “Skedaddle, and eat your beans.”

The two russet-haired boys ducked out of sight, still snorting and coughing from the unexpected entertainment.

Denver winced and then pulled something out of his tangled hair. “All right. Who threw that?”

When Reno laughed, Denver flicked the slimy little bean at him. “Next time you come into my bar, you can fix your own drink.”

Reno nodded. “No sweat. Then give me back my gun.”

Everyone sat at attention when a stick cracked just beyond the fog line. A black horse emerged, his breath heavy, and a satiny sheen on his coat indicating he’d been running a long time. He wasn’t slim like a racehorse, but muscular and impressive in stature like a Clydesdale.

“Reno, put down the gun,” Austin said, rising to his feet.

Reno lowered his rifle only marginally.

The horse had no rider, no saddle, and no bridle.

The impressive animal approached the center of the group and dipped his head twice, throwing back a thick mane of ebony hair. Within seconds, the black stallion shifted into a robust man with dark hair. Maizy averted her eyes, a grin lurking on her face.

“I’m Titan.”

Austin stepped forward. “I’m Austin Cole, Packmaster of the Weston pack. What’s your business?”

“Enzo sent me to offer a hand.”

“To fight with us?”

Titan shook his head. “I’m here to collect the weak and infirm.”

“No one’s infirm here,” Reno said, his voice tight.

Titan bowed. “Forgive my rudeness. I was merely repeating what he said.”

Austin shifted his stance. “Yeah, that sounds like Church.” Austin hadn’t met many horse Shifters, and Titan was every bit as built as his animal. It made him wonder why he wouldn’t offer to fight, given his physical brawn.

Titan lifted his chin. “Do you have children or injured packmates?” His eyes settled on Izzy, who was still snoozing against the oak tree.

“That one’s not injured,” Austin said.

“Shame. I would very much like a woman like that astride my back.”

“I just bet you would,” Denver snapped.

Austin flicked a glance at Lynn. The boys needed to go, but not everyone would be able to fit on the horse. “Hendrix!”

Hendrix scurried down the tree and jumped to the ground.

“I want you to go with Titan.”

“But Lennon—”

“Lynn’s going, and I need someone brave to protect her.” And that wasn’t a line of bullshit.

Lennon peered over the wall of the hideout. “What about me?”

“I need you to keep watch. Both are important jobs.”

“I’m fine,” Lynn said. “There’s no need to fuss over me.”

Maddox helped her up. “Well, I’m fussing. We’ve got everything under control, and you’ll be of better use taking care of Church’s pack than running around in the woods.”

“True,” Titan agreed. “Church’s packmates have suffered casualties, and there doesn’t seem to be enough free hands to care for them. Some of them have extensive injuries and are unable to shift. The Packmaster cannot be in all places at once.”

Lynn lifted her pack. “Well then, it sounds like they need me.”

Austin closed the distance between them, and she gripped his hand.

Her eyes glittered with tears. “You take care of my baby girl. I’ll make sure Lorenzo sends you some help, and that’s something you can count on.”

Yeah, maybe Lynn would be more use there after all.

Austin patted Titan’s shoulder. “I appreciate your service. We’re fortunate you owed Church a favor.”

Titan smirked. “I’m not doing this because I owe him. Don’t you know?”

“Know what?” Denver asked, closing in.

Titan turned to address the men. “When the other Shifters in the community got wind of what the wolves were battling against, we had a choice. We could either be apathetic and watch our community fall apart, or we could choose to fight. If we allow the Northerners to rule the pack territories, what’s to stop them from coming after mine? And I don’t have as much to lose as you do. Maybe we all have our differences, but everyone knows what the wolves have done to create social order. That’s why many of us have chosen to live in your cities. We stand shoulder to shoulder with you.”

Austin was honored to know there were men with integrity who would do what was right and not what was easiest. “Is there any news from the rest of the state?”

Titan pinched his chin pensively. “Dallas regained control, but it seems the units are concentrated around Austin. I suppose the land and weather are more desirable, but I also have my suspicions their leader is still in the area. That’s the rumor.”

Austin bristled. “Why don’t you spread the rumor that Austin Cole wants the honor of driving a knife into his black heart?”

Titan arched a black brow. “That’s a bold statement.”

“I’m a bold alpha. Spread the word.” Austin bowed his head. “Please make sure my packmates arrive safely.”

Titan nodded. “You have my word.” He transformed back into an impressive stallion and knelt down as if he were genuflecting.

Maddox helped Lynn mount, giving her a handful of mane to hold on to. He locked his fingers together and made a step for Hendrix to put his foot in and get a boost onto the horse’s broad back.

Most of the pack avoided waking up Izzy since she sometimes lashed out violently, but during Austin’s conversation with Titan, Maizy had gently coaxed her awake so that she could say good-bye to her son. Izzy had a look of relief on her face as she rushed to Hendrix’s side.

She took his hand, giving him motherly kisses that would make any boy his age blush with embarrassment.

“I love you,” she said. “Don’t worry about us; just keep yourself safe. Stay alert during the ride, and watch over Lynn. This’ll all be over soon.”

“I know, Mom. We’ll be fine.” Hendrix looked toward Austin with shame in his eyes—shame that he wasn’t old enough to fight or to lead like the others in the pack. “Tell my dad…”

He patted Hendrix on the leg and nodded. “Don’t worry, son. He knows you’ve fought bravely, and I’ll be sure to let him know you’ve put your life on the line to escort Lynn home. Everyone here plays an important role; don’t you forget that. Now hold on tight. I have a feeling he’s going to keep a quick pace.”

Reno gave the horse a pat on the rear, and they disappeared into a blanket of mist. Austin had a strong pack—having just one of Reno was the equivalent of four Shifters. Lynn and the boys had proven their abilities, but things were only going to get more dangerous toward the end, so it was one less worry for him to shoulder.

But not his biggest worry.























Chapter 28
 

Jericho and I had spent hours in the bunker together. My life was reduced to eating cold beans out of a can and daydreaming about clean underwear and barbecue ribs. I managed a few winks of sleep before Izzy woke me up and encouraged me to bathe in the creek while she looked after Jericho’s wolf. When I returned, she was ready to go back to her post, so I spent the remainder of the time monitoring his wolf, keeping him calm and rested so when Jericho shifted back he’d have all the strength needed to continue with his duties.

When my back grew sore, I sat on the bench. It had been misting all afternoon, so the room was damp and stuffy—especially with a wolf panting. Reno had done a good job installing a ventilation tube in this one that ran above ground. It reminded me of one of those submarine periscopes—only it had a screen on each end to keep out the insects. It was affixed to a nearby tree and obscured with leaves. He would have constructed them all that way except he didn’t have time to fully test it to make sure it didn’t bring in water or mosquitoes.

I wasn’t sure what was keeping me from opening the hatch, but a feeling of dread swept over me.

“It’s quiet out there,” I whispered to Jericho’s wolf.

He trotted over and sniffed the seam along the door.

Thunder rumbled—the kind that got louder toward the end and vibrated the walls.

“I hope that was your stomach,” I said quietly.

I’d lost all sense of time, so I lifted the hatch to peer out.

Still daytime.

A light rain tapped against the canopy of leaves overhead, though not many drops had yet made it to the ground.

At first I thought everyone had returned to their posts, but we were on a set schedule, and that wasn’t the plan.

Jericho’s wolf pushed his nose farther through the opening. He wasn’t showing any signs of aggression, but the rain would make it impossible to detect anything farther than ten or twenty feet away.

I brushed my hair out of my eyes and searched the room for my gun belt. Moving around with a large belly in such a confined space proved challenging, and I’d scraped my knees more than once on the hard floor. I lowered the hatch door and strapped on the harness, butterflies circling in my stomach. I felt more protected with Jericho at my side than with a gun.

I stretched my black shirt back over my stomach, but it didn’t do well at covering the gun.

Jesus. I looked like I was concealing a black bowling ball.

I lifted the door all the way and climbed out while Jericho’s wolf sprang ahead of me and circled the campsite.

An empty can of beans lay on its side to my right; Austin had a strict rule about cleaning up. In the center of the site, there were deep tracks all around.

“Deer?” I murmured aloud. “No, those are too big to be a deer. Maybe a horse.”

Jericho’s wolf followed the trail with his nose pressed to the wet earth. He quickly lifted his head and looked north, a piece of mud clinging to his nostril. He sneezed, and I followed him to the creek. His wolf was light brown with cream and orange markings, and I thought how interesting it was that all the men in the pack were unique—except for the twins.

Relief washed over me when I saw Wheeler sleeping on his stomach across a stretch of clothes. He was pale, naked, and dewy from all the mist. The tattoos on his arms and back gave the illusion of a shirt.

I glanced around, but Naya’s panther was nowhere in sight.

Jericho’s wolf nipped at Wheeler’s arms, rousing him from sleep.

“Hey!” Wheeler grumbled, lifting his head and blinking awake.

I anchored my hands on my lower back and rubbed at the tense muscles. “I don’t know if Austin filled you in, but Hendrix and my mom are at Lorenzo’s house.”

He yanked on his camouflage pants and rubbed a little sand off his face. “Where’s Naya?”

My nerves rattled with that question. “You mean she’s not hunting? Everyone at the camp is gone.”

Wheeler scanned the woods while strapping on his shoulder harness. “If that’s the case, then they’re luring the enemy away.”

“Why? Because I’m the prize hog?”

He knelt by the creek, cupping his right hand in the water and taking a drink. “What woke you?”

“The quiet.”

“Yeah, I’m not a fan myself.” He stood up and scraped his teeth across his bottom lip. “If Austin didn’t wake me, then he either had to move fast or he wanted me to stay behind with you and Jericho. Without knowing where the danger is, we need to stay put.”

“I saw some tracks at the campsite. Maybe a horse, but I didn’t see the shape of horseshoes, so I can’t be sure.”

He smirked. “What’s the matter? Skip the homework assignment on animal tracks?”

“Yeah. I decided to do the oral presentation on shut the fuck up.”

Wheeler laughed and lightly took my arm. “Now I know why we get along so famously. Show me those tracks.”

When we reached the campsite, he knelt down and touched the circle of prints, pressing his fingers along the outer edges. “That’s definitely from a horse, but I’m willing to bet my left nut it’s from a Shifter.”

I patted his back. “One of these days, you’re going to lose that bet. Why don’t you put on a shirt? You don’t exactly blend in with the scenery.”

He rose to his feet. “You should talk.”

“Are you kidding me? I could lie down and pretend to be a small hill.”

Wheeler grabbed a bottle of water and took a swig. “Get your pack in case we have to move,” he said quietly, eyeing the tree stand where Lennon was hiding out.

I grabbed my bag off the bench, and by the time I turned, Wheeler was halfway up the tree.

“He’s not here,” Wheeler said, sounding confused.

Which meant we had neither a lookout nor someone to cover us. “There must be a lot of them,” I said to myself.

Wheeler jumped down, a penetrating gaze in his eyes. “Let’s head back to the creek.”

“You don’t think I should hide in the bunker?”

He took my bag and slung it over his shoulder. “Mayhap I don’t believe women should hide from anything. Naya’s things are down there, and I want to see if she left any tracks.”

I rubbed the wet drizzle from my arms and followed behind him. Jericho’s wolf raced ahead, his nose in the air and his ears perking in different directions. Wolves were intelligent creatures who—unlike a domesticated dog—knew that barking would disclose the pack’s location to their enemy.

When we reached the bank, Jericho’s wolf growled, and his lips peeled back.

Wheeler knelt beside him and hooked his arm around the wolf’s neck. “What is it?”

Without warning, his wolf lunged, knocking Wheeler onto his back. Wheeler caught Jericho by the hind legs and flipped him over, but the wolf clawed and fought to run. He sank his teeth into Wheeler’s hand, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

Wheeler retracted his hand and grimaced. “Dammit! Just go!”

Jericho took off to the right like a streak of lightning.

“What’s gotten into him?” I asked, looking around at the empty woods. “Why would he bite you?”

Wheeler crawled to where his T-shirt and Naya’s things were and used a knife to tear away a strip of fabric. He wrapped it around his hand to stanch the bleeding. “Izzy’s in trouble. That’s the only explanation—the only reason he’d take off and leave us.”

“That means they must be up the creek.”

He lifted the bags. “Yeah. Shit creek.”

I marched in the direction Jericho had gone, leaving Wheeler behind.

“Hold up!” He ran to my side. “We don’t walk alone, and let’s move into the woods. We’re target practice out here.”

Jericho would have only reacted that way if Izzy was in danger, and staying behind would have been the cowardly thing to do. Aside from that, the camp was littered with trash, and the tracks were like breadcrumbs leading up to the bunker.

After a fifteen-minute hike, Wheeler forced me to rest. When I protested, his eyes flashed with irritation, and he threatened to rope me to a tree if I didn’t take it easy.

How could I take it easy? Austin was out there somewhere, and what if he needed me? What about my mom? My sister? My packmates?

We’d kept to the right side of the creek, periodically stopping to look for tracks and listen for any sounds.

Wheeler tossed a stick into the middle of the creek. “We need to cross to the other side.”

“Why didn’t you suggest this when we started? The water’s deeper and wider here.”

He stroked his beard. “Our territory is running out on this side of the creek. We’re not walking a straight line. If you remember the map, the creek moves to the right-hand corner of the territory, so we’re boxing ourselves in.”

I slicked my hands across my damp hair. “Maybe you should build a canoe.”

His smile withered, and he spun around. “There it is again. Did you hear that?”

“Squirrel?”

“A squirrel that’s been following us for the past ten minutes,” he said quietly. “Maybe they’re using them as scouts.”

The thought made me want to laugh hysterically.

My heart took off like a rocket when something long and black slithered through the trees. “Snake!”

Wheeler blocked my view and hustled toward the fallen tree. He bent over, and my mind raced with visions of black mambas and king cobras—neither of which were indigenous to the backwoods of Texas.

“That’s no snake,” he yelled in a flat voice. Wheeler turned, holding something under his arm.

“Spartacus?”

Wheeler stepped over thorny bushes, careful not to drop the cat. Sparty’s eyes were like golden rings around black holes. He was one of those animals who gave me the creeps, with no redeeming qualities that I could list. He lost out in the cuddly looks department, and he didn’t contribute to the house in any way unless you counted washing the floor by tipping over all the glasses. He also slept in unusual and inappropriate places. I once had the nightmare scared out of me when I opened up a kitchen cabinet and found him sleeping in a casserole dish.

“What are we going to do with him?” I asked.

Wheeler gave me an impassive look. “Toss him in the river?”

“Naya would skin you alive.”

He set the cat down. “I don’t think he’ll blow our cover. He’s been pretty stealthy up until now, and nobody’s going to pay attention to a cat.”

I touched my stomach and smiled.

Wheeler approached. “What is it?”

I took his hand and placed it on the left side. The baby was kicking hard enough that you could visibly see my skin moving.

His eyes widened. “Doesn’t that hurt?”

“Not unless I get kicked in the bladder.”

He shook his head and backed up a step. “Out of all the magic that exists in the Breed world, that’s the truest magic there is.”

“I’ve never heard you so profound.”

Wheeler had his moments sometimes, and this was one of them. He tried to hide his sensitive nature beneath all those tattoos and the tough attitude, but I got glimpses of it now and again.

A dove call interrupted us, and we looked toward the creek. Reno stood on the other side, waving at us.

Then I heard a sound coming from behind us that sent terror up my spine.

Wolves.

By their baying, I could tell they were fast approaching, and we had only seconds to make a decision.

Wheeler held my hand, and we treaded through the water.

“Wait!” I jerked his hand. “We can’t leave Spartacus.”

“Come on! Get your asses moving!” Reno bellowed.

Wheeler turned toward the cat. “What the fresh hell…”

Five wolves materialized, but before they made it to the water, Spartacus incited a chase and took them on a scenic tour. This cat didn’t climb a tree like any normal feline being pursued by wolves, but he weaved around them like a skilled athlete and then ran up the smallest tree in the woods.

One of the wolves vanished and yelped when he landed at the bottom of the trap. Spartacus made an elegant walk across a branch and leapt to an adjacent tree, stirring up the wolves below and causing another to fall into the trap.

Wheeler shook his head. “That cat is my damn hero.” He gripped my hand. “Let’s go!”

We splashed across the water, and as we neared the center, Wheeler slowed and moved ahead of me, testing the depth.

“Hold your gun over your head.”

I didn’t know much about guns, but I did as he asked. When the water reached my breasts, I had second thoughts about turning back. I wasn’t sure how buoyant I was with my passenger.

Reno dropped his gun belt and charged in, water splashing all around him as he pushed himself forward. Wheeler took my gun, and they exchanged places, Reno securing his arm around my waist and escorting me to shore like the hero that he was.

Wheeler had made it safely out, and his pants looked painted on, streams of water dripping from his backpack.

“Wrap your arms around my neck,” Reno said. “I’m about to give you an express ride.”

I held on, and Reno lifted me up, his arms around my waist and every muscle in his body rock hard as he pushed his way through the current of water until we reached the other side. I could feel his heart pounding against my chest, and when he set me down, he wasted no time in strapping his weapons back on.

The wolves howled and snarled on the other side, one of them attempting to cross the water but quickly turning back when he lost his footing in the current.

I squeezed the water from my hair while Wheeler rummaged through his pack. “Do you think Spartacus will be okay?”

He didn’t have to ask what I meant. I could see the flash of guilt on his face. Wheeler pretended as if he hated that cat, but deep down, he had an unspoken affection toward the feline. It wasn’t just about fearing Naya’s reaction if something happened to him; Wheeler cared for a scrawny black cat named Spartacus who had won his heart.

“He’s a tough little guy. He’ll be fine.”

Reno gazed across the creek. “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch.”

“Huh?”

He pointed and shook his head. “I’m seeing it, but I don’t believe it. That cat is swimming across the goddamn river.”

Wheeler rose to his feet, his mouth agape.

Naya’s little water baby was paddling across that creek like a champion. He looked relaxed with his pink tongue poking out and a determined look in his eyes. The wolves paced frenetically on the opposite side of the water.

Wheeler waded out and retrieved the black cat from the water, setting him on his shoulder. Spartacus was sopping wet and looked grateful to be reunited with his family. He climbed onto Wheeler’s backpack and clung on for dear life.

Reno grabbed his phone from his bag and took a quick snapshot. “That one’s going to replace mine on the mantel.”

Wheeler patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ll find a special place to put the bunny-slipper shot.”

Reno gave him a harsh glare. “A bonfire sounds good to me.”

Wheeler chuckled darkly. “The Internet sounds even better.”

***
 

An hour later, we reached the new campsite and collapsed from exhaustion. Reno kept in touch with Austin and sent him a message to let him know the package was safe.

I was the package.

Reno filled us in on what had happened while Jericho and I were sleeping at the old site—a scout had wandered into the area but ran off before they could catch him. Realizing he would draw the rogues to our location, Austin made the decision to go head-to-head with them. He didn’t want the rogues finding all our bunkers, and Reno said it would be a bad move if we had all packed up and run.

The way Reno saw it, a man should never put himself in a position where he’s the prey. It was a smart move. I would have slowed down the pack, and their hunters would have caught up with us.

I sat next to Reno and leaned against the tree, not even caring that the bark was digging into my back, and a stick was poking me in the butt.

We watched Wheeler attempting to set up a tent.

“Reno, will you send a message to Lorenzo and let my mom know we’re okay? She worries.”

“No sweat.”

Wheeler hurled a metal pole and cursed.

“Maybe you should help him,” I whispered to Reno.

He chuckled. “It’s more fun if I don’t.”

I scooted forward and tucked my bag behind my back to give me some lumbar support.

“They should be here in fifteen,” Reno said, staring at his phone. “No one severely injured this time.”

“How many did we get?”

“Seven.” He rubbed at the weathered lines on his face and then got out the solar charger.

“How is it a small pack like ours can take on so many?”

“Because we’re badass,” Wheeler said, shaking out the tent.

Reno tied the lace of his boot, making sure that each string was even. “Judas didn’t factor in how time and impatience can make a man weak. You also can’t throw a bunch of strangers into a group and expect them to fight like brothers. Shifter wolves don’t work like that. There’s a hierarchy, and you can bet your ass there are men fighting for rank within each unit. We’ll die for each other. They won’t. That’s what makes them weak.”

“Whoa!” April screamed, flashing into the campsite and tripping over Wheeler.

I giggled when Wheeler lay on the pile of tent poles with his arms and legs outstretched. He’d clearly relinquished his role as tent assembler.

April bounced to her feet. “This Mage thing comes in handy. I think I’ve got the hang of running on uneven ground as long as I concentrate, but it’s hard to stop when there’s something in the way,” she said, nudging Wheeler with the toe of her shoe.

Her short hair was windblown and away from her face, and she looked like a little soldier in her military gear.

April sauntered over and took a seat between Reno and me, giving him a short kiss before turning her attention to my belly. “How are you feeling?”

“I could go for steak and potatoes, but otherwise, I’m great.”

Wheeler groaned. “I could go for a bed.”

April unlaced her boots. “I could go for a new pair of shoes. We should have broken these in before all this started. I’ve got blisters, and without sunlight…”

Reno touched her hand, and she smiled. Tiny threads of blue light weaved between their fingertips as she borrowed his energy to heal. It’s not something a Mage did with other Breeds, because it wasn’t polite—not to mention taking too much energy could drain or even kill them—but only a minute amount was needed for something as trivial as a blister.

I watched the exchange in awe. While it was just a simple transference of energy, it represented something far more tender and beautiful. It was as if I could see the chemistry between two life mates—the love that exists in the threads of our being that weaves itself to another soul.

He retracted his hand and went to help Wheeler set up the tent.

“Holy smokes,” April said on a breath. “Where did he come from?”

I spied our feline companion nestled inside Wheeler’s bag—his nose and whiskers protruding through the flap. “That’s a great story I’ll save for supper, but suffice it to say I have a feeling that Sparty just earned his keep in this pack, which is more than I can say about me.”

April put her arm around my shoulder. “I think we both know that’s a lie. Lexi Cole can hold her own. Remember that showdown years ago at the club?”

I laughed. “How could I forget? Austin owed that guy a lot of money in repairs.”

“And who was the one who single-handedly broke up a fight between eight wolves at a peace party?”

I thought back to the party a few years ago and rolled my eyes. “That fight wouldn’t have broken out if Denver hadn’t screwed up the meat order. We ran out of steak—what did he expect when the next guys in line got hot dogs?”

She laughed while putting her boot back on. “Well, you got right in there and grabbed them by the scruff of the neck, showing no fear. The women in this pack look up to you. Heck, Lexi. The men look up to you. Izzy had to sit out a few times when she was pregnant, so this has nothing to do with your skills. The pack’s instinct is to protect the weakest.”

“And I’m the weakest link?”

She patted my belly. “No, but this one is. Any movement today?”

I shrugged. “A little.”

“Maybe she misses her daddy.”

I bumped my shoulder against hers and smiled. April had been buying books for the baby, everything from Green Eggs and Ham to A Little Princess. But she was indulging me with more books aimed at girls than boys.

“I guess you really can’t have children now,” I said glumly, my thoughts traveling to her becoming a Mage.

Her eyebrows arched. “Lexi, I was almost forty anyhow. No baby was coming out of this body, and I don’t think I’d want to carry a child that wasn’t Reno’s. Anyhow, I’m fine with being Aunt April. I’ve never wanted kids of my own. I know that’s a strange concept for a Shifter, and humans for that matter, but this is my life, and I’d have it no other way.”

I rubbed my belly and considered that maybe it was meant to be since now she was an immortal. I couldn’t imagine outliving my children and their children.

“The pack’s here,” she said, dusting off her hands. “I can feel their energy approaching.”

I used her knee as a crutch to stand. “Sorry.”

She smiled warmly. “You’re fine.”

When Austin appeared in the distance, my heart soared. I couldn’t take my eyes off his body as I searched for injuries or blood. His gait was confident—no limp or impairment to his stride. He didn’t have on a shirt, and the right side of his torso was caked in mud.

He dropped his bag and cradled my head in his hands, pressing his forehead to mine. “Just let me breathe you in,” he whispered.

I touched his chest, feeling a thunderous beat. “Where is everyone?”

Maizy passed by us, and I heard her chattering with April.

Austin kissed the corner of my mouth. “They needed to rest. Axel reported fewer attacks on his end, but he still can’t be sure if anyone’s slipping through the cracks. Church sent some of his men, and they’re joining up with William’s camp.”

“William?”

“He’s the highest in rank. The best move I ever made was accepting him into this pack. Only Reno can be second-in-command, but Will’s got experience, and that gives me two betas. I’m dividing the pack, and he’ll be in charge of the rest of the crew.”

Austin’s hands ran down to my belly, and it seemed as if the worry lines in his face smoothed away. “Maizy was worried about you, so Denver made her come with me.”

“Is Naya with them?”

Austin put his arm around me, and we walked toward the camp. “Everyone’s accounted for, but Naya said she was joining our group a little later. I think Denver is giving her an ulcer.”

I snorted. “Sounds about right. Not to mention her and Maddox’s animals get along like—”

“Cats and dogs?” he said, finishing my thought. “Most cats are loners and don’t work well together. I still can’t believe Lynn talked him into living with us.”

“I think he enjoys the company of our pack more than he’d like to admit.”

Austin slowed his pace as we neared a fallen branch. “Maddox split off to monitor the western half of the property line. He thought a mountain lion pissing all over the territory would confuse the hell out of them.”

“Yeah, nothing will scare off a bunch of grown men like Maddox’s pee.”

He popped me on the behind. “Come on, smartass. My mother killed some rabbits, and they’re in my bag. We’re building a fire and having stew tonight.”

“Yum. Freshly killed meat. My fave,” I teased, tucking tighter against him.

We had agreed to only light campfires on the rare occasions when we needed something of more sustenance. While the thought of eating a hot meal filled me with excitement, I couldn’t shake off a sense of foreboding that settled deep in my marrow.

Something told me that a mammoth of a storm was on its way.























Chapter 29
 

Nightfall.

Whether you’re indoors or out, a fire always brings a primal sense of comfort to the soul, with its reassuring warmth and generous light. Shifters are naturally drawn to the sense of unity it brings to a pack, and we usually kept one going in winter, even though our home had sufficient heating.

“I never thought I’d say this, but I’ve never tasted anything so delicious,” I said, slurping on my second bowl of rabbit stew.

Austin puffed out his chest and tossed a stick into the fire. He’d put on a long-sleeve shirt to make the mosquitoes work for their meal. Most of us had gathered rocks to sit on, except for Reno and April, who were relaxing on towels. Earlier, Reno had attempted to drag a log to our campfire but had failed to notice the beehive inside one end. After he fought off a swarm, he decided comfort wasn’t worth suffering for. April set down her bowl and leaned against him.

They sat in front of me on the other side of the fire, and we watched the mesmerizing flames, which had mostly died down. The woods behind me had dense ferns, wild grass, and what appeared to be poison oak. Behind April were twisted limbs and shrubs so thick they were impassable.

“Not my usual cup of tea, but delish.” Naya patted my left hand. “All we’re missing are yeast rolls for sopping.”

“Now you’re speaking my language,” Wheeler said, drinking his bowl without a spoon.

Maizy raised her water bottle at Reno. “Thanks for walking five miles to get the fire pot.”

We had a stash of utensils and cookware at a nearby campsite. Instead of moving, Reno took off and picked up a few items to cook up the meat. We probably wouldn’t be having a hot meal for another week or more, so we couldn’t let the rabbit go to waste. We didn’t have a bunker at this location, but at least we had two tents.

I set down my bowl, listening to Wheeler and Naya talking about artists.

“Hey, you want to lie down?” Austin asked me, his voice quiet.

“What makes you ask?”

He kissed my neck. “Your blinks are getting longer. Come on.”

With a little help, I stood up and leaned against Austin while we headed toward our tent.

“Put the fire out in ten minutes,” he said to Reno. “Bury the ashes and clean it up good.”

“How do you know they won’t come after us?” I asked.

He hugged me close. “The men we fought were in no condition to traverse through the woods at night and start another battle. None got away, but with the casualties they’re suffering and having to get past Axel’s men, it’s wearing them down.”

Once we got inside, he zipped the flap closed and switched on the lantern. “What’s wrong?”

I sat on my sleeping bag, my legs folded beneath me. “I want to go home.”

“You know we can’t do that.” He took a seat and draped one arm over his knee. “It’s not just us out here, Lexi. None of the packs are hiding in their homes. That’s not how you win battles. Church gained control, so he can afford to open his doors again. I’m willing to bet he’s only letting the young kids and injured stay in the house, but he also has more packmates.”

“I know, I know. I just want to go home. I want it to be over so we can go back to the way things were. I can’t even enjoy my pregnancy because I’m worried all the time.”

He pinched my chin and scooted closer. “What did I tell you about worrying? I’m always going to make sure you’re protected.”

“Where’s your medallion?”

His fingers traced up my leg. “Packed up where it’s safe. If I shift, it’s easier to go back and find my bag than it is to dig through all that damn poison ivy looking for a pendant.”

“Why didn’t anyone bring the bug spray?” I scratched a mosquito bite on my ankle, enjoying the sudden sense of normalcy that unremarkable conversations brought. I liked real moments when it was just us, with nothing important to say.

“Strong odors draw attention.”

I poked his chest. “In that case, you better take a bath tomorrow.”

He nuzzled his face in the crook of my neck, giving me kisses. “Mmm, I thought you liked me stinky.”

His whiskers brushed against my skin, and I found his lips.

“Not now,” he growled sexily.

I nibbled on his bottom lip. “If not now, when?”

Austin sat back, and his nostrils flared. The pale color in his eyes thinned as his pupils dilated, but it wasn’t passion I saw.

He placed a finger on my lips to stay quiet.

That’s when I noticed what had caught his attention. The crickets had stopped singing their summer song, and the conversation outside had turned off like a faucet.

He switched off the lantern since it was casting our shadows across the tent. When he reached for the zipper, I clutched his shirt.

Austin emerged from the tent, and I knelt at the edge, peering out.

What I saw stopped my heart. It was an ambush. Our pack was surrounded by men who stood as still as statues, each one holding a gun.

No one in our pack had moved from their spot, not even Reno. The men must have moved in quickly for no one to have noticed, and April had probably been distracted by a hot meal and the conversations around her that were lulling her into a sleep when Austin and I had gotten up to leave.

“Who’s the Packmaster?” one of them asked.

No one dared reply. These men had come for one thing: to kill the alpha.

“I asked you a question,” the man repeated. His rifle was obscuring most of his face. Like all the other men, he was dressed in black. These didn’t look anything like the rogues we’d been fighting. They were polished, clean-shaven, armed, and looked like experienced soldiers. Judas had sent in the Shifter equivalent of a SWAT team.

Reno stayed seated, his eyes on the fire and his hands in sight.

Two men appeared on either side of me and grabbed my arms, forcing me to my feet.

Austin turned, fury in his eyes.

One of the men peered inside. “All clear.”

The man leading the group, who had spoken a moment ago, lowered his gun. He adjusted the dark bandana that fit tight around his entire head. His dark eyes scanned the faces in the pack. “Ever played Russian roulette?” He nodded at a rotund man with a handgun. “Kellerman.”

The man called Kellerman stepped forward and pulled out a revolver. He emptied all but one of the bullets and spun the cylinder, then placed the muzzle against the back of Naya’s head.

The leader narrowed his eyes at every man in our group. “Who’s your Packmaster?”

They could have just shot us all down, but they must have been on orders to take out the Packmaster. They couldn’t confirm the task was done based on assumption when the Packmaster could have been in another group or roving through the woods on his own.

The energy was too diluted for them to sense Austin’s alpha power, and not all Shifters could. The locals could always spot them because of the recognizable tattoos or if they channeled that power into their voice, but otherwise, alphas could blend into a crowd if they chose to.

The fire crackled, sending up a flurry of sparks.

Wheeler’s eyes remained downcast. “You better take that gun off my woman.”

I stepped closer to Austin, my heart racing.

The leader nodded at Kellerman, who pulled the trigger.

I jumped when I heard the empty click.

Wheeler rose to his feet slowly. “And boom goes the dynamite.”

Before the words left his mouth, he spun around and assailed the man with a series of blows to the face. When the shooter fell onto his back, Wheeler straddled him and placed the gun against the man’s forehead. He pulled the trigger, and the man flinched.

“How’s that feel?” Wheeler growled.

None of the other men moved. Their guns remained steady, locked on their targets. They weren’t a true pack; they didn’t care what happened to the other men in their group.

Wheeler crawled off the man and put the gun to his crotch. “Feel like another turn, sweetheart?”

A click sounded, and the man wet his pants. Someone in the group chuckled before saying, “Jesus, Kellerman. Take it like a man.”

Wheeler checked the chamber and then tossed the gun on the ground as if it was useless.

The leader tapped Reno on the shoulder with his gun. “I think it’s you, big boy.”

Wheeler launched to his feet and kicked Kellerman in the balls before positioning himself behind his woman, hands resting on her shoulders.

“Shoot ’em all,” someone suggested. “Isn’t that the plan?”

The barrel of the man’s gun slid up to Reno’s cheek, raking over his skin. April squeezed her hands into tight fists.

“That takes the fun out of watching them bargain for their lives. I’d like to give you men a chance to reconsider if this is the pack for you. It’s not too late to join our unit. The first one to turn over the Packmaster will get a free pass. You have my word.”

“Then that would be me,” Austin said.

Reno’s eyes swung up. “Don’t cover for me, brother.”

The leader flicked his gaze between the two men, and a look of irritation flashed in his eyes.

Another man put the barrel of his rifle beneath Maizy’s braid and flipped her hair around. “I say we take the bitches and go, Swanson.”

“You do as I say,” Swanson, their leader, commanded. “We have explicit orders to kill the Packmaster, and I’m not going back to Judas, saying we think we got him, but we’re not sure.”

Reno and Austin shared a glance. Reno wasn’t going to give up his Packmaster; that wolf would take a bullet for his brother.

And Austin would tear down the world for his pack.

April sprang to her feet. “Why don’t you put the guns down, and let’s settle this Shifter style?”

A few men quietly laughed.

Swanson regarded her with amusement. “Sweetie, you couldn’t handle me.”

Maizy stood up. “I think it’s you who can’t handle us. Years from now, you’re going to have to tell this story over and over again. Either people are going to see you for the cowards you are, or you’re going to lie and leave out the part with the guns. Then each time you tell the story it’ll change, because that’s what happens to a lie until you’re caught. You guys are real brave standing there with your guns pointed at unarmed Shifters who are more than willing to fight with dignity.”

Some men didn’t care about honor and dignity, but deep down, Shifters were a different Breed. It’s all we had. I could already smell the shame in the air as the men looked between one another, some lowering their guns.

Austin folded his arms. “Seems like you boys have a dilemma,” he said. “If you want to settle it like men, then I’ll be more than happy to put every dog in his place.”

With that last remark, he threw off so much alpha power in his voice that it rippled through the air and raised the hair on my arms. Everyone there felt it.

Everyone knew.

Austin was the alpha.

He peeled off his shirt, his muscles flexing as shadows danced across his bare flesh. “Did you come from the north side?” he asked, wondering the same thing I was thinking… William’s group.

Swanson tossed his gun down and pulled his bandana off. He didn’t have a single hair on his head. “There’s a breech on the east side. If those men were in your pack, then you have my condolences.”

My relief was quickly replaced with regret that either Lorenzo or Axel had lost more men.

Austin and Swanson approached each other, walking in circles. The men began dropping their guns to the ground, their animals feeling the itch to fight.

Naya, Wheeler, Maizy, Reno, and April all circled the fire with their backs to it, forming a ring enclosed by a much larger one. Realizing I was in a dangerous situation since I couldn’t shift, I backed up close to a gun that was in my line of vision. At this point, I wasn’t going to risk diving into a tent and digging through my pack for my own.

Some of the wind blew smoke from the fire my way, and I blinked as it stung my eyes. Our adversaries began shifting one at a time. Their wolves held their positions, waiting for their leader to make the first move. I counted sixteen against our group of seven.

Austin and Swanson continued circling to my right, and when Austin came into view, he flicked a glance my way. His look didn’t say run—it said fight. Running would only incite the instinct to chase, so I nodded.

A smile played on Austin’s lips, which caught Swanson off guard. “Ladies first. Naya?”

In a fluid movement too fast to track, Naya shifted into her black panther. The wolves barked, and some fell back a step.

“Son of a bitch,” Swanson hissed.

Austin lowered his chin and lunged, shifting midair.

Swanson did the same, and the two clashed, millions of years of evolution tangled in a mass of muscled bodies.

I grabbed a rifle and held it up, picking off a wolf to the right. He yelped and fell to his side. There were too many of them, and some were beginning to notice me in a not-so-nice way.

Reno clapped his hands together. “Let’s do this!” he roared.

Our pack shifted, save April. She took a combative stance—her hands extended with energy dripping from her fingertips. When a grey wolf lunged, thinking her easy prey, she grabbed his neck, and he cried out, convulsing and falling to the ground. Part of his tail landed in the fire and began to smoke.

Naya’s panther faced three wolves that were nipping at her legs—no doubt the daredevils of the group. She looked ready to maul them.

I held my breath, trying to slow my heart. I could hear my blood rushing in my ears, and I didn’t want to pass out. I aimed the gun to the left, firing at a white wolf in the back. He went down but shifted to heal. I hesitated—the human side of me saying it was wrong to kill another human. When he rose to his feet and stared me down, I narrowed my eyes and fired again. He shifted as he fell, and then his wolf sprang to his feet and rushed toward me before I could fire again.

If only I had my dagger!

My internal voice screamed as he jumped, and I only had time to use the long barrel of the gun as a barrier between his sharp jaws and my neck.

A black shadow slammed into him from the right, tearing at his throat until he stilled. I stroked my hand across Austin’s black coat and eyed Swanson’s dead wolf.

“Four down, Austin,” I said, holding up four fingers. “At least that I can see.”

His wolf bumped his nose against my belly and ran into the melee.

I shot at another wolf and missed. “Dammit!” I wondered how far the sound would travel. Would William’s group hear us?

Naya’s panther savagely ripped at a wolf’s limb, causing a stir among the others. That’s when I noticed the ones who weren’t fighting one of our wolves were surrounding Naya. She’d killed two, but they were ganging up against the bigger threat. Wheeler’s wolf valiantly took them on one at a time, but not nearly fast enough.

April flashed to a second wolf coming up behind Reno and grabbed his hindquarters, throwing a burst of energy into him. He wrenched away before getting the full brunt of the energy blast and jumped on her back, knocking her onto her stomach. She disappeared on the other side of the fire, her scream sending a wave of terror up my spine.

Wolves snarled, snapped, and growled all around me.

She leapt to her feet, waving her arms at me. “I’m okay! It’s just a scratch.”

One of the wolves had gotten ahold of Naya’s neck, and her panther was struggling. She turned away and ran into the woods, clearly injured.

I raised my gun and shot one of the wolves. When he flipped over and yelped, it caught the attention of his surrounding unit.

While they sniffed the body, I slowly moved to the right and hurried after Naya. I stumbled over the twisted limbs and bushes until I found a cleared path.

“Naya!”

Her panther cried in the distance, and it was heartrending.

The woods thinned out as I neared the creek up ahead, moonlight rippling off the waters. I glanced back to make sure no one was trailing behind me.

Naya shifted to human form, weakened from a tremendous loss of blood, which was pooling around her and soaking into the dirt. She shifted back to her panther for more healing power.

I wanted to run to her, but falling on my stomach was not an option.

One of my laces caught on something and forced me to stop. A branch had snagged the material so I couldn’t free my foot. I kicked my leg and tried to pull it back, but I couldn’t bend forward to see. I set down the gun and cursed.

“Shit. Now is not the time!” I yelled at my boot.

Something ran by me so fast that I clutched my heart. A wolf was barreling toward Naya just as she shifted to human form. She weakly turned, held up her arm to shield her face, and cried out.

Wheeler’s wolf slammed against the aggressor’s side just seconds before he reached Naya. Wheeler moved with precision, driving the wolf farther and farther away from her as they fought.

Naya collapsed, weakened from the shifting and injuries I couldn’t see from my position.

I was struggling to free my boot when a second wolf throttled past me. As soon as the dirty-brown wolf reached a shower of moonlight, I recognized that he was identical to Wheeler. That’s when it occurred to me that the wolf that had saved Naya was actually Ben.

The two brothers fought as one, united for the first time in years. It was spectacular to watch, as if they could read each other’s minds.

A beautiful blue roan emerged from the other side of the creek, his hooves crashing against the calm waters. Ivy’s braid flapped in the wind, her face filled with generations of strength and courage. She charged through the water on her steed toward our pack, nothing but his mane in her hands.

“How many left?” she yelled out, fast approaching.

I had to stop and think. “Maybe ten.”

She breathed heavily, dismounting so gracefully that her feet made no sound when they touched the dark earth. “Those are good numbers.” Without another word, she bent down and worked at the stick trapping my foot. “This tree really doesn’t want to let you go.” She glanced up at smiled warmly. “Sometimes trees know a thing or two. I think this one was trying to protect you.”

“Well, tell your friend I have some wolves to kill, so if he would kindly remove his finger from my shoe, it would be greatly appreciated.”

She tugged hard, and the branch snapped, scraping some of my leg when it pulled free. Ivy took my hand to pull herself up since she was without her cane.

I glanced toward the east. “We heard they came in from that direction. Was it your men who were attacked?”

She shook her head. “No. I came alone to get Lennon. His brother is concerned, and I’m afraid he might try to sneak out and return to your pack.”

“It must have been Axel’s group then.” I glanced upstream. “I’m not sure exactly where William’s camp is, but Lennon is with them.”

She shook her head and turned back to the wolves. “Naya must have fought bravely.”

I felt a pull leading me back to the campsite. “Austin needs me.”

She touched my belly. “Austin needs you to be safe.”

We both turned a sharp eye toward the creek when an ominous sound came from beyond the tree line.

“Wolves,” she whispered.

Wheeler and Ben had taken care of the rogue, and now they were both standing guard on either side of Naya.

“Hurry!” I said, pushing her forward.

“Come with me,” she whispered.

“You know I can’t do that. I’m the female alpha, and I have to stay with the pack just as you would yours. Take Naya and go.”

She led her horse to the creek, a slight limp in her walk.

The sound of wolves grew increasingly louder. My God, they were coming for us.

Ivy knelt beside Naya, coaxing her to stand. With help, she got her mounted on the horse, and Naya fell forward across Trouble’s neck. The horse whinnied and pawed the ground, waiting for Ivy to get on. Ivy found a tall stone and stood on it. She clucked her tongue, and Trouble got close enough for her to mount.

“I’ll return with help!” She kicked her heels, and they headed south, following the creek.

I stepped closer to the clearing and then found a place to conceal myself, one where I could mount my gun on top of a fallen branch to steady it while I took aim.

From my vantage point, I had a good view of the woods across the shallow creek, and I kept my gun steady. My aim wasn’t bad, but I sucked at long distance. If as many wolves as I heard were coming, then my gun would be of no use. All I could do was protect my packmates for as long as I could until they found me.

A pain lanced my side and I grimaced, sucking in a sharp breath. It radiated to my back and latched on like an iron claw. I hadn’t felt menstrual cramps in almost nine months, but they didn’t compare to this.

“Shhh, it’s okay,” I whispered to the baby. “Everything’s fine.”

But it wasn’t fine.

Judas emerged from the shadows, moonlight reflecting off the hundred eyes of the wolves who followed him.

“Come out, dearest daughter. There is much to discuss.”























Chapter 30
 

I felt the brush of Austin’s black wolf against my side before I saw him.

“What do we do?” I asked, my eyes still watching Judas as he crossed the shallow water.

It was an eerie sensation to see recognizable features of my own face on someone else, and yet we had nothing in common. Despite his shaggy beard and tattered appearance, he approached as a man who had victory within his grasp.

The rest of our pack trickled in from the woods behind me, joining Ben and Wheeler’s side. The twins briefly rested their heads on each other’s shoulders in an embrace that made my wolf’s heart simultaneously weep and sing. It was their first reunion in years and might end up being their last.

Judas neared the bank with fearless resolve, and perhaps that confidence came from the sea of wolves following close behind. The creek was only knee-deep, and the wolves were thirsty to fill those sparkling waters with blood.

April had flashed by and stopped briefly to look at me. The barking of her mate drew her attention away, and she joined his side.

Austin and I were obscured by shadows and trees, but Judas knew we were watching.

“Tell them to back off,” Judas bellowed. “And leave your weapons behind. I’m here to offer peace.”

Austin shifted to human form and stood motionless. “Stay behind me, Lexi.”

I placed my hand on his back and became his shadow as he approached Judas.

Austin threw off his alpha power in a single command. “Stand down.”

The wolves didn’t understand language, but they obeyed the alpha magic woven in the tone of his voice. They refrained from attacking as Judas made it to the bank.

He wiped his wet hand across his mustache and beard, pulling at the ends.

“Is this all that’s left?” Austin asked, motioning toward Judas’s wolves.

Judas widened his stance. “I might have lost the battle, but I’m not losing the war. I want your land so I can have a position here. I’m going to use your pack as a reminder to everyone that we’re not finished.”

“Oh, you’re finished,” Austin said, voice clipped. “Done.”

I couldn’t see Judas smiling beneath his beard, but I saw it in his eyes.

“Do you think your band of misfits can take on all of us?” he asked, his arms extending wide.

I stepped forward to confront Judas. “Can’t you see you’ve lost? There’s no shame in admitting defeat. The only shame is claiming victory where there isn’t any.”

He shook his head, eyes on our pack. “I see no victory here.”

“Maybe not, but killing us will accomplish nothing. You’ll lose more men in the process, and none of the Packmasters in this territory will let you stay on our property for long. You can bet on that.”

He tucked his left arm around his midsection and stroked his beard with his right. “I’m willing to negotiate for a trade, but I’m not going anywhere unless I’ve reaped a few spoils.”

Austin cut in front of me so fast, I almost stumbled backward. He sliced his hand in the air and said, “That’s where this conversation ends.”

Judas inclined his head. “As you wish. May your pack die a good death.”

“Not so fast,” someone called out from the left.

My jaw slackened. More men than I could count advanced toward us on land and water. Charlie led the way, and familiar faces stood out in the crowd. Atticus, my new Vampire employee, was not far behind. Also, a tall Chitah I recognized from pictures Ivy had shown me of her son’s adoptive parents. Two of Lorenzo’s men came into view—a dark-skinned man named Moreland and another I’d never met but had seen at a few peace parties. I even saw one of the regulars at Howlers whom everyone knew was a grizzly bear.

Charlie met eyes with Austin and inclined his head. “A group of us tracked their movement when they began to retreat. It seems we picked up a few supporters along the way.”

I gripped Austin’s bicep, watching in disbelief as Breed stood side by side—united by a common goal. I’d never seen anything like this before, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see anything like it again, but it was beautiful.

“Why would all these strangers put their lives at risk for us?” I whispered. “They have nothing to gain and everything to lose.”

Austin looked down at me over his shoulder, his brow heavy. “Fate tells them to,” he said quietly.

The group slowed when they neared our pack. The wolves were circling, barking—eager to taste flesh and bone. Some of the Shifters from Charlie’s group began shifting into their animals, and I became nervous that they might attack our wolves.

“April, keep them back!” I shouted.

She tugged at the fur on Reno’s neck. “Charlie, they’ll kill each other.”

He smiled. “There are enough of us to keep that under control. We worked out a plan along the way.”

Rage manifested on Judas’s face. The veins in his forehead protruded, his face reddened, and his lips peeled back like those of a feral animal.

My attention snapped away when I heard a bizarre scream coming from my right. A wolf who looked as mad as a hatter was heading our way, eyes wide and full of crazy. Denver’s grey-and-white wolf ran in our direction, his body almost in a curl each time he leapt off the ground.

I chuckled. “That is one crazy-ass battle cry.”

Denver’s wolf bypassed us and skidded to a halt in front of Maizy’s blond wolf. He licked her snout and then turned in a circle, licking his fangs as he eyeballed everyone within sight. Nobody knew what to make of Denver’s wolf because he used body language to confuse his opponents. The tail wagging was really setting some of them off.

The two Packmasters faced each other, each waiting for the other to back down. Judas wanted to save face with his men and claim at least one piece of land, but I wasn’t about to let that happen.

“Surrender and leave!” I yelled at Judas. “We have Vampires and Chitahs on our side. You can’t win!”

Judas drew in a deep breath and galvanized his men into action with a single word. “Attack!”

His wolves exploded into action, water spraying everywhere as the opposing sides clashed. Arrows splintered through the darkness, striking their intended targets with unmatched precision. Katharine and Trevor were fast approaching from the right, firing arrows with the rest of the pack alongside them in wolf form. To my relief, I didn’t see Lennon, and I knew William would have insisted he stay safely behind.

Our pack became a wall of blood, brotherhood, and badassery.

Jericho’s wolf sank his teeth into a large male and gave him a violent shake, blood spraying everywhere. When the enemy collapsed in the struggle, Izzy’s white wolf peed on him before rushing to April’s side.

April wasn’t foolish enough to jump right in, since a wolf could take down a Mage by tearing off their hands. The tall Chitah moved like a predator—his upper and lower fangs descended, his amber eyes so sharp and penetrating that every wolf who dared to look at him flinched. He fought like a skilled warrior—snapping the neck of a wolf before pulling another by his tail.

Austin and Judas were statues, staring each other down amid the calamity all around us. The sky was a blanket of soot surrounding a light that gave no warmth.

“Call your men off,” Austin said. “You’ll lose every single one.”

Judas shrugged indifferently. “They’re not really my men. They’re just men who follow me because they want something. Those kinds of men are so easy to find—so easy to replace.”

I averted my eyes, wondering how quickly I could get to my gun.

“Now, you aren’t thinking about shooting your own father, are you?” Judas said, mocking me. He clucked his tongue. “You know as well as I do if you make a run for it, you’ll have at least two wolves coming after you.”

A grizzly roared, and a heavy splash sounded in the water.

Judas took a step forward. “I’m still willing to negotiate.”

Austin became a shield, protectively curling me behind him. “You can’t have my land, and you can’t have my woman.”

“Which means more to you?”

I peered around Austin’s right shoulder.

Judas was smiling at the ground. “It’s not her I want.” He flicked an irreverent gaze up to Austin. “You and I both know she’s carrying an alpha, and I’ll finally have something that’s mine—an alpha who will heed my command for no other reason than my being his father. You can’t buy that kind of loyalty.”

“You’re not the father!” Austin roared.

Judas sneered. “I’m close enough.”

Pain lanced my side, and I cradled my stomach as if my touch could soothe the frightened baby within me. I remained calm, slowly inhaling and breathing through the discomfort.

Austin’s voice trembled with fury. “You’ll never touch her. You’ll never touch my child.”

“I’m not leaving here without that baby. We both know it’s ready to be born. An alpha is strong and will survive my cutting it out.”

“Over my dead body!”

“As you wish.”

Judas pulled out a gun, aimed, and fired.

***
 

Austin braced himself when the gun appeared. He was too far from Judas to rush him, and shifting would expose Lexi, making her vulnerable.

He had to take the bullet.

That’s what a man did for his life mate—the mother of his child—the love of his life.

The bullet pierced his flesh like hot fury, searing through the skin below his right pec and channeling through his chest cavity. The pain was immense but irrelevant. The only danger was if it had pierced his liver or ricocheted off bone and punctured another vital organ. These were injuries he could heal from, but not if the bullet was still inside him. A wave of relief struck him when hot blood ran down his back, indicating the round had made a clean exit. Packmasters challenged each other in wolf form, so at least he would heal some during the shift.

The moment he looked up at Judas, fear struck him like an Arctic wave.

Judas lowered his gun, and his jaw slackened.

Austin slowly turned around. Lexi’s eyes glittered with pain, her mouth open in disbelief as her fingers grazed over a hole in her shirt where blood was soaking into the fabric.

Not his blood.

Hers.

The bullet had gone clean through Austin and struck Lexi in the right shoulder.

Lexi’s knees buckled, and she fell. He caught her and gently set her down, kneeling before her and brushing her hair away from her ashen face.

“It’s gonna be fine,” he said. “Just breathe slowly.”

She grimaced and curled into a fetal position. “It’s coming… I can’t stop it.”

When Austin snapped his attention back to Judas, the wolf inside him became one with his spirit, and they were both enraged. The two had collided in an explosion of emotions that took him to a primitive place in his mind—a dark place from where few men ever returned.

Austin could see by the remorse in Judas’s eyes that he hadn’t meant to hurt her, and that’s what pissed him off the most.

Moreland, one of Church’s men, knelt beside him. “I’ll take her to Church; he knows healing magic.”

“There’s no time,” Austin said through clenched teeth.

“The road’s a twenty-minute walk, but I can half that.”

Judas remained still, and Austin was uncertain if he was contemplating escape. Alphas didn’t shoot each other in the back; there was no honor in that, especially with so many witnesses.

Moreland gripped his shoulder. “I’ll call Church and tell him where to meet us.”

“I don’t want her going back to his place,” Austin said. “That’s time lost. Take her to my house, and call Edward Graves.”

“The Relic?” he asked to confirm.

Austin nodded.

Lexi cried out, seemingly in more pain from her belly than the bullet that had gone through her clavicle.

“Shhh, baby. It’s okay.” He soothed her, stroking her cheek with his hand. He wanted to say he was going to protect her, but he’d already fucked that up.

His mind scrambled, and he finally shouted, “Katharine!”

His mother was the only one he could trust. She had delivered babies and healed enough wounds that he was confident she might be able to help.

Austin’s mother appeared and quickly said, “You need to stop the bleeding.”

“Go with Moreland. He’s taking her home and calling the Relic. Stay with Lexi until I make it back.”

He bent down and pressed a chaste kiss to Lexi’s mouth. “I’m so sorry,” was all he could say, tears streaking down his nose and wetting her cheek. “Please forgive me.”

“Don’t leave me,” she pleaded, clutching his arm.

Seeing her this way decimated him, as if he were standing on the ashes of a dream from long ago. Austin had succumbed to his animal spirit, and faster than a heartbeat, he shifted to wolf form.

He turned, a deadly growl erupting from his lungs and settling in his throat. The humid air smelled of fresh blood, aging oak, muddy clay, and frightened rogues.

His wolf sensed the alpha in front of him as the enemy. Judas dropped his gun and, in a dramatic swirl, shifted into a magnificent silver wolf, just like Lexi’s. Only his was pure silver, absent of dark markings.

In Austin’s peripheral, he saw a Vampire delivering a crushing blow to a rogue before walking out of sight. Austin communicated to his wolf that these men were allies and fighting alongside their pack, and part of that was done through emotion and visual association.

Judas’s wolf crouched low, his tail straight and sharp fangs pronounced under the moonlight.

Austin stepped forward, the pads of his front paws sinking into the soft dirt, keeping his focus on Judas, even though in the back of his mind he knew they were carrying Lexi off. If his wolf got distracted, Judas would move in for the kill.

They simultaneously vaulted toward each other, colliding midair in a crash of raw power.

Austin bit down on Judas’s back, his teeth piercing through flesh and releasing hot blood to taint that silver fur. It filled his mouth, and now he had the taste of vengeance on his tongue.

He propelled himself forward using his hind legs, struggling to knock the wolf off-balance and onto his back. Judas went for his throat, and Austin slipped around him.

Austin growled and barked at once—a warning.

A threat.

A promise.

They unleashed their rage, slamming into each other and rearing up on their hind legs to get at each other’s throats, hoping to latch on to ensure victory. Austin bit a chunk of his ear, and it ripped. Judas’s wolf retaliated, ducking down and chomping into his front leg so viciously that teeth scraped against bone.

Austin yelped and wrenched away before Judas went for his belly and did some serious damage. As they circled each other, Austin observed his enemy’s wounds. Judas was bleeding from his right ear, and some of that blood was dribbling into his eye, causing him to shake his head and paw at his face.

Head wounds could lead to fatal mistakes. When blood gets into the eyes, it becomes difficult to see. Not only that, but it will scare a wolf to taste and smell his own blood, creating skittish behavior.

Before Judas had time to regain his confidence, Austin attacked. When he chewed through fur and punctured into flesh, he shook savagely and unmercifully.

Judas’s wolf attempted to bite Austin’s side, but his fur was too dense, and Judas lost his grip.

Voices shouted around them, and it was then that Austin noticed a slow gathering. He recognized a few faces watching, and his heart swelled with pride that they must be winning the battle.

Austin lost his balance and flipped into the water, immediately rising to his feet as Judas shifted to heal.

Bastard.

Austin charged out of the water toward Judas with an unflinching determination to take him down no matter what form he chose. The alpha had broken the unspoken rule about healing during a challenge; alphas fought with honor, a quality that often set them apart from other Shifters.

Judas swung his left arm and struck Austin’s snout. A burst of pain radiated through his skull, and he shook his head, briefly disoriented.

No one interfered when Judas went for his gun.

Two of Austin’s packmates were barking ferociously, trying to alert him that they were ready to go in for the kill if Austin would just give them the command.

But he didn’t.

Judas turned, the gun in hand and blood dripping from a gaping wound on his head.

With lightning speed, Austin leapt as the gun fired.

The force of impact knocked Judas onto his back, and Austin bit into his wrist, sinking his teeth even deeper when Judas tried to fight. The gun tumbled out of his hand, but Austin didn’t let go—tearing and thrashing until his hand was nothing more than a dangling appendage.

Judas wailed, punching at Austin’s side with his good hand and trying to throw him off. Austin looked at Judas, eyeing the steady pulse that thrummed beneath the soft skin of the alpha’s neck.

Images of Lexi entered his mind.

Lexi.

She needed him. Fear spiked his senses, and he backed off, staring at Judas for a considerable time as he debated whether to finish him off or not. His wolf wanted to, and he sure as hell wanted to, but this bastard needed to become an example. Killing him would be too easy and came with the risk of making him into a martyr.

Prison, on the other hand, would break him and prove what a foolish, incompetent leader he was.

Austin delivered a look to Reno, and there was no need for words; Reno knew exactly what to do, even if Austin was unwilling to shift and communicate it to him.

Reno nodded. “Let the bastard rot in Breed jail. Tie him up!” he shouted. “Tie up every last man who still draws breath and gave his fealty to this pile of manure. Bind their hands behind their backs so these animals can’t shift to heal. Since this one doesn’t have much left of a hand, bind his arms.”

Reno turned back to Austin as those around him obeyed his orders. “Your mate needs you.”

That’s all Austin understood before he sailed through the crowd like a gale-force wind, his paws barely touching the ground.























Chapter 31
 

I’d never felt so overwhelmed with relief as when I laid eyes on my home through the windshield of Lorenzo’s Ferrari. And maybe what made it extra special was when my water broke in his passenger seat.

We pulled up the dark driveway, and he glanced at me with a look of trepidation.

“Send us the cleaning bill,” I said.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “That’s not my concern.”

“Never delivered a baby?” I asked weakly.

He glanced at his box of cigarettes and then back at my stomach. “Are you having labor pains?”

I tipped my head to the side and glared. “What do you think?”

He popped open his door and got out. “I think your mother-in-law shouldn’t have made a run to the store and left me alone with you.”

The door slammed, and he rounded the car, looking pale and ready to faint.

When Moreland had made it to the road, carrying me in his arms, Lorenzo and another car were waiting. Katharine insisted that Moreland drive her to the store to purchase supplies, and that made me nervous because whatever she needed was more than what we had in our medicine cabinet. It wasn’t just the labor pains she was concerned about; it was the gunshot wound to my chest. If they weren’t able to reach Edward, then only Katharine would be there to get me through this. The bullet had torn through my chest and ricocheted off bone, moving up to my shoulder in the back. Katharine said that when she pushed hard enough, she could feel it.

I’d lost a lot of blood.

Too much.

It scared me enough that I drank the entire bottle of water Lorenzo had given me. I didn’t know how to compensate for blood loss, but when my skin became clammy and my heart slowed, I knew my prospects were grim.

Lorenzo lifted me out of the car and carried me toward the house.

“How’s my mother?”

He feigned a smile. “Let’s just say if she had been born a wolf, she would be an alpha.”

Lorenzo opened the unlocked door, and I rested my head on his shoulder.

“You’re a good man, Lorenzo. I know I’ve given you hell over the years, but that’s what cousins are for, right?”

“Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

He gave me a punishing glare. “Trying to make peace with me. That’s what men do when they’ve given up and they want to go to the spirit world with a clean conscience.”

“Fine. Then you’re still an asshole.”

He moved up the stairs. “Which room?”

I tried to remain focused, but it was difficult when everything was rushing by me so fast. At least in the car I could take my mind off the pain by staring at the feather hanging from his rearview mirror. It kept my mind centered on something outside my body so I wasn’t focusing on myself. As we ascended the stairs, it seemed as if my universe had become a searing pain in my chest and arm, only briefly forgotten when the contractions came on.

“I want to be in my bed. My room. My things. I want Austin,” I murmured.

“You haven’t changed much since we first met. Talking too much when you would be better served keeping your mouth shut.”

“You’re trying to get on my bad side again,” I said with a small grin.

He reached the top of the stairs, breathing heavily. “You’re injured and need to reserve your energy. Keep still, don’t speak, and your mother-in-law will be back soon. Which is your room?”

After a silent beat, his eyes darted down at me.

“You told me not to speak.”

“Such an insolent woman.” He moved down the hall and peered into the open rooms. “How about the one with the model airplanes? That looks like you and would explain what you’ve been doing for all these years instead of making babies.”

“Keep going. To the left. I’m going to forget you said that, but Santa won’t. He keeps a list,” I muttered, hoping humor would distract me from the pain.

The feel of my soft bed against my back was divine—something I’d taken for granted all these years. I never realized how much I loved home until I smelled my house, felt the familiarity of my sheets, and took comfort in seeing all my memories scattered about the room. A home is an extension of a person, and my home was family, love, and laughter.

Lorenzo returned with a wet towel.

“What are you going to do with that?”

“I don’t know,” he said, looking down at it. “I thought you might need it.”

The poor man looked conflicted, and it made me wonder if he was even in the house when Ivy had given birth.

I touched my shoulder. “Has the bleeding stopped?”

He withdrew the soaked material they’d used to bandage me and ripped the hole in my shirt wider. “It’s still weeping. I can’t use my healing magic while the bullet is still in your body. We’ll have to wait for the Relic. If he doesn’t come, then…”

“Then what?”

He stood up straight and pinched his chin. “Then I’ll need a really long spoon.”

“You have a terrible sense of humor.”

The front door slammed, and heavy footsteps barreled up the stairs until they found the open door.

Edward breezed into the room and dropped his bag on a chair. “I came as soon as I heard.”

A look of relief swam across Lorenzo’s face, and he backed up like a deer retreating from a predator.

My Relic briefly examined my chest before retrieving a pair of scissors from his bag and slicing my shirt straight down the center.

“You can leave now, Mr. Church,” he said, not taking his eyes off my wound. “Looks like a large bullet. Did it exit?”

“No. I think it’s lodged in my shoulder behind my back.”

He cut away my bra and then reached around with his fingers, pressing my back until I winced. “Yes, there it is.”

Having a professional put me at ease, especially seeing how adept and confident he was. Edward placed a cold stethoscope against my chest and asked me to take in a few breaths.

“Well?” I asked. “What’s the diagnosis?”

“You’ve been shot, and you’re having a baby,” he said, his voice deadpan.

It made me smile to see he had a sense of humor after all.

Edward placed his stethoscope on the nightstand. “I can’t know for certain without X-rays, but I think you have a collapsed lung. Is there pain?”

“Yeah, but I thought it was from the gunshot.”

He bit his lip and averted his eyes.

That scared me. The last thing you want your doctor to do is look worried.

“I’m going to insert a chest tube to relieve the pressure, and it’s a painful procedure. If we don’t do something about it now, it’ll become harder for you to breathe.” He opened his large bag. “Let’s try it first with a needle.”

My eyes widened. “That’s a big fucking needle!”

“The good news is I don’t hear any fluid in there, but you have air in your chest cavity that’s putting pressure on your lung. We need to release some of that air so you can be comfortable. Let me clean you up a little before we begin.” He wiped down the site with a cold antiseptic.

I turned my head and searched for something to focus on—something that would take me to another place where I didn’t have any worries. I centered my gaze on a miniature vase on the dresser with a green sucker sticking out. It was a keepsake from a candy bouquet Austin had given me a million years ago when we stayed our first night in this house. It reminded me of a simpler time when the only thing that mattered was how much I loved him.

Edward bandaged my gunshot wound and pressed his fingers around my chest, searching for a spot for that big-ass needle. I kept my eyes focused on the green sucker as the cold antiseptic circled around one spot.

“You’re going to feel some pressure,” he said.

He wasn’t lying. Just then, I got a contraction that was powerful enough that I didn’t focus on the needle going in. I pulled my legs up and closed my eyes.

“Just one more minute while I attach the valve.”

I heard a quiet hissing noise and felt the pressure in my chest leaving, allowing me to breathe easier.

“That’s nice, isn’t it?” he said. “I’ll just tape it down, and we’ll release the valve every so often to check if you’re mending properly.”

I turned toward him as he was taping down a funny-looking piece of plastic below my collarbone.

Edward removed his plastic gloves and tossed them into a wastebasket. “I need to see how far along you’re dilated.”

“I’ll help with that.” Katharine entered the room briskly and set a few paper bags on the floor. “Why don’t you step into the hall while I get her ready,” she said, her voice projecting authority.

“Time is of the essence,” he murmured to her, slipping into the hall and keeping the door cracked.

Katharine helped remove my shredded shirt and bra and then pulled off my pants.

“Where in the world did you get that?” I asked.

She tied the hospital gown around my neck and draped it over me. “You’re having a baby, but you’re still entitled to a little modesty.”

“Thank you.”

“Relic, you can come in now,” she called out.

Katharine stood back and smoothed her hair down on each side of her head, making the part in the middle more pronounced. While Edward bent my knees and performed a quick exam, she stood in front of the mirror and wrapped her hair into a tidy bun.

Another torrent of pain struck me, and I grimaced, curling to my side.

“How far apart have they been?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Minutes? They’re getting closer together.”

God, I felt so weak, as if I might pass out. Holding my breath gave me palpitations and made it more difficult to control the pain.

“She’s lost a lot of blood,” I heard him saying to Katharine. “She needs to deliver now. I don’t know what kind of internal damage she has, and the longer she stays this way, the harder it will be for her to heal. She needs to shift.”

“Her wolf isn’t going to let her shift as long as the baby’s in there,” Katharine snapped.

“That’s why we have to get this baby out now. I can’t perform a cesarean—it’s too risky. Her blood pressure is dangerously low, and I don’t have the equipment to keep her stabilized. What she needs is a blood transfusion, or at the very least, a saline drip.”

“Do you have an office?”

“We wouldn’t make it in time.”

“I’m still here,” I said. “Let’s do this. I’m ready to have this baby.”

Tears spilled from my eyes, and Katharine smoothed my hair back.

“How’s Naya?” I asked. “Did anyone call Ivy?”

She blotted my tears with her sleeve. “Stop thinking about others for once, and think about yourself.”

“I want Austin,” I whined, giving way to a torrent of sorrow. “I want Austin… I can’t do this alone. He’s supposed to be here. What if he’s hurt and he needs me?”

A fierce bark sounded from outside the house.

“Your souls are linked more than you know. I’ll get that,” Katharine said, moving out the door.

Edward stripped one of the blankets off the bed and moved a lamp and table at the end.

As soon as I heard toenails scratching against the wood floor and racing up the stairs outside the door, I pushed up on my elbows. “Austin!”

His black wolf tore through the house and plunged into the room like a dark shadow. He weaved around Edward to the left side of the bed, looking at me with those crisp blue eyes.

I stroked his fur with my left hand, feeling comforted as he licked my arm and nuzzled against my good shoulder.

Meanwhile, Katharine had returned with a handful of folded towels. First, she laid something plastic across the bed and beneath me, then she draped a sheet over it. Once the bed was protected, she spread the towels underneath my back and lower legs.

Clearly she wanted to save the mattress.

I personally didn’t give a shit. I was half-alive, with a gunshot wound, and preparing to bring a child into the world, so planning a trip to Mattress Firm wasn’t something I was especially concerned about.

“You’re not going to shift, are you?” I asked, stroking Austin’s ear. I could see the familiar flicker in his eyes that told me Austin was wide-awake and aware of what was happening.

“He’s in protective mode,” Katharine said, handing Edward some medical packages.

My brows pinched together. “Exactly what store did you go to that sells medical supplies and a gown?”

She tapped her chin and smiled. “The hospital market something or other.” She handed Edward a few small bottles. “I wasn’t sure if you would have enough pain medicine.”

I turned to look at Austin. “I really like your mom.”

Katharine spoke quietly to the Relic. “Is there anything we can do to speed it along?”

“Standing often helps, but I’d rather she conserve her energy.”

A cold sweat covered my body. When Edward approached, Austin growled, his eyes never leaving the Relic for a moment.

I swept my hand across his ear and gave it a light pinch. “Austin, the Relic needs to do his job. Come on the other side of me.”

He darted around the bed and jumped onto the mattress, taking a position next to my bad shoulder. He briefly sniffed the bandage and valve, releasing a pained moan.

Edward bent down and listened to my heart again. “You’re fully dilated. On your next contraction, I want you to push. If you start to feel dizzy, like you might pass out, then stop and let me know. Do you understand?”

Something about his British accent instilled more confidence in me than it should have—maybe because of all those old shows I used to watch where the prestigious doctors were always from England.

I nodded. “Do I get any pain medicine?”

“I’m afraid it’s too late for that now, but not to worry. Women do this all the time without the need for pain blockers. I want you alert, so we’ll save some of that for later.” He brushed his hand over my forehead, his voice softening. “If your heart feels funny and flutters, let me know immediately. You’ve lost a lot of blood and…”

I touched his hand, comprehending the risk. “I know.”

He winked. “Push hard, and make it count.”

Austin whined, sensing my coming contraction. He seemed attuned to the changes in my body chemistry.

A muscle tightened around my belly, squeezing like a metal cord. The urge to push came, and Katharine hurried to my left side and propped pillows behind my back so I wasn’t lying flat.

I gripped her hand and tucked my chin against my chest.

“Push!” she coached. “You can do this.”

I screamed when I realized the pain of childbirth was far worse than the contractions. “I can’t do this!” I shouted back at her.

“Yes, you can. If I could give birth to six boys, you can do this. And let me tell you, Ben and Wheeler were no joke. Those two were fighting to race each other out of my womb.”

I couldn’t see anything since my knees were bent and Edward had draped a sheet over them. Honestly? I didn’t want to look. I would have been completely content with someone knocking me unconscious for the duration of labor, with a baby magically appearing in my arms when I woke up.

My body trembled as I kept pushing, the pain immense and the pressure unfathomable.

A knock sounded at the door, and I heard Wheeler. “Everything all right—”

“Not now!” I shrieked.

I collapsed onto the pillows when the contraction ended, my heart beating erratically and a wave of chills coming over me.

“Great job, Lexi,” Edward said.

I smiled weakly. “Do I get a gold star?”

Austin nuzzled my head, licking my temple and making deep sounds that told me he was not okay with any of this. I reached over with my left hand and grabbed a tuft of fur.

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

It might have seemed unorthodox to have my mate comforting me in wolf form, but his protective instinct forced his wolf out, and I loved them both. How could I not? They were one and the same.

When Edward rounded the bed to my right and reached out to check the valve on my chest, Austin’s wolf turned around and snapped at him.

“No!” I shouted, realizing he’d broken the skin.

Edward retracted his hand. “Bloody hell,” he murmured, quickly leaving the room.

“He’s doing what comes natural,” Katharine said.

“Nothing about this is natural. I’ve been shot, I have a chest tube, a wolf is coaching me through delivery, and I’m having a baby without drugs. Austin mauling the only person who can get this baby out is just icing on the abnormal cake that is my life.”

Edward returned with a bandaged hand. “I’m afraid I’m going to need him to leave the room.”

Austin showed Edward his teeth.

The Relic stood beside Katharine and didn’t waver in his request. “Unless he shifts back, I can’t allow a volatile animal in here. I know he’s an alpha with some sense of control, but it’s too great a risk. The smell of blood is in the air, his woman is screaming, and if he attacks me, then I’ll be of no use. After you deliver this baby, I can’t waste any time in removing the bullet from your back so you can shift. I’m sorry, but there’s no other way.”

Katharine reached out and stroked Austin’s muzzle. “Son, I’ll stay by her side. The biggest battle is yet to come, and this is not one you can fight.”

He nuzzled against my neck, and I kissed his head. “I love you so much,” I whispered against his fur. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”

The black wolf rose to his feet, and he was a magnificent creature to behold. Austin lowered his head and tapped his nose against my chin.

Yeah. He loved me back.

Edward cautiously approached the door and held it open for Austin to leave. Before he even closed the door, another contraction was fast approaching.

“Don’t push yet,” he said, noticing the tension on my face.

He circled the bed and released the valve, a small hiss of air escaping. “Not as much that time,” he said. “How do you feel?”

“Like a million bucks,” I said, tears hovering at my lashes.

I gritted my teeth and leaned forward, bearing down and pushing as hard as I could without passing out. Katharine held my hand, and I probably squeezed it too tightly, but she didn’t pull away or complain.

I felt tearing and burning, and if that wasn’t frightening enough, blood was staining my gown across my chest.

Katharine leaned away from me. “Relic, her wound is bleeding.”

“We don’t have time. Lexi, push!”

My extremities were numb, as were my lips. How much blood have I lost?
Oh God, what if I die?

I shoved away my thoughts and gathered all the strength I could.

Push.

Push.

A riptide of pain became an unbearable obstacle that I had to overcome. I imagined labor as a steep hill, and in order to live, I had to climb to the top, where Austin was waiting with our baby in his arms. The suffering would end if I just kept going until I reached the top.

“I can’t,” I whispered, falling back. “I’m dizzy.”

“Stop, stop,” he said, rising to his feet. “Lexi, what’s wrong?”

“Dizzy,” I whispered, looking to Katharine. “I’m going to fall.”

“Her skin is like ice,” she said, her warm hand on my forehead.

Edward circled around the bed and lifted my gown. He released the nozzle on my tube and a hiss sounded, bringing me temporary relief. “It’s almost over, Lexi. I can see the head. One last push and it’s all over. Can you do that for me?”

“What if I pass out? I won’t be able to shift,” I said weakly, out of breath.

His mouth was moving, but I could no longer hear what he was saying. The pain consumed me—from the wound ripping open my shoulder to the bowling ball trying to force its way into the world.

“You’re so impatient,” I whispered, my words for the baby. “Just like your mother. I just hope you’re strong like your father.”

“What’s she saying?” Katharine asked.

They drifted to the end of the bed, and she yelled for me to push. This time I didn’t hold back.

Another pressing ache wrapped around me like a vise, so I pulled my knees up and pushed with every ounce of strength I had left. After this, I wouldn’t be able to go on any longer. It was my last chance to save my baby.

I wailed, the shout turning into a feral growl. I couldn’t see anything, but I felt my baby fighting to come into this world. The moment it happened, I felt relief and emptiness all at once. The struggle was over.

“What’s happening?” I whispered, trying to see.

Katharine joined my side, wiping the sweat from my face with a cloth. “It’s over. Just lie still and shift.”

“But my baby… Where’s my baby? Why isn’t he crying?”

Edward appeared, listening to my heart with a stethoscope. He tossed it aside and quickly removed the catheter from my chest. “Lexi, I want you to shift.”

I shook my head, sobbing—choking on my salty tears. “I can’t—”

“You must, or you’ll die. Every second counts.”

“But the bullet…”

Edward shook his head. “We don’t have time for that.”

“Please… I have to see my baby. Just for one second. That’s all I want.”

“One second could kill you.”

It didn’t matter. He didn’t understand. I needed to look at my baby.

Edward exchanged glances with Katharine and moved out of sight. He returned with a small bundle swaddled in a blanket and placed it on my chest while Katharine held it in place.

I reached up and peeled the blanket back. “A boy. Austin was right,” I said, my voice weak.

His mouth was open, and it wasn’t until then that I heard him crying. Not loudly—just a few small whimpers.

“He’s fine,” Edward assured me. “Strong alphas rarely cry at birth. That’s how a Relic can often tell the alphas apart.”

I blinked away my tears and noticed how calm he seemed nestled against my chest, listening to the sound of my heart, which now beat for him.

So beautiful.

So precious.

I kissed his warm head, covered in black hair. “Hi, handsome.”

He was a few weeks early but didn’t look premature at all. Just as stout and healthy as any mother could hope for in a newborn. And then there were all those tiny little pink fingers—ones that splayed and tightened, uncertain of what to grab hold of, so I let him wrap his tiny hands around my finger.

My heart slowed to an unsteady beat, and I pressed a petal-soft kiss against his head and whispered, “Please, God. Just one more second.”























Chapter 32
 

Austin wrung his hands repeatedly until they turned a blistering red. After his wolf had left the room, he paced the hall, too anxious to shift and unable to calm down. The rest of the pack hurried in and kept vigil in the hall, spreading blankets across the floor to sit on as they talked to one another and waited for news from the Relic.

Lexi’s screams were chilling.

When he heard the first whimpering cries of a baby, Austin immediately shifted to human form. His father brought him a pair of pants, and they patiently waited for the door to open. Reno returned the medallion that he’d left at the campsite, and Austin placed the necklace around his neck, gripping the round pendant and praying for strength.

But the minutes kept ticking by. Izzy assured him there was no need to worry—that women needed to take care of a few things after childbirth, and it was completely normal. But the silence sickened him because this was no ordinary delivery. He took a seat on the wood floor, his back to the wall, knees drawn up, and a small stuffed wolf in his hands. The custom-made toy wound up with a key and played “Landslide” by Fleetwood Mac. It was supposed to be a surprise for Lexi, but he had never found the right time to give it to her since she’d been hiding all the baby gifts downstairs.

He traced his finger around the small key.

When his mother emerged from the room, her face was ashen, eyes red, and her mouth turned down. His heart almost shattered when she knelt before him and rested her hands on his knees, unable to look him in the eye. Strands of hair had pulled free from her bun, and her blue eyes looked sunken in beneath wet lashes.

“Austin, she’s gravely injured. The Relic had to revive her twice. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Maizy rushed for the door, and Katharine quickly got up to block her from entering. “I have to see my sister!”

Denver appeared and gripped Maizy’s shoulders from behind, letting her fall against him, grief overtaking her.

Katharine swept a gentle caress across Maizy’s cheek. “She knows how much you love her, but right now she needs her mate.”

Maizy broke down, her body limp and tears streaming. Denver turned her around and cradled her in his arms.

Austin couldn’t look. He pressed the furry black toy against his forehead and squeezed his eyes shut, as if he could make all this go away and travel back in time to when they first fell in love. Why did he have to push kids on her? Why didn’t he give it more time? Why did that goddamn bullet have to rip right through his chest and into hers?

He should have been strong enough to stop that bullet—strong enough to protect her.

Austin rose to his feet as if pulled by invisible strings.

Katharine brushed her hand across the medallion. “Lynn’s on her way, and I’ll bring her up to speed as soon as she gets here.” His mother clenched her fist and held it in front of her face, fighting back tears. “She might not even make it that long.”

Austin weaved around her and opened the door, uncertain of what he might discover.

Edward was hunched over, stuffing bloody towels into a trash bag. When he caught sight of Austin, he crossed the room and blocked his view.

“I’m not going to dress up the situation. Her condition is grave, and I’ve done all I can do. When I lost her the second time, I didn’t think I’d be able to bring her back. I got a pulse, and she shifted, but I can’t get her to shift back. She’s unconscious and unresponsive. If you can somehow pull her out of whatever darkness she’s hiding in, then it might be enough to get her to shift once more. I can’t assess her internal injuries without medical tests, and the longer we wait, the slower they’ll heal—if at all.”

Austin’s gaze dragged to the right side of the dark room. “And the baby?”

Edward gave him a doleful smile. “She gave you a son. A strong alpha, like his mother.”

Austin’s heart splintered, and a tear rolled down the bridge of his nose. Edward stepped aside, lowering his eyes and allowing Austin to soak in the scene, which was more of an aftermath.

Lexi’s silver wolf was lying on the bed, unmoving. She’d never looked so small and vulnerable. A dim lamp lit up the left side of the room, stopping at the bed as if it could go no farther. Austin crawled across the mattress and eased beside her, resting his head so he could look her in the eyes. He placed his hand on her shoulder, feeling her labored breaths, which were infrequent.

“I wanted to wait to give you this, but I guess now’s as good a time as any.”

He placed the black wolf between them and wound up the key in the back. In the silence of the room, a gentle song began to play in bright, cheerful notes.

Their song.

Austin leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “I’m here, Lexi. I told you I’d never leave you again, and I meant it.” He petted her ears, her face unresponsive. “But… if you have to leave me—if for some reason you can’t hang on, but you’re too scared to let go, then I’m here, baby. I’m right here with you. I won’t let you go into the dark alone.”

He nuzzled close with his arm around her, sensing her energy dimming. Even his alpha power couldn’t force a shift unless she was conscious, and he didn’t know how much time they had left together. Every second was precious.

He’d never taken the time to feel how soft her silver fur was against his fingertips, and especially how different the texture was on her neck than on her paws. He ran his fingers up to the black tips of her ears and wondered if she could hear him.

“Let me tell you about the first time I fell in love with you. It was a hot summer at the lake, and you were seventeen. Wes and some of the guys were drinking beers in the tent, and I told them I had to take a leak. But I lied. I wanted to check on you. I walked toward the lake, and you were sitting alone, listening to the radio and singing. Damn, I had to stop for a minute just to soak it all in. It hit me right then and there, Lexi. Your silhouette against the moonlight and the way you faced the unknown—I saw a woman growing up before me. I caught a glimpse of a future I wanted, and it included you.”

The door closed behind him as Edward left.

He tucked his arm beneath his head and continued stroking her face. “That’s when I used to smoke. Yeah, yeah. I know. I thought it made me look cool. I can still remember you in those pink pajama bottoms with the strawberries and the way the clouds looked like puzzle pieces moving across the sky. Can you see it? I wanted to say something to you, but I felt like words would ruin the moment. I’d mess it up by saying something dumb, and I didn’t want you to leave. You curled your arms around your knees and rested your head, and all I thought about was putting my jacket over you even though it wasn’t cold. I was torn—still a young man trying to figure out what he wanted. I knew I couldn’t have a life with a human, but my wolf was singing for you—baying to the moon while I sat in silence.”

Austin smiled, and a tear rolled across his nose. “Something I never told you about that night was that you were sitting near a pile of ants. The damn things were crawling up the back of your shirt—big black ones. I was picking them off, hoping you wouldn’t notice or get stung. If your brother had walked up on us, he would have thought I was a creeper trying to feel up his little sister.” Austin quieted for a moment, his voice softening. “I was saving that story for our fiftieth anniversary. I knew you’d get a laugh out of it.”

Suddenly his heart constricted at the thought of a life without Lexi. Her empty spot at the table; the nail on the wall, absent of keys; her shoes by the door; hearing her laughter from across the house. Austin rose up on his elbow and stroked her soft, beautiful face. “I know you’re tired, but you need to come back to me. You need to fight through the darkness and wake up. It’s the hardest damn thing you’ll ever do, but you’re not alone. I’m in there, and you just have to follow my voice. Please, Ladybug. Just try.”

The small cry of an infant pulled his attention away, and for a fleeting moment, Austin wavered between two loves. He heard Lexi’s voice in his head saying, “Go to him.”

Austin sat up, face wet with tears, and approached the wooden rocking cradle that Ivy had given them. Before leaving the house a few days ago, he had moved it to the bedroom without Lexi knowing. A fur blanket lined the inside, providing a warm cocoon. Austin knelt down and lifted the tiny hood away from the baby’s face.

“I’ll be damned,” he said, tears glittering in his eyes. He’d thought love at first sight only happened once in a lifetime, but he was wrong.

Austin cradled the back of his son’s head and lifted him into his arms. Someone had swaddled him in a pink gown with a hood. Tiny butterflies on the cotton material made Austin smile.

Jesus, he looked just like Lexi. Until the little guy blinked a few times and looked up with crystal-blue eyes rimmed in black. Austin bowed his head and placed a reverent kiss on his son’s forehead, rising to his feet and drifting toward the bed.

“We have a handsome son.”

Austin sat down and placed the baby next to Lexi, counting all those tiny fingers and toes. Premature or not, this was a strong baby with pink cheeks, a pudgy mouth, and…

Suddenly a thought occurred to him. He might be hungry.

Austin hovered over Lexi with his lips resting beneath her left eye. “I can’t do this without you, Lexi. I can’t.”

The music began to wind down until the last note hung in the air.

What began as a few small chirps from the baby evolved into a wail. His son’s cries echoed the torment he felt within his own heart.

“Lexi, shift. Do you hear me? Shift!”

The door swung open, and Lynn barged into the room, her eyes filled with panic. Edward closed the door for privacy.

“My baby,” she gasped, nearing the opposite end of the bed. Lynn brushed her hands across Lexi’s back—so tender and doting. “Oh my sweet baby, Mommy’s here. I’ll take good care of you. Don’t you worry, everything’s going to be all right.”

Austin couldn’t look anymore. He couldn’t withstand living in this moment, or it might rip his soul apart. He got up and walked toward the window, folding his arms and staring at his reflection in the glass. He could see Lynn draping herself over Lexi, singing her a song and preparing to endure the worst kind of pain imaginable for a mother.

Austin would never mend from this. He was caught in a maelstrom of emotions, and the rage spinning at the core threatened to strip away every thread of goodness he had left in him.

The baby’s cries intensified, and Lynn tried to soothe him. “Oh, Lexi, he’s so beautiful. Shhh, little one. Everything’s going to be okay.”

But it wasn’t. And the idea of Judas living and breathing insulted him more now than ever. Heat licked off him, and a thin film of condensation appeared on the window.

A gentle howl filled the room, and it was coming from Lexi. Austin spun around so fast that he almost lost his footing.

He rushed to the bed and reached across it. “Let me have him.”

Lynn curved her body away.

“Her wolf is calling for her baby.”

Austin moved to the center of the bed and placed the wailing baby next to Lexi’s wolf—close enough that she could pick up his scent.

“He’s here, Lexi. He’s right here.”

The baby cried, shaking and turning an ugly shade of purple.

Lexi’s wolf broke her howl and sniffed the baby’s head, her eyes still closed. Her pink tongue appeared as she lazily licked his ear, a low sound in the back of her throat—the one a mother wolf makes to comfort her young.

His cries waned, and after a few deep gasps, he calmed. In a moment that can only be explained as magic, Lexi shifted to human form.

“Relic!” Austin roared. “Relic!”

Lynn scooped up the baby to make room.

Edward rushed in so abruptly that he almost bumped into Lynn. He quickly moved around her on the other side of the bed. “Hurry. Turn her over.”

Lexi was curled in a fetal position, so Austin gently hooked his arm around her legs and moved her until she was on her back, knees bent, toes touching the headboard.

Edward listened to her heartbeat with the stethoscope before pulling out a blood pressure cuff. After a few moments, he released it. “Her vitals are improving. I need to remove the bullet. We don’t have any time. Can you help me?”

Lynn nervously rocked the baby while Austin and Edward rolled Lexi onto her stomach. Austin pulled her hair away from her face.

“Make sure her airway isn’t obstructed,” Edward said. “It was too risky to remove the bullet from her wolf, but the longer it stays in there, the more damage it’ll do each time she shifts.”

Austin sprang into action and stripped away a blanket. He tossed every last pillow off the bed and lay down facing her, stroking her right cheek with his thumb, listening to her breathing and watching her eyelids flutter.

“Just a little something to numb the area,” Edward murmured.

“That’s my girl,” Austin said, his voice tender and filled with a renewed sense of hope. “Just hang in there, and we’ll have you patched up in no time.”

***
 

Three hours later, Lexi was resting comfortably. The Relic had removed the bullet. He skipped the stitches, concerned that she might involuntarily shift and further injure herself. Austin coaxed her awake long enough to force her to shift to wolf form. Lorenzo asked permission to give her some healing medicine, but since her wolf wasn’t awake to drink, Edward had to run a tube down her throat so they could funnel the liquid into her stomach.

Within minutes, she was breathing more easily, and her wolf’s gums went from a shade of blue to a healthy pink.

But she still hadn’t woken up.

Austin received confirmation that the war was officially over. Those who weren’t killed in battle had either escaped or surrendered, throwing themselves on the mercy of the local Packmasters. Lorenzo volunteered to watch the children for the night. Izzy and Jericho agreed, deciding it was best, with everything going on. Lennon eagerly went home with Lorenzo, eager to reunite with his brother.

The pack took turns visiting with Lexi and giving her words of encouragement. Lynn agreed to leave Lexi’s side when the Relic reminded her that if they didn’t get a good rest, none of them would be in any condition to care for Lexi in the morning.

Austin shifted once to heal up the injuries he received from Judas. Most had been reduced to tolerable abrasions, but the bullet wound required more attention. It had reopened twice in the back and bled, and while the shifting sealed it up, Austin decided he wanted to carry the scar. Edward applied a small dab of liquid fire that burned like hell and imprinted the scar on him to wear as a reminder of what he’d almost lost.

Everyone had showered and added pillows to the blankets in the hallway so they could be together and support Austin.

“How’s he taking to the bottle?” Izzy asked, concern brimming in her eyes. She knelt next to Austin and brushed her finger over the soft hair on the little guy’s head.

Austin smirked and pulled the bottle out of the baby’s mouth. He scowled and shook with anger, his hands balling into little fists.

“You tell me,” Austin said with a laugh, giving the baby his bottle back.

She breathed out a sigh of relief. “Good. I wasn’t sure how Lexi felt about breast-feeding, but we obviously can’t do it while she’s in wolf form. Hell’s bells, eight nipples might traumatize the little guy.”

Denver snorted. “Or set up every woman in his life for failure.” He slurped up a noodle from his can of soup and dipped the spoon back in.

“That’s gross,” Jericho muttered.

Denver shoved a spoonful into his mouth. “You think adding water makes it gourmet?”

Austin had his legs bent and knees together, the baby placed between them so they were staring at each other.

“What are you going to name him?” Denver asked.

Jericho tossed a peanut at Denver’s head. “Leave the man alone. He’s got enough to worry about.”

“Shut it, dickhead,” Denver retorted. “You’re still mad about not getting first choice with Melody.”

Jericho’s eyebrow arched. “Isabelle didn’t come up with that name.”

Izzy struck him in the face with her pillow. “Quit telling lies.”

Denver laughed and stretched out across his sleeping bag at Austin’s feet. To the right, near the bathroom, Wheeler and Naya were lying on a fur blanket with her head in his lap. She was fast asleep, still recovering from both the injuries she’d sustained and the repeated shifting. Wheeler stroked her dark tresses, his head against the wall and his eyes shut.

The baby spit the bottle out, and Austin set it down, cradling the little guy in his arms. Damn, he felt so tiny, and it made Austin paranoid he might accidentally hurt him, so he handled him like he would an egg.

When the voices died down, he looked over his right shoulder at William. “Where’s Ben?”

Wheeler’s eyes popped open and remained fixed on the ceiling.

William lowered his voice. “His wolf fled after we shifted back.”

“You mean after Wheeler shifted back.”

While their wolves had reunited, the two brothers hadn’t made peace. Austin had always kept his doors open to Ben, but through the years, Ben wasn’t comfortable around the family since he couldn’t mend what was broken with his twin. They were both equally stubborn men, and neither had made an effort to resolve that conflict.

Trevor snored lightly against William’s right side, head resting on his shoulder.

“Think you can get used to that?” Austin asked. “You might have the right idea, staying in separate rooms.”

William quirked a brow. “I’ve been told I sing in my sleep, so I don’t know who’ll have it worse.”

Reno crouched down in front of Austin. “Mind if I hold him for a little while? You look like you could use a few winks yourself.”

Austin swaddled his son and placed him in Reno’s arms.

Reno stood up and pressed the baby to his chest. “Come see Uncle Reno,” he said, his voice gravelly. “I’ll tell you a story.”

Denver chortled. “I’m sure he’s dying to hear your stories about storming the beaches of Normandy.”

“Nah,” Reno said softly, cooing to the baby. “I’m just going to tell him all the cautionary tales of Denver the Dunderhead.”

He took a seat against the far wall beside April, who eagerly leaned against him to get a look.

Austin rubbed his face, uncertain of the time. To keep the baby immersed in darkness, they’d switched off the hall light and put night-lights in a few available sockets. It was nice. Cozy. He fed off that positive energy and allowed his packmates to support him for once. He’d spent years making sacrifices and tough decisions for his pack. That’s what a Packmaster did, and it was a selfless, thankless job.

His parents had gone in earlier to be with Lexi. After settling down in the hall, it didn’t take long before they’d fallen asleep on the other side of the game room entrance.

The bedroom door opened, and everyone looked up.

Maizy stepped out, her eyes puffy, and took a few steps to her right.

Denver stood up and pulled her in a tight embrace. “It’ll be all right, Peanut,” he said quietly. “Come lie down.”

William leaned forward. “Did she wake up?”

Maizy did a zombie walk to Denver’s blanket and sat down. “Her wolf let out a whimper when he last examined her, but she’s not awake.”

William patted Austin’s leg consolingly. “These are the moments that define who we are. Mustn’t worry about the things you can’t control, but the things you can.”

Edward peered through the open door and waved Austin in.

Austin rose up, his joints stiff, and stepped over a few blankets. Once inside, Edward closed the door and folded his arms.

“I’ve done everything I can do.”

Austin’s chest constricted. “What the hell does that mean?”

The Relic rubbed his chin, eyes downcast. “It means there’s no more medical care I can provide. The bullet is out, the external wounds are closed, and her vitals are stable. I don’t have reason to believe she has internal bleeding, but I can transport her to my clinic for further tests. To be honest, I’d prefer to keep her still. If you can get her to shift once more, then I’m confident any remaining internal wounds will heal. Her breathing has improved, and I’ve removed the chest tube, but her body is weak. She lost too much blood, and then there was the trauma of childbirth. The shifting has helped her blood replenish, and Mr. Church’s medicine might have some properties that will aid the healing process.”

Austin glanced at Lexi. “So what exactly are you telling me?”

“I want you to understand the gravity of the situation, Mr. Cole. She died twice, but she has a strong heart, and something is keeping her here. She requires absolute rest, but…”

Austin met his gaze and held it. “But what?”

“I can’t promise that she’ll wake up. Her fate is no longer in my hands.”

A light knock sounded at the door, accompanied by crying.

When it cracked open, Reno peered in. “He won’t stop fussing. Izzy told me to burp him, but…” Reno shrugged, softly patting the baby’s back. “He threw up on me.”

Austin took his son and cradled him in his left arm. “I got you, little man.” He put some alpha power in that voice, and the baby instantly responded, yawning and then closing his eyes.

Edward rocked on his heels. “If you want my advice, keep the baby close to your mate. Her wolf will scent him, and she seemed responsive earlier to his cries. Are you ready to take this on? Caring for a baby alone, I mean.”

Austin stroked the soft hair on his son’s head. “I’ve been ready to care for this baby since I was born. As for caring for him alone, why don’t you poke your head in the hallway and you’ll find out how alone I am.”























Chapter 33
 

It had been two days since the war ended and Austin’s son was born. Lexi still hadn’t woken up. The Relic never used the word coma, but that was the word lurking behind every conversation. Edward offered to cancel his appointments and stay for a few days, which was more than generous for someone they hadn’t known very long. Everyone took turns sitting with her wolf, but not so much with the baby.

Not for lack of wanting. Austin had bonded with his son and found it difficult to pass him over to someone else for extended periods of time. The only exception was when he needed sleep, and even then, he’d sleep beside Lexi with the baby nestled between them.

The packs had each sustained massive hits, but they would recover. Even Prince had gained control of his territory in the end.

“Still haven’t given the little bean a name?” Denver asked from the kitchen table, munching on a bowl of cereal.

Sunlight glittered through the windows, and tiny rainbows danced on the table and floor from a prism affixed to one of the glass panes.

“Why don’t you put on some clothes instead of wandering around the house looking like a bum?” Austin suggested.

Denver glanced down at his bare chest and grey sweats. “Are we having a party? I didn’t get the memo.”

“You should make an effort when we have guests.”

Denver crunched another spoonful and flipped the box around to read the other side. “Eddie’s not really a guest anymore. Once someone drops a deuce in your bathroom, they’ve graduated from guest to company.”

“He doesn’t like it when you call him that.”

A grin slid up Denver’s face. “True that. But those British guys are fun to rile up. Bloody this, bugger that.”

Naya slinked into the room, and Austin could tell by her frumpy attire that she was still brooding about Spartacus not coming home. She leaned against the counter and played with the drawstrings on the sweatpants, which were too big on her because they belonged to Wheeler.

“No sign of him yet?” Austin asked.

She pouted. “I searched both sides of the creek where we last saw him. I even searched the traps, thinking he might have fallen in by accident.”

Austin took a long sip of water and then frowned. “I told you I don’t want you going out there alone. The war’s over, but there might be a few rogues we haven’t rounded up.”

She glided across the room toward the windows and stared up at the blue sky. “I won’t go out there alone again. I promise.”

“Damn right you won’t,” Wheeler barked from the hall. He reached up and held on to the frame of the entranceway, muscles flexing against the ink on his arms.

She whirled around. “You don’t have to be so butch about it.”

He winked. “After it gets cooler, we’ll both go out and look.”

Her face lit up, and she opened the back door, letting in a cool breeze. “I’m going to soak up some of these rays before it’s my turn to sit with Lexi. Maybe her wolf will smell the sunshine on me and want to go for a run.”

Austin looked wistfully at his sleeping son on the countertop, tucked in a carrier that April had given them. “Did Reno go somewhere?” he asked, hearing the sound of a motorcycle through the open door.

When a fist pounded at the front door, Austin’s heart raced into action. “Everyone stay here. Naya, lock the door. Wheeler, take the baby into my office.”

They moved swiftly, and Austin jogged to the front door. While the war had ended, they remained on alert. Not that a rogue would come knocking on the front door, but this wasn’t an ideal time for unexpected visitors to stop by.

Austin peered through the window at a familiar face and opened the door. “Axel.”

The Packmaster tapped his black boot against the doorjamb. “I thought we could talk a minute before I head back home.”

Axel moved inside, and Austin peered onto the porch before closing the door. The motorcycles lined up along the driveway were only half the number that had originally come.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Austin said, offering him a seat.

Axel waved his hand and drew a deep breath through his nose. “We knew the risks coming in, and everyone accepted them. It’ll be a tough adjustment, but we’ve transported the bodies ahead of us for a proper burial on our land. In my eyes, it was worth the loss. They didn’t die for nothing. There was a good chance if we took down the leader we could nip this thing in the bud before they moved on to another state. I’m just glad we got it under control. There isn’t enough room in the Breed jails for all the men caught statewide, but those who weren’t locked up are now on a watch list, and they’re sharing that list with all the Packmasters.”

Austin nodded. “I heard.”

Axel stroked his goatee and made Austin uncomfortable with his pensive stare. “If you’re anything like me, I know what you’re thinking. Let me put your mind at ease and tell you what nobody else probably has: you made the right decision letting Judas live. That was a hell of a call, and not many men would have the self-control to walk away. In any other situation, I would have tied him to the back of my motorcycle by the ankles and taken him for a cross-country ride, but you have to consider the consequences when it comes to the leader of insurgent groups such as these. It wouldn’t take long before rumors would circulate about how he died a great and noble death. They’d embellish the truth with stories about how he fought against fifty men who refused to let him challenge the Packmaster. Bullshit like that always comes about when someone else wants to fill his shoes.” Axel clapped Austin on the shoulder and gave him a short smile. “I hear he’s already selling people out in an attempt to win his freedom. The rogues are going to live in shame for following such a weak man.”

Austin knew he was right, but the decision had plagued his thoughts. “I don’t think the higher authority will ever set him free, but I still put in a request.”

Axel’s brows pinched together. “What kind of request?”

“The Councilmen extended their gratitude for my helping to organize the packs in the territory, and they put in a word for me with a few representatives on the panel. They’re not seeking the death penalty, but if by some chance that’s the decision they come to, then I want to be the one to deliver his sentence.”

“Taking his hand wasn’t enough?”

“If he ever escapes, that’ll be on my conscience.”

Axel shifted his stance and lowered his voice. “If that ever happens, you’ll have the biggest manhunt in history. I’ll tell you what. If down the road you decide that’s what you really want, give me a call. I have a few inside connections. Let’s keep that between you and me.” He moved toward the door and then turned halfway. “Congratulations on the new arrival. And, well… hell. I don’t know what to say about your mate.”

Austin nodded appreciatively. Packmasters like Axel weren’t easy to come by, and it was good to know he had an alliance out of state.

Axel held the doorknob and hesitated. “Maybe that’s why I’m willing to extend more help than I should, given my losses. Shooting a pregnant woman is the kind of thing that’ll never sit right with me. Not ever.”

“I owe you. Anytime you need something, give me a ring,” Austin said.

“I appreciate that, Cole. Take care, and let’s keep in touch.” He moved out the door and then snapped his fingers, turning back around. “Almost forgot. Does this thing belong to you? One of my men scooped it up off the main road and said it was the same one he’d seen over here when your panther was putting on a show.”

Austin peered around the corner at Spartacus, who was curled up in one of the chairs on the porch.

“I thought the damn thing was dead until it looked at me.” Axel shivered and then headed down the steps. “Take care now.”

Austin waved and watched him head back to his bike.

“Everything okay?” Reno asked from behind.

“Yeah. Wheeler can come out now, and tell Naya her cat’s on the front porch. She might want to have the Relic take a look at him.”

Reno’s lips twitched as he moved out the door. “Well, I’ll be damned.” He lifted the cat into his arms and actually kissed him on the head. “He looks like he just needs some food in his belly. I’ve got a big can of tuna with your name all over it.”

Austin shut the door and watched in amazement as Reno took the cat to the kitchen, cooing and rubbing his head. Clearly he’d missed out on something.

Wheeler emerged from the hallway, cradling the baby, who was suckling on his finger. “I think he likes me.”

“Get your finger out of his mouth. You don’t know where that damn thing’s been.”

Wheeler narrowed his eyes. “I know exactly where my finger’s been. He must taste the beef jerky.”

“He thinks your finger’s a tit. Now, unless you plan on shooting milk from your fingers, I suggest you hand him over.”

Wheeler popped his finger out and looked down at the baby. “Well, that was awkward. Remind me not to tell you this story when you get older.” He handed him over to Austin and smirked darkly. “I think I might want one of those someday.”

The back door slammed and both men turned, listening to Naya’s squeals of delight. “Oh, my little baby boy! Where have you been? Mama missed you so much.”

Wheeler nodded at the baby. “At least you can put one of those in a cradle. Guess who’ll be shedding on our faces tonight.”

He swaggered toward the kitchen, but Austin didn’t miss the glint of happiness in his eyes. Wheeler lived in a state of denial, but everyone noticed the affection he had for that cat.

Austin smiled at his son. “So, what do you think of your Uncle Wheeler?”

He let out a fart.

“That’s my boy.”

“Austin! Austin!” His mother barreled down the stairs and stopped midway, out of breath, eyes wide. “It’s Lexi.”

His heart clenched, and he held his son just a little bit tighter. “What’s wrong?”

“She’s… she’s waking up.”

***
 

When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was Katharine folding laundry. Not my laundry, but little outfits.

Baby outfits.

The silence in the room sent chills down my body.

Disoriented, I blinked away the sunlight that was streaming through the side window. The last I remembered, it was night. I touched my shoulder and didn’t feel an open wound, only puckered flesh.

Even more disconcerting was that I was lying naked on the bed, without covers. God. How many people had walked in on me like this? It seemed such a silly thing to dwell on, but I closed my eyes and tried to recall my last memory. I remembered pain, and then a feeling of love came over me. After that, I only remembered darkness and occasional voices, but it seemed more dreamlike than a memory.

Katharine’s footsteps neared the door. “Relic, she shifted back and…”

I pried my eyes open and looked up at her.

“Lexi?” She gripped the knob with the door halfway open, disbelief in her voice. “Lexi?” she repeated. “I must be seeing things.”

I turned my head and looked over my right shoulder.

“Austin!” She flew out the door, leaving it ajar…

With my legs curled up and ass facing the hall. Great. I reached behind me for anything and gripped the sheet, pulling it over me. I managed to cover my right breast and hip, but I still couldn’t be sure how much of my derriere was poking out.

Footfalls trampled through the house and shook the floorboards until Austin appeared in the doorway, looking devastatingly handsome.

He crawled up the bed and pulled me into his arms.

“You came back to me,” he whispered in my hair.

I drew in a deep breath and smelled the soap on his skin, shampoo in his hair, detergent on his shirt, and a musky scent that told me he’d been outside in the sun recently.

His kisses moved from my temple to my mouth, his strong arm still supporting my lower back. “How are you feeling?”

“Dirty,” I croaked.

He chuckled. “Yeah. You’re going to be just fine.”

Edward moved in and shone a light in my eyes before listening to my heart. “Any pain?”

I thought about it and leaned back. “Not that I can tell. Just sore and stiff. It feels like a pulled muscle in my shoulder. Do I need to shift again?”

“Too late now.”

I looked between him and Austin. “What do you mean by too late?”

Austin penetrated me with his stare. “Do you know how long you’ve been asleep?”

My shoulders sagged when I realized I must have been unconscious for a long time. I hoped it wasn’t years, but if that was the case, then I would have to yell at Austin for not buying a new wardrobe. “How many days?”

He swept a lock of hair away from my eyes, still holding one of my arms as if I might fall. “Two. Well, technically this is the third day.”

Suddenly I couldn’t breathe when I saw an empty cradle, and the pieces began falling together. “Where’s the baby? Where’s my baby?” I gripped his arms, my nails digging in. “Please tell me—”

“He’s all right. Everything’s all right,” Austin assured me.

When Katharine approached the bed with a bundle in her arms, I reached out and realized I would always be a broken puzzle with a missing piece if I didn’t have my child. The moment I felt his weight, his warmth, his strong arms and legs, I pulled him close to my chest and kissed his nose. Austin scooted to my left and let me lean against him.

“There’s my handsome man,” I whispered, tears in my eyes. “I missed you… and I’m so sorry for leaving. I didn’t mean to. I’ll never leave you again. Gosh, look at him, Austin. He’s so beautiful.” I smoothed my fingers across his chubby cheeks as he yawned and went back to sleep. “I can’t thank you enough for taking care of him, Katharine.”

A laugh bubbled out, and she patted my shoulder. “You can thank Austin for that. All I did was fold laundry and change sheets.”

I swung my eyes toward Austin. “You took care of him?”

“Did you ever doubt?”

“Wait. Are we talking about the same man who vacates a room when a baby is crying or a diaper is dirty?”

He frowned, and a tiny crease appeared between his brows. “Those damn things aren’t easy to put on.”

“See? What did I tell you?” I kissed my baby and placed him on my lap. “You have the best daddy in the world.”

“Are you okay?” Austin asked, eyes brimming with concern.

“It just tires me to hold him too long. My shoulder’s sore, and I have a migraine.”

Edward handed me a bottle of water. “You’re probably dehydrated. I couldn’t run a saline drip in you because it could damage your vein if you shifted. We just gave your wolf small but frequent sips.”

I drank several mouthfuls, and water dribbled down my chin. It felt like ice going into my empty stomach, and I slowed, afraid I might get sick.

“I’d like to run a line now, if that’s okay,” he said. “I brought my equipment, and we’ll also give you a round of magnesium and potassium.”

I nodded. “Sure. But can you give us a minute alone?”

Edward inclined his head. “As you wish.”

Austin urged me to drink more water, but I declined. I was about to get an intravenous bag of it, so I didn’t see a point in increasing my bathroom trips. He propped several pillows behind my back and then sat near my legs.

I looked down and smiled when our little boy opened his eyes.

“What should we name him?” I asked, holding his little hand.

Austin tickled his chin. “I’ve already given him a name.”

“Oh really? You didn’t think I might want to be consulted?”

Austin reached around his neck and removed his medallion. “This is the last day I’ll ever wear this.” He placed it over the baby’s head.

“Isn’t that a choking hazard?”

Austin smiled and brushed his fingers over the round heirloom. “He’ll grow into it. I can always make it a belt buckle.”

I chuckled and let the little guy grip my fingers with his tiny hand. “What was the name you had in mind?”

Austin leaned closer and winked. “Not just had in mind, Ladybug. His name isn’t up for discussion. I’d like you to meet Travis Cole.”

“Travis,” I said, letting the name play on my tongue. “I actually like it.”

He cocked his head to the side. “You seem surprised.”

“Well, it’s such an ordinary name. No offense, but your family is a little kooky with baby names. First your parents with all the cities, and then Jericho and all his musical names.”

“My parents said a name should mean something. Travis is special.”

I could hardly take my eyes off Travis.

My Travis. The more I looked at him, the more I could see into his future. Horseshoes in the yard with Uncle Reno, summers at the lake with Uncle Denver and Aunt Maizy, ice cream cones and bubbles, girlfriends and first kisses, leading his own pack and giving me grandchildren.

“What’s special about the name?” I asked.

Austin held my hand in his. “I named him after the lake where I fell in love with you.”

I smiled and kissed him softly. “I love you, Austin Cole. And I’m so glad we didn’t go to Lady Bird that night.”

He nibbled my lip playfully and scooped Travis up in his arms. I watched as he placed him in the cradle and pulled the curtains closed.

“Austin, what if we have more kids? You only fell in love with me once.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Ladybug.” He checked Travis one more time before turning around. “The lake is where I first fell in love with you, but it’s not the last time. I have names picked out for every place where we share a special memory.”

I smirked. “I hope we can automatically rule out Schlitterbahn then. What about his middle name?”

Austin shrugged. “We don’t need middle names unless you want one.”

I lay back down on my left side, pulling the sheet all the way over me. As much as I’d been sleeping, I still felt tired.

“What were you thinking?” Austin asked, winding up a musical toy.

When it began playing a familiar tune—our tune—I wept. Just a little, but enough that Austin noticed.

He sat on the edge of the bed. “What’s the matter?”

I wiped my cheek, lost in the sweet melody of another life. “I was just remembering eating a corn dog on the curb outside my house when I was eleven. It started sprinkling, and instead of going inside, I used the stick to draw lines in the dirt.”

Austin gave me a bemused look. “What’s so special about that story?”

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing is special about that story. That’s what’s wrong. I can remember an insignificant moment in my life with clarity, but why can’t I remember my brother’s voice?”

He held my hand and shook his head, unable to give me any words of comfort.

“I thought about naming him Wes,” I said, sniffling. “But I feel like our pack name honors him that way. Wes never liked his name; did he ever tell you that? Maybe that’s why it’s a little funny that we’re the Weston pack. He would have rolled his eyes and asked why we didn’t pick something cool, like Diesel.”

Austin sighed and lowered his head.

“But he always loved his middle name,” I went on. “He said if he ever became famous, he was going to change it to that because it sounded cool with Knight as his last name. I want Wes and Travis to share the same middle name.”

When I saw the confusion on his face, I realized that Austin didn’t know Wes’s middle name. My mom had only put his first and last on the grave marker, and I guess it wasn’t something that guys talked about much.

My gaze drifted to the cradle. “Travis Loyal. He’ll probably never use it, but I want him to have something that Wes loved, even if it’s just a name. Maybe he’ll pass it down to his firstborn, and it’ll be a thing.”

A smile twitched on Austin’s lips.

“What’s so funny?”

The more he tried to suppress it, the more contorted his expression became until he couldn’t hold in the emotion any longer. He rocked with laughter and fell onto his back, tears glittering at the corners of his eyes as he tried to palm them away. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it,” he managed through a coughing fit.

I slapped his thigh. “You better tell me what’s so damn funny about your son’s name.”

He wiped his tears with the palms of his hands and stared up at the ceiling. “Our son’s initials are TLC.”

The hinges on the door creaked when it opened. My mom set a tray of food on the dresser to the right and circled the bed, showering me with kisses. “My baby’s awake. I knew you’d be all right. No one else knows how tough you are, but I do. I brought you something to help get your strength back. Bacon, scrambled eggs, and sliced oranges.”

She came around the bed and bent over to give me a kiss and a hug. When she stood up, she wiped a tear away and took a few steps back. This must have been so hard for her. My mother had never fully recovered from Wes’s death, and I couldn’t imagine having almost lost a second child and grandchild.

Austin stood up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I was going to do this alone, but I guess this is better.”

“Do what?” I asked, tucking the sheet under my arms.

Austin reached in his pocket, but I didn’t hear any change jingling. He pulled out a silver band attached to a chain and knelt down, sliding it onto my finger. “Lexi, will you marry me?”

This time I was the one laughing. “Austin, we’re already married.”

“No, we’re mated. I want to marry you. I want to be your husband and your mate. I want you to walk down the aisle in front of everyone who matters so I can promise to love and protect you. I want you to wear a pretty dress and have a cake with a plastic couple on the top. I want a day I can remember that’s ours.”

My mom gasped and covered her mouth, tears shining in her eyes.

Austin wound up the silver chain and placed it in my palm. “You’ll have to wear it around your neck since you might lose it. I didn’t get a diamond like Izzy has.”

“It’s perfect. But it’s missing one thing.”

His frosty eyes filled with worry, dark brows slanting down. “A diamond?”

“No. An engraving. I want TLC to be carved into this ring, because that’s how you love me, Austin—with tender loving care. And whenever I look at it, I’ll think of this day. I’ll think of Travis and that musical toy playing in his crib while we talked about his name. Think you can do that?”

He pressed a kiss to the ring. “Ask for the world, and it’s yours.”

“How about chocolate pudding instead?”























Chapter 34
 

June 12th, the following year
 

Maizy knocked insistently on the bathroom door beneath the stairs. “Lexi, come out of there. My knuckles are starting to hurt.”

“I’m going to throw up!”

“You’re not going to throw up.”

I gripped the sink, staring at my reflection in the mirror. Yeah, I was going to throw up. A crown of ivy and delicate pink flowers encircled my head, and a veil draped over my face. Ivy had made it. My dress belonged to Katharine and could pass as a wedding gown, so my mother had tailored it for a better fit. It was a simple white dress with no sleeves, and lace that reached my ankles. I ran my fingers across the tiny beads on the front and then to the ladybug pin Maizy had given me.

Maizy’s knocking made me feel like a horse in a starting gate before a race.

“I can’t do this. I’ve changed my mind!”

Her voice was calm through the crack in the door. “Lexi, you’re already mated to him.”

“Yeah, but I’m not married to him.”

We hadn’t gone to a courthouse since Shifters tried to stay out of human records, but the wedding ceremony made it feel real. I’d had almost a year to get used to the idea. Everyone needed time to recover after a difficult war, and it gave Austin and me an opportunity to enjoy a long engagement. He especially liked introducing me as his fiancée, even though it caused some bemused reactions among Shifters.

“You can do this,” I whispered to myself, smoothing an out-of-place hair. I’d spent all morning sitting still while April and Izzy styled my tresses in a beautiful updo of loose braids. Austin liked it when he could see my neck, because it gave him easy access to kiss it.

“Come on, Lexi. Before the sun goes down and Travis falls asleep.”

I swung the door open, and she flashed me an impish grin. Mostly because my hand remained glued to the doorknob.

“You look stunning,” she said. “He’s going to fall over when he sees you.”

Maizy had grown into such a beautiful woman, inside and out. She smiled at me with those dimples, and I fondly remembered my baby sister who had always looked up to me. One minute she was hitting people over the head with her sparkly wand, and the next she was talking me into marrying someone that I’d already committed to loving for the rest of my life. Where did the time go?

The front door crashed open, and footsteps hammered up the stairs.

“Denver!” Maizy shouted. “You’re not supposed to be in here.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t wait!” he said, his voice growing distant.

Maizy rolled her eyes. “I told him not to drink that whole bottle of water—it was for sipping during the ceremony. Does he listen? No.”

My heart was thundering in my chest, my palms clammy, a cold sweat coming over me, my legs shaking.

“Maze, what if we just called it off? Or postponed. We’ll tell everyone I got hives.”

Her compassionate expression evaporated, replaced with slanted brows and thinning lips. She grabbed my wrist and yanked me out of the bathroom so forcefully that I almost tripped.

“Lexi, I didn’t squeeze into this blue dress for nothing. And you know I don’t like blue.”

“Sorry, that was Mom’s idea. It looks pretty though.”

“Yeah, and so does my hair all braided up. And my makeup is amazing with fairy dust flecked on my cheeks and brows. So why am I standing in front of the bathroom? Let’s show these guys what Weston women are made of. Get out there and remind Austin why he’s the luckiest man on earth. He’s been waiting for an hour.”

“I had to wait my entire life for him to come around; the least he can do is wait an hour.” I reached under my veil and scratched my neck.

Maizy snatched my wrist and held it down. “You’re going to make bright streaks on your skin if you keep doing that. Don’t you dare break out in hives. Now take a deep breath.”

I sucked in a breath and held it for a minute before letting it go, blowing some of my veil forward.

A more relaxed set of footsteps descended the stairs.

“Don’t look!” Maizy shouted at him.

“I’m not the groom,” he yelled back.

Denver had on a tux, except instead of wearing a white shirt beneath it like all the other guys, he had on a Batman shirt. At lunch, I’d watched them strutting around the house like a bunch of peacocks in their suits and dress shoes. William had red suspenders on beneath his tux, and Reno’s pants ended up being a little too short for him, but I tried not to notice. The only one I hadn’t seen that day was Austin, and maybe that’s why I was nervous as hell. Austin could have put me at ease, but he wanted to be traditional and not see the bride on the day of the wedding.

I smiled, recalling yesterday when I’d caught him hammering a little nail into the wall by the front door and putting a silver T below it.

“Isn’t he a little young to drive?” I asked.

Austin just proudly traced his finger over that letter and said, “Yeah.”

Our honeymoon was going to be a week in Colorado, and Austin had arranged the entire thing. It was something we had argued about because I was having separation anxiety about leaving our son behind.

I tried to appreciate his efforts, but deep down, I didn’t feel right leaving Travis. But to be fair, Austin didn’t feel safe about traveling with him across two states, with eighteen-wheelers weaving in and out of lanes.

Maizy lifted the veil over my head, fanning my face with her hand. “It’s only going to last a few minutes, and then you’ll be off to your honeymoon. Austin packed the car this morning, but I have to warn you, the boys tied all those tin cans on the bumper. I don’t think that’s legal anymore, so I hope you don’t get pulled over by a state trooper.”

I laughed and felt my panic diminish. I looked down again at the scar on my shoulder where I had applied makeup to blend it in. The area was still pink, but Edward promised me that would fade with time.

“Stop nitpicking about every little thing,” she said. “My big sister looks like a fairy princess.”

“I feel like an ornament for the Christmas tree.”

Maizy glanced at the door and then back at me. “Okay. I’m going to take my seat, and this time you’re coming.”

I nodded back in acquiescence, deciding that if Maizy had to come all the way back up to the house to get me, she was probably going to bring a lasso with her. I listened to her heels click on the wood as she went out the front door.

I didn’t have heels. I’d opted to wear flats because I was too afraid of falling.

God, my throat was so dry.

I glanced back at the kitchen and briefly thought about the back door. I might be able to hide out in the fort, or if I kept going, there were always the bunkers. Knowing Austin, he’d track me down in those woods and carry me back on his shoulder.

Anxiety was an irrational beast. You could go through hell and back, and yet the most seemingly innocuous thing could set off a flurry of panic. I should have had nothing to be nervous about, but I was. I felt like the hands of time had rewound, and I was a bride taking her first walk to an unknown future.

I drifted toward the door and pulled it open. The porch railings were lavishly decorated with ivy and flowers that twisted around them, and a white carpet stretched from the bottom of the stairs straight into the yard, leading past the tree with the rope swing and through neatly arranged chairs where people were sitting.

Lots of people.

I raced back into the house. “My bouquet!” I frantically searched the room until I found it sitting on the sofa where I’d thrown it when racing back inside the first time around. It was a simple arrangement that matched the wreath on my head.

When I emerged onto the porch, there were low murmurs up ahead. Austin had his back to me, facing Turner—our Councilman, who was officiating the ceremony. Despite the unorthodox request, Turner had dressed in a handsome blue suit that made him look even more like Sean Connery than he usually did.

To Austin’s right, all the Weston men were standing in a semicircle so that no one held rank over the other. The idea of one best man hadn’t gone over well, so Austin had made peace by declaring they were all best men in order to avoid a third world war. When they caught sight of me on the porch, they whistled and erupted in applause.

I gripped the rail and carefully stepped down, lifting the ends of my dress so I could see my feet. As soon as I made it to the bottom and my eyes followed the path of the white carpet, that’s when it hit me.

The absence of a father to walk me down the aisle.

I looked at the empty spot on my right and thought about my big brother. “I wish you were here, Wes. You always said you’d do this for me.”

My chin trembled, and I fought back tears. I’d chosen this day of all days because it was the anniversary of my brother’s death—a day that had marked a transition in my life. This day had always been mournful, but it was time to give it new meaning and make it a day I could cherish. Wes would have wanted it that way.

Melody and Hope—my two flower girls—had dressed the carpet with pale rose petals dusted in gold glitter.

Almost everyone I knew was in attendance. Atticus, Prince, Kat, Lorenzo, Charlie, and even Jericho’s band—just to name a few. I didn’t know the manager at Howlers very well, but he’d given Rosie time off to attend the wedding. She and Izzy were close since they used to waitress together.

Ivy stood near the back in a pale green dress, her hair in two lovely braids instead of one. I floated toward her, but the moment she began singing “Landslide,” I got goose bumps and stood frozen in place. Her voice, the words… the memories.

My lip trembled.

Suddenly George rose from his chair and stalked toward me with a look on his face that actually made me turn around, afraid a psychopathic bride-killer might have snuck up behind me with an axe.

He filled the empty space on my right and held my hand. “You’re not doing this alone.”

I smiled and hooked my arm through his.

George blushed. “Sorry. I’ve only seen this done in the movies.”

The scene looked ethereal from behind my veil. The sun was crowning the tree line, dipping the world in a magic of golden fire.

Ivy resumed singing, and Jericho joined in from his spot in the front.

George walked me down the aisle and alleviated all my fears. Each step closer to Austin was a step in the direction I wanted to go. Trevor sat in the front row next to William, with Travis on his lap, who was standing up and squawking at his mommy.

It was so enchanting that I wanted the moment to last forever, like one of those magical snow globes that April kept in her collection. I felt nothing but love from these people who weren’t just a part of my past, but a symbol of my future.

When Austin finally turned, he stepped back as if in disbelief.

My beautiful bridesmaids looked exquisite in their blue dresses. Even Izzy had pinned up her hair for the occasion.

My mother reached out and patted my hand as I walked by. Finally, there was the awkward moment when George had to give me away.

He backed up a step and said to Austin, “She’s all yours!”

A few people chuckled as he hurried to his seat.

Austin sidled up to me and whispered, “I’m going to marry you.”

I kept a straight face and peered up at him through the veil. “You’ll just have to wait for my answer.”

Ivy and Jericho’s singing faded, and I glared at Turner nervously, unsure if he was going to officiate this as instructed.

Turner cleared his throat. “We are gathered here today to witness the union of Austin and Lexi, two Shifters I already mated years ago, but… here we are again.”

Lorenzo barked out a laugh, and it quickly died.

Turner gripped his little black book and addressed the crowd. “I’ve taken some liberties with the speech because this isn’t in my comfort zone. They put dearly beloved in the script, but I have a bone to pick with you, Maddox, so not everyone here is beloved until you get on my good side.”

Austin cleared his throat and threw him a baleful look.

Turner raised his brows. “Fine. We are here to witness the union of Austin and Lexi in holy matrimony, which is an honorable estate that is not to be entered into lightly, but reverently. If anyone can show just cause as to why these two shouldn’t be lawfully joined, you better speak now or forever hold your peace. Although it hardly matters since they’re already mated.”

I snorted and peered up at Austin. We knew going into this that Turner was going to be a card. We could have gotten a preacher, but it would have opened up too many questions, and we wanted to keep this among Shifters.

Turner tapped his fingers on his black book and centered his eyes on Austin. “Repeat after me: I, Austin Cole, take you to be my lawfully wedded wife. Tell her you’ll love her for the rest of her life and you’ll be a good man who doesn’t philander around and mistreat her. And make sure you bring her flowers just because. Women like that. Just don’t do it a lot, or she’ll think you have a guilty conscience and you’re trying to cover up something.”

Austin’s jaw set, and he turned to me. “I, Austin Cole, take you to be my lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold for as long as we both shall live. You’re my heart, my soul, and my life mate. I’ll honor you all the days of my life and promise to protect and cherish you.”

Yeah, he embellished a little, but I liked it.

Turner swatted at a gnat. “Repeat after me: I, Lexi Cole, take you to be my lawfully wedded alpha. Tell him you’ll love him forever and won’t yell at him for leaving the toilet seat up. And let him go out with the boys and do stupid things like mudding or racing lawnmowers. Sometimes men just need to do dumb shit.”

A few chuckles overlapped around us.

I held Austin’s hand, struck by the love reflecting back at me from his blue eyes. “I, Lexi Cole, take you to be my lawfully wedded husband. I promise to love you for the rest of my life, just as I’ve been doing since I was five. You’re the man I’ve always dreamed of having by my side. My only regret is that we’re up here alone.” I turned to the audience. “If anyone wants to join in and be a part of this, nothing would make me happier. A pack does everything together.”

The first person who shot to his feet was Maddox, and he pulled my mother out of her seat.

William handed Travis to Rosie, who was sitting behind them, and coaxed Trevor to stand beside him. I felt proud knowing that if Turner went ahead with the ceremony, then their union would become official since a Councilman had acknowledged it. The best men crossed over to where the bridesmaids were, and each found his mate. Even Ivy had tugged Lorenzo to his feet by the back of his collar.

Turner smirked. “All right, everyone. Repeat after me: I, then say your name, take you to be my lawfully wedded wife… or husband. To love, cherish, and honor for all the days of my life.”

Austin and I held hands, surrounded by others who were repeating their own vows. He took the ring from his pocket—the chain still attached—and then gently pulled my veil away from my face.

He slowly placed the ring on my finger. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

Turner stroked his beard. “Everyone else is just gonna have to find something to give your mate.”

“With this tie, I thee wed.”

I snapped my head around and saw Denver putting his bow tie on Maizy’s wrist. All the men were definitely thinking outside the box. Jericho gave Izzy a necklace, Reno put his sunglasses on April’s face, Wheeler gave Naya his belt, and Maddox gave my mother a ring. A sparkly diamond tucked in a velvet box.

We both looked anxiously at Turner, and he kept smiling.

“Something else?” he asked.

Austin stared daggers at him.

Turner snapped his fingers. “Oh, yeah. You may now kiss the bride.”

Austin placed a sweet, reverent kiss on my lips that melted into a smoldering, sensual kiss. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he groaned, pulling me tighter and sending a wave of tingles through my body.

Someone in the back started humming the wedding march, and others joined in. Applause erupted, everyone turning away from their mate to howl at the bride and groom.

As we turned to walk back to the house, the twins assailed us with rice.

“Hey, now! Not that hard!” Izzy scolded them.

Before we knew it, we were running up the white carpet, tiny grains splintering against our skin. I’d never laughed so much.

At least, until I tripped over Spartacus and fell on my face.

“Jesus, Lexi. Are you okay?”

Sparty padded out of reach and sat down, trying to chew off the bow tie Naya had put around his neck.

“A black cat just crossed our path, Austin. That can’t be good,” I said with a laugh. Austin helped me stand without ripping my dress, which would have been a photo guaranteed a spot on our mantel. “We need to do this again.”

“Maybe on our fiftieth,” he suggested.

“And then our hundredth,” I added, climbing up the steps.

“Deal. But when we hit five hundred, I’m kicking it up a notch.”

I faced him and furrowed my brow. “What does that mean?”

He smoothed his hand over my rear and gave it a light squeeze while kissing my neck. “You’ll have to stick around to find out. Now go get your purse. Time to make our great escape.”

“Are you sure about this? We don’t have to do a honeymoon.”

“If my woman wants a wedding, she’s getting a Weston-style wedding all the way.”

I ran my fingers down the lapels of his jacket. He looked so handsome dressed up in a tuxedo, and I had to take a moment to adore everything about him. “This was better than blowing up my car.”

After zipping inside to grab my purse, we headed out to the car. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d forgotten something, and that something was my baby boy.

I held Travis in my arms and squeezed him tight. “You be good for Grandma. And don’t say your first words while I’m gone. Okay?” I showered him with mommy kisses.

Austin held the passenger door open while talking to Reno.

“Don’t you worry about a thing,” my mom said. “Travis is in capable hands.”

“Make sure Denver doesn’t give him anything like Cheetos. Those things are a choking hazard. And he likes it when you wind up his little wolf at night.”

“I know, I know,” she said, taking him from my arms. “Come see Grandma.”

Travis smiled and cooed, his blue eyes twinkling like tiny jewels. I’d been blessed with such an easy baby, though I wondered if growing up in a pack had something to do with that. Maybe it was the innate confidence instilled in an alpha that kept him from crying at loud noises or when he fell down, but Travis was my brave little wolf.

“Mommy loves you.” I kissed his chubby cheeks over and over until he giggled and turned toward my mom. “I’ll call you as soon as we get there.”

The walk to the car was a blur. Everyone showered me with hugs and well-wishes, and Naya presented me with a sack full of lingerie.

“Why didn’t you give me this earlier? I would have packed it in my bags,” I said.

She gave me a furtive glance and shrugged. “I thought you might need them in the car later on.”

“Nice. I’ll let you know how that works out.”

“Have fun,” she purred.

I stood on my tiptoes and gave Austin a peck on the chin.

“You ready?” he asked.

I turned, feeling as if I’d forgotten something. “Ready as I’ll… Hey, who’s that down by the road?”

Austin shielded his eyes from the sun and stared down the driveway at a figure standing at the end of the property line by the private road. He had on a blue suit, and I couldn’t comprehend what was going on. Everyone who had confirmed their invitation had shown up.

“It’s Ben,” he said on a breath.

“I thought he ignored the invitation?”

Wheeler broke away from the crowd and crossed the green grass in Ben’s direction. This happy occasion was about to come to an abrupt end with pack drama. Wheeler’s long strides slowed as he neared Ben, and his twin took a few steps back.

We watched in silence as the two brothers faced each other—neither speaking that we could tell. My heart clenched when Wheeler suddenly pulled him into a tight embrace. In that moment, I knew Ben had returned home for good.

Austin waved and then placed the flat of his palm on my back. “Let’s go, Ladybug.”

***
 

I carefully removed my veil and crown, deciding everything about that day was going into a memento chest. The chain on the ring kept catching on things, so I finally took it off and hung it around my neck. I’d thought about getting Austin a ring, but he said I’d already given him Travis.

We hadn’t made it to the highway yet, and I had a blast watching my sexy husband fill up the gas tank in his snazzy tux.

“I’m going to have to change clothes in a little while,” I said, scratching my neck. “This dress is starting to itch.”

“Wait until we stop at a hotel,” he suggested, lowering his visor. “I’m going to help you out of that situation.”

The desire that dripped from his words like warm honey gave me a flurry of tingles. It was a damn good thing I wasn’t in heat, although it wouldn’t have mattered. While I hadn’t talked to Austin about it, I’d decided that someday I’d like to try to have another baby. Maybe my body wasn’t ready before, but after Travis, it certainly was now. I felt a renewed sense of strength like never before.

I flipped through a magazine, looking at celebrity pictures while the turn signal was clicking. When the car slowed to a stop, I glanced up, assuming we were at a red light.

But we weren’t.

Austin had driven me to a cemetery.

“Tell me this isn’t our final destination,” I said jokingly.

I thought he’d made a wrong turn until I saw the familiar gates I’d driven through every year on this date since I was twenty.

Austin drove up the road and eased the car to a stop. “I couldn’t let you leave without saying good-bye. You come here every year on this day.”

“Yeah, but maybe that tradition is too depressing on our wedding day.”

“Bullshit.” He popped the door open and got out, rounding the front of the vehicle and then opening my door. “Let’s go see your brother.”

Without argument, I took his hand and let him lead me across the grass toward Wes’s grave. Since I didn’t have a raised headstone to follow, I always found it by taking a left before the maple tree.

Today I didn’t have to.

“Wait a second.” I turned around, confused. “Are you sure we’re in the right place? I think you made a wrong turn.”

He led me forward until we reached the grave with Wes’s name on it. We were definitely in the right spot, but…

I gasped. “Who did that?”

At the head of Wes’s grave was a statue of a man sitting Indian style, his fingers laced together and head slightly tilted. But it was the familiar smile that kept me frozen in place. Someone had sculpted him in the likeness of Weston Loyal Knight, my brother. Not a brother by blood, but one by heart.

“I had to get permission from your mother, and then I had to pay off the owner. Turner helped me out when the man wasn’t willing to agree. We had to give him wings or it was a resounding no, but I think Wes would have liked that.” Austin turned to face me, his hands cupped around my neck. “You come here every year to talk to him, Lexi, but you don’t realize he’s everywhere you go. I wanted to surprise you with this so that coming here wouldn’t always be a negative experience, but something to look forward to. You’ll be able to look at him instead of a shitty marker in the dirt. I wasn’t sure what kind of material to use, but a guy I talked to suggested bronze instead of stone because it’ll last longer. You’ll be coming here for hundreds of years, and so will our kids. They need to know where the Weston name came from—the kind of man it came from. Someone who lived with conviction—who protected the ones he loved and was loyal until the end. I couldn’t bring him back, Lexi, but this was the best I could do.”

Tears flooded my eyes.

While the name Loyal wasn’t on the plaque, someone had inscribed it on a small patch on the front of his jacket.

“I didn’t think I had any tears left in these ducts. Damn you, Austin.”

He wiped one away with a tender sweep of his thumb. “Tell him about your special day, and then we’ll head out.”

It seemed like there was air beneath my feet when I drifted to the grave and sat down in front of him. His expression was fashioned so that he was looking right at me when I sat close enough. Graceful wings draped over his shoulders, his hair unkempt, and the look on his face was content, as if he were eagerly waiting to hear what I had to say. Wes would be forever young in my mind, even as I myself would begin to age through the years into an old woman.

I placed my hands on his. “I got married today.”

For the next hour, I told my brother about his nephew, the pack war, my father, the wedding, tripping over the cat, and even our mom hitching up with Maddox.

I couldn’t be certain, but I thought he smiled a little wider.
 

Shortly after dusk, I returned to the car and got naked in a cemetery. The dress had left red marks around my hips and neck, so it was a relief to slip into my jeans and a tank top. Austin didn’t want to change out of his swank attire, so I admired him for a little while before falling asleep listening to the radio.

“Wake up, we’re here,” he announced.

I rubbed my eyes and groggily sat up, blinking in the darkness. “Already? How long was I asleep?”

I knew something wasn’t right when I opened the car door. The air was humid and didn’t smell like pine trees. As soon as my feet touched asphalt, I noticed a familiar sign.

“Wait a second. We’ve been driving for over an hour,” I said. My brows furrowed when he seized my hand and tugged me forward. “You brought me to Howlers? Is something wrong? Austin, answer me.”

As soon as we reached the door, he swept me off my feet and carried me over the threshold of a Shifter bar.

“I hope this isn’t where we’re going to consummate our marriage.”

Whistles, claps, howls, and laughter erupted all around us as we moved into the main room.

The entire pack was there, changed out of their dressy attire. Tables were joined together in multiple rows, each dressed with dinnerware and heaps of food.

Drumsticks tapped together from the stage, and the music fired up. Kings of Leon’s “Sex on Fire” to be exact, sung by the one and only Jericho Sexton Cole. He was in rare form, with dark liner, leather pants, and a sleeveless shirt that said BEST MAN on the front.

Denver climbed onto a table—a straw hat on his head—and started dancing. Not the kind of bootie dancing that warranted a laugh, but something you’d see in a strip club. Ivy swatted him playfully on the butt with her cane, and a glass tipped over as he pulled Maizy up with him and planted a kiss on her mouth. She took off his hat and put it on her own head as their kisses turned to pecks.

I wiggled in Austin’s arms. “You sly little devil. You never had plans to take me to Colorado, did you?”

“You think I’m going to go off and leave our son behind? Besides, I told you I was giving you a Weston-style wedding, and I meant it. I had to stall and drive around the city while they set everything up. I know how you like to sleep at the beginning of a trip, so I was counting on that. We got catered barbecue from the Pit, and Jake is offering unlimited drinks, so feel free to get wild and crazy.”

As soon as he set me down, I backed up into someone.

I turned, and Ben gave me a quick hug.

“Congrats.”

I squeezed him tight before he had a chance to pull away. “I’m so glad you’re back. We’ve missed you.”

“Yeah, me too. Everything’s solid between Wheeler and me now.” He leaned back and threaded his fingers through his hair. “I’ve been working. It’s been… hard, but I kicked the gambling addiction. I don’t even buy lottery tickets.”

“I know. Is your Packmaster okay with your leaving?”

He grimaced and averted his eyes from Austin. “I haven’t really… It’s um…”

Austin clapped his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “You’re welcome to return home anytime. I’ve been keeping my eye on your progress over the years, and I know you’re better now. It hasn’t been an easy road, but we always knew you’d make it back. It was just a matter of your kissing and making up with Wheeler.”

Ben laughed awkwardly. “I’d like that. Not the kissing Wheeler part, but moving back home. I really screwed things up years ago, so I hope you’ll see that I’m a different man now.”

Naya slinked up and squeezed his arm. “I’ll say, but Wheeler will always be a better kisser,” she said with a wink.

I left them talking and weaved through the crowd toward my mother, whose arms were weighted down with a wiggly little man.

As soon as Travis saw me, he reached for me and almost fell out of her arms.

“Hi, baby!” I lifted him up and kissed his cheeks. “How do you like Uncle Jericho’s singing?”

He smiled wide and replied, “Buh-buh-buh-buh.”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

Izzy rushed in front of the stage and gave Jericho an unchoreographed sample of her sexy dance moves. When Jericho missed a beat, he looked ready to drop his guitar and carry her backstage.

Melody breezed by and rolled her eyes. “Oh, brother. They’re acting silly again.”

Hope smiled and touched the ends of her hair. “I think it’s sweet your parents are so affectionate. Mine are reserved.”

“Sweet is how your mom calls your dad Thunder. Trust me, the last thing you want to see are your parents making out at a bar.” Melody mimed, sticking her finger down her throat.

Hope shrugged. “Someday that will be us with our men.”

Lakota snuck up from behind, draping his arms around their shoulders and poking his head between them. “If I so much as see a boy within ten feet of you before you’re twenty-one, he better have health insurance.”

They giggled and squirmed free.

Lakota stood up straight and whistled a sharp sound. “Boys, meet me in the game room.”

Hendrix and Lennon raced toward the pool tables in the back.

“You too,” he said to the girls. “Boys against girls.”

Melody strutted by. “Yeah? What team are you on?”

When he lunged at her with a menacing scowl, she snatched the oversized beanie off his head and made a run for it. We could hear her and Hope giggling all the way across the bar.

“Are you sure you want to watch them?” I asked. “They can be a handful.”

“No worries. Have a good time, and I’ll keep them busy until you’re ready to eat.”

As he strutted off, I turned in a slow circle with Travis anchored on my left hip.

Rosie was chatting with Izzy, no doubt discussing the job I’d offered her at a third location I planned on opening in the next few years. Reno was sitting on a barstool with his legs open, holding April in an intimate embrace. She nestled her face against his chest, still wearing the mirrored sunglasses he’d given her at the ceremony. Now she had a long future ahead of her with him and our pack.

George and Katharine were slow dancing in a dark corner despite the quick beat of the song. Trevor and William sat at the dessert table, deep in conversation while nibbling on chocolates. I had a feeling that the next day William would be moving into Trevor’s room permanently.

I didn’t think it would be long before Wheeler and Naya decided to give kids a shot, but it filled my heart with joy to see him standing with his arm around Ben, the both of them laughing. After all, nothing could keep the Weston pack apart. We had loved each other through the years, and that bond had only strengthened as we watched our children grow into strong Shifters.

I used to curse all the bad things that had happened to me in life, thinking they were punishments. I didn’t realize that each tragedy and stroke of bad luck was simply a stepping-stone to the life I was meant to live, toward the people I would cherish forever.

I pointed at the bar directly ahead. “There’s your daddy. I love that man so much.”

Austin reached in his pockets and pulled out his fringed gloves, slowly putting them on, a wry grin playing on his face and brightening his mischievous eyes. When he finished his exhibition, he leaned against the bar on his elbows, crossed his feet at the ankles, and crooked his finger at me.

I smiled and whispered, “Damn, that lean.”
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