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Chapter 1

	 

	Morgan gasped and clung to the grab handle of Greyson’s truck for dear life. A horrible screeching sound of metal on metal wailed out as another car collided with the bed of the truck. The men chasing them pulled away, then floored it to catch up again.

	Grey’s hand clenched her thigh protectively as he hit the gas and tried to maneuver away from the four-wheeled battering ram. “If we roll, I want you to get out as fast as you can and run for the woods. Change, and when you are a wolf, run for Dean’s.”

	“I won’t leave you.” She panted, terror seizing her chest. Her dark hair whipped out of the broken window when she turned and saw the black Ford Escape catching up to them again.

	“They’ll take you, Morgan. It’ll be Montana all over again.”

	Montana. Just the word brought on the cold sweats. That’s where her kidnappers had taken her. That’s where she had been battered and abused for what she was—for being Silver Wolf.

	“What do they want?”

	“They want you, and they are determined to plow right through me to get to you. They must have been tailing us all day because they knew the minute we left the hotel.”

	Well, the honeymoon was over. Dean had called an hour ago with the message, “Get home now.” Clearly, he’d lost his mind. That old wolf knew better than to give Grey an order. Demon Wolf would happily rip his throat out and squat on the grave if he wasn’t his friend and ally.

	Dean had given the message and hung up. Never a good sign when the Dallas pack alpha didn’t offer an explanation. Trouble was coming, and it was as big and wide as a sandstorm.

	The Escape jerked away and then swerved into them again with an explosion of metal and glass. The back of the truck fishtailed, and Grey struggled to straighten it back out without slowing. They swerved across the dirt road as if it was made of ice and not Texas gravel. If they rolled here, they’d be just miles from Dean’s property, where they could find backup. Dean’s pack had made a pledge to ally themselves with Grey’s in order to offer Morgan protection—the perks of being one of a kind.

	She ripped her gaze from the dizzying road before them. Grey’s sandy blond hair thrashed around his face, and his eyebrows furrowed with unbridled focus. His jaw clenched against the beautifully masculine angles of his face, but his eyes belonged to the lupine Bringer of Death inside of him, golden yellow and seething. The other car was catching up again, but her mate just smiled as if he knew a secret.

	Wolf thrived on danger.

	She spun to find Brent’s SUV pulling up beside the Escape. Fine-grained dirt billowed in a trail behind it, and Dean’s most submissive wolf leaned forward against the steering wheel with such a look of concentration, she almost missed Jason, the pack enforcer, shouting encouragement from the passenger seat.

	The cavalry had arrived.

	Grey’s truck couldn’t take much more, and the driver of the Escape was cocky. He whipped his car into our side in a final effort to release Grey’s Chevy from the road, but at the same moment, Brent sideswiped the back end of the attacker. It was enough. The Escape spun out of control, barely missing Brent as he jerked the wheel to avoid them. Morgan screamed as the truck slid to the side and down into the steep ditch that defined the road like a mote on each side.

	Grey punched the gas, but the angle was too severe to escape the ditch. They came to a dusty stop as the truck rocked and groaned against the abuse.

	Through the fog of grit, Brent pulled over and Jason hopped out to check on the flipped Escape.

	“We’re good,” the burly wolf said in a quiet, somber voice. Werewolf hearing didn’t require much yelling.

	“Give me a minute,” Grey said as he threw the truck into neutral. “We’re stuck.”

	Morgan slid over into the driver’s side. She gripped the steering wheel as her mate picked up the back end of the vehicle as if it was a gallon of milk.

	His phone trilled loudly, and she hunched against the sound. Dean’s name flashed across the screen. She punched accept. “Dean? I’m putting you on speaker. Grey’s getting us out of a ditch.”

	“Everyone alright?” He asked.

	She glanced at the upside-down Escape. “Mostly.”

	She lurched forward as Grey shifted the truck, then turned the steering wheel and angled the tires while he shoved them forward. Geez, her mate was strong. She’d seen just how tough he was before, but it still caught her by surprise.

	“Sorry I interrupted the honeymoon, but I have news,” Dean said. “Brandon and Logan were out for a run, and they smelled a bunch of unfamiliars near your property line. They crossed over to get a better look, and there are three full carloads of wolves waiting at the cabin. They ran back here to Change and fill me in. How do you want to handle this?”

	Morgan slid over to the passenger’s seat when Grey opened the door.

	There was no surprise in Grey’s voice, only grim acceptance as he crawled behind the wheel and slammed the door closed. “We’re about to turn into your drive right now.”

	“You want to try to wait them out over here?”

	“No. They’ll wise up sooner or later and head to your place. We don’t want that, and I don’t think waiting them out will deter them, anyway. I need to bring Morgan over to wait with Rachel and Marissa. I’ll try to talk them down, but I might need backup if it gets ugly.”

	“Yep, whatever you need. I’ve called the pack in. Everyone is here but Jason and Brent, and they should be here any minute.”

	Grey slid burning golden eyes to the rearview mirror. “Yeah, they are right behind me.”

	“Good. See you in a few.”

	He gripped the helpless phone and tossed it into the console with a clunk. That phone didn’t even realize how lucky it was to be spared Wolf’s violence.

	“Grey, you are still injured from the challenges. You can’t fight them right now, and I can’t wait at Dean’s place not knowing what is happening.”

	“I’ll try to keep it from going there. I’ll be all right, and Dean and the boys will back me up if I need it. You can’t be there because it will make them crazy, and we’ll lose any chance we have at keeping it civil. I need to know you are safe.” He squeezed her leg gently.

	She held her tongue. It would do no good to put her fears on him. He had enough to worry about at the moment, even if he looked calm and collected. Wolf was made for conflict.

	The pack was waiting on the front porch as he pulled the truck to an abrupt stop. Brent and Jason skidded to a halt behind them. Marissa, her young packmate, dragged her through the front door and past the murmured strategy. Rachel, Dean’s mate, sat on the couch biting her thumbnail absently. Even when she looked at Morgan, she was a hundred miles away. Morgan sat heavily beside her, and Marissa perched on the arm of the sofa. None of them spoke, and their collective worry filled the room until it was hard to breathe. This kind of conflict, with the number of wolves involved, could potentially wipe out entire packs.

	This was all her fault. She was Silver Wolf, the only breeding female werewolf in existence, and the male werewolves were in a violent frenzy to claim her. She had brought a fight to the door of the ones she loved because of what she was. It was a burning ember in her gut. Grey stood by the front windows, his silhouette stern and authoritative. He was planning the most efficient way to save her. She was completely helpless to stop what was coming. Even if she gave herself over to another pack, there would be fights for her there, as well. Not for her. For Silver Wolf. People would be hurt, people she cared about, and the consequences would be unforgiveable.

	Grey turned from the window to leave, and she rushed to say goodbye. The girls followed her.

	“Where is Dean?” Rachel asked.

	Grey turned, his lips set in a thin, somber line. “He and the boys are changing. They are going to wait in the woods to see if I can get these men on their way without a fight. If I can’t, they will already be wolves, and we will hopefully have the element of surprise on our side.” He kissed Morgan fiercely and squeezed her arm. “Stay put. We’ll come get you when it’s done.”

	He had said “we,” not “I.” He wasn’t making her any promises.

	Grey shoved Wade’s big medical box in the misshapen bed of the injured truck and drove away. The Chevy grew smaller and smaller until it faded into the woods. Her heart hammered like a death march, and the sinking feeling in her stomach became quicksand. Her wolf howled that she’d never see her mate again.

	“We have to do something,” she said as she came back into the house.

	Rachel shrugged miserably. “What can we do? They told us to stay here. And it’s not like we can fight them. We would be sitting targets.”

	“Not Morgan.” Marissa had been quiet, and when she spoke up her eyes cast an eerie light gray. “I don’t think they would hurt Morgan because she is the prize, right?”

	“Okay, but what could she do to change the outcome?”

	Morgan’s throat filled with a long stifled admission. “I can fight.”

	“It’s too dangerous,” Rachel said. “Think about Lana.”

	“I am! What kind of mother would I be if I show her it is okay to let everyone else fight my battles? If I just sit back and never defend myself while others get hurt or killed because of me. Rachel, Dean is out there, and you know Grey won’t be able to talk them down. There are at least twelve wolves at the cabin waiting for a fight while there are only seven of our wolves. This can’t be the last time I see him. There has to be more than a couple of days of happiness for us. We have to do something!”

	Rachel stared at the wall, rubbing her cheek absently against her shoulder. She jerked her head back to Morgan. “Follow me.” She ran up the stairs to her and Dean’s bedroom. In her closet, she tore a bunch of clothes off the rack and tossed them carelessly to the carpet. In the back, she hit a latch hidden behind a shelf, and the panel clicked open. Once she moved it out of the way, an entire wall of weapons, mainly silver in nature, gleamed in a secret armory.

	“Whoa,” Marissa said on an exhale. “I didn’t know you guys had all of this stuff up here.”

	“Nobody does except for Wade. This is mine.” Rachel grabbed a crossbow and a quiver of silver tipped arrows. “If I can get up a tree I can pick them off and they won’t be able to climb up after me. It will take me time so someone will have to cover me and make sure no one sees us.”

	“I’ll do that,” Marissa said, picking up a pair of silver swords. “I’m not going to be much good in a fight, but I used to play baseball. I could at least swing a sword I think.”

	“I’ve been fighting and training since I was little,” Morgan admitted quietly.

	Two sets of lightened eyes stared at her as if she had sprouted green beans out of her face. Why did she feel embarrassed? Her resurrected childhood insecurities were probably to blame.

	“Look, when all of the little girls in my class wanted to be in ballet together, I wanted to take karate. I was doing weapons training by the time I was in junior high, but this past year I wanted to forget form and do some boxing instead.” She picked up a knife set.  “These are mine.” One was small and easy to maneuver, while the other was larger and heavier with a curved blade for slicing. It was as if they were made for her hands. She touched the blade lightly and pulled a sizzling finger back. Silver did that to werewolves. Satisfied, she turned back to Rachel. “Okay, how do we get there? Truck is too obvious, and we can’t Change to run there and still carry the weapons.”

	“We have four-wheelers in the barn,” Rachel said, frowning at the weapons cache. “We can stop them a ways off and run the rest of the way to stay quiet.”

	Now that was a plan she could get on board with. No more waiting around for the boys to come back, or not. “Let’s go. We don’t have time to waste.”

	The wind whipped Morgan’s hair as she ran for the barn. Thank God, Lana was still with Mom and didn’t have to witness what was about to happen. She threw the door open, and Rachel turned on the first four-wheeler. Marissa hopped on while Rachel started the other. Morgan secured the weapons on the front storage rack with ready bungee cords and hopped on behind Marissa. No sooner was she in place than Marissa floored it and skidded out of the barn, throwing gravel and mulch out beside them. The little engines were loud, but Morgan could still hear fighting and snarling in the distance. The pack war had already started.

	Three hundred yards from the cabin, they skidded to a stop. Marissa and Rachel parked the ATVs and unfastened the weapons.

	Times like this, she wished she was a better werewolf. Her shifts were slow and painful, and they were so much worse when she was stressed out. If she tried to turn now, she’d miss the fight completely. With a frustrated growl, she dismounted and grabbed her blades.

	Though they were quiet as wolves, she was listening for them to follow. Rachel and Marissa’s soft footfall sounded against the dry leaves behind her. The smell of adrenaline only spurred her forward.

	They were close. “How many yards do you need?” she asked Rachel.

	“I’m accurate at forty,” Rachel whispered back.

	“Good.”

	They would have to find a tree right near the edge of the clearing. When she crept around to the front of the house, the sheer noise and chaos from the fighting stopped her in her tracks. Pack wars were bloody and brutal events.

	Morgan pointed to a good tree with a low branch that Rachel and Marissa could take a handhold on. She was panicked and ready to join the fray, but she stayed to hand Rachel the crossbow when she was a few branches up while Marissa stood as lookout. Rachel was finally in position.

	Marissa gasped. “Uh, guys,” she said in a tiny frightened voice.

	An unfamiliar, gray-colored wolf was running straight for them with his teeth bared. Marissa was a frozen statue with swords hanging limply at her sides. As the wolf launched himself at Marissa, Morgan bolted in front of her and held up the larger knife. Her muscles tensed as she thrust it against the wolf’s momentum. His throat propelled down the blade. Warm blood sprayed across her face, and Marissa squeaked as the weight of the animal pushed Morgan back into her. They hit the tree with an unforgiving thud.

	“New plan,” Morgan whisper-screamed. “Get up the tree and I’ll cover you.”

	“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Marissa said, scrambling awkwardly up the tree as Morgan put her foot against the body of the wolf and pulled her blade out.

	That was the first man she had ever killed, but for reasons beyond her, she was numb. Remorse didn’t waste its time on a she-wolf in the heat of battle.

	The man’s body was already transitioning back into its human form. When she was satisfied that Rachel and Marissa were up the tree enough to be safe, she sprinted for the heart of the fight. Two wolves who had spotted her ran for her. The closest one hurled his body weight at her, but she spun and used the power of her movement to cut through his face. The other wolf used her drifted attention to sink long teeth into her leg. So much for the wolves-wouldn’t-hurt-Silver Wolf theory. The fallen wolf’s body hit him in the side, and he dropped like a sack of flour. He didn’t rise again. She frowned. Getting hit by another wolf should have slowed him down, sure, but not killed him.

	A small arrow was embedded into his shoulder. Rachel hadn’t lied. She was good.

	A few steps more, and she was at the edge of the battle. Two rival wolves already lay dead. Dean and the boys were each occupied in a dogfight, but Grey was nowhere to be seen. He was likely under the sizeable pile of wolves near the edge of the yard. Golden eyes blazed as he lurched out of his attackers and turned on them. At least five were on him as he spun and snapped, his expression focused and fierce as he ripped and clawed at any flesh within reach. The noise of lethal chaos overpowered her sensitive hearing, and she fought the urge to cover her ears.

	Bones broke, teeth snapped, and a wolf latched viciously to Grey’s neck as he fought the others. Her wolf howled, and she let her have a voice. She roared so loud it shook her marrow. Deliberately, she stalked the raging attackers with a heavy breath and blades tensed at her sides. She’d remember her training. She’d fight and end it quickly.

	A couple of the wolves jerked their heads at her war cry, and feral eyes collided with hers. She slashed at the first one, nicking him but missing a fatal blow, and he shied away as another came for her. She spun away at the last moment, turning to thrust the smaller knife into the back of his neck. She forced his body to the ground with the strength of the blow. As she turned, she punched the other wolf in the side of the face. Gripping the scruff of his neck with both hands, she jerked her knee up to crack it into an unrecovered jaw. He hit the ground hard. She kneeled over him, the big knife in her hand raised for only a second before she brought the blade down into his chest. His struggling claws left bloody gashes in her flesh, but she was numb to the pain.

	Grey had moved farther away, bringing the other wolves with him. Dean had finished his wolf and rushed to stand beside her. She passed her need in a single glance, and he tore off for Grey’s attackers. He pulled a wolf out of the fight and engaged him to the side. Another wolf had come out of nowhere to replace the one Dean fought, but Grey had thrown one of the limp bodies off and could focus on the two he had.

	She stopped her advance. Her mate could handle the two left. 

	A cannon ball landed on her back. She hadn’t even heard the other wolf coming before he knocked her into the dirt. She gasped for breath, desperate to drag air into deflated lungs. Brandon lay a few feet away. His vacant, dead eyes stared back at her. His face was grimaced even in death from the last pain-filled moment of his life.

	Her grief awakened her suffocating diaphragm. “Brandon!” she screamed.

	The wolf on her back scrabbled for her neck. He had no qualms with killing Silver Wolf. It was obvious from the murderous expression on his face when she flipped over to defend herself. He lunged, and she wrapped her arms around his throat. He shook his head viciously and escaped her grasp, then lunged again. That split second of relief turned the tide. All she needed was a moment of relief and opportunity. He had given her both. She had enough room to get her legs up under him, and she kicked with all of her furious strength. Before he could recover, she was on top of him, pinning him to the earth. She wrapped her arms around his neck again and searched frantically for the knife. It lay ten feet away. It would have to be the hard way then.

	She got her legs under her and hoisted herself up, still holding the scrabbling wolf by the neck. He was huge, and even with her increased werewolf strength, she still swayed under the strain of his weight. He clawed at her frantically as she tightened her grip around his neck. He tried to pull himself out of her grasp but had little hold after she pulled him off the ground. He was able to get his front claws under her arms and rip them, but she ignored his struggling and held on tighter, locking her arms together and screaming with the effort.

	Grey and the pack were finished with their battles and slowly gathered around her. Morgan’s eyes never left a group of unfamiliar wolves who had decided not to fight. They stank of fear and hovered around the vehicles that brought them in. When the suffocating wolf finally grew weaker and stopped struggling altogether, she dropped his limp body. Grey lunged and latched onto his throat, but the wolf was already dead. Her arms shook from exhaustion, and fury wracked her body.

	“Hear me!” she screamed in a voice she barely recognized. “I’ll have no mate but this one.” She stabbed a shaking finger at Grey.

	Oh, she could guess what she looked like. They would have a new wolf to call Demon after that day. Her white tank top was drenched with blood. It was sticky and dripping down her bare legs. Her arms were freely bleeding from the claw marks she had endured, and a single drop of blood dripped down her pointed finger. It made a small splat against the grass. Sprayed blood was slowly drying on her face, and her eyes were undoubtedly light purple and a disturbing contrast to the bloodstains and her wet and matted dark hair. Let them see her like this. What did she care?

	She took the smaller knife from the back of a man’s neck and pointed it at the group of wolves who paced frantically. “Get the hell off of my property and take your dead with you.”

	Rachel and Marissa darted around Morgan and toted their weapons through the front door of the cabin. They held the door open as the pack came in one by one. Morgan stayed where she was and glared at each in turn as the unfamiliar wolves Changed and dragged their dead to the cars. A few of them made the sign of the cross as if they were warding off evil. Grey stood beside her, teeth bared and a constant rumble in his throat. Blood matted his coat, and his eyes blazed like the deepest fires of hell. Her own personal demon.

	She crashed as the adrenaline burned out of her blood and left her empty. Exhausted.

	When the last of the cars had gone, she stumbled over to Brandon’s body and collapsed beside him with her knees in the dirt. A sob escaped, and her shoulders shook uncontrollably with grief. A howl of mourning ripped from Grey. Dean was the first one Changed and out of the house, quickly followed by the others who gathered to mourn the death of their brother.

	Everyone had lost the war.

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Brandon’s funeral was on a Wednesday. A subdued and drizzling rain escorted his loved ones to the cemetery, and dark clouds stifled any stubborn rays of sun. The weather was fitting. Morgan found comfort and solace in Marissa and Rachel. The men buried their grief in silence, inviting quiet lips and tumultuous hearts to be their only consorts. The animals inside of them demanded silence to honor the death of their brother, and the ways of the wolf were often the ways of the werewolf.

	Brandon’s loss was a blow to the pack, and their agony was her fault. Brandon’s life cut short was on her. Without Silver Wolf, dissension in the packs wouldn’t have such mortal consequences. The police report said it was an animal attack, and a two-day hunt on Grey’s property turned up nothing that could have done this to a man. Jason had advised him to allow the hunt and cooperate with the police to shut Brandon’s case as soon as possible. On Dean’s order, no one Changed until everything had blown over. The last thing they needed was for panicked hunters looking for some animal to pin this senseless tragedy on.

	Brandon’s coworkers and friends had left some time before, but Morgan couldn’t seem to drag herself away from his open grave. So many memories of her own sister and Marianna’s funeral flooded back. The rest of the pack slunk miserably into plastic chairs, ignoring the drizzle and staring at his headstone in silence. Beloved Brother and Friend, it read.

	“This can’t happen again,” Dean said quietly from the row behind. His voice cracked on the last word, as if he hadn’t used it in a long time.

	Grey’s draped his arm around the back of her chair and rubbed a gentle thumb against the material of her damp dress. “Did you call the Old Ones?”

	The chair creaked as the alpha sat forward in his seat. “I did. I gave them the names of the involved packs. They said they will contact all known packs and put a ban on pursuing Silver Wolf, but it won’t be enough. They want us to take her to Summit. Explain the situation and burn the rumor mill.”

	Grey leaned forward and ran his hands through his damp hair. Sandy blond tendrils fell forward and hid his eyes.

	“Look,” Dean said. “I know the plan was to steer clear of the gathering, but things have changed. It’ll take about eight seconds for others to catch on to the idea. Eventually, they will show up by the truckload, and we can’t fight them like that. They’ll pick us off. Brandon would only be the beginning.”

	“We’ll help you keep them safe,” Brent said. His lips against his clenched hands had muffled his voice.

	Dean’s eyes were a light and reflective gray. Much lighter than the thunderheads that hovered above the cemetery. Losing a member took a physical and emotional toll on an alpha. “We have to take control of this. The Old Ones want to hold an alpha meeting with every available leader in North America. We can field questions and clear up misunderstandings. You’ll be announced as Morgan’s mate so those other idiots don’t get the bright idea to challenge for an unclaimed female.” He sighed heavily. “It’s our best shot at keeping everyone alive.”

	The shimmering yellow of Grey’s gaze fell on her. She brushed the side of his face with her fingertips, and he leaned into her touch.

	“We’ll be okay, Wolf,” she promised.

	He kissed the palm of her hand lightly. “We need big enough lodging for all of us to stay together.”

	* * * *

	“Are you all packed, or do we need to get more of your clothes from Rachel’s?” Morgan asked Marissa as they turned down their long, dirt driveway.

	Summit was in the windy mountains of New Mexico that year. The weather would be much cooler than in Texas.

	“Nah, I’ve got enough. It’s not like I’m trying to impress any of those wolves. I’m contemplating not showering until after Summit.”

	Morgan snorted. “I don’t think that would deter them.”

	The girl leaned forward and squinted out the front window. “Who’s that?”

	Morgan hit the brakes and a dust cloud wafted over a shiny and expensive-looking Mercedes Benz. “Whoops.”

	Marissa rested her hand on the door handle. “You want us to stay here?”

	Morgan hesitated. She wasn’t excited about being split up. Not after learning her lesson from the Montana attack. Wolves hunted in packs. “No. Come on in with me.”

	She grabbed Lana from her car seat, hoisted out a bag of groceries, and headed for the house. Her ears pricked for any unfamiliar sound. When she pushed the door open and stepped inside, Grey’s irritated but calm voice came softly from the kitchen.

	“Can you watch Lana in here? I’m going to find out what is going on.”

	Marissa nodded and gripped Lana’s little hand.

	Morgan padded toward the kitchen, but paused on the other side of the separating wall.

	“No, Dad,” Grey said with exaggerated patience. “And what are you really doing here? You know I have no interest in running your company.”

	“Yes, but when I was flagged about you tapping your trust fund, I thought you finally changed your mind. It is still something I want from you. The company should stay in the Crawford name.”

	The scratch of friction sounded as Grey ran his hand over the two-day stubble on his chin.

	“Why don’t you take off those ridiculous sunglasses?” The man asked. “I can’t even see your face, and it’s been two years since the last time we saw each other. I hope you don’t treat all of your guests like this.”

	“No, just you.” The chair creaked as Grey leaned back into it.

	She could easily imagine Grey’s father rubbing his finger across the table, looking for dust. Arrogance and disgust were likely as evident on his face as they were in his voice.

	His tone was harsh. “So you used part of your trust fund to buy this place?”

	“Yes,” Grey answered. “And the property around it. I was ready to make a home.”

	“So, do you have a job, or are your big future plans to leach off the trust fund as long as possible? The account, which I’m sure you have guessed, was not my idea but your mother’s. I knew it would lead to this—a lazy man. She disagreed. I wish she could have lived long enough so that I could have told her ‘I told you so.’”

	Grey’s chair screeched across the floor. The smell of coffee filled the kitchen as Grey poured another cup. He had to have known she was here. Surely, if he wanted her in there with him, he would have called her in. The smell of coffee mixed with anger. Couldn’t his father sense the danger?

	“I have a job. It’s something I enjoy, and it looks as if I will be able to make more money at it than at my last job.”

	“Oh yeah? What is it you do?”

	“Nothing you would care about or understand.” Grey sat back down at the table, and his slow breath sounded as he blew on hot coffee.

	The air was charged, and the silence deafening. “I heard something that disturbed me greatly,” his father said.

	“Ah, here we go. Okay, and what is that, Dad?”

	“I heard you are living with a woman. I had my people look into her. Single parent whose house was a rat hole? She practically lived in a box before she moved into your house. I think you may have jumped in over your head, son. This reeks a little too much of what I went through with your mother.”

	“Not that it matters because she is independent and runs her own business, but Morgan didn’t even know I had money until after we were engaged,” Grey growled out. His teeth snapped together audibly at the end.

	That was her cue. Preferably, before Wolf tore his father to shreds all over her nice clean kitchen. She rushed in with a bag of groceries still clutched in her hand.

	“Hey babe,” she said, giving Grant-the-Dill-Hole-Crawford her back. She planted a kiss on Grey’s mouth and smiled apologetically. “Sorry, I’m late.”

	She dropped the paper bag and turned to Grant with her hand outstretched. “Morgan Crawford. I’m Grey’s wife.”

	Her hand lingered in the air as his face went blank with surprise. Eyes narrowed at her, he shook it as if it was a wet fish. He was a handsome man, tall and trim, but that was about where the similarities stopped between Grant and his son. Grey must have taken after his mother. Small blessings.

	She smiled cheerily. “We would have invited you to the wedding, but Grey assured us you were a prick.”

	Grey snorted and spat coffee onto the table. He cleared his throat to cover a bark of a laugh, but the smile lingered at the edge of his lips. Lana barreled into the kitchen, and Marissa leaned lazily against the wall with a smirk on her face.

	“Dad, Dad! Hey Daddy!” Lana jumped up and down. “Look what Mommy got me,” she said, shaking a half-eaten bag of gummy worms at him.

	He covered his surprise with a smile that burrowed into his eyes. “I love gummy worms. Can I have one?”

	She nodded and plunked one into his mouth. “Good, baby bird,” she crooned and petted his hair. His unease all but disappeared. Lana had an uncanny ability to bring out a glimpse of the mushy, sweet center in Wolf.

	Grant sat there in shocked silence. Morgan shrugged and rifled through the grocery bag, separating ingredients she would be using to make dinner. Lana had taken Grey’s sunglasses off and was trying to put them on herself.

	Grant leaned over the table. “You know this precious little family scene doesn’t prove anything except that little spitfire really does have you under her spell.”

	Grey stood slowly.

	“Run, Grant,” she squeaked through a smile.

	“That pathetic, weak little child you always claimed to have had? He never existed,” Grey bit out. He raised savage golden eyes to his father’s face. “Talk about my wife or family like that again, and you will regret it.”

	Grant’s eyes widened until he looked comical.

	“If I didn’t engage in your ridiculous arguments, it didn’t make me weak.” Grey growled. “It made me smart. Ignoring you was always more prudent than arguing with you.”

	Grant backed up a step but lifted his chin primly. “Any backbone you got was because of the way I brought you up.”

	Oh, hang first impressions. She couldn’t imagine them hosting family picnics together anyway. “I do believe he got his brains and strength from his mother. Credit where credit is due, please. Now, I have a dinner to prepare.” She smiled brightly. “I would ask you to stay over, but you called me a gold digger. I’ll walk you out. Please feel free to never show up unannounced again.”

	Grey gave his father an altogether unfriendly smile. “You heard my wife. See you later, Dad.”

	Morgan led Grant out to the front door, only pausing when he was outside.

	Morgan crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the doorframe. “You know, you really should be proud of him.”

	“For what?”

	“For turning into such a great husband and father despite his upbringing. He is happy, Mr. Crawford. That’s what any parent should want for their child.”

	“What is wrong with him? His eyes, and the way he was talking —”

	“Whatever do you mean, Mr. Crawford?” She did her best impression of bewildered.

	Grant got into his fancy car and pulled away. She caught his glance in the rearview mirror only once and waved cheekily to him. Her control over that pesky middle finger of hers was impressive.

	Lana hugged her legs from behind, and she scooped her up and tickled her. Marissa came to stand right beside her and watched Mr. Crawford’s car disappear into the woods.

	“Did you tell her to call him Daddy?” she asked Marissa amusedly as Lana settled in her arms.

	“Yeah, hope you didn’t mind.”

	“No, that was brilliant. I almost laughed out loud at Grant’s face. It wouldn’t be such a bad thing if she wanted to start calling Grey that, anyway.”

	Marissa patted Morgan on the back. “Momma wolf is fierce.” She rubbed Morgan’s shoulders like a trainer.

	Morgan threw a couple of punches in the air, boxer style, and laughed. “Ffft ffft. Nobody messes with my pack, ffft ffft.”

	“I thought Grey was going to maim him.”

	“Yeah, me too. Why do you think I went in there when I did? Come on. You can finish your homework while I make dinner.”

	Lana bounded back into the kitchen and climbed into Grey’s lap.

	Grey hugged Lana closely and stared a hundred miles away out the window.

	“You all right?” Morgan asked.

	Grey slid golden eyes in her direction and nodded. “I need to go for a run. I’ll be back in time for dinner.”

	She squeezed his hand as he passed, and he kissed her lightly on the forehead. His lips lingered there before he left.

	Besides the cooking sounds and the scratch of the pencil and crayons as Lana and Marissa worked away at the table, there was no reason for the hairs on the back of Morgan’s neck to stand on end. She stopped cutting squash for the second time and listened for the sound of a car engine. Silence outside except for the wood sounds.

	Marissa jerked her head toward the front door and frowned. It was enough. She wasn’t crazy.

	“Do you hear something?” she asked.

	Marissa shook her head slowly. “Not exactly. I don’t hear anything but my wolf is uneasy.” Her eyes had lightened to a soft gray.

	Morgan stuffed the knife into the back of her jeans and looked out the front window beside the door. Marissa held Lana and looked out the window on the other side.

	There, on the edge of the field was a movement. Her instincts screamed to run but she held her ground. A boy strode out of the woods with a grace so smooth he couldn’t be human. He disappeared into a mist of deep, purple smoke and reappeared much closer. Not a werewolf either.

	“Marissa. Get to the safe room. Now!”

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	Morgan took Lana from Marissa’s arms and bolted up the stairs behind her. Her heart was in her ears. There was no way to get in touch with Grey. Their best chance at survival was running the woods somewhere as a huge black wolf. No help. It was up to her to keep them safe.

	Marissa slapped the latch behind Lana’s dresser, and they scrambled into the hidden room.

	“I’m scared,” Lana whispered.

	“Baby,” Morgan cooed. “We’re okay. Just playing a game is all. The quietest wins, so be still. Be quiet and we’ll get you treats when the game is through.”

	“Should I change?” Marissa said. Her panic tainted the air.

	“Not enough time and too loud.”

	“Daddy?” The girl asked with wide eyes.

	Morgan shook her head and put her finger to her lips. Marissa retreated to the corner of the room behind a bookshelf and Lana scrambled in her lap. Morgan stood beside the door and pulled the knife from the back of her jeans. The blade nicked her skin, but the pain was a small reminder that she was still alive. The hum of the light bulb was deafening so she leaned forward and turned it off. A tiny clink of the cord preceded the silence. Lana whimpered, but the soft noise of Marissa stroking her hair quieted her down. The moments dragged on for hours. Maybe he wouldn’t find them. That had been the point of the safe room after all. To keep them hidden. Maybe he would knock on the door and decide no one was home. The bedroom door creaked as it opened. Fear seized her and she dared not even breathe. Okay, maybe he would leave the room once he saw no one was there. A long nail scratched down the length of the wall they hid behind. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed and prayed. The door creaked again as the stalker left, and she exhaled slowly against her burning lungs. The latch clicked. She swallowed a scream as the hidden door flew open.

	She arced the knife through the air at his face, but the boy caught her wrist. With a tiny and effortless flick of his fingers, he crushed her arm until it felt like her bones were being ground into a fine powder beneath her skin.

	His other hand flew to her neck and cut off all oxygen to her already straining lungs. He turned on the light and gave her a soulless smile.

	“Aim for the heart, my dear,” he said with a faint British accent. “And with a wooden stake.” He studied her. “Lovely eyes. Purple?”

	He was not much more than a boy, but his real age was a mystery. He had dark brown hair that was thick and stylishly spiked near his forehead. His eyes were a bottomless hazel color and his skin so pallid it was almost translucent. He had likely been quite attractive. When he was alive.

	“Stop,” Marissa said with a voice more wolf than woman.

	The boy jerked his head to the side, and his face transformed. His eyebrows lifted and his eyes went wide as though a ghost hovered before him.

	The edges of Morgan’s vision blurred as she struggled for air.

	“Stop, or I’ll kill you.” Marissa straightened bravely with the splintered leg of one of Lana’s tiny chairs.

	“Who is she to you?” the boy whispered, as if he were in a daze.

	“She is family.”

	He hesitated only a moment before his iron grip loosened around her neck. She fell to the floor in a crumpled heap of desperation and dragged air into her burning lungs. The boy flicked his fingers and the splintered wood flew from Marissa’s hand so hard, it burrowed deep into the sheetrock of the wall. A dagger in the house.

	“You,” he said glaring at Morgan. “Go to the corner and stay there.”

	He was out of his damned mind if he thought she was going to obey him. She stood slowly and glared at him.

	“Do it,” he growled out. The pupils of his eyes dilated to pinpoints, and the color seemed even more brilliant.

	She head-butted him. His nose made a satisfying crack as her forehead connected, and he staggered back.

	“Bloody hell,” he mumbled. “I forgot how independent and strong-willed you dogs are. It’s been a century or two since I’ve had cause to speak with you, you see.” He straightened and his nose moved of its own accord to fix the break. The cartilage in his nose crunched and cracked until it was straight and perfectly Grecian again.

	Morgan couldn’t drag her eyes away from his instant heal, and he gave a jagged grin. One of his teeth was covered in blood.

	“We’ll have to play this a different way then, won’t we?” He disappeared into a cloud of deep purple and reappeared beside Lana. “Go to the corner like a good mutt and stay there, or I’ll pop her pretty little head from her body.”

	Marissa stepped forward, but the warning in his glare stopped her progress.

	Morgan slunk to the corner. “Please don’t hurt her. She is just a child.”

	His eyes narrowed. “Generally speaking, I’m not a baby killer. But make no mistake, if pushed to do so, I’ll lose no sleep.” He grinned cheerily. “That’s a joke. I don’t sleep.”

	“What do you want?” Marissa asked.

	He was quiet for a loaded moment as he drank her in. There was something almost human in his eyes as they lit on her face. A sadness as deep as a well stirred in their depths.

	“What has happened in your short life that has made you such an old soul, child?”

	“I’m not a child,” Marissa gritted out. “Never was.”

	“I can see that. I’m here to assess the danger of the Silver Wolf Clan’s rebirth. Certain leaders in my community see the threat in your existence.”

	“The Dragon?” Morgan whispered.

	He dragged his eyes away from Marissa. “Clever little wolf. He isn’t excited about your unfortunate comeback. I, however, see the danger in beginning a war with you werewolves. As your history has probably embellished, we have been on the losing end of those efforts more than once. Our even numbers create a balance, but Silver Wolf has tipped that, now haven’t you? Do you realize, in your lifetime, you could throw a hundred pups? And each pup could mature to throw a hundred more. Surely, you can understand my concern.”

	“But I don’t even know if I can have a child,” she pleaded.

	“Well, that is to be determined. You have no threat from me, but I’m afraid the wheels have already been set in motion. Others will find you and try to smudge you back into the history books.” He approached Marissa and stopped only when he stood directly in front of her. He lifted a lock of her wavy, strawberry blond hair. He frowned and let the soft strands fall through his fingers. “Learn to fight, wolf. Learn to defend your family from us.”

	“Morgan?” Grey bellowed from downstairs. “Marissa?”

	The boy’s eyes darkened. “My name is Larius.” He bit Marissa so fast the motion was a blur. With wide eyes, she looked down at the two puncture marks that pooled blood on the inside of her elbow.

	“I’m tuned to you now. Call my name if ever you are near death.” He leaned forward as if he would brush his lips against hers but disappeared in a haze of smoke. The mist hovered over Marissa for a moment before it, too, was gone.

	“What the hell?” she whispered.

	Morgan rushed to Lana when Grey’s shadow darkened the doorway. He breathed heavily as if he had run a great distance and was clad in only a pair of sweat pants. “What’s happened?” he demanded. “I could feel your fear from the other side of our property. He stormed the room and brushed a finger against her and Lana’s faces, as if doing so would assure him they were still there. Still warm. Still alive.

	Morgan held his hand in place. “We were visited by a vampire.”

	“The Dragon?”

	“No. His name was Larius. He said he wouldn’t harm us, but that others would.”

	Marissa was scrubbing her face with an entire miniature bottle of hand sanitizer. She dumped the last few drops into the teeth marks on her arm and winced. “I’ve seen him somewhere before. I swear, he looks so familiar.”

	“Where did he go? I can’t have him leading the others here.”

	“He’s gone,” Morgan said quietly. “He said he’s tuned to Marissa now. Anywhere we run, he’ll be able to find us.”

	He leaned his forehead against hers and sighed. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here. I was upset over seeing my dad, but I shouldn’t have left. Not now when we are so at risk.”

	“Stop it. If you have to Change, there isn’t much we can do about it. You can’t do it in the house. Wolf would destroy the place.”

	Grey rubbed his hand over his face. Even his burning, golden eyes looked exhausted. “Then maybe Summit is the safest place for us right now after all.”

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	The waiting area in the airport was a steel trap around Wolf. Flying was their best bet. After a heated discussion, both packs had decided a road trip with a bunch of hungry, testy werewolves, the meanest and blackest of which couldn’t control Wolf’s Changes overly well, sounded like a hell-fire in the Texas desert. Grey had voted no to flying but was the only one. Majority won. He jumped as the elderly lady sitting beside him patted his leg.

	“Are those contacts in your eyes, Deary?”

	He stifled a growl and forced a smile. It probably looked like a grimace. “Uh, yes they are. Kind of silly looking, aren’t they?”

	“They look frightening. You seem like such a nice man with your family. You don’t need those things in your eyes.” She nodded her head definitively and went back to reading her book.

	“Okay,” he mouthed to Morgan who sported a big grin.

	He stood to pace around a few laps for probably the hundredth time. They had all met up at the airport as close to departure as they dared so they could avoid this exact scenario. The plane was delayed of course, successfully laughing in the face of all of their planning. Having a bunch of werewolves used to open spaces milling around the middle of a crowded airport ranked right up there on the ten most dangerous things to try list. The girls seemed to be handling it all right. Other than a darting glance at their watches every once in a while, they seemed as if they did busy airports a couple of times a day. Their superior acting made him and the boys look downright pitiable. The scowl on Dean’s face would have been comical if Grey wasn’t so stressed out himself.

	Brent came up behind him and steered him toward an airport store. “Come on, man. Morgan said Lana needs a road snack.”

	Brent was shorter by a few inches. He had medium brown hair and friendly dark brown eyes. For a reason he couldn’t explain, Brent had always had this calming quality about him. He couldn’t figure out if it was because Brent was a submissive and Wolf didn’t feel defensive, or if it was from his laid back personality as a human. Either way, the easy friendship was welcome. It helped that Brent loved helping out with Lana and that Marissa felt absolutely no threat from him.

	The tension between his shoulder blades eased with a job to do. Anything to take his mind off the claustrophobia. After they returned with a bag of snacks and a few magazines, a bored-sounding flight attendant announced it was time to board their flight. Great. It was time to strap Wolf into a plane with no escape. His inner monster howled his displeasure, rattling painfully against the walls of his head, and Grey made a valiant effort to plaster a vacant smile to his face to cover the grimace.

	He loaded their carryon bag into the bin above their seats. He could do this. The flight was only two and a half hours. It would be just like Morgan always said. “Easy, breezy, lemon squeezy.”

	The rows by the windows were four seats long. Grey, Morgan, Lana, and Marissa, who had wanted to sit by the window, took up the first row. Jason and Brent sat across the aisle from him, and Dean, Rachel, Wade, and Logan were in the row behind.

	Grey turned and held up his wares. “Do you want a magazine? We picked up a few at the store if you want one.”

	Rachel held up a worn paperback. “I have my book, but thanks.”

	“I’ll take one,” Logan said.

	Dean shook his head and sighed.

	“What?” Logan asked through a grin. “I like to keep up with the latest gossip.”

	Grey tossed him one and slumped into his seat to give Morgan and Marissa the others. Lana was quiet for the moment so he would keep the snacks until he needed a secret weapon. Morgan leaned her head on him as the stewardess stepped forward to give the safety precautions. He slid an arm around her and brushed his finger in lazy circles on the exposed skin of her arm. She stretched up and brushed her cheek against his. It was amazing how she could do that. All she had to do was touch him and Wolf settled.

	“You think we are doing the right thing, don’t you?” she asked. “Bringing Lana along for this?”

	The runway blurred outside the window as the plane took off, and he frowned. He had been asking himself the same question on a continuous loop over the last couple of days.

	“Trying to keep you guys a secret didn’t work out, and people got hurt. If we are upfront about everything and what we want, hopefully it will be taken into account, and we can reason with them. We can’t have everyone listen to hearsay about you and Lana. We have to be direct, avoid the rumors, and try to control the information that is out there as much as we can.”

	“I know. I just wanted to hear you say it again. I guess I’m a little scared.”

	Her admission was a pinprick. “Don’t be. I won’t let anything happen to you guys.” He lifted her chin with the tip of his finger until she met his eyes. “Okay?”

	Her kiss was answer enough. Their bond hummed with her trust in him.

	His worry how Lana would handle her first flight was for nothing. She colored for a while and then took turns with Marissa looking out the window before she nodded off in Morgan’s lap with a packet of cheese crackers clenched in her little fist. Morgan sighed heavily and leaned back against her chair. Lana cuddled tightly against her, sleeping without a worry in the world. Her eyes were a clear, crystalline blue as Morgan watched him. He moved a strand of her dark hair off her cheek. She was so beautiful it hurt. She smiled at his touch and brushed her lips against the palm of his hand. No matter the cost to him, he’d find a way to keep them safe.

	Luckily, everyone had survived the flight. Grey shoved the last suitcase into the back of the black Hummer he had rented. The wolves were in different stages of chaos as Dean finished loading the identical vehicle behind them.

	“Hungry!” Marissa offered.

	“You are always hungry,” Dean said with a smirk. “Like a blond-haired garbage disposal.”

	Jason spoke up. “I could eat.”

	Logan popped his head out of the window. “I’m starving.”

	“All right, all right,” Grey said, shutting the trunk. “We’ll find somewhere close. Fast food or sit down?”

	“Sit down,” Dean said. “It’ll likely be the last peaceful meal we get for a while. Let’s enjoy it.”

	Dean pulled off at a restaurant specializing in home-style buffet. The wolves shoved tables together and joked between bites. So far, it hadn’t been as terrifying as he had imagined the trip would be. The wolves hovered around Morgan and Lana, partly out of an ingrained instinct to protect, but mostly because they obviously loved spending time with them. It was evident in their genuine smiles. It likely had to do with children in a pack being so rare. Lana brought a lightness that hadn’t been there before. She eased the seriousness of their teetering situation without even knowing it.

	He and Dean had actually managed to make it through the entire meal without even so much as a rude snarl or overprotective growl. For all intents and purposes, they were a team with a similar goal. Protect Silver Wolf and Lana. They were on neutral territory with little time for a dominance war. Despite the crackle of power that hung in the air between them, Wolf grumbled but acquiesced. They needed each other to get back home in one piece.

	The biggest social experiment happened when he allowed Brent to ride with his pack the rest of the way to Summit. Grey watched Marissa through the rearview mirror to see how comfortable she was with being in a confined space with another male, but she seemed at ease and happy enough. She laughed and joked with him and took turns playing games with Lana.

	Dark had descended on the towering mountains and the winding roads that weaved between them. Dean approached the gate and shook the hand of the wolf in charge of check-in. He talked cordially for a few minutes, and his occasional good-natured laugh drifted this way and that through Grey’s open window. Grey pulled in next and gave a short, stout man his name. The man scribbled onto his clipboard and gave him their cabin number. He leaned to the side and tried to look past Grey, probably to get a glimpse of Silver Wolf.

	Morgan threw him a bone and leaned forward. “Thank you,” she said with a cheery wave.

	The man looked starstruck and waved absently back as Grey pulled away from the gate. Cabins lined both sides of the dirt road, and wolves running to and fro to meet with old friends littered the pathway. The going was slow, but when they finally pulled up to their cabin, he and Dean parked the vehicles around back so they wouldn’t block the front entryway. Should they need a quick getaway, it wouldn’t hurt to be able to escape through the back door and straight into an off-road vehicle either. This was the effortless logic of methodical Wolf. Always planning his escape route.

	The cabin was large enough for them all to be comfortable for the next couple of nights. It was split into two sections. One side was bigger with two large bedrooms and twin beds that lined the walls. A bathroom, kitchen, living, and dining area gave it a homey appeal. Two wooden picnic tables had been pulled inside to make a dining table, and a small heater sat comfortably in the shadow of a stone fireplace.  Separated by French doors, the other side had one large bedroom with bunk beds along the back wall and a bathroom. 

	Morgan set her suitcase decisively beside one of the bunk beds in the smaller section—the equivalent of her marking her territory. It would work better for their smaller pack and give Dean’s larger family more room on the other side. A meet-and-greet was scheduled in an hour, so they unpacked quickly and prepared to clean off the old travel dust.

	Grey leaned against one of the bunk beds as Morgan fussed over what she would wear. She never was one to worry much about her clothes. It must have been the likelihood of so many eyes on her that made her hesitate.

	“I can feel you watching me,” she said from her squatting position in front of her suitcase.

	“Just enjoying the view.”

	“Grey?” She hesitated. “Do I smell enough like you?”

	He couldn’t help the wolfish grin that abducted his face. “No.”

	“I’ll be quiet,” she pleaded softly.

	Lord, he was putty in her hands. If his instant arousal wasn’t proof of that, he didn’t know what was. He followed her into the bathroom and shut the door behind them with his foot. He couldn’t keep his hands from her body. She was soft and firm in all of the right places. Pliable under his touch, she was as anxious for a connection as he was. Her desperation for his skin asserted itself through her nails against his back. His.

	He pulled her shirt over her head, and her long, dark hair fanned across her shoulders. Undressing her slowly, he took his time to enjoy the sight of his wife. He’d only claimed her recently. Her body, still new to him, pulled at all of his senses. Her skin, soft as he trailed a finger along her collarbone, made him want to taste every inch of it. Her low groan perked his sensitive ears as he pulled the taut bud of her nipple into his mouth. The heady scent of her arousal just about buckled his knees. He hadn’t even gotten his jeans all the way down before he’d parted her knees with his and leaned her against the sink. Already, she was wet for him, like she always seemed to be. God, he loved this. She was tight as he pressed into her, and a shaky breath left her lips as their bond hummed with the rightness of this moment. Lowering his lips to hers, he tasted her as he eased back, then pushed into her deeper. His control was slipping. Wolf was howling his pleasure, filling up his mind. My mate, my mate, my mate. His hands shook as he gripped her hair tighter. He eased her head back so he could taste her neck. Her pulse raced just at the base of her throat, and he reveled in the feeling that he was causing that reaction. Her nails clawed his back, and he thrust into her faster. Oh, she was right there, gasping, tipping over the edge. My mate. Mine.

	Fuck everyone who wanted to take her from him. Morgan was his. His in every way. She was begging now. His name was a plea upon her lips. A chant to tell him she was coming, so he slammed into her again and again, faster. God, she felt so good around him.

	“Grey,” she whispered in that sexy, helpless voice she only had when they were together like this.

	It was too much. He kissed her again, his tongue thrusting against hers as she came. Hips bucking, he gritted his teeth as the pleasure became blinding. Three more hard strokes, and he froze and spilled into her in pulsing jets that matched her own throbbing orgasm.

	He held her for a long time, kissing her nose, cheeks, and lips. Revering her as she deserved because his mate was everything good in his world. A soft growl rattled his chest, but Morgan only smiled up at him with those stunning, lightened purple eyes and pressed her hand against his sternum as if she wanted to feel the vibration there. She was used to Wolf, and this was the way his inner animal revealed his love for her.

	She looked into his eyes but didn’t show any fear at the monster she probably saw there. Instead, she touched his cheek. He closed his eyes as a feeling of adoration and tenderness stretched between them.

	“I love you,” he said in a shaky whisper, leaning his cheek against the palm of her hand.

	The slow smile that took her full lips softened the growl in his throat.

	“I love you, too,” Morgan murmured.

	* * * *

	Morgan readied for the meet-and-greet between knowing glances and shy smiles with Grey. Marissa played with Lana in the joint living room, so he and his mate had the bedroom to themselves. Morgan wore dark-colored skinny jeans tucked into brown, heavily buckled riding boots and a forest green tank top that showed off her compact physique. No one would accuse his mate of looking soft. She had pulled back her long, dark hair into a ponytail, and the smoky eye shadow over her lids played up the light purple of her eyes. He hadn’t seen any blue in them since they pulled up to Summit. Her top revealed half-healed claw marks up and down her forearms, and her still fresh pack brand was proudly on display. She looked like a fearsome warrior, and he couldn’t quite manage to drag his eyes away from her.

	Her dark and delicate eyebrows furrowed. “Here goes nothing.”

	They didn’t have far to walk since their cabin was closer to the end, but as soon as they stepped out of their rooms, the boys were bombarded by friends they had met over the years from past Summits who had been waiting to see them. Immediately, they were fielding questions about Silver Wolf. Morgan’s anxiety that wafted across their bond brought an unintentional snarl to his lips, and with no enemy to snuff out to rid her of her wariness, he brushed his fingers across her hand. Just a touch of her was enough. Wolf practically purred when she intertwined her fingers in his. She steadied, but not by much. Such an enormous amount of energy was being thrown toward her, and even though no one talked to her directly, she had that flee-for-your-life look in her eyes.

	The building where the meet-and-greet was held was a mess hall with tables and a large kitchen made for cooking meals to feed large numbers. Attached to the right side was an open pavilion with picnic tables and a basketball court farther off. 

	When they stepped into the room, the smell of testosterone was so strong it had weight. Morgan froze when her boots hit the cement floor. Images of Montana came through the bond so fast he could barely read them. A dingy basement room, cracked walls, filth, and pain. Lots of pain. His first look through her eyes at her personal hell at the hands of the sadistic alpha who’d kidnapped her. The effect on Wolf was staggering.

	He wanted to kill everything.

	She shook her head as if grasping for a way out of the flashback and back into reality.

	He put his head against the side of hers. Maybe it would shield the audience from his momentary loss of control. It wasn’t like the other wolves couldn’t smell the unbalance emanating from his skin, but maybe if he hid the poison in his eyes until he regained control they wouldn’t tote him off in a straitjacket. “Morgan,” he whispered in a ragged breath, “you are safe. You are here with me. I’ve got you.”

	Morgan dropped her stunned gaze to Marissa, who had knelt near his feet with neck exposed, clenching the edge of Grey’s pant leg in her fist. “Wolf,” Marissa gritted out.

	He’d done this. He was drawing his pack to him and hurting them with his anger.

	Morgan’s jaw worked with effort. The images slowed like pictures on an old slide projector. They became muddy and faded as she seemed to struggle to remember what was real and imagined. 

	She reached for Grey, not with her hands, but with her mind. Her solid presence caressed fragile Wolf and soothed his rage. A vision of the Dallas wolves played on a loop as if she were reminding herself of the good. Her family was here, and she seemed to cling to that life raft like a drowning woman.

	* * * *

	Wide-eyed, blatant stares met Morgan’s. Like the hobo down the street had just walked in on an exclusive gathering of friends. She tried to control the heat in her cheeks while Dean talked to a man behind a table, filled with rows of nametags. He was far enough away to have missed what had just transpired, but the others of his pack who were still close enough to feel Wolf’s rage were in various stages of cowering. Bright lupine eyes shone from every last one of them, and the other wolves in the room retreated from the smell of anger and dominance. Dean hunched his shoulders and turned slowly, gave them a warning look, and then ushered them to the table reserved for the Dallas packs. The conversations came back slowly and quietly. The boisterous laughter and teasing camaraderie had died down, but at least people were talking again. Slowly, the tone of the room changed to one of speculation and frank curiosity. No sooner had she settled into her seat and plastered on a white, sticky tag with her name in an eye-scorching red color, than the first of the other wolves approached.

	“Well, well, if it isn’t the famous Silver Wolf.”

	Oh, good grief. Morgan cringed. Maybe if she didn’t turn around, that grating voice would just give up and go away. She sighed in defeat. Not a chance.

	Morgan turned slowly and punched Alexis square in the face, giving her a horrendous bloody nose. She screamed, “That’s for biting me, you bitch!”

	Morgan snapped herself out of her daydream and composed her face to a mask of languid indifference and turned. Alexis stood with her arms crossed in all of her blond-haired, blue-eyed glory. Four tall men flanked her, each with half-crazy sitting at the backs of their eyes as they smiled tauntingly. The disturbingly similar looks on their faces made their features uninteresting. Four brothers who looked nothing alike but were indecipherable just the same.

	“You know her, Alexis?” one of her followers asked.

	“Of course, I do. I’m her maker.” Her smile broadened when everyone within hearing distance paused.

	Fuming, Morgan bit out, “She didn’t mean to be my maker. She tried to murder me.”

	“Oh pish posh, you don’t even have a limp anymore, and now you are Silver Wolf. You can thank me any time you like.”

	Her malicious smile begged to be clawed off her pretty little face. Grey set a Dixie cup of fruit punch gently in front of her. The tiny plastic cup looked as if it should have disintegrated in his massive hand. He stood behind her and rested his palms over her shoulders, as if he was trying to calm her down.

	“Hey lover,” Alexis purred at Grey. “It’s good to see you again.”

	The audacity of the woman as she took a step closer to her mate. Morgan snarled but Rachel cut off her view of Alexis.

	“She’s trying to get into your head, Morgan.”

	Rachel was right. The past few days had been so busy she hadn’t had time to give the actual gathering much thought. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might see Alexis again. What a horribly unwelcome surprise.

	“Remember when I told you I would kill you for this?” Grey could have been saying “please pass the cheese ball” for as calm as he sounded. His face told a different story, however. He was seething, and Alexis’s eyes narrowed. She had an impressive poker face, but Grey glared her down, still reeking of anger, and a slow fear pooled in her eyes. She cocked her head to the side at the sound of a man approaching them. A tentative smile crept into the corners of her lips.

	“Grey. Morgan. I’d like you to meet my mate, Jonathan Reeves, alpha to the Denver Pack.”

	Fantastic. Of course, Alexis would find a mate that could give her as much power as possible. Jonathan was shorter than Grey, around five-foot-nine, but stocky. He nodded to Grey, who nodded back, and held out his hand to Morgan.

	“It’s nice to meet you, Silver Wolf,” Jonathan said, bowing his head slightly.

	Alexis clenched her teeth together, and Morgan couldn’t help a laugh at how red her face was turning. Morgan shook his hand. Anyone who could rattle Alexis was a friend. “Nice to meet you, too.”

	“Jonathan!” Dean came over and gave the man a rough hug. “I see you’ve been taking care of our girl.” He nodded to Alexis.

	“I’ve been trying.” The Denver pack alpha looked pointedly at her still pouting face. “Alexis?”

	Alexis narrowed her eyes at her new alpha and cleared her throat. Tilting her chin primly, she arced her attention to Dean and said, “I’m sorry. Not about her.” She shot Morgan a glare. “I’d bite her again but better. I’m sorry for disappointing you, though.”

	Dean huffed a surprised laugh. “Alexis, that is literally the worst apology I’ve ever heard in my life. I did promise you, though, so after Summit the ban is lifted and you can visit. Jonathan, you are welcome, as well.”

	Alexis gave a puff of relieved air and greeted her old pack mates. “Where is Brandon? He didn’t want to come to this shindig?”

	Silence descended on their small space like a vacuum had sucked the conversation right out of the easternmost part of the room. Everyone looked around uncomfortably.

	It was Dean who spoke. “There was a big fight. Brandon is dead, Alexis. We buried him on Wednesday. I should have thought to call you.”

	Alexis shook her head in disbelief, and her eyes rimmed with moisture that refused to abandon shocked eyes.

	Surprise, the ice queen had a heart after all.

	“Let me guess. It was because of her.” Alexis jabbed a finger in Morgan’s face, seriously tempting her to bite it off.

	Marissa spoke up for the first time since they had left the cabin. “No, it was because of you. Your big mouth about Morgan started rumors that brought three packs down on us at once. They tried to kill every one of us to get to her and Lana. Brandon died honorably, but if anyone is to blame for his death, it’s you.”

	Jonathan put an arm around Alexis’s waist. “I think I’m partly to blame, also. When Alexis came to me with this information, I didn’t know what it meant to have a white wolf. I called around asking if other people had ever heard of one, and it didn’t take long for someone to research it and figure out what she was. By then, it was too late. The information had already spread through the packs.” His earnest eyes fell on Morgan. “I’m sorry.” He seemed to be apologizing for more than just his part in what had happened.

	“Forget it,” she said generously. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Regardless of how everyone found out, it doesn’t change what I am. We would probably have had to deal with the backlash sooner or later.” She could be civil about it, but in truth, the betrayal still rubbed her fur the wrong way.

	A loud rap on a podium settled everyone down and focused their attention up to the front of the room.

	An older man with a cane stood at the front tapping on a microphone attached to the podium where he was standing. “Welcome to this year’s Summit. My name is Marcus Whitten, and I will be your host this year. If anyone has problems or questions, you may come to me. Some of you are new to our community or have never been here before, and I want to extend a special welcome to you. We have these gatherings every year to gain friendships, to tighten our community, to gather important information, and to address concerns. We also hold them to integrate fun and competition to break down the barriers of the pack lines. If you picked up the itinerary when you came in, you can see the pack hike and scavenger hunt will be set for tomorrow morning directly after breakfast. Each pack will be paired with another, and the challenge will be to learn to work together. A premium-cut steak package will go to each of the winners as a prize.”

	A rumble erupted into the room as the excitement grew over hundreds of dollars of the finest cuts of steak money could buy.

	“A bonfire will be held tomorrow night where dominance and strength challenges will be made, first for males, and then for females, if any of our lovely ladies want to sign up this year. Afterward, anyone who would like to is welcome to Change and run together. Keep the fighting to a minimum please. Punishment will be quick, so don’t test us.” The man took a deep breath and swung his gaze to their table. “Alphas will be omitted from this function as we will be holding a mandatory meeting about a new development in our community. I think everyone can guess who I am talking about.”

	Dean stood, and the man pointed to him with a gavel.

	“I move that alpha’s mates also be admitted to this meeting. I think with this delicate situation, the female’s opinions could prove to be invaluable.”

	The old werewolf nodded. “Well said. Does anyone second this motion?”

	Grey raised his hand along with a few other wolves throughout the room.

	“All right, alpha’s mates will also be expected to attend the meeting. Before I let you get back to visiting, I would like to bring Morgan Crawford up to the front so she can have a formal introduction into our community.”

	He held his aged hand out as if she could take it from where she sat.

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	What Morgan wanted to do was slump in her chair and cross her fingers that everyone would look around, fail to see her, and give up on her parading in front of the room. Luck like that didn’t exist for her, not since she had been Turned. Instead, she stood, set Lana gently in Marissa’s outstretched arms, straightened her spine, and headed for the front of the room. A couple hundred pairs of eyes followed her in a slow arc as she made her way through the crowd and up the stairs to the stage. Her bond caressed her as Grey followed right behind. He didn’t have to touch her physically for her to know he was there. When she turned to face the crowd, the looks on their faces ranged from outraged, to curious, to calculating—each terrifying in its own way. An awkward silence filled the room until it was hard to breathe.

	Public speaking hadn’t exactly been her bright and shining moment in school. In fact, on two different occasions when it had been her turn to speak, she had simply frozen and looked blankly at her notecards whose words had suddenly seemed to be written in an incomprehensible language.

	Was she supposed to say something? And if so, what was she supposed to talk about?

	Marcus leaned kindly into the microphone. “Apparently this year’s crop of newcomers has turned up a silver wolf, which was thought to be extinct.”

	“How do we know she is a silver wolf?” someone jeered from the crowd.

	“Yeah, we want to see her Changed!”

	The room exploded with demands. The man with the gavel looked questioningly at Morgan, and she nodded. Changing for a demanding crowd? It was official. She was a freak show.

	A man at the front of the crowd spoke. “Of course she is Silver Wolf! Can’t you smell her?” He drew a long exaggerated breath and stared at her with predatory eyes. “Like a bitch in heat.”

	He reached for her leg, but before he could touch her, Grey’s Wolf exploded from him in an instant, and his black-furred muzzle clamped down on the man’s arm. He bit hard enough to puncture skin, and then let him go. The man scurried backward through several rows of people, knocking chairs over and pushing into others. The stink of fear was thick and pungent in the air.

	“No one is to touch her,” Grey snarled out in a voice more growling beast than human. The crowd gasped in unison, and then started their whispered chatter again. He stood protectively in front of her, but her mate had managed to stun even her. No way could she ever speak human words when she was Changed into a wolf. Several wolves in the front whispered, “Demon Wolf,” and a few even made the sign of the cross, as if they were warding off evil. None of this seemed to bother Grey, who sat down beside her and narrowed his glorious yellow eyes at the audience.

	She turned on her heel and left through a door at the back of the room in search of somewhere more private to Change. Grey followed and guarded the door of the room until she was finished. Their bond was slack, like he was close. Even though her pained whimpers embarrassed her, she was relieved he was near. She clawed the cracked door open with her paw and came face to chest with him. He ran his muzzle down the side of her face and gave a short whine. She sent him pictures of them holding hands on the plane, and of him throwing Lana up in the air and catching her in front of the cabin. She was fine. She just wanted to get back to normal. Whatever that was. Grey rubbed his body down the side of hers and led her back out to meet the crowd.

	She and Grey walked side by side as they came back out onto the stage. When she stopped and sat down, Grey sat close enough that she could feel the warmth of his body emanating from him. The chatter had escalated when she first appeared in all of her white wolf grandeur and had morphed into a constant and excited buzz when she sat down.

	More men in the room were taking on predatory stares, and Grey was getting agitated. He stood and paced back and forth, growling constantly. The pictures that came across the bond were of fighting and blood and creative ways Wolf was coming up with to kill anyone who dared touch her. She’d done what they had asked, and it was time to find her human skin again. Much more of this and Wolf would override Grey’s warning against a killing spree.

	She hopped off the side of the stage and found the room with her clothes and Changed back. Fully dressed once again, she leaned against the sink of the tiny restroom and dragged her eyes up to the mirror. Brilliant purple against the dark shadow she had chosen. The tingles in her skin from two consecutive changes were uncomfortable. Like invisible fur all over her body had been rubbed the wrong way and there was no way to right it. She flexed her arms as she gripped the sink even tighter.

	“You okay?” Grey asked from the doorway.

	She jerked her head in a nod. “Sorry. The Change back took me a pretty long time.”

	“I know. It’s okay. Can I do anything?”

	“No. If you touch my skin, it will hurt.”

	He shut the door behind him and leaned against the wall as if he didn’t have anywhere in the world to be but there. She approached him slowly and ran her fingertips up the side of his cotton shirt.

	“Why are your Changes so different?” she asked quietly.

	“I don’t know. The pain is blinding but short-lived. If I could take the hurt from your Changes away, I would do it.” He reached up, and his hand hovered just above the still sensitive skin of her cheek. If I could take all of your hurt away,” he whispered, “I’d do it.”

	She sighed and leaned into his palm. The price of the pain was fair to gain the warmth of his touch. “I feel too far away from Lana.”

	Back at the table, with Lana snuggled tightly in her arms, introductions began and promised never to end. Most wolves she met were kind and curious. A few of the females from other packs even stayed longer to talk to Rachel and Marissa. A smaller number, however, weren’t kind at all. These wolves obviously didn’t have a comprehensive understanding of women and said the most inappropriate things she had ever heard. She hadn’t a guess if they said such things to shock her or to get a rise out of Grey, or if they were actually hoping she would like the filthy talk. By the last group, she tried not to cringe while waiting to hear what was going to come out of their mouths. Perhaps if there were more female werewolves, they would know how to talk to ladies better. She enjoyed a good dirty joke more often than most, but not when they were directed at her by complete strangers.

	The other females were quite interesting, and she found a bond with them she hadn’t expected. She was lucky to have Marissa in her pack and Rachel as a close friend in the pack next door, but other females weren’t so lucky, and Summit was their only chance to find camaraderie with others. Sure, some of the females were quick to make snide remarks, acting jealous about the boys paying attention to a new plaything, but Morgan waved them off. Even as a human, she had never had any inclination to make friends with women who acted like that. Others were perfectly friendly with a hint of desperation to connect. Rachel knew most of the females who sat around their table at the end of the night to talk. Lana had played thumb war with Grey until she relaxed and eventually fell asleep in his arms, and he smiled and left with her to give her time with the other females.

	“What happened to your arms?” a pretty blond wolf beside her asked.

	She pursed her lips, unsure of how to answer. How much detail did she go into? What if one of these females came from a pack they had fought? She didn’t want to bring tension into the group.

	Rachel spoke up. “Our packs were attacked last week, and Morgan avenged one of our fallen brothers in her human form. She was a warrior. I haven’t ever seen anything like her.”

	“You were there, too?” the woman asked.

	“Marissa and I both were. Our pack was greatly outnumbered, and we wanted to help.”

	“Has this happened before?” Another woman asked. “I mean, have you had to fight because you are Silver Wolf?”

	“We had several formal challenges made at our house before that.” Morgan looked down to hide the heat in her cheeks. “The last one wasn’t accepted because I had already been claimed.”

	“That big black wolf…you are his then? Officially?” the brown-haired girl to her left asked, disappointment tingeing her voice.

	Morgan laughed. “Sorry ladies, he’s spoken for.”

	Grey talked with a group of men a ways off. His shoulders were tense, but he patted Lana’s sleeping back absently and seemed comfortable enough. His gaze collided with hers, as if he could feel her attention, and the corner of his mouth curled up in an irresistible half smile. He winked, and she tried her best to stifle her hammering heart before the others heard it.

	“Hubba hubba, now that’s a werewolf!” the blond woman said to the laughter of the table. Morgan thought her name was Sarah, if she remembered correctly.

	“They were married last Saturday,” Marissa chimed in.

	“You guys are married?” A younger woman, probably in her early twenties, all but squealed.

	“Yeah,” Morgan admitted happily. “I don’t wear my rings unless I know I’m probably not going to Change that day.”

	“You could do what some married females do and have their husbands brand their ring finger. You could brand him, too. Then there is never a question of whether you are married. I mean, males can smell that you are claimed anyway, but I think it is kind of romantic to get your ring finger branded.”

	Morgan leaned back in her chair in surprise. “I’ve never thought about that. I might actually consider it.”

	“So, what is the best part of being Silver Wolf?” another asked.

	Morgan laughed, thinking. “I don’t think there is any benefit to being Silver Wolf thus far, but the biggest benefit to being a werewolf would be…oh, after I was Turned, I figured out I can eat as much as I want and not gain weight. I almost gave myself theobromine poisoning from eating three giant Hershey kisses to see if I could gain any weight. That experiment isn’t recommended, ladies. Chocolate really does hurt.”

	“I save a ton of money because I don’t have to buy wrinkle cream,” an older woman, Doris, offered.

	“There is never a lack of horny male attention,” Sarah said.

	Marissa snorted. “Who wants that?”

	A couple of the other women nodded in agreement with her. The laughter died down and Sarah spoke up again. “I know this is personal, but I think everyone is wondering. Wolves have been talking, and they say you are able to have babies. Are you?”

	“I don’t know,” Morgan replied honestly. “It’s something I always think about, but all of the history we’ve been able to find says only some of the Silver Wolves were breeders. I don’t know if I am a breeder or not. I’ve only had two cycles since I was Changed, and they were both unpredictable.”

	“Well that’s a good sign, dear,” Doris said. “I haven’t had a cycle since I was Changed.”

	The other girls said the same. It was a subject Morgan had been afraid to bring up in front of Rachel, so this was the first she was hearing of it. She squirmed in her seat uncomfortably.

	“I’m just glad I got boobs,” Marissa chirped up. “I was convinced I would look like a flat chested ten-year-old for the rest of my life. I’ve never had a cycle, so imagine my surprise when these puppies started coming in.”

	Everyone at the table grew quiet for a second, and then burst out laughing. Though her being Changed as a child was no laughing matter, Marissa was kind of awesome at subject changes.

	“My mate is the one who changed me,” Doris quipped. “The whole ‘I might die’ thing was of less concern to him than the possibility of my sex drive plummeting after I was Turned. He assumes it messes with our hormones since we are unable to reproduce, so he keeps waiting for the day I grow bored of sex. He keeps waiting, and I keep putting him to work.”

	The table erupted in a fit of giggles.

	“Okay, I change my answer. That is the best part about being a werewolf,” Morgan said, grinning.

	“Is everyone doing the scavenger hunt tomorrow morning?” The young brown-haired woman asked.

	Most of them spoke up saying they wanted to.

	“I bet if we split it off, boys versus girls, we would win easily,” one of the women said. “No seriously, how much time do you think the boys are going to waste fighting each other tomorrow?”

	Rachel laughed. “I would guess about ninety-four percent of the time, give or take.”

	“Do you think it will be kid-friendly?” Morgan asked. “I want to go but I won’t be separated from Lana. It makes me paranoid to be away from her.”

	“I think so,” Doris said. “If she gets tired, you could carry her. I looked at the list of packs that are paired up, and the Dallas packs are on the same team, so you will have all of your guard dogs with you,” she said with a wink. “The baby would probably enjoy running around the mountain, too.”

	“Good,” Morgan said with a nod. “What are the strength challenges they are talking about?”

	“It’s mostly for the guys. It gets pretty bloody, but if you can stomach it, sometimes it’s pretty interesting to watch. It’s basically a fight for who is the biggest and baddest wolf. You have to stay in human form, so it’s a brawl. Dean has won it the last two years in a row,” the woman sitting beside Marissa said, waggling her eyebrows at Rachel.

	“Dean did?” Morgan asked in surprise. “Rachel, how did I not know about this? I knew he was a fighter, but whoa! Who knew I lived next door to the meanest wolf there is?”

	“Well, a new wolf will be crowned this year. He isn’t entering this time around,” Rachel said.

	“What?” Morgan exclaimed. “Why not? He is champ! He needs to defend his title.”

	“Do you really think it is a good idea for Dean and Grey to possibly face each other in the ring?”

	“Oh no, that is a terrible idea. I didn’t know Grey was entering.”

	“I don’t think he even knows yet. I saw Dean signing him up.”

	“I’m sure Grey will appreciate that.” Morgan snorted. “I want to see it. Are any of you girls going?”

	They all decided they would go if the other ladies were going.

	“So, Marcus said something about a girls fight?” Morgan questioned.

	“Customarily, we don’t have any girls enter. I looked on the sign-up sheet and didn’t see anyone on there yet. They make it available in case any ladies want to give the boys a good girl fight to watch, or if they have something to hash out with another female. I don’t think we’ve had any ladies volunteer for four or five years now. Why? You wanting to fight one of us?” Sarah asked with a saucy grin.

	“No, not me. I don’t want to sign up. I was only curious about what it was. I do believe I’ve had enough fighting for one lifetime.”

	The ladies embraced each other, and genuine smiles lingered on their faces as they said they would see her at breakfast. As the packs headed back to their cabins, Morgan’s tension eased. If nothing else came of Summit, at least some of the wolves had accepted her.

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	 

	Wade was a bit of an anomaly. He was reserved with a quiet about him that only lifted when he had something important to say. He was uncomfortable in crowds, often pacing the outskirts of pack dinners. Underneath all of it was a dominance that rivaled even Dean’s. He had gone unchallenged as second in the pack since he was Turned. The fact that no one had actually seen him fight for dominance didn’t diminish the assumption that he could. He would likely do it with little reserve and with little remorse afterward. It was obvious that Summit wasn’t his scene from the moment they all crammed into the cabin, and even before the meet-and-greet, he had found his escape. It was in the form of hunting down food from a small local grocer that would sustain the Dallas packs in between meals. Morgan couldn’t really blame him. She would have escaped with him if she could have.

	She bathed a very sleepy Lana and tucked her neatly into one of the bunk beds. Even though her dark-headed little niece was likely well on her way to dreamland, Morgan sang her favorite lullaby softly in her ear, anyway. Grey watched her patiently from the door. He wasn’t rushing her. The languid notes of contentment sang through their bond and relaxed even her tensest muscles. The more she tuned into their bond, the more his happiness became like a drug to her, like a siren’s song. Was it the same for him? The need to encourage his happiness so he could drink in that natural high?

	Wade’s hunt had been successful. Morgan left the door open a crack so she could hear Lana if she awoke. Wade was unloading groceries only a little faster than the pack was devouring his wares. He nodded minimally under their thanks but his mouth curled up in a satisfied grin. Even if Summit wasn’t his type of place, amongst his pack was where he thrived. The oversized picnic table was overflowing with friends, and it creaked under their constantly shifting weight. Marissa sat comfortably in between Rachel and Brent, and all were laughing at something he had said. Morgan smiled at the scene before her, in awe of this completely unexpected family she’d stumbled into. Marissa waved her over, making room between her and Brent. Face still stretched in a lingering grin, Morgan settled in and reached for a plate. Grey pulled up an extra chair close enough behind her that his knees rested against her lower back.

	“No seriously, man. She’s hot.” Brent had been taken with Sarah, as had almost every other male in the building, as she was one of only seven unclaimed females.

	Logan stopped mid-mouth shovel. A spoonful of beef stew hung precariously in front of his lips. “I didn’t see her. Which one was she?”

	Morgan tossed an apple over her shoulder, confident Grey would catch it. “She had blond hair and green eyes, and she’s nice, too. I approve.”

	“What about the brown-haired one that was sitting by you? Is she claimed?” Logan asked. Brunettes were obviously more his type, though he watched Marissa’s reaction. She gave him none.

	“No, Macey isn’t claimed either, but alas, it seems she only has eyes for Grey.” She batted her eyelashes over her shoulder at her mate, and he laughed.

	His throaty chuckle melded seamlessly into his deep voice. “I’m surprised you didn’t rip her throat out, my little barbarian.”

	“Damn!” Logan said. “Less than a week married, and she has already stopped trying for you, man. See? This is why I’m never settling down.”

	Rachel snorted. “Logan, you of all wolves need a wife. Someone to keep you in line.”

	“Yeah, you can share magazines,” Grey deadpanned.

	Morgan straightened suddenly and jabbed her spoon at Brent. “I’ll introduce you at breakfast tomorrow. Sit by me and hold Lana. Werewolf or not, women are suckers for a man who is good with babies.”

	Brent tinked his spoon against hers in a silent cheers.

	Logan leaned back and patted his still flat belly. “That’s just what we need, another female in the pack.” He winked at Morgan. “You girls are nothing but trouble.”

	Morgan leaned a little farther into Grey’s legs. “So you would rather live in a pack with all boys? Then what would you fight over?”

	“Oh, please don’t act like you don’t like the fight,” Jason chipped in with a teasing glint in his eye. “We all saw you out at the pack war. You were a proper little berserker.”

	Brent lifted his glass. “I did think for a second you were going to turn around and kill us all. You were looking pretty dangerous, and I was definitely glad you were on our side. Marissa and Rachel, too. Who would have known we had a couple of regular Robin Hoods in our pack?”

	Dean raised his glass in turn, and the light from above sent little sparkles against the walls. “To our boys defending our girls, and to our girls defending our boys.” They all clinked glasses as he reached over to proudly kiss Rachel.

	Jason raised his glass again, adding, “And to our fallen brother, Brandon, who should be here with us right now.”

	They toasted, and on that somber note, everyone dispersed slowly to get ready for bed. Marissa fell quickly asleep on the bunk above Lana. The rhythm Grey made as he brushed his teeth settled Morgan’s nerves. Her muscles relaxed as the sheets warmed around her legs. She held the covers up and scooted as far against the wall as she could. The bunk beds, however, weren’t made for someone well over six feet tall with shoulders the width of a broad side of a barn. He sighed and disappeared into the darkness. Moments later, Wolf hopped up into the bed with her. A first. He smelled of animal and home. She fell asleep with her fingers running through the fur of her own personal Demon Wolf.

	* * * *

	Morgan opened her eyes to a darkness that rivaled the backs of her eyelids. She squinted to try to rush the adjustment of her night vision with little effect. A form appeared, blurry and a shade darker than the night. Grey? She flared her nose and drew a slow breath. The smell of close, warm skin was thick but unfamiliar. A man’s heavy breath had her frozen in terror. Where the hell was Grey?

	Golden eyes opened in the darkest part of the room, waiting. The breeze from the opened window on the wall above their bed raised goose flesh in waves across the exposed skin of her arms. How could this wolf not sense the danger behind him? It felt like the entire room was roiling in the anger that emanated from one exceptionally enraged Black Wolf. The man disappeared from in front of her as Grey ripped him backward.

	“Dean!” she shouted over the rustling of an unseen scuffle happening on the floor in front of her.

	A shirtless Dean was standing at the French door dividing their rooms in an instant, and Jason hit the light behind him a second later. Dean didn’t hesitate. He put his knee into the back of the pinned intruder and Grey backed off. His yellow eyes scanned neatly between her, Marissa, and Lana’s still-sleeping form.

	“Morgan?” Marissa squeaked.

	“It’s okay. Come here.”

	Marissa slid into her bunk in one fluid movement, and Morgan threw the covers over the girl’s lap to protect her from the frosty breeze.

	Dean ran his hand through his hair, but it didn’t do anything to darken his lupine eyes. “Wade, go wake Marcus. Tell him what happened and that we need this wolf removed.” Wade disappeared, closing the door with a quiet click behind him.

	Dean hoisted the man up like a sack of flour and took him into the other room while Morgan shut and locked the open window. She threw a thin robe around her shoulders and followed Grey.

	“What the hell are you doing breaking in here?” Dean demanded.

	“I couldn’t help it,” the man said defiantly. “I had to get closer to smell her. Can’t you all smell her?” He looked around for backup and, finding none, he looked down accusingly at Grey. “It’s your own fault, you know. You brought her here while she is in heat. Did you do it to tease all of us? You can’t blame anyone for wanting her.”

	Grey bared his teeth, and a low rumble rattled his throat. The stranger tried to squirm away, but his only other option was to get closer to an enraged Dean, whose dominance was creating another wall of discomfort.

	Morgan stared at him as if he’d lost his damned mind. “Do you know how creepy you sound? You broke in here, in the middle of the night, so you could smell me?”

	“Well, when you put it like that….”

	The door opened and Wade and Marcus Whitten came in, still dressed for sleep. He had two wolves waiting by the door outside. Marcus walked over to the man, grabbed the front of his jacket, and looked him over.

	“Henry? What are you doing in here?”

	Henry opened and closed his mouth like a landed fish, but no explanation came out.

	“Take him to the Pavilion,” Marcus said, his voice as hard as iron. “Sorry about this, folks, but we’ll punish him accordingly. Let me know if you need anything else.” He gave a distracted wave goodnight and was gone behind the men who dragged a protesting Henry away.

	Wade, Dean, and Jason stared after them with matching frowns, and Grey looked like he regretted not eating the intruder.

	How the fruitcake was she supposed to sleep after that?

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	 

	Morgan had eventually fallen back to sleep. Just in time to get a half hour nap before dawn.

	How did Grey manage it? He handled everything as if nothing affected him. Montana, the challenges, the battle at the cabin, all of the men he had killed in the name of protecting her. He made it seem as if everything rolled off his back, while she was barely treading water. There was no time to deal with the stress before some other tragedy demanded her attention. The tension built and built until she would surely explode into a million pieces. Poof, and fine-mist Morgan would be all that remained.

	The stranger’s glowing eyes in the darkness flittered across her mind, and her inner wolf squirmed uncomfortably before she snuffed out the memory. Grey hadn’t even mentioned it. Just Changed, kissed her forehead, and headed for the shower. Maybe he had forgotten that this kind of behavior wasn’t part of normal human life. Nothing she had been through since becoming a wolf was normal.

	Wolf had to be the most confounding creature in existence. Even her wolf, who was much more sensitive, was confused and restless at his lack of reaction. The shades of the men she had killed protecting the packs haunted her. A vision of Brandon’s vacant, staring eyes had a tendency to appear when she closed her own, but never once had Grey asked her how she was handling everything. Grey reacted less and less the longer he was a wolf, and there was no easy or obvious solution. Would she ever understand him? And in turn, would Wolf ever give Grey enough leash to give her what she needed emotionally? Her basest instincts warned her to be wary. She had not seen a drop of blue in Grey’s eyes for the past three days. How could she solve this issue with Grey when Wolf was the only one doing the speaking?

	He came out of the shower toweling off his hair, eyes still a steady gold. She pressed against their bond, making it smaller and smaller until it was only a pinhole. The last thing she needed to do was feed Wolf the turmoil roiling within her. He looked at her with a frown but didn’t voice any concern. She skirted around him to get ready.

	“What did that psychopath say to you last night?” Rachel asked as the group headed to breakfast.

	“He said I smell like I’m in heat. Do I smell different to you?”

	Rachel and Marissa both sniffed her.

	“A little,” Rachel admitted, “but Grey only recently claimed you. Your smell has changed so much since last week. Plus, I’m not a male. I don’t think I would know what to look for.”

	Morgan looked at Jason questioningly. He slid a look behind him at Grey who was walking with Lana and talking quietly with Dean. He veered closer to test the air around Morgan and nodded to her. “There is definitely something there, and if I had to guess, I would say that wolf was right.” Jason’s eyes had brightened to a light brown, and he smiled apologetically.

	A deep, short growl sounded behind them, and a wave of thick dominance covered them like a blanket. Marissa’s shoulders hunched under the burden of the power, and Jason threw up his hands and gave her space.

	With plates filled high with food, the Dallas packs sat down at a table near the edge of the room. Sarah and a few of the other girls from last night were sitting at a smaller table near the middle of the room. Morgan waved at them, then motioned for them to come and join. Grey was across the table with Marissa, and Morgan made room on her right for Sarah and her two friends. Brent sat happily on her left with Lana.

	“Sarah,” Morgan said. “This is my friend Brent. He is part of Dean’s pack. Brent this is Sarah. She is part of the Michigan pack.”

	Sarah studied him shyly. “Nice to meet you.” She held her hand out.

	“The pleasure is all mine,” Brent responded slowly, shaking her hand behind Morgan’s back.

	Logan grunted, and Morgan shot him a warning look.

	Sarah grinned at Lana in Brent’s lap. “And I remember you, little one.”

	“That’s also what she would say to Brent’s d—”

	Morgan launched a hash brown at Logan’s face, effectively shutting him up as Dean pointed a fork full of eggs at him and told him to cut it out.

	“So, Michigan pack, huh?” Brent asked. “Is there only one in the state?”

	“Yeah, I think there are only one or two packs per northern state if there are any at all. It gets pretty cold and uncomfortable up there. My Wolf loves the cold winters, but when I’m in my human skin and trapped inside for long stretches of time, I get restless. I think it’s like that for the other packs too. I have four other pack mates and they get stir crazy like I do.”

	Morgan gulped down the last bite of her biscuit like an anaconda. “Well, if you ever need a vacation from the winters up there, you are more than welcome to come visit us. Our winters stay pretty fair, and it would be nice to get to see you again before next Summit.”

	“I would like that,” Sarah said, eyes sliding to Brent and then glancing away.

	The usual pack racket picked up after that. Logan and Jason got into a loud argument over who would win in a fight between Sylvester Stallone and Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Morgan took the opportunity to excuse herself with the pretext of getting seconds on food.

	“Smooth,” Grey mouthed.

	By the time she came back with another heaping plate of sustenance, Sarah had scooted down the bench seat beside Brent. Lana handed her fistfuls of cheerios, and Sarah cooed at what a good sharer she was.

	“What time do we need to meet out front for the scavenger hunt?” Logan asked as they finished up.

	“I think the itinerary said nine-thirty,” a dark-haired girl named Margaret said, blushing deeply and then looking down at her plate.

	Dean glanced at the clock on the wall. “Okay, that leaves us about ten minutes. We should go ahead and clean up our trays and head on out there.”

	Just outside the door, Grey tugged gently on her hand. “What’s wrong? You’ve been distant this morning, and I can’t feel you very well through our bond.”

	She pulled him to an empty picnic table as the others disappeared around the corner of the pavilion. The worn wood of the table was rough against the back of her legs but the contrast of his strong hands against the thin cotton over her hips was delicious. She glared at a lone fern near a path leading to the woods, as if it held the secrets of the world. If she looked at his glorious face and gave in to her physical attraction, she wouldn’t be able to say what she needed.

	The deepest parts of her clenched warmly as he leaned forward, and the pads of his thumbs found their way under the hem of her shirt.

	She shook her head in an attempt to focus on anything other than his consuming touch. “That wolf last night? It bothers me that he broke into our room.”

	His fingers stopped their advance. “I know, but I took care of him, didn’t I? You don’t have to worry. I told you I would keep you safe.”

	“But you didn’t even ask me how I felt about it this morning. You acted as if nothing happened. I need more from you, Grey. I understand our wolves are different, but I need you to be there for me, too. To talk to me, not just to protect me.”

	“Come on guys. They are about to hand out the lists,” Marissa called out, toting Lana.

	“Be there in a sec,” Grey said in an irritated tone. He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Look, I’m doing my best here. This isn’t an ideal situation for us to be in, and my job is to keep you guys safe.”

	Morgan stared into his unflinching golden eyes for a moment more before she responded. “I’m not your job, Grey. I’m your wife.”

	She hopped off the table, and when he didn’t give way, she ducked under his arm.

	His arm snaked out and caught her hand. “Morgan, wait—”

	A hot ember of fear and anger snaked through her gut. She growled, “Let go of me.”

	He looked down at his hand with wide, bewildered eyes. Whether he was confused about how his hand got there, or why she was so angry when he was gently touching her, she didn’t know, nor did she care. She had been through the ringer, and no man would touch her without her permission, no matter how gently and no matter how much she loved him, and especially not when she was pissed. He let go. A growl escaped his throat, and it was followed by a vicious shake of his head. His eyes held blue for only a moment before they belonged to Wolf again.

	“Find a balance, Wolf,” she said softly. “I need you both.”

	* * * *

	Holding the scavenger hunt list, Lana jumped up and down beside Rachel who was loading bottled waters and snacks into a backpack. Lana bounded over to Morgan, waving the list in the air. Most of the items would probably be easy to find, such as a y-shaped twig, smooth or shiny rock, unusual shaped leaf, and trash. Others wouldn’t be so easy with the bottom half of the list naming flowers, seeds, roots, grasses, and leaves from trees native to the area. Morgan didn’t recognize most of them, but the harder ones had small drawings and descriptions next to the name.

	Each team had been provided with a small burlap sack to carry the items, and they were to meet back at the pavilion when they were finished. The first team done would win the prize. It wouldn’t be a terribly difficult competition under normal circumstances, but large groups of werewolves tended to have constant arguments and power struggles. The purpose of the game was cooperation and teamwork.

	As the groups split off and the Dallas packs headed up the mountain, they started finding the easy list items right away. She, Brent, Marissa, and Logan ran around like chickens with their heads cut off in search for things as Rachel read them off. Lana was content to sit on top of Jason’s shoulders as they hiked farther up the trail they had chosen.

	Grey led the group through a thin spot in the trail between two large boulders. Dean and Wade flanked the group in the rear. Grey hadn’t said a word to her since their argument, and though Marissa glanced between them often enough with her lips pursed, she was wise enough not to ask what was wrong.

	Instead, Marissa put her attention elsewhere. “Seems like you and Sarah got along well.” She waggled her eyebrows and Brent.

	“She’s nice. I invited her to eat lunch with us if we get back around the same time as her pack.” He hesitated and then cleared his throat softly through a decidedly guilty looking expression. “I asked her why she wasn’t claimed yet.”

	“What?” Morgan exclaimed. “Brent! You don’t ask a girl that the first time you meet her!”

	“Well, I don’t know how to talk to girls. I only talk to you, and you are all open and inappropriate. I thought, I don’t know, that she would either answer me or tell me to shut up like you do. Instead, she seemed embarrassed, and I felt bad.”

	“What did she say?” Morgan asked.

	“After she finished blushing, she told me she had practically grown up with her pack brothers and didn’t look at them that way. They showed interest in her, but she didn’t have feelings for them, so she dated a human for a few months and then broke it off when she realized she couldn’t tell him anything personal about herself. So then she seemed frustrated and asked me why I hadn’t claimed anyone, and I told her because there were no blondes in my pack. I thought she knew I was joking, but she blushed again, and I asked her to eat with us for lunch. She said she would, and then we headed off for the scavenger hunt,” he blurted out.

	Rachel snorted unbecomingly from behind them, and Morgan tried her best to stifle laughter. “Well that’s one way to do it, I guess.”

	“Hey, at least she didn’t run screaming into the forest, man.” Jason consoled him. “Victory.” 

	“Yeah, at least there’s that,” Brent said gruffly. “Hey Lana, grab that pinecone. You see it? That is on the list, too. Go throw it in the bag. Okay, don’t actually throw it,” he said as she launched the pinecone at the bag Logan carried, nailing him in the leg.

	“Good throw, kiddo,” Marissa muttered through a secret smile.

	Bushes rustled somewhere behind them, and they all turned, tensed and alert. Morgan grabbed Lana and held her protectively. Grey was already Changing. He gave a short bark as he trotted through the group to go check out the noise. Wade followed behind him for backup, his human strides lengthening to keep up with Wolf. Dean placed himself between the threat and the rest of them. They’d all been victims of a trap before. Morgan picked up Grey’s discarded clothes and folded them absently. When they came back, Grey sneezed, shaking his head, and went back up to the front of the group. He didn’t bother to Change back.

	“Squirrels,” Wade said as they started moving forward again.

	Rachel looked at Morgan with wide eyes, and they both gave a relieved puff of air.

	“What’s the matter, Morgan?” Lana asked.

	“Nothing, Baby. A squirrel scared us, but it’s nothing to worry about.”

	Three hours later the Dallas packs arrived back at the Pavilion with all of the items from the scavenger hunt collected in their bag. They weren’t even close to being the first ones there, but they hadn’t tried to be either. It had been an adventuresome last couple of weeks for the packs, and it was nice to spend relaxing time together. Lana got to pee in the woods for the first time, which proved to be a terribly exciting experience for a youngster, though it added ten minutes to the length of their hike as she sat happily on a log and sang “Hey Diddle Diddle.”

	The packs had devoured the snacks in the backpack early in the hike and were starving by the time they got back into the mess hall. After grabbing trays of food, they sat down at a long table and silence descended as they focused on filling hungry bellies. Brent scanned the room and waved to Sarah. She finished her meal with her pack and came to sit with them. Any discomfort she may have felt after her conversation with Brent earlier seemed to have dissipated as they laughed easily.

	“It’s like you didn’t even try to win,” a feminine voice said from behind.

	Morgan internally groaned. Alexis sat a plate of food down next to Grey, and Jonathan sat on her other side with a plate of his own.

	“Hey guys,” Jonathan said. Morgan gave a two-fingered wave to him, but spared not a word for Alexis. A snarl didn’t count as a word.

	Alexis’s smile was as frosty as a blizzard in Alaska. “I shall think of you as I eat my box of steaks. What’s the matter Silver Wolf? Were you feeling incredibly lazy today? Decided to slow the whole group down?”

	Morgan was not going to let her get to her. Not today. 

	She sighed tiredly. “Yes, it was all me. I was lazy. Dean, I promise to buy you a box of premium steaks to make up for it,” she said in a bored monotone voice.

	“I know you’re joking, but I really do want one,” Dean grinned.

	“Done,” she said. “I, at least, owe you that after everything.”

	“What about Grey? What does he get?” Jason asked mischievously.

	“I bake him cookies,” she said innocently.

	Alexis stabbed a potato with her fork as if there was a threat of it running away. “Okay seriously, if this is what passes for conversation now, I’m glad I left your dumb pack.”

	“Yeah,” Logan said, “because it was totally your choice.”

	“Shut up, Logan,” Alexis gritted out.

	“I’m just saying,” he said, holding his hands up in the air. “There is less drama these days now that you have moved on.”

	“Oh, you mean besides the pack war that killed one of our brothers?”

	Morgan put her fork down and pushed away from the table. Here we go.

	“I have a question,” Alexis snarled.

	“Alexis,” Dean warned.

	“No. I think I have a right to know. Were you tucked away in some hidey hole, nice and safe, while Brandon was dying for you?”

	“Alexis!” Jonathan scolded her, but it was too late. The words were already out, and the table grew quiet. The only sound was the low and steady growl emitting from deep inside Grey’s chest. No human eyes looked back from anyone at the table save, Lana, Sarah, and Alexis. She had harped on a topic still fresh and devastating, and her words had conjured the monsters to the surface. Morgan put a hand on Grey’s leg to steady him. For the hundredth time, she imagined Brandon’s cold, lifeless eyes staring back at her. She closed her eyes tightly and their already straining bond completely closed.

	Dean was the one to speak, emotion thick in his voice. “You have no idea what went on that day, Alexis, and it is none of your business anymore. Since you keep bringing it up, however, I will tell you what you want to know. Morgan fought with us. She killed as many as Grey or I did defending our packs, and she did it human. The wolf who killed Brandon? Morgan killed him with her bare hands to avenge him. It’s where she got all of the scars on her arms.” His voice was so low and threatening that no one said a word. The table groaned as he leaned his weight forward. “If you keep making everyone uncomfortable every time you are around us, you won’t be welcome to spend time with us anymore. Is that understood?”

	Though her eyes were still defiant, Alexis nodded slightly. Dean got up and walked off. Rachel threw Alexis a dirty look and stood to follow her mate. Morgan blinked in an attempt to keep the moisture building in her eyes. Alexis’s gaze trailed from her maimed arms to her face, and a cruel smile twisted her lips.

	* * * *

	Grey trusted Morgan to handle herself in these situations. His interference would only make her angry if she felt like she couldn’t defend herself in pack Politics, but watching someone intentionally hurt her while he sat back sent a slow boil into his gut he had no outlet for. Wolf wanted blood as payment for offenses against his mate.

	Grey strode silently beside her, but his hands quaked with the urge to release his rage. “I’ll be right back,” he murmured.

	She watched him go, but it couldn’t be helped. He couldn’t coop Wolf up in a cabin with such turmoil. He jogged to escape her worry. She had shut their bond down, but he was still close enough that he could almost taste her stress. Cutting herself off from him had only given Wolf more rein with no soothing touch of his mate to settle him.

	The forest would provide escape from the blackness that covered everything inside of him. There, he found a sturdy tree and beat on it until flecks of blood shot from his fists with every blow.

	With swollen and bloodied knuckles, he ran his hands through his hair in irritation and slid his back against the injured tree. He hadn’t realized what a burden she had been carrying simply because Wolf couldn’t see it. Since the Formal Challenges and the pack war, Wolf had been running the show, and Grey’s emotional human side had been pushed far back into the deep recesses of his mind.

	Their argument had left him uneasy. He thought he was doing a better job of hiding his struggle with Wolf from her, but his intuitive mate had noticed right away. He had justified Wolf manipulating an obscene amount of face-time because it was necessary. It kept the ghosts of his victims at bay, unable to affect him. If his mate couldn’t see it, and if he hid it well enough, the problem didn’t exist. Except it did. Wolf was taking more and more control lately, and there was no longer balance between his human side and the beast. There never really had been, but his control shouldn’t be slipping this badly. His weakness was failing Morgan. He had to figure out a way to fix things with her, and then he had to work on a way to compromise with Wolf. Easier said.

	When he got back to the cabin, Morgan had tucked Lana into one of the bottom bunk beds for a nap, and Marissa was sleeping in the bed above her. It had been a long night for everyone. Morgan was curled up in their bed, facing the wall, and her shoulders shook with grief that didn’t reach his ears. She had opened their bond again, and her sadness washed over him like acid rain.

	He slid into bed behind her, curling around her body and hugging her tightly into the warmth of his. “How you hanging in there, Little Wolf?”

	Morgan sniffled. “Sometimes I feel like I hate her. I don’t understand where she is coming from, or why she is so angry. She says things to hurt me, and I don’t know why she puts so much effort into making me look bad. She has a mate, who actually seems like a decent guy. She has a pack. She should be happy. I just wish she would move on. Every bitter comment on top of what she did to me just seems horribly unfair.”

	“Sometimes I think I hate her too, but instead of sometimes, it’s all of the time.”

	Morgan laughed thickly, and relief sang from her. It washed over him like a cleansing rain.

	He kissed her neck softly. “Why don’t I ask Rachel and Dean to watch over Marissa and Lana, and we’ll go for a hike. Sound good?” he asked. His need to be close to her again after their earlier distance was a pain that needed relief.

	Her smile was infectious. “Sounds perfect. I could use a distraction.”

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	 

	Grey held his hand out with that crooked smile that said it was only them. Morgan laughed and slid her fingertips against his. He was consuming when he was like this. There was no hurry in his gait, and languidly they made their way down the trail that led to a small lake to the east of the mountain cabins.

	The forest was alive with birdsong and small wildlife, and the pine needle-blanketed trail made for a silent hike. Statuesque trees lined the trail, and after about a mile, she got her first glimpse of the lake through the woods. Grey froze with a knowing smile on his lips and put a finger to his mouth. She crept closer, stalking unwitting prey. Brent and Sarah sat quietly on a large rock near the edge of the water. They talked as if they had known each other for years. Morgan grabbed her mate’s hand and pulled him away from the laughing couple. They’d have to find their privacy elsewhere.

	Farther up the mountain, the trail forked. One path would lead back to the cabins and one would lead deeper into the pine-crested forest. The trail eventually widened to a huge, open slope. Abandoned ski lifts waved in the wind above their heads, and rocky terrain that would serve as an obstacle signified a difficult slope. The turn in seasons had made it look almost unrecognizable from what it likely looked like covered in snow. Flowers and gently waving grass peeked out from between the rocks, and the mountainside was such a vibrant green, it nearly hurt her eyes with its beauty. She inhaled, taking in the earth’s heady scent, as she stretched and flexed unused muscles.

	Halfway up the mountain, Grey paused. “Do you want to Change with me? We won’t get too many chances to run together, just you and me.”

	She answered him by pulling off her shirt and heading deeper into the woods in search of more privacy. She could almost feel his gaze follow her until she was out of sight behind a group of trees. Unhurried, she folded her clothes up neatly at the base of a mossy evergreen tree. She Changed slowly.

	As she emerged from the edge of the woods, Grey sat patiently against a large boulder. Only he was Wolf, and the contrast of his black fur made his eyes shine even brighter. He probably hadn’t even moved. What kind of magic had been born the day he was Changed to allow him such speed? She sauntered over to him, then rubbed down his side and swished her tail teasingly in his face. He stuck his nose deeply into the pale fur at her neck, spending time with her scent. She trotted off a few steps before she turned in invitation. Come play. He followed easily. She took off running faster and faster until she couldn’t differentiate between her footfall and Grey’s. He was a large wolf, much larger than her, and though he could have taken and passed her whenever he wanted, he sweetened the thrill of the chase instead by remaining at her hip.

	A jumble of feelings came across their bond. Grey was happily drowning in her smell, and a mash of excitement and need drifted to her. The smell of his pheromones and testosterone and excitement were enough to make her dizzy, like the best shot of tequila she’d ever had. He was relishing in the change of her scent, and the mixture of their feelings over the bond was so arousing it made it impossible for her to jump the fallen log across their path. She skidded to a stop so abruptly, he ran into her hind end.

	She turned unsteadily to go around it, but he nuzzled her fur and nipped at her neck in a playful fight. Her breath quickened, and she froze to allow him to caress her as he wanted. His excitement spurred hers on, and her wolf danced with his devoted nearness. When she moved, he moved with her. She backed away from him, teasing, and he followed her faithfully. She nipped at his face, and he growled playfully. She lay down and rolled onto her back, tail wagging as he buried a snuffling nose into her stomach. He put a large paw over her chest to keep her down and started cleaning her face, slowly and methodically until she felt entranced by his affections.

	It was empowering that such a big and beautiful creature loved only her. She stood and shook herself off. Grey rose to follow her when she padded behind the fallen tree, but she gave a soft growl. Stay there.

	When she came back around the tree, she was human again, naked with her wavy dark hair cascading down her shoulders and back. Black and white images came across their bond as he drank her in. Pictures of the way he saw her. The scar Alexis had left down the front of her thigh was still there, her skin uneven and red. It was a scar she would always bear, no matter how powerful her werewolf healing was. Her stomach was flat, and his fresh brand on her arm was small but dark. Angry, red claw marks marred the insides of her forearms, and a long, silver scar connected her scalp to her hairline. And yet somehow his vision made every imperfection into something beautiful. Physical proof of her struggles and perseverance.

	He rushed toward her, quickly Changing from wolf to man in time to hold her in his arms and kiss her fiercely. She pulled back and spun him around, throwing off his balance as she pushed him down onto the fallen tree. She climbed onto his lap, ignoring the tree bark that dug into tender knees and shins.

	Morgan pressed herself firmly against him and could feel him hardening between her legs. Determined to be the one to set the pace, she rocked gently and kissed him slowly. Grey let out a delicious groan that sent shivers down her spine as gooseflesh prickled her skin. After everything that had happened to her, she needed a moment where she felt in control of something—of anything.

	She pulled back slightly, and he opened his eyes to look at her through a brilliant and steady gold. Morgan slowed her rhythm even as it was obvious her mate was ready to be inside of her. He let out an impatient growl, low and steady, and though it excited her, she wouldn’t let Wolf have his way. Not this time.

	“Wolf, how do you know you won’t like it if you never try it?” She couldn’t look away from the brilliance of his gaze. “Do it for me,” she said, lifting herself up and sliding over him.

	She only lowered herself halfway before she lifted off him again, teasing. She lowered herself again and again, but never accepted all of him. He looked away from her first by burying his head into her chest. His breath shook, and his fingers gripped onto her legs as his control slipped.

	His hands slid up her back and pulled firmly down on her shoulders before she even registered she was losing ground. He thrust into her, emitting a satisfied groan. Morgan let out a warning growl, and he stilled.

	“I need this,” she said breathily.

	A hint of blue finally shone through the steady gold. It was as much of a yes as she would get. He let go of her shoulders and slid his palms down to rest them on top of her thighs.

	She pulled off him slowly, punishing him for his impatience. She tasted his lips, nipping at his lower one before making a trail of kisses down his neck. She was lost in the sound of her raggedly whispered name on his breath.

	“Please,” he begged. His voice tapered off into a tortured whisper. “Please, Morgan, please.”

	She shivered at the sound of his pleading voice, and thrust down decidedly, taking all of him. He gripped her legs tightly but she felt no pain. The pulsing of his body deep within her brought her own climax, so potent she gripped him close for minutes longer.

	Light filtered through the thick branches and speckled their bare skin. She leaned her cheek against the strength of his shoulders and traced the beautiful pattern across his flesh. Dripping with satisfaction, he kissed her tenderly, and then lowered them gently to the ground.

	* * * *

	Morgan woke to the shadows of the trees lengthening across their bodies. From the direction of the tapering sunlight, they had slept at least a couple of hours. Grey stirred when she did, ever the light sleeper, and he smiled and rolled closer. The curve of her small body tucked perfectly into the crook of his larger one. He leaned on one elbow and opened his mouth to say something, but froze. Grey Changed instantly, scratching her accidentally across the stomach as he did. A fearsome snarl ripped through his bared teeth, and she jerked her head to the threat. Two wolves stared unapologetically at her body from the edge of the tree line. Panic snaked through her as she searched for something, anything, to cover her body from their uninvited and prying eyes.

	Grey stepped over her as they inched closer. A snarl rattled from his lips as he pulled them farther back to reveal razor-sharp teeth that seemed even whiter against the midnight black of his body. His look promised death, and the intruders backed off slowly. They cowered and slunk away with lowered heads and tails.

	As soon as she stood, Grey immediately led her back down the trail to their waiting piles of clothes. They must have followed the smell from there.

	“They were probably just curious more than anything,” Grey rasped after he was in his human skin once more. “I’m not taking any chances, though. We should get back to the cabin.”

	The embarrassment when she walked back through the door of the cabin was almost too much. Her dark hair was in snarls down her back and her knees and shins were all scraped up. Ten perfect bruising fingermarks on her thighs where Grey had clenched them during their lovemaking were visible no matter how much she tugged at her shorts. Heat crept into her cheeks until they burned, and she bit her lip against bursting into semi-hysterical giggles. Mostly because Grey practically glowed when they had arrived to the inappropriate cheers of the boys.

	“Don’t be embarrassed,” he told her when they got to their side of the cabin. “We’re newly married and probably half of the pairs here have found themselves a quiet spot somewhere in the last couple of days.”

	“I wouldn’t be embarrassed except those wolves watching us made me feel, I don’t know…dirty.” And everyone keeps talking about how I smell like I’m in heat, and the wolves that found us in the woods were sniffing the air the entire time we were talking. It’s making me self-conscious. I feel like the smelly kid in class.”

	The bunk bed groaned under his weight, and he pulled her in between his legs. “Morgan, it’s not a bad smell. It is tantalizing and nothing to be embarrassed about. People make the devil symbol around me, and you don’t see me getting upset about it. I’m something new. You are something new. The other wolves need time to get used to us is all.”

	Rachel knocked on the door and stuck her head in. “Hey, can I talk to you?”

	Morgan nodded and motioned her in.

	Grey patted her gently on the backside and sidled around her. “I’m going to go talk to Dean about the alpha meeting tonight. I’ll be back in while.”

	Rachel smiled at him as he passed, then directed a concerned glance at Morgan. “Are you all right? What happened out there?”

	“Uhh, what do you mean?”

	“I mean, we heard a group of wolves saying filthy things about…” She waved to Morgan’s body. “Not filthy bad, but wolves were sharing details about your body, which is stupid because everyone has seen everyone naked, and it’s never been a big deal before. Maybe it’s different with you because you are a silver wolf.” Rachel cocked her head and raised her eyebrows apologetically. “I’m not saying this right.”

	“Oh, that. Well. Grey and I were…together, and when we woke up from a nap in the woods, two wolves were there staring at me. Grey chased them off, but they got an eyeful before they left. Do you know who they are?”

	Rachel looked mortified for her. “Idiot boys! I don’t know who started the talk, but I could probably find out if you want.”

	“No, on second thought, I don’t even want to know. I don’t think I will ever be completely comfortable with others seeing my body. Not after Montana, and the way they were looking at me, the way everyone has been looking at me, makes me feel vulnerable. Marissa and Lana didn’t hear anything inappropriate, did they?”

	“We were taking them to the mess hall to dig up snacks, and people were talking loudly, but I don’t think Lana paid attention. Even if she did, she wouldn’t understand. We high-tailed it back here and found her some snacks from Wade’s grocery run.”

	Morgan sighed miserable. “We’ll see if we can make it through the evening without Grey killing someone.”

	An hour later, the group was ready and migrating to the bonfire. Dinner was being held on the other side of the pavilion with hot dogs, chips, and s’mores on the menu. Everyone would be leaving to catch flights back home the next day, so this would be the last time everyone would be able to visit with friends and acquaintances until the next Summit. Many of the packs were already roasting hot dogs by the time the Dallas packs arrived, so the amount of attention on her was mercifully low as hungry bellies took precedence over Silver Wolf gossip. Morgan and Rachel scouted out an empty picnic table and got Lana settled while Grey and Dean grabbed several skewers with hot dogs and headed off to roast them.

	“I want to come too!” Lana slid off the bench to trail after Grey.

	“Well come on, little one, we have work to do. You and I are going to have to make hot dogs for Morgan, too,” he said winking at her.

	Just as Grey was leaving, Sarah arrived and put a plate full of food down next to her. “Hey guys, where is your food?”

	Morgan scooted over to make room. “The husbands are getting it. How did you guys do in the scavenger hunt this morning?”

	“We finished third. The boys fought the whole time, and the pack we were paired with had no other females, so it was me and a bunch of screaming boys. I’m kind of surprised we did as well as we did. I thought for sure we would be last. At least we finished around the same time as you guys so I could eat lunch with you, though. That was fun. Minus the Alexis part.” The moonlight glinted off her blond hair as she talked animatedly. “I heard a rumor,” she said.

	Dread begged a deep breath. “Uh oh. Okay, lay it on me.”

	Sarah smiled sympathetically. “I heard that crazy she-wolf is your maker.”

	Her relief was almost tangible. As far as possible rumors went, that one wasn’t half bad, if unfortunately true. “Yes, she is. Lucky me.”

	“Oh, and I also heard you have the perkiest little boobies anyone has ever seen!” The words rushed out of her mouth and she grinned mischievously at Morgan.

	Morgan barked out a surprised laugh. “I like that rumor. Let’s spread that one around. If that is as bad as it gets after today’s little adventure then I’m completely fine with that.”

	“Well, it’s not the filthiest one, but it’s my personal favorite,” Sarah assured her. She glanced toward the men fixing food by the bonfire with a thoughtful expression. “Hey Rachel, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

	“Sure, shoot.”

	“Well, I know the pack pledging ceremonies are tonight, and I originally had no intention of changing packs any time soon, but things have changed for me. I’m not ready tonight, but I wonder if you think Dean would consider me for a pack member. I mean, if I visit, and he can see my character and everything. Would he consider me then?”

	“Of course, he would consider you,” Rachel answered. “Any pack would be lucky to have you. I would warn you about what our pack has been going through lately, though. It isn’t a quiet pack. There has been a lot of conflict since we found out about Morgan.” She gave an apologetic smile.

	“I understand. Brent told me everything that’s happened. Well, as much as he knows, but I’m starting to think the risk would be worth the reward. I would get the chance to be in a pack with other females, with children, and warmer winters.”

	“And you would be closer to Brent,” Morgan piped up.

	An attractive blush crept into Sarah’s fair cheeks. “Well, yes, that wouldn’t be such a bad thing either. I know it is soon, but I have no prospects in my pack, and I get pretty lonely sometimes. Brent, he is nice to me.” She leaned toward Rachel and Morgan. “Is he really that nice? Please be honest with me. He isn’t playing a game or anything, is he? My wolf wants him, and my instincts say he isn’t toying with me just for the sake of a Summit hook-up, but I want to know for sure before things go any farther with him.”

	Morgan squeezed her hand earnestly and let the truth seep into her words. “Brent is one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. He is turning out to be one of Grey’s really good friends, and you’ve met my mate—he is hard nut to crack. Brent brings out the best in people, and I know he was taken with you from the first time he saw you the other night.”

	A warm smile sprung to Sarah’s face, and Brent lit up like the Fourth of July when he spotted her sitting at their table.

	Rachel leaned closer. “I’ll bring it up to Dean, and we’ll schedule a time for you to come visit to see how you like the area and the rest of the pack.”

	Sarah nodded and mouthed “thank you” as the rest of the pack descended with plates overflowing with food.

	“Morgan, look what I made!” Lana showed off a crispy blackened hot dog. “I cooked it for Daddy!”

	Grey, taking his cue, set down two plates of food and plucked the burnt dog out of her outstretched hand to toss it in his mouth. Morgan’s disgusted look only made him laugh.

	“It wasn’t that bad. If you get past the crunchy part, it was actually pretty good. Way to go Lana. You’re a good cook.”

	He gave her a high five, which she was still terrible at and completely missed his hand, and she slid into the picnic bench near Marissa. As the small child dug into her hot dog, she growled. It was a mimic of the noises she had heard around her, with a definitively human sound to it, but it brought a proud smile to Grey’s lips. If Morgan wasn’t trying to stifle laughter, she would have melted into a mushy puddle beneath the table. The rest of the pack pulled up large tree stumps, created for extra seating, and put them around the table. Brent pulled his up beside the end of the table where Sarah was sitting.

	“So what are pack Pledging ceremonies?” Morgan asked.

	Sarah looked like a deer in headlights, but Morgan shook her head slightly. She wouldn’t give away what had been said earlier.

	Dean stopped eating long enough to explain. “Summit is a good place for lone wolves to pick a pack and pledge to one if they want that. Also, sometimes pack members who are looking for a change will pledge to a different pack for a number of different reasons. They can do it whenever they want to, but it is easier at Summit because they can spend time with other packs to see if they can find what they are looking for.”

	She frowned. “So how do you know if someone is going to pledge to your pack? And do you have to accept them?”

	Dean’s mouth was full with an entire hot dog so Logan took over. “An alpha doesn’t have to accept them if they don’t know them, or they are unsure if they would fit into the hierarchy of their pack. Usually, the wolf who wants to pledge will approach the alpha about joining before the Pledging ceremony. This is how Dean got stuck with Jason and Brent. Both of them are Summit Pledgers. Dean took pity on them,” Logan jabbed, throwing a chip at Jason’s face that he deftly caught with a snap of his teeth. “Good doggy.”

	Brent elaborated. “We didn’t do the branding ceremony or anything at Summit. Dean made us wait until he was sure we would get along with everyone. You’ve seen how it is with Alexis. All it takes is one bad wolf to add tension to a pack. Most alphas accept anyone because numbers mean safety and power, and they go into it thinking they will control the pack dynamic no matter who they bring in. Dean doesn’t do that. It’s part of why we chose to pledge to him. I’m surprised we didn’t get requests this year because we have a silver wolf in our pack.”

	“Maybe,” Morgan said, “everyone has realized how much unwanted attention comes with that.” Things had to be calmer in other packs. As calm as things could be for a pack of deranged, sex-crazed werewolves.

	“Possibly,” Jason mused. “I suspect it has more to do with living next door to Demon Wolf, though. He isn’t exactly Summit’s friendliest member.” He batted his eyes at Grey who growled at him and went back to eating. “See? I rest my case. Grumpy Sasquatch neighbor brings in no new pledges.”

	Dean pulled a crackling bag of potato chips open and spoke up. “Whatever the reason, it’s probably a good thing. This year has been hard on our pack, and we don’t need to be fielding a bunch of pledge requests from wolves only interested in Silver Wolf. We’ve kept to ourselves this Summit, too. We haven’t spent time with other wolves to see if they would be a good match. Other than Sarah, of course.” Dean smiled at her. “We’ve been more focused on protecting our assets, so to speak.”

	The table was quiet for a few minutes before Morgan spoke again. “I’m sorry you’ve had to change so much to protect me and Lana. I feel like the burdens the packs have endured are because of me. I feel bad you guys didn’t get to go off and hang out with whoever you wanted. I know this is only once a year, and you should have been having fun instead of running protection duty.

	“Nah, Morg, you’re taking it all wrong,” Jason started. “It’s not only you and Lana we want to protect. We have to watch out for Marissa and Rachel, too. I think we are tied for the pack with the most females in it. After Montana…” His look darkened. “Well, none of us want to ever go through that again. With any of you.”

	“Yeah, and it’s not like we haven’t had fun,” Logan offered. “It never felt like protection duty.”

	Wade’s patient and quiet voice surprised her. “You should never feel like a hindrance, Morgan. It’s not how we look at you. You gals are one of the things that make our packs unique. Of course, we want to protect all of you.”

	“What happened in Montana?” Sarah asked.

	Grey lowered golden eyes to the plate of food in front of him. “Morgan was taken. The alpha planned on claiming her against her will.”

	A sharp intake of breath came from Sarah. She looked apologetically at Morgan. “I had no idea.”

	“Well, it’s not exactly something we are open with.” Morgan gave her a look that said are you sure you still want to be part of this?

	Sarah smelled of anger and something deeper. Something bitter. Softly, she asked, “Did you kill the men who did that to you?”

	Morgan shook her head. “No. Grey did. The Dallas pack tracked them, and they found me within two days. The entire Montana pack was in on it, and now they are gone.”

	“Good,” she said, sounding satisfied. “Everyone has been talking about what happened to the Montana pack. I think everyone knows it had something to do with you, but nobody knew what happened for sure. I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

	Marcus announced that the pack Pledges were beginning. Since the Dallas packs hadn’t received any, they stayed seated and watched the proceedings. Four wolves stepped forward.

	The first one stepped in front of the others, but with the fire behind him it was hard to make out his features. “I’m pledging to Brian Garrety’s Boston pack.”

	A man, presumably Brian Garrety, spoke up. “Accepted.”

	The next man stepped forward. “I’m also pledging to Brian Garrety’s Boston pack.”

	Garrety spoke up again. “Also accepted.”

	A tall woman stepped forward. “I’m pledging to Garret Reynolds’ San Francisco pack.”

	Garret Reynolds spoke up, surprise in his voice. “Gladly accepted.”

	Morgan remembered him from the meet-and-greet. He had mentioned having four men in his pack. A she-wolf would be a welcome addition for him. The last man stepped forward. He seemed so familiar, even the faint scent of his skin that wafted her way perked up the wary wolf within. She squinted, trying to make out his face in the shadows. Grey was playing with Lana and not paying attention in the slightest. The silhouette the man cut didn’t make sense. He was so thin he seemed sickly. Did werewolves even get sick?

	“I’m pledging to Dean Cooke’s Dallas pack,” the man said.

	All of their heads snapped up at the declaration. Dean looked downright rocked. He hesitated. “Acceptance will depend on a three-month probation period.”

	The man stiffened, but nodded his head.

	Grey’s nostrils flared, and his look darkened. “It’s the pup who tried to challenge for you and Marissa,” he said. His focus on the man never wavered.

	Marcus had called an end to the pledges, and the strange wolf approached the Dallas packs.

	Dean stood. “Why do you want to pledge to this pack?” he asked directly.

	The man cleared his throat and waved to Morgan and Marissa, ignoring Grey completely. Probably wise if he didn’t want to get eaten. “Nice to see you ladies again. I’m sorry for what happened before. I know better than to mess with you again,” he smiled awkwardly and held up a scarred arm.

	So, she had hurt him enough to scar. The deep twinge of satisfaction tasted even better than the food. Surely, he would think twice about messing with a lady now.

	For Dean, the young werewolf cocked his head to the side and exposed the tender flesh of his neck in a sign of submission. “Look, I spent all of the money I have in the world to come here. I wanted to pick a pack this year, so I’ve been watching all of them, every single one of them, trying to figure out which one I might be happiest in. I promise not to make trouble for the girls,” he said, holding his hands out. “I know none of them are for me, but I like the way your packs work together. I like the way you all seem to get along, and even when you fight, it is short-lived. I’m a little thickheaded—” Grey interrupted with a snort, but the young man continued, avoiding Grey’s eyes. “I think I could learn from you, and hopefully I can be a better wolf because, Lord knows, I’m not doing so well on my own. Please.”

	The man looked to be in his late teens or early twenties. He obviously hadn’t taken care of himself for an extended period of time. His dark hair was unwashed, and he was dangerously skinny for a werewolf. Talking to the pack had lightened his eyes, but one was an unnaturally light blue and the other light brown.

	“What is your name?” Dean asked quietly.

	“Levi Wright, sir.”

	“Where do you live right now?”

	“I’m up in Boston.”

	Aaah, now she could place the accent.

	“But I don’t have a home there. I’ve been bouncing around since I was Changed.”

	“Who was your maker?”

	“Couldn’t tell you, sir. I don’t remember being Turned. I was out at a park late at night. I was supposed to be meeting a girl, and that’s all I remember. I woke up in the woods, and I was…different. The Boston pack found me and told me the rules, but we never got along so I never joined up. Last year’s Summit was my first one, but I wasn’t ready to Pledge.”

	Dean seemed satisfied with his answers so far, but who could really tell with that clever old wolf? “Everyone in our pack works and provides for themselves. You are welcome to come back with us for your trial period, but you need to get a job and hold it down and get a place of your own as soon as possible. We also don’t want any trouble. Our packs have a certain lifestyle and goals to maintain. If you can’t get on board with that, you won’t be accepted. Do you understand?”

	Levi nodded, hope flickering in his wild eyes.

	Dean jerked his head toward Grey. “Is this arrangement acceptable to you and your pack?”

	Slowly, Grey nodded.

	Dean turned back to Levi. “Before you get on a plane with us, you are going to have to clean yourself up.”

	Levi stared at the ground and ran a hand across the scruff on his face. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t afford a cabin so I’ve been crashing in the woods.”

	Rachel made a sympathetic clicking noise behind her teeth. “You will come with us and shower in our room. You can’t sleep inside with us—not yet. We have only just met you, and we have a lot to protect. We can set up a cot in the back of our cabin if you want it, though.”

	The new wolf nodded and gave her a shy smile.

	“Do we need to send for any of your belongings in Boston?” Logan asked.

	“No, everything I have is in my backpack. I had a jeep I was living out of, but I had to sell it to pay back a debt.”

	Everyone had started noisily gathering to one side of the bonfire in preparation for the last event of Summit.

	“Are you guys not going to Change and run with the others?” Levi asked.

	“I am. I think most of us are, but the rest have to go to that meeting about Morgan,” Logan said. “You can come with us and run, and then head back to our room to shower afterward if you want.”

	“Thanks, man.”

	The group that was joining the Summit run made their way to the gathering packs near the bonfire. Marissa slid in beside Morgan and looped her arm in hers.

	“Are you all right with this?” Marissa asked her.

	“I guess. I trust Dean to make the right decision. I know he won’t let him in the pack if it puts any of us at risk. What about you?”

	Marissa shrugged. “I sort of feel sorry for him. Especially now that I know he has been on his own this whole time without his maker or anything. He isn’t that dominant, and I was confused on why he would think he could challenge a wolf like Grey. I thought he was cocky, but now I think maybe he really didn’t understand any of that. I’m glad he isn’t joining our pack, though. Next door will be plenty close enough.”

	“Agreed. Are you running with everyone else?”

	Marissa sighed. “I guess. I know I’m not invited to your meeting, and I don’t want to sit by myself in the rooms. The safest place would be as a wolf with Logan and the rest of them. I know they won’t let anything happen to me.”

	“I think so, too, and you might have fun. You never know.”

	“Yeah, totally. Me, an unclaimed submissive with a hoard of testosterone-filled macho werewolves. Fun times.”

	“You’ll be fine. The boys will watch out for you.”

	“Mmm hmm, and two of those boys are the main problem.”

	Morgan laughed. “Yeah, okay. They really can be obnoxious, huh?”

	“Understatement of the century,” Marissa muttered as she walked off to join the group.

	As she, Grey, Dean, and Rachel started making their way to the mess hall, the other alphas and their mates split off from the group at the bonfire and headed that direction, as well. A wave of dread washed over her. In just a few minutes, her private life would be put under a microscope. She’d give her left kneecap to join Marissa and the others for a run.

	“So Silver Wolf gets a meeting all about herself,” Alexis snarled from behind. “Looks like you are getting exactly what you want once again, Morgan.”

	Stupid Alexis. The name brought her happiness. Maybe she’d call her Stupid Alexis from then on. One tiny victory was all she wanted. “And what would that be, Alexis?”

	“Attention, of course. All eyes on you, as usual.”

	“No, that sounds like your thing. I don’t want to do this at all.”

	“Hey, Morgan. How are you holding up?” Jonathan asked kindly, earning a smack on the arm from his mate. He gave her a warning growl.

	What on earth was a respected pack alpha like Jonathan doing with an obnoxious twit like Alexis?

	She adjusted Lana on her hip and smiled tiredly. “I’ll be much better when this meeting is over.”

	Alexis glared at Lana’s sleeping back. “Having children seems like a terrible inconvenience.”

	Dean’s exasperated voice came from behind them. “Alexis, go away.”

	She looked furiously between Dean and Morgan and stepped in front to effectively bring their little group to a halt.

	“You have always chosen her,” Alexis spat. “I was loyal to you all of those years, and she comes in for a minute, and you don’t care about me at all anymore.”

	Dean rubbed his eyes as if he hadn’t slept in days.

	Rachel spoke up. “Alexis, enough. It’s like arguing with a child every time you are around. It’s time to grow up and move on. Leave Morgan alone. She isn’t even fighting you on anything.”

	Alexis’s eyes blazed. “We’ll see about that,” she promised before she spun on her heal and stormed off. Jonathan apologized and fell into step beside her.

	Morgan sighed dramatically. “She makes me want a nap.”

	“Me, too,” Grey said with a tired smile on his face.

	Dean chuckled. “Me, three.”

	“Me, four.” Rachel held the door to the mess hall open for them. “I don’t know how Jonathan isn’t in a coma already.”

	 

	 


Chapter 9

	 

	Forty wolves gathered in the chairs in front of the podium. Most of the pack alphas were there, and about half of them had their mates with them as well. Marcus motioned Grey and Morgan to a couple of chairs placed on the stage near where he stood. Rachel took Lana from Morgan’s arms and pulled up chairs to sit with Dean and the others. Wolf squirmed uncomfortably, and tingles assaulted his arms at the first signs of a Change. He swallowed hard and tried to reason with the beast, but so much dominance in one room was more than Wolf was willing to deal with. He’d show them all.

	Morgan’s eyes had lightened to their brilliant purple. She had always thought she looked scary. More zombie than exotic beauty, she would say, but she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. Especially with her wolf so close to the surface. Her dark hair and thick dark lashes always made the vibrant color of her bottomless eyes stand out even more.

	Her nerves were likely to blame for the glimpse into her animal. Her eyes had been the deep blue of storm clouds most of the day as she had relaxed into her surroundings. As they took their seats stage center, Marcus rapped on the podium to quiet everyone down and start the meeting. In the front row were four older wolves—the Old Ones. He nodded respectfully to them and received the same in return.

	Marcus began. “As you all know, we are here to discuss Silver Wolf and what the reemergence of her kind means for our future. You are all to take the information you gain in this meeting to your packs so there won’t be any more misunderstandings in the future.”

	When a wolf in the back raised his hand, Marcus pointed his gavel at him.

	“What kind of misunderstandings are you talking about? We haven’t heard much about her and have been left out of the loop, I fear.”

	“Fair question. Grey, would you like to describe what has been going on in your territory?”

	Grey took the podium. “I received formal challenges before Morgan accepted me as her mate. I understood and accepted those challenges, as they were done according to pack law. However, after I claimed her, wolves kept showing up on our property, and once seeing and smelling for themselves that she was officially claimed, they were still making challenges. These, I didn’t accept. She was already mine, and I, hers. One left willingly but the day we came back from an overnight stay, the North Ogden, Baton Rouge, and Little Rock packs were waiting for us. They attacked both Dallas packs unprovoked, even after I explained to them she was claimed. The fight was a blood bath with losses on both sides. There is no reason to issue a challenge for her anymore because she has made her choice. I will not be lenient on anyone else showing up in my territory wanting to fight for her. She is mine.”

	The last part came out as a snarl, and he shook his head. Warm, content tendrils wafted over their bond, and he looked far enough to his left to find Morgan focused on him. Wolf settled, but not enough for him to find words again.

	Morgan stood and took a deep breath. “Rachel, can you take Lana outside?”

	Rachel nodded and headed for the door without a word.

	Marcus’s eyebrows shot straight up into his hairline. “The child should be present at this meeting. What is discussed here today affects her future, too.”

	“Lana, my niece and ward, is old enough now to catch on to what is said. It is bad enough this discussion has to be had in front of complete strangers, but we will decide the best time to tell her about all of this. She is too young for this discussion, and we aren’t ready.”

	When Marcus nodded and the door shut firmly behind Rachel, Morgan began. “Grey didn’t mention something else that happened to me. I’m assuming out of respect for my privacy. I was kidnapped by the Southern Montana pack, and my niece was used as bait.” Her voice shook, and it only got worse after the crowd’s uncertain reaction to the mention of the now-deceased Montana pack. “I was held in a basement for two days while the alpha planned to claim me against my will.” She shook her head and looked at Grey as a tear made its way down her cheek. “I was undressed and abused by a man I didn’t know because of what I am, and then I was chained to a wall and tortured. He put a collar around my neck so that if I tried to Change to defend myself, it would kill me.”

	A rumble of voices burst forth from the crowd, some in anger, but most in disbelief. Some of the women’s eyes filled for what Morgan had been through. Dean had his head in his hands, and Grey rubbed his hands angrily through his hair. He’d asked her about Montana before, but she had avoided the details. But now, hearing what she went through out loud, felt like liquid pain was running through every fiber in his body.

	She continued when everyone quieted down. “Grey saved my niece. He made sure she was safe, and he and the Dallas pack tracked me down and rescued me from those monsters. He was made for me. I love him, and I choose him. I will never want anyone else. I just want our pack left in peace.”

	The crowd was quiet for only a moment before a man near the middle spoke up. “What is so important about a silver wolf? Why do these wolves want you so badly they would go to these extremes?”

	Marcus gestured for Morgan to sit back down. Grey put his arm around her shoulders and rubbed the outline of her brand absently. Wolf wanted to hoist her over his shoulder and run from the pain, but this had to be done. He kissed her hand softly. His brave little wolf.

	“From the research we have gathered,” Marcus said, “and I’m sure many have been able to find texts, as well, so please add your knowledge if I leave anything out, the Silver Wolves were an ancient and thriving clan up until the early eighteenth century. They had outgrown their sanctuary in France and started branching out to other packs. Some of the females were able to bear full-blooded werewolf offspring, making them the only breeding werewolves in our known history. They were slaughtered by humans, and any who fled were hunted by vampires to rid our race of breeders. They were all white, even the males, and the females had light blue or purple eyes to signify they were born of this Silver Wolf Clan. They were thought to be completely extinct until Morgan was Turned.”

	“So the important question is, can she have children?” One of the alphas mates asked.

	“Of course, she can,” one of the men said. “Can’t you smell her? I haven’t ever smelled another female like her. She’s ripe.”

	Wolf thought of nine ways to make him die.

	“We can’t be sure until she does or doesn’t have a pup,” Marcus interrupted.

	“Yes, but obviously she has a responsibility to carry on the line. Is she even planning on trying for a baby?” another woman shouted over the crowd.

	Marcus looked to Morgan with his eyebrows drawn up in silent question. Grey was wondering the same. Of all of the conversations they had, this wasn’t one of them. They had only been married a week, and they had both done a bang up job of dancing around the subject.

	She remained seated but nodded her head. “I’m willing to try for a child. I understand the importance of having children to better our future, but I want a child for many more reasons than that. I want a child who looks like my mate, who can be a sibling to my ward. That is, if I’m able to have them.”

	Her brilliant eyes searched his face, but she needn’t worry. He nodded, and Wolf howled his approval.

	“What about your niece? She would have the silver wolf genetics also, right?” A short, stout man with a beard asked.

	“When will she be turned?” another alpha called out. “And who will be able to claim her when she is old enough?”

	Grey stood up so quickly it stunned the questions into silence. “Lana will only be turned by her choice when she is old enough to make a decision like that. Anyone who tries to force the issue will have me to deal with.”

	He glared into the audience, meeting the eyes of those who dared to stare back at him. Power and anger radiated from his skin and into the crowd like a hailstorm, and his dominance cowered many a wolf close enough to feel the heat.

	Morgan’s soft voice came from behind. “We have to know Lana is safe. Surely, you can understand where we are coming from. The Change could kill her now, and it has to be her choice when she has the knowledge and insight to make a decision like that. You have to see you can’t Turn a child. She is just a baby, and it is cruel to even suggest it. We have agreed to try for a baby, which is something we hadn’t originally planned on or talked about. You will all have to be patient on what my niece decides about being Turned until she is older. We will not negotiate or discuss this anymore.”

	“I have a question,” Alexis asked from the back row.

	Shit. Wolf judged the distance from where he sat to the tripping pulse of the artery in her neck. No good. He wouldn’t be fast enough with the other wolves in the way.

	Alexis stood with a raised hand as if she was in kindergarten. She waited until everyone stopped talking. “What if Morgan can breed, but Grey cannot? I mean, what if Demon Wolf isn’t able to have children? Has anyone considered that? Are we to put the fate of an entire werewolf super race into the hands of one male? If he isn’t able to get her pregnant, should they be allowed to give up on the entire Silver Wolf line?”

	The crowd murmured quietly amongst themselves as the implications of what Alexis said sunk in. A slow fury overcame him. Too much. He had simply endured too much. If that conniving she-wolf was wise, she would go into hiding immediately following the meeting.

	Morgan’s gaze was stunned as she stared at the Old Ones on the front row. They were the leaders and enforcers of the werewolves, and whatever they said would be law. And now, for the first time since they had started the meeting, the Old Ones were talking amongst themselves. Not a good sign.

	Alexis continued as a wicked smile spread across her face. “I move that Silver Wolf should be bred by multiple males to ensure she gets pregnant.”

	“Never!” Morgan growled, face contorting and taking on wolfish features. Grey stood so fast the chair flew out from behind him and crashed into the wall. Jonathan put himself in front of Alexis, but it wouldn’t save her from Wolf.

	In a low, gravelly voice, Grey bit out, “You would defend her?”

	The whites of Jonathan’s eyes showed. “She is making a point. Now, I agree it isn’t coming from the right place, but it is still a point.”

	“You,” Grey bit out, his gaze focused on Alexis who was now cowering behind her mate. “You would listen to Morgan tell you what happened to her, about that monster and his plans to take her body against her will, and you suggest we make it into pack law. What if she told you she didn’t want any more children?” he yelled into the crowd. “Would you lock her in a basement and have turns with her until she gave you what you wanted? You act shocked when she tells you her story, but then you’re actually considering giving her to multiple men? You people call me Demon Wolf. You call me Monster. I’m not the monster here.” He pointed at Alexis. “You are.”

	He had to do something to stop Morgan’s tears before they consumed him. Before he burned up like a dying star and exploded into a billion pieces. Marcus rapped the gavel on the podium to quiet everyone down, then he leaned over the stage and spoke in a quiet discussion with his fellow Old Ones. Grey listened, tuning out everyone else to get a feel for which way they were leaning. None of the suggestions they were throwing around would be good for his and Morgan’s future together.

	“Give me six months,” Grey ground out, defeated.

	He couldn’t accept what they were about to suggest. Wolf would give a go at killing off the entire species before he let another man touch his mate. For the good of everyone, they had to give him time. The room grew quiet, and Marcus stood back up at the podium.

	He drew his tortured gaze to Marcus. “Give me six months to breed her. If I get her pregnant, this is never to be brought up again. She will be mine always, and anyone who questions it will die. If I can’t breed her in half a year, other wolves can start giving formal challenges for her again.”

	Morgan’s eyes went wide, and her lips parted as if she wanted to say something, but no sound came out. Dean got up with a loud snarl and left the room. Grey shot his mate a warning look. She obviously hadn’t heard the alternative the Old Ones were about to suggest. She remained quiet and still as a stone while Marcus looked to the other Old Ones, and after a quick discussion, the one on the end nodded his head in affirmation. The old leader rapped his gavel on the podium and claimed it done. Chaos ensued from the crowd, but Grey only had instinct for escape. He grabbed her hand and led her immediately out of the building.

	Dean and Rachel waited in a fog of despair just outside the door. The pained noise that came from Morgan’s throat was enough to rip his guts out. She slammed an iron door on the bond between them so quickly and unexpectedly that it made him queasy. Rachel caught her as Morgan slid to her knees sobbing. Lana clung unsteadily to Grey’s leg, and he patted the little girl’s hair. He needed to take his eyes away from his mate’s pain but couldn’t.

	Dean gathered Lana into his arms. “Those wolves in there are going to be coming out of those doors any second now. They don’t need to see her like this.”

	Numbly, Grey picked Morgan up. He held her tightly against his chest and walked her straight to the cabin.

	“I had to do it,” he gritted out, desperate for her to understand he wasn’t trying to hurt her. “They were going to take you away from me if I didn’t buy us some time.”

	Morgan’s quiet crying gutted him.

	When they were inside, Rachel followed Morgan into her room and crawled into bed with her. Grey kept his distance. The last wisp of emotion he had received just before she shut their bond down was the sharp crack of betrayal.

	A knock on the door pulled him out of his thoughts, and Marissa stuck her head inside.

	“Can I talk to you?” She had been crying, too.

	“What are you doing back so soon? Are you all right?”

	Marissa nodded and wiped her face. “I have to tell you something.” She looked worriedly over at the bed where Morgan was crying and Rachel was rubbing her back. Grey shook his head. Best for her not to ask right then.

	“Um, I might need to tell Dean, too. It involves his new wolf.” Grey rubbed a hand over his face and nodded, opening the door into the joint living area. Dean sat at the table with his head in his hands while Lana devoured a chocolate chip granola bar.

	Marissa took the seat across from him. “When I was running with everyone, the boys did a good job of staying close to me. I don’t think they can tell where I am without seeing me since I’m not in their pack anymore. They got ahead of me, and these two wolves separated me from the rest of the pack. I was trying to get back, but they worked together to steer me farther and farther away. They were rubbing against me and nipping at me, and I was so scared. But all of a sudden Levi jumped in between them. I mean, it was pretty dumb of him because they were both way more dominant than him, and they were really big. Anyway, he fought them off long enough for Wade and Logan to figure out I was missing and come find me to help.”

	“Geez, are you all right?” Grey was patting her arms as if he could fix it by touching her.

	“Yes, I’m fine, thanks to the new wolf. The point of this is that I know the wolves who did it. They are the ones who were stalking you and Morgan in the woods this afternoon.”

	Grey frowned. “How do you know?”

	“I was out with Rachel and Lana when we heard some of the packs talking about Morgan. Rachel took Lana back to the cabin, but I was pissed at how they were talking about her, so I stuck around to listen. I heard the two wolves who were spreading the gossip. They were giving first-hand accounts, and I smelled them so I could remember them. These were the same wolves that came after me, Grey. They stalk women. It’s a game for them.”

	He shook with the overwhelming rage inside of him. Berserker. Wolf was about to go completely out of control. The past hour had gone so horribly wrong. He wanted to roar as loud as he could and pound his fists against the table until it was nothing but tiny splinters and dust. Lana was looking at him curiously now, and he had no outlet for his rage.

	Dean’s eyes shown bright gray, and his face flushed red. “Grey, the fights start in a couple minutes. I was waiting to tell you so it would give you less time to think about it, but I signed you up yesterday.”

	Dean, that wise old wolf, was giving him his outlet.

	“I don’t know if I should be fighting right now,” Grey growled.

	“Right now is exactly when you should be fighting. Challenge those animals. Beat them. Fight the next one and the next one and the next one until they are all defeated. Teach them a lesson, and then show every single son of a bitch who thinks he has a chance of challenging you in six months that you will murder them. Be Demon Wolf, Grey. Let. Him. Out.”

	“Marissa, do you need to see it?” Grey asked. Marissa was still a child, but did she need to see her alpha defend her?

	“Of course, I do.”

	Grey grunted. Both members of his pack could be bloodthirsty little creatures when they wanted to be, and Wolf approved.

	“Take care of my family?” he asked Dean.

	Dean nodded. “Of course I will, brother.”

	Grey clapped him on the shoulder before he led Marissa to the mess hall.

	When they arrived, Marissa immediately found and pointed out the men who had attacked her. Grey called them out in challenge, and Marissa scrambled to the wolf with the sign-up sheet to set it up. As she passed them, she flipped them off, letting her eyes slide into an eerie light blue. Grey smirked. Morgan was definitely rubbing off on her.

	When she was safely seated next to Sarah, Grey turned his cold gaze onto his first challenger.

	And then he handed Beast the reins.

	 

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	A bell rang, and Grey ran straight for the sneering face of the man. He grabbed his throat and hooked a foot behind his legs just before slamming him to the ground. He pummeled his face until the referee called it. The gray-eyed man wasn’t sneering anymore.

	The second man had taken notes. He was smarter about his approach, ducking out of the way immediately and landing a few punches in between getting hammered by Grey’s unrelenting fists. Grey spat red after getting punched in the face and offered the rangy shifter an empty smile. The blood that flowed from his nose and lip were only a minor nuisance. Black Wolf didn’t feel it. Other than to mock the second fighter, Grey never flinched or reacted to the furious fists he absorbed. The man drew back farther to hit harder, giving Grey more time to work him over. It wasn’t long before he had handled him like the first one.

	“For my pack,” Grey snarled as the man lay gasping for air on the ground.

	His next fight was against the man who had won the first round. The referee had asked Grey if he wanted a rest, but he declined.

	Better to get it done with.

	Wolf was ready.

	* * * *

	“Where’s Grey?” Morgan asked Dean quietly.

	“Mess hall. He’s gone to fight.”

	She stared vacantly at the stone fireplace for a moment. She had to see him, to be there for him as he had always been there for her. She was angry and felt betrayed, but he’d done this for a reason. She hadn’t heard the Old Ones’ plans like he had. She could only imagine what they’d suggested doing with her. Grey had done what he did for a reason, and there was no doubt in her mind he’d done it to protect her. She couldn’t fault him for that, no matter how scared she was over the deal he’d struck. “When do they start?”

	“He’s probably fighting right now.”

	“We’ll be right back,” she told him, then wiped her puffy eyes on the sleeve of her hoodie and followed Rachel out the door.

	She walked in on his fourth fight. Sarah and Marissa waved them over to the side where they had commandeered a group of chairs. By the time they were sitting comfortably, Grey had finished his opponent off. He jumped and shifted his weight from side to side, and then hit the air in a flurry of blurred motion to stay warm and loose. He was mesmerizing. His scars stood out against skin stretched taught against a firmly muscled torso, stomach, and arms. A beautiful death-bringer.

	“He’s killing it,” Sarah whispered excitedly.

	His nostrils flared, and he turned his head. His gaze collided with hers like two meteors. She waved and smiled weakly. He cocked his head to the side. Come closer. Slowly, she approached him. He smelled of adrenaline, and his skin was slick with sweat and blood. If the big grin on his face was any indication, Wolf was utterly in his element. His hand snaked gently around her waist, and he kissed her. The blood on his lips tasted dangerous, and the contrast of his unshaven face against hers was arousing.

	“I had a reason for what I did,” he said into her ear. “Everything I do is for you, Morgan.”

	The deep rumble of his voice against her earlobe sent a shiver through her. “We’ll talk about this later. I’m not going anywhere.”

	He nodded and kissed her hands before she left to go find her seat again. It would hold until they could get back home.

	The next fights were a blur. Marissa rushed to see who was fighting next and let Morgan know that a number of the wolves who had signed up had backed out after Grey’s first few fights. He was so graceful and fluid when he fought. He had a raw power and strength about him few others could match. A couple of his fights were closer than others, but he won them all. Summit crowned its new champion.

	He didn’t stay to gloat or do a victory lap or anything like that. He was humble and quiet, and his eyes scanned the room for her. Morgan made her way through the crowd and met up with him just as someone handed him a towel to wipe the blood off his face and chest. He had flung his dark gray T-shirt carelessly over his shoulder, and he draped his arm around her as they searched for Marissa. No one had signed up for a girl’s strength challenge, so everyone filed toward the doors that led back to the cabins.

	“I challenge Silver Wolf.”

	How amazing what those four little words did to her and her wolf. The crowd stopped their escape and shuffled around in confusion. Alexis stood on a chair that leaned against a pillar in the very middle of the room. Her arms were crossed, and irritating smugness etched into the cocky curve of her lips and the high arch of her brows.

	Morgan offered her a vacant smile and said, “No thanks,” as chipper as she could muster.

	“Chicken.”

	“Tastes delicious, but last time I checked, I was all wolf.”

	The masses parted as Alexis jumped off her chair and closed the short distance between them. She slapped Morgan hard across her face. Morgan froze. She tasted the iron of her bloody lip. Oh, for shit’s sake, she hated it when people fought with rings on.

	“Oh, Alexis. You stupid, stupid girl,” Marissa murmured.

	A smug smile tugged at the edges of Grey’s lips, and he nodded. “Give them room,” he demanded quietly. He leaned against a table and crossed his arms. Entertain me, his stance suggested.

	Morgan slid a hard gaze to Alexis. “Accepted.”

	Alexis swung before she had even finished the word, but she was too quick and ducked. She stood, and using the force of her body’s forward motion, she gave a diagonal kick to Alexis’s shin that snapped it in half. Before the pain had even registered, Morgan punched her so hard in the face her head snapped back like a dashboard bobble-head. She instantly caught Alexis by the throat with her other hand and lifted her off her feet. She’d make her scream for all she had done. She walked Alexis to the pillar in the middle of the room and smacked her against it. Raking her cold gaze slowly up and down Alexis’s strained face, she smiled a bloody smile.

	“Morgan?” Alexis whimpered.

	“Morgan’s not here.” An unrecognizable voice growled out of Morgan’s lips, shocking even her that her wolf was so close to the surface. “I should kill you for all of the pain you have caused us.” She cocked her head to the side, weighing her options. “You tried to kill me. You told the others about me. You put my family and friends in danger, and then blamed Brandon’s death on me. And after every horrible thing you did, you swayed that meeting to try and ruin any life I managed to put together despite your efforts to ruin me.”

	Morgan let go of her neck, and Alexis fell hard on her bad leg and landed with a thud on the floor. The sound of her pain-filled gasp tasted like hot cocoa for the soul. The instant Alexis’s body touched cement, Morgan sat on top of her. The cruel woman’s arms were pinned under Morgan’s legs lest she think about offering a pesky little face slap again.

	“All because Grey likes my bunny more than yours?” Morgan lifted a fist slowly in the air so that Alexis could watch it.

	“Little wolf,” Grey said almost inaudibly. Had he said it through the bond?

	She moved her face so her ear was angled toward Grey.

	“You can kill her, but it won’t fix anything.”

	“He’s right,” Morgan said. She brought her fist down and Alexis flinched as she stopped it at the last second. Instead, she opened her hand and patted her cheek a couple of times as Alexis emitted a shuttering whimper. “Oh shut your dumpster hole, Alexis. Nobody likes a sore loser,” she whispered, grinning.

	Alexis’s face went from fearful to furious. “You don’t even know what is coming for you,” she whispered harshly. “And when the time comes, I hope you remember who arranged your demise.”

	The threat was so sincere that a wave of gooseflesh washed across the back of her neck. She stood and straightened her shirt as a bewildered referee declared her Summit’s new female champion. Marissa and Rachel started the clapping, and it slowly picked up steam as the shock wore off the crowd. Grey chuckled as if he couldn’t get a funny joke out of his head. As they filed slowly out of the mess hall, his golden eyes found her time and time again.

	“What?” she asked.

	“I’m just proud you’re my mate,” Grey said against her ear as he pulled her against his side.

	Marissa and Rachel followed close behind as the crowd dissipated to their cabins.

	Morgan inhaled a long, steadying breath as her wolf settled again. “I think I need a vacation from vacation,” she said to the unanimous agreement of the others.

	 

	 


Chapter 11

	 

	Nail biting was never an attractive habit on anyone. That’s what Morgan’s mother, Hannah, had told her growing up. She didn’t care about that now. Her stomach fluttered. Nerves? She put a lead foot down on the gas and hoped Marissa wouldn’t hear her racing heartbeat from the passenger seat where she sat. Lana sat in the back seat of the truck, humming along to the radio, and thankfully oblivious to Morgan’s apprehension.

	Her wolf urged her to speed up with the quiet need to be close to her mate. Although life had changed incredibly in the five months since Summit, her connection to Grey hadn’t faltered. Not on her end.

	The packs had gone through some growing pains. Dean’s had expanded with the new addition of Levi to the ranks after his three-month trial period. He still had a lot to learn, as most men, werewolves or human, his age did, but he was reliable and proving to be a contributing member of the pack.

	Grey had hired him part-time to help with their business, which was threatening to become overwhelming due to the sheer volume of orders for their recipe boxes. Levi and Marissa were both turning out to be worthy apprentices in the woodshop, though they still avoided each other when possible. Sarah had travelled from Michigan to visit as often as she was able to get off work and would be a permanent member soon as well. She and Brent were still going strong, and by months end, she would be transferring to a job in Dallas and going through the pack Initiation Ritual. She had become a fast friend and easy confidant, and she often stayed at the Crawford Cabin when she came to visit. Between Dean and Grey, they would now have the monopoly on the pack with the most females, which Logan still jokingly complained about.

	In an utterly shocking announcement, Wade had admitted he was dating a human. He said it was easier navigating that territory after seeing Grey go through it, and he asked for his advice often. Brent and Grey were becoming closer, but at a cost. Brent spent a lot of time at their cabin, and it caused some unwarranted tension between the alphas of the two packs. Despite this strain, Grey had created a gap in the fence between their properties, and full moon hunts were now something the growing packs could do over both pieces of land. Wade’s too, if they felt inclined to hunt farther out.

	When they had arrived back at the cabin after Summit, there had been a package waiting for Morgan. It was a belated wedding gift from her mate. Grey had seen how comfortable she was wielding the set of silver blades in the pack war and had ordered a set just like them. He had them engraved to read, Silver Wolf, may my body provide the protection you need that you may never have cause to use these. It was written in script down the curve of the large blade, and the pack emblem was etched into the hilt of both in the set. They were perfect. A good man knew the way to his woman’s heart, and he had fortunately caught on early that the way to hers was through gifting weapons.

	Frantically, they had been trying for a baby, but months with no results had them panicked and dreading the future. Grey never talked about it. Quite the opposite. He hunched into himself as if he could protect her from his worry. It wasn’t fair to put such a time constraint on something that should happen naturally. Their couplings had become desperate, and lately they hadn’t talked about the need for a child at all because, surely, if they admitted their fears, they would drown in them. Wolf pushed heavily for control, but whether it was from Grey escaping his perceived failures, or from Wolf seeing the necessity to prepare for formal challenges again, she couldn’t be certain. Helplessly watching her mate struggle was a slow journey into hellfire.

	Morgan pulled the truck down the long drive to Dean’s house. “Did you do your homework?” she asked Marissa. “You know that is the first thing Rachel is going to ask.”

	“I finished everything but a book report, and I’ll have to do that one when I get home.” She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Are you feeling alright?”

	Morgan calmed her fidgety leg that was pumping in rhythm to the pop song on the radio. “Yeah, I’m fine.” Rein it in. Too shrill. “Why?”

	“Because you’ve been acting like a weirdo for the past week.” She leaned deeper into the passenger seat and muttered, “You are making everyone jumpy.”

	“I’m just stressed. I’m fine though,” she assured her. She put the truck in park, but a crashing noise sounded from the house. “Are you freaking kidding me? Again?”

	She pulled Lana from her car seat and hurried up the front porch. Dean and Grey had been going at it lately. Brent had been over to Grey’s cabin often and was doing a lot of running on his property. Dean’s wolf was doing a damned fine job of convincing Dean that Brent would switch packs eventually, and if he switched, he would take Sarah with him. His wolf was having a hard time with all the loss lately, and it had become terribly obvious that it was taxing on Dean. First with Alexis, and then Marissa and Brandon, he wasn’t handling the thought of losing two more wolves very well. Something sounding very glasslike crashed inside the house, and she threw open the front door.

	“That was my grandmother’s vase!” Rachel sounded pissed.

	Both Dean and Grey were holding each other’s shirts and yelling. Grey wouldn’t normally give into pointless fighting, but he wasn’t the one running the show anymore. With each failed attempt to conceive, he became more irritated. With everything. Now, he snapped at anything that dared to breathe around him. She understood. How could she not? Through their mated bond, she could feel his constant worry that he’d lose her forever. She could feel his continual struggle not to let Wolf consume him completely.

	Rachel threw up her arms in exasperation and took Lana from her arms. “I can’t get them to stop. They won’t listen to me!”

	Brent sat at the breakfast bar watching their scuffle with an amused look on his face.

	“That is enough. This is getting ridiculous!” Morgan yelled over the shouting.

	She advanced on Brent and smacked him in the back of the head before she rounded on Grey and Dean. They were directly in front of him, providing a free show. She was surprised Brent hadn’t busted out the extra-butter popcorn yet. She stuck her fingers in her mouth and gave an ear-splitting whistle. The room of werewolves hunched and held their ears in pain. Such an unkind trick to play on a house full of people with exceptional hearing, but desperate times… Grey and Dean’s eerie, wolf-bright eyes found her.

	“Have you even asked Brent what his plans are? Even once?” So she was yelling. She was also past caring.

	The locked alpha’s looked to Brent, who gave them a little wave. “And you,” she pointed an accusing finger at Brent. “You should have never let it escalate to this.”

	Dean frowned. “What is she talking about? What are your plans?”

	Brent sighed dramatically. “Grey is my friend, but it doesn’t mean I would ever want to take orders from him. Ever. Plus, I’m in no hurry to get another brand. As Morgan would say, ‘It hurts like a mother trucker.’ Sorry Dean. You are stuck with me.”

	Fury radiated off Dean’s skin, and he smelled more animal than human. “You couldn’t tell me that before? Or at any time during the fifty arguments Grey and I have had?”

	Grey cut in. “I tried to tell you that! You worry over nothing.”

	“Oh, don’t defend Brent. He could have stopped this at any time.”

	“So could you, if you just asked him.”

	They were yelling at each other again.

	Deep breath. “I’m pregnant,” Morgan said softly.

	Everyone stared at her as if she had sprouted cheese puff antlers.

	“What?” Grey gazed at her with three parts disbelief, and one part hope.

	“You heard me.” She bathed in the happy warmth of his golden yellow eyes.

	He smoothed a strand of hair out of her face and cupped her cheeks. “Are you sure?”

	“Listen for yourself.”

	Grey kissed her tenderly and slid his hands down her waist. He rubbed the pads of his thumbs over her stomach. Slowly, he lowered himself until he was on his knees and pressed his ear to her belly. His hands reached around her back and pulled her body gently closer. She closed her eyes and tapped into the binding tendrils of their unbreakable connection. His overwhelming adoration hummed across the bond as she experienced his realization with him.

	He heard the slow steady rhythm of Morgan’s heartbeat, so beautiful and vital to his existence. He pressed his ear more firmly against her belly. The faint, quick heartbeat of his child growing in her was his salvation. He leaned his forehead against her stomach and let out a sigh that seemed to release a hundred pounds of weight from his shoulders.

	His family was safe.

	His pack was safe.

	His friends were safe.

	That tiny flutter signified not only that she carried a precious piece of him, but that against all odds and despite all their shared hardships, the Silver Wolf Clan would be reborn.
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Chapter 1

	Margaret Flemming. What an intolerable name. The last name wouldn’t be so unbearable if it wasn’t directly preceded by the first. To be sure, Margaret is a fair name on other girls who are more suited to it, but for me it is a constant reminder of who I am named after. One Margaret Hall; the sole benefactor of the very wealthy William Hall and a hard soul with an acute and bitter dislike for me. She also happens to be my aunt. My mother thought naming me after her sister would increase my chances of that wealth trickling down to me, though she was absurdly wrong. What my kind and loving uncle ever saw in that woman, I fear I shall never know; but I digress. I have made a decision. Since no one will know me where I’m going, I think I shall call myself Maggie…

	 

	The slowing of the train pulled her against the seat, and she caught the small vial of ink that slid toward her. She plugged it up, wiped the pen, blew on her journal before closing it, and placed the writing materials into the side pocket of her luggage that was packed and waiting patiently beside the small table in the compartment. She stood and smoothed the soft material of her full dress. The wide hooped skirts and cream colored bombazine dress were completely inappropriate for the dusty Wild West cattle town of Rockdale, Texas.

	The outfit wasn’t her choice. Dear Aunt Margaret had made it a last request that she wear a proper dress as she rode off to her new wanton life. And now she would undoubtedly stand out as the proverbial sore thumb in this small town. “An adventuress,” Aunt Margaret called her, though she’d used the term like a curse. Aunt Margaret’s bitterness and condemnation still stung.

	The train let out a shrill whistle and the brakes screeched loudly. The force made her brace against the nearest wall in the tiny space. She picked up her luggage as the train came to a stop, and left through the trim door. Her skirts swished and folded unbecomingly as she moved through the small doorway. No doubt she looked like a bowl of gravy being poured from the compartment. A heavyset man gave her a wide eyed look and shook his head. Maggie stifled a laugh. She had never been good at first impressions, and Rockdale would have something and someone new to talk about for at least a week until the next gossip stole their attention.

	The thought made her nervous all over again, and her smile faded as she stepped out of the train and onto the platform. Her bags were terribly heavy and she set them down beside her. All along the platform her recent train mates and their loved ones reunited with happy embraces, handshakes, and smiles. No such reunion was to be expected for her. The man she had traveled to see was unaware of her intentions to visit.

	She needed to find a coach and quickly. The mid-day sun bore down relentlessly, and she already roasted in her full skirts. A drop of perspiration raced southward between her breasts, and she sighed as she hefted her baggage. Ignoring the open mouthed stares from the crowd, she headed through the small station and congratulated herself on only being slightly flustered at their attention.

	She dropped the heavy bags with an embarrassing thud onto a wooden porch directly in front of a carriage. An older gentleman in a dusty waistcoat and full, gray beard perched on its seat. “May I bother you for a ride, sir? I can pay,” she said.

	He studied her with a slight frown. “Where you headed, miss?”

	“Roy Davis’s place. I’m a relative.” Well, close enough to a relative anyway.

	“I know Roy Davis, and I reckon I can take you to his place. I ain’t no coach though. Those only come through a few times a week right now.”

	“Oh.” How embarrassing. “Terribly sorry. I saw you waiting out here and just assumed.”

	“Nope. I’m in town pickin’ up a few things. If you’d wait a minute, I can give you that ride. It’s not too far out of my way and Roy is an old friend.”

	“Thank you. I would appreciate it.” Could she trust this man? He looked unassuming enough but one could never be too careful. Out of options, she nodded. He jumped out of the buggy and loaded her bags in the back. True to his word, the man returned shortly with two boxes of supplies. After they were off, he introduced himself as Bill Borland.

	“Maggie Flemming,” she said, only hesitating a bit as her lips formed the name. “Pleased to meet you.”

	“So you’re kin to Roy Davis?” Bill asked.

	“I’m his daughter, sir.”

	“His daughter? You don’t look nothin’ like him!”

	Bill’s surprise was sincere, and her cheeks flushed with heat as he studied her face. She knew what he was thinking. How could dark-as-an-Injun Roy Davis have a daughter with auburn hair, bright green eyes and a smattering of freckles over her fair skin?

	“I take after my mother’s side,” she lied.

	“I thought you said your name was Flemming.”

	“It is. I didn’t take Roy’s name. It’s a long story.”

	“Well, good thing we got a few hours before we get there so you have plenty of time to tell that long story of yours.”

	“A long story I don’t care to share,” she clarified.

	“Suit yourself, Miss Flemming,” Bill quipped, and was quiet.

	She may have frustrated the man, she didn’t know, nor did she pretend to understand the inner workings of men’s minds, but the last thing she needed was to unload her family’s skeletons on a stranger who would, no doubt, go gallivanting straight back to town with the gossip. She’d at least try to keep her reputation intact in this new place she was determined to call home.

	How would it be to see Roy after so long? She’d never called him Father because, biologically speaking, he wasn’t. Blood aside, though, he was the closest to a father she’d ever have in her lifetime. She hadn’t wanted to leave the caring man behind all those years ago, but Mother was a fearful creature who’d never accepted the wilderness as home. Maybe if Mother hadn’t been brought up in London Society with all the conveniences of city life, she could’ve found happiness out there.

	The leaves on the passing trees lifted lazily in the wind and sang a quiet song of homecoming. How Mother hadn’t seen the beauty of the wide openness of this place, she’d never know. Scandal did awful things to people, and Mother had endured her share of heartache. Maybe she’d had a broken heart, and that hadn’t allowed her to see the secret promise in life.

	Maggie reached out and plucked a leaf from a low hanging branch as they passed. As long as she lived, she’d never allow a man to break her like her real father had Mother. Leaving a woman like he did, without a care for giving his unborn child a name was the vilest act of dishonor a highborn man could commit. Roy, with his plain way of life and easygoing ideals, had been ten times the man and hadn’t even had a reason, other than he loved her and Mother. The genuine, smiling expression in his eyes still visited her fondest memories of childhood. Yes, there was something to be said about finding happiness in a simple life out here. And seeing Roy again was a start.

	She fingered the stack of letters she’d pulled from her baggage to calm her nerves. She and Roy had kept in touch by writing a few times a year. His letters were a reminder of the life she’d loved as a child and left behind. The tattered notes had always brought solace during dark times in her life, and she needed such comfort again as the buggy jerked and swerved closer to the only place she had ever considered home.

	The town had changed and grown so much in the past ten years, that she felt disconnected with it. The road to Roy’s homestead passing beneath the buggy’s wheels, however, was just as she remembered. Still rutted with pot holes so deep, they echoed, and peppered with rabbits frightened out of hiding as the shallow-bedded wagon rolled noisily by.

	When they neared the first turn off, shivers of excitement fluttered in her chest. Clusters of blooming cactus lined an unassuming dirt road leading away from the main. The turnoff signified the entrance to the Lazy S Ranch where Garret Shaw had lived when they were little. According to the updates in Roy’s letters, he didn’t live there anymore, but she peered as far as she could see across the flat landscape for him none-the-less.

	Garret. Her first and only love. Only calf love, as she had been just a child at the time, but the most she would ever feel for a boy. She still thought about him from time to time. Imagined what he looked like all grown up; what kind of man he had become. Roy had grown used to her asking about her childhood friend, and when he wrote, offered tidbits of information on him. Last she knew, he was finishing up his schooling in Georgetown, and had left his father to run the Lazy S. He hadn’t been back to visit in years.

	She squinted against the sun as they passed the Lazy S Ranch. What had he looked like? It had been so long ago for a person so young, half a lifetime. He’d had dark hair, though what color she couldn’t recall. Five years older than her, he’d been kind for accepting her younger and constant presence with minimal annoyance. Compared to her, tall, and he’d been as thin as a fence post, no matter how much his mother fed him. What had his features looked like, though? The color of his eyes? Had they been green? Her memories had blurred with time.

	The next homestead was Roy’s, and as Bill pulled the team up to the front of the house, Maggie tucked the letters into her luggage. She straightened her dress. The time had come to introduce her memories of Roy to the present day man.

	Roy’s cabin was well repaired, but showed the signs of aging. The wood wasn’t the color of new logs she remembered. The bones of the small home had grayed with age, and newer wooden shingles peppered the roof where leaks had been tended to. The porch creaked underfoot and her heart hammered as she lifted a gloved hand to knock on the frail looking door. No one answered. “Roy?” she called as she knocked again. Silence.

	Bill hopped from the buggy and sauntered around the house, yelling out Roy’s name, to no answer. “Well, he still lives here, I can promise you that. He runs cattle and he’s probably out with them, is all.” He hoisted himself onto the wagon seat and tipped his hat. “I wish you well, miss, but I’m losing daylight. That old coot won’t mind a bit if you just went on in there and made yourself at home.”

	She reached for her small coin purse. “At least let me pay you for your troubles.”

	He waved her off and slapped the reins against the backs of the two horse team. “No need.”

	“Thank you,” she sang out with a wave but if he heard her, he didn’t show it.

	When she opened the door to the cabin, a hundred memories from childhood assaulted her. Every piece of furniture seemed to be in the same place. The small oval dining table was surrounded by four ladder backed chairs and the deep slate sink that took up most of the kitchen still boasted the same old hand pump. The small bookcase had not moved from the shadow of the stone fireplace and the faded floral curtains Mother had hung lifted lazily in the breeze from the open window. Even the smell of bacon grease and yeast bread seemed familiar.

	A smile curved her lips. There, beyond the front porch and yard lay the prairie grass so tall it would tickle her waist if she had a mind to stand in it. She’d imagined this a thousand times. Home.
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