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        In the fairytale, Goldilocks stole from the bears and got away...but stealing from bear shifters won’t be that easy.

      

        

      
        When hunting a rogue wolf goes wrong, Gold finds herself saddled with a new mate that she can’t bring herself to turn in. There is only one place she can think to hide her rogue. With the bears...and the triplet brothers she has been running from. Her other mates. 

        When a teenage shifter goes missing, someone starts blackmailing Gold, sending her notes and making demands. Can she ignore them, risking her mates’ lives, or steal something sacred from her mates and risk their relationship?

        She must decide before it’s too late for her fairytale ending...

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For fairytales.
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        One year ago…

      

      

      

      “Looking hot, Harper,” I call out, making Harper chuckle as I walk past her and Nikoli as they stand proud at the entrance to the ball. I smile when I look back for a second, noticing how Nikoli smiles warmly at Harper, his eyes telling everyone in the room how much she means to him with just one look.

      “Drink?” one of the hired waiters asks, offering me a tray full of sparkling champagne in silver glasses. I take one, smiling at the waiter who I scent is just a human. He likely has no idea he is working a ball for various kinds of shifters. Including the royal family who will no doubt be here soon. I slowly sip my drink as I stare around the room, seeing everyone happy and dancing, relieved to be alive after the recent attack on the pack. My eyes drift across a mirror on the other side of the room, and I see my reflection in the gold revealing dress, which matches my gold hair that is curled down my back. I look like a doll, rather than the hunter I am. I suppose that can be useful sometimes. I spot an empty table just behind me, and I walk over, sitting down to watch my pack dance and enjoy the night.

      “Mate. You’re my mate…I can’t fucking believe it,” a deep, shocked voice coughs out as three shadows stop right in front of me. I look up at the three men who have stopped right in front of me, scenting they are bears straight away…and triplets maybe? They all have thick brown hair, green eyes, and similar builds. I turn to the one that spoke, the leader of them I assume as he stands in the middle, his arms folded against his huge chest.

      “What did you just say?” I ask, and he glances away from me for a second to stare at his two brothers. I bet they are the alphas of the nearby bear pack. The biggest pack of bear shifters in the world. Bears were nearly hunted to extinction about a hundred years ago, and to have a pack of them so big…well, it is amazing.

      “She is my mate as well,” the one on the left states, his voice sounding like it’s made for seduction with a husky undertone.

      “And me. God, we are lucky bastards,” the one on the right says, a big grin forming on his lips.

      “Didn’t think our mate would be a wolf though,” the middle one grumbles. “The pack won’t be pleased with an alpha female wolf running it.”

      “Woah, hold up,” I exclaim, standing up and staring all three of them down as I place my hands on my hips.

      “Yes, gorgeous?” the middle one asks. Who the hell does he think he is, calling me gorgeous?

      “You are not my mates,” I state resolutely. I don’t have three bear mates, when I’m a wolf. No one is that unlucky.

      “We are, scent us. You will know,” he replies smoothly, stepping closer, and I move back, knocking into a chair that falls over. Suddenly our attention is drawn the door, where Snow and some man are arguing and shouting. I watch as Snow runs away from the man, with her daughter in her arms, and not looking back once. What the hell happened? My eyes meet Erik’s across the room as he starts to follow Snow, and I know straight away that something is wrong.

      “My brother needs me, do excuse me,” I say, my words laced with sarcasm as I step around the bears. The one that hasn’t said more than one sentence stops me, grabbing my arm gently.

      “We have waited years for you, and even if you keep us waiting, we will continue to do just that. Wait. When you need us, or want us, come to the Bearlay pack. Let us at least get your name before you run?” he asks firmly, his husky voice sending shivers through me as I pull my arm back and walk away, looking back only once.

      “My name is Gold.”
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      “Why do I always have to play bait?” I ask Erik, grumbling as he smirks at me and leans against the car. It's getting ridiculous that I’m always the one that has to pretend to be some clueless innocent as I walk up to the rogue. So sexist.

      “Because you have that innocent look. If I walked in that bar now, they would know I’m here to kill them,” Erik shrugs.

      “It’s because I’m a girl, isn’t it?” I reply drily.

      “Maybe,” Erik shrugs.

      “I’m just as good as you in a fight, maybe even better,” I tell him, and he just grins at me again.

      “You keep telling yourself that, sis,” he replies.

      “Have you spoken to Snow yet?” I ask him, and he glares at me this time.

      “Snow won’t speak to me about him, if that’s what you’re asking,” Erik mutters, moving off the car and turning away from me.

      “So, you're avoiding both your best friend and your mate, brilliant work of handling the situation, brother,” I retort, my mockery evident.

      “Says you, the one avoiding three bears who claim to be your mates. You avoid your problems just as much as I do,” he says, and I don’t respond as I walk away from him and up to the entrance of the bar. Those bears must be wrong, but they have been claiming the same thing for the past year, ever since I met them at the ball. You’re our mate. Come to our pack. Let us talk to you. I’ve had nothing but roses, presents, and invites to their pack since that damn ball.

      “Hey…pretty little thing,” a man slurs, his face shadowed as he leans against the outside of the bar. I try to ignore the wave of disgust I feel looking at him and walk into the bar without replying.  The bar is packed when I walk in, drunk humans everywhere, and it takes me only a minute to spot the rogue wolf we’ve been searching for. The wolf is in human form, looking a state as he drinks a shot and leaves the drained glass next to the row of other empty ones. His clothes have seen better days, and I can’t help running my eyes over him. He has a very strong looking body that I can see hidden under his clothes. The wolf turns to look at me when I walk closer, his dark blue eyes locking with mine, and his scent hits me. He smells amazing, and I don’t know what to do as we both stare at each other for a long time.

      “Do you even know why you’re hunting me, darling?” The wolf asks, his voice is deep and husky as he puts his finger up and another shot is placed in front of him. I don’t recognise his accent, but it's definitely foreign.

      “The royals send the order, I don’t usually check the details,” I respond, slipping into the seat next to him, but never taking my eyes off him as I do so.

      “Just a paid lackey, huh? Not checking who you’re hunting because you trust the royals so much?” he says and then laughs.

      “Just come outside with me. I will take you in, and I won’t have to kill you,” I say and watch as he takes another shot.

      “I recognise you, Gold,” he tells me, tilting his head to the side.

      “You don’t look or act like a normal rogue. If you had heard of me, you would run out the door,” I say, used to rogues doing just that.

      “That’s why the back door is already locked, and your twin is waiting outside the only open door,” he tells me, knowing our plan already.

      “You’re going to make this difficult, aren’t you?” I tilt my head to the side as I look at him.

      “No one bit. I won’t hurt you.” He tells me, confusing me further.

      “Don’t you know who I am to you?” He chuckles, and I slide off my chair, shaking my head as more of his scent hits me. It makes me want to fall to my knees, and I’m trying hard not to move closer to him like my body wants me too.

      “You can’t be…” I whisper hoarsely.

      “You’re my mate. I can smell it, and I know some part of you recognises that too,” he chuckles. I shake my head and turn my back on him as I walk out the door. I can’t hurt him or be anywhere near him, they need to send someone else to do this. Erik frowns at me when he sees me walking out, and then he looks behind me. I turn to see my rogue following me out of the bar, stumbling a little as he walks. The wolf is as drunk as he can get.

      “Don’t kill him, you can’t,” I hold a hand up to Erik, who frowns.

      “It’s our job, Gold, what the hell are you doing?” He asks me.

      “Protecting my drunken mate, it seems,” I say and turn around in time to see my rogue fall, face first, flat on the floor with a thud.
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      “What the hell are you going to do with him?” Erik asks me as I finish tying up the rogue in the back seat and climbing out of the car, shutting the door behind me. I rub my face with my hands as I try to come to grips with what I’m doing myself before having any kind of answer to Erik’s question.

      “I don’t know, but I can’t let you kill him,” I say, resting my head on the door as I try to think.

      “If we don’t kill him, the royals will just send other hunters after him. He is wanted, and there must be a reason,” Erik warns me.

      “We can tell the royals we killed him. They would never know,” I suggest, and Erik just stares at me for a second, and I have no idea what he is thinking.

      “I guess there isn’t anything you wouldn’t do for your mate,” he says, clearing his throat. “If we do this, then he needs to be hidden where no royal or royal guards would look. I will tell them I killed him and burnt the body. The royals trust me enough to believe it.”

      “Let’s just take him back to the pack and then-“ I start off, but Erik cuts me off.

      “-You can’t take him back there, not with the prince having the pack watched and everything that is going on with Harper. You can’t bring danger to them,” Erik says, and I know he is right. There is no way I could bring a potential risk to the pack at the moment.

      “Why he is having the pack watched?” I ask, not having a clue about this.  I wonder if Nikoli knows the prince is watching the pack? I doubt our alpha would be okay with that.

      “Because of Snow. He wants her watched in case of any danger, and Nikoli knows all about it. Not that Nikoli would let anything happen to his sister, anyway,” Erik tells me, rubbing his chin and staring back at the car. “I know somewhere you could take him, and they might help you.”

      “Nope,” I shake my head, knowing exactly where he is thinking.

      “Gold, do you want to save the drunk or not?” he exclaims. “No one would look for him there, and it will give you time to plan something.”

      “They would want me to stay, though. I’d have to join their pack,” I grumble.

      “Yeah, but they can’t make you do anything you don’t want. Look, I know the bears, and they aren’t bad guys. I wouldn’t send my sister there if I didn’t think they would keep you safe,” he tells me. I nod, knowing my brother is overprotective enough that he’d never let me near the bears if he didn’t think they were safe. Not that I can’t handle myself anyway.

      “I don’t want a mate,” I firmly point out.

      “You have four potentials, so it seems like fate is not listening to your commands at the moment, sis,” Erik laughs, leaning over and opening the car door.

      “You going to be okay to get back?” I ask him. I'm taking the car, and his is miles away. He nods once, looking up at the sky for a second.

      “I think it’s about time me and Snow had a chat about things. Give me a call once you are settled with the pack,” he says, looking nervous as he meets my eyes. He should be.

      “I’m glad you are going back to her,” I say, placing my hand on his shoulder. “Not only does Snow need her mate, but Arisa needs her dad.”

      “I will try. It’s just every time I see her or Arisa, it reminds me of…” he drifts off, and I know enough to not make him tell me more. I know who they remind him of anyway, and it must be painful for him to think back to that time.

      “Tell her how you feel, and what you are thinking. She won’t judge you or hate you for it like I know you think she will. Snow has waited years for you to talk to her,” I suggest, and he pulls me into a brief hug, before letting me go as I get into the car.

      “Good luck with the rogue. The file about his past is in the glove compartment,” Erik tells me.

      “Did you read it?” I ask, and he nods, his eyes drifting to my rogue. “And?”

      “If it was that bad, do you think I’d let you drive off alone with him? Read it yourself and see,” he says as he turns around and walks across the car lot, disappearing into the shadows. I slam my door closed and turn the engine on, reversing the car out of the lot and drive us down the street. I glance in the wing mirror and run my eyes over my rogue's black hair and overgrown beard that covers his face. Even drunk and looking a mess, he smells like the forest and is still ridiculously good looking. God dammit I’m screwed.
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      “Where are we?” the rogue asks as I drive us through the small mountain range that separates my pack and the Bearlay’s. I don’t know how I’m going to explain all this to Nikoli and Harper when I get a chance to talk to them. Nor do I want to leave my pack to join a pack full of bears and possible mates. Settling down has never worked out well for me, and the Forest Pack is the only place I’ve ever felt accepted in my entire life. My eyes stray back to my rogue, and I sigh, realising I never answered his question and I also don’t know a thing about him.

      “What is your name? I just keep calling you rogue in my mind,” I ask, looking back in the mirror to see him sat up, staring at me. I don’t want to risk stopping the car to read his name on the file I have. I don’t usually look at what any of the people we hunt have done to deserve it. I just smell the object they give us with the person's scent on it, and we find them. It’s always the same bad stuff, and after years of reading the horrible things over and over, I just stopped wanting to know.

      “When you get the guts to read my file stuck in your glove compartment, you’ll find out, won’t you?” he chuckles.

      “Are you always such a pain in the ass?” I snap, and he just chuckles.

      “Always, darling, always,” he laughs out, and I see him rest his head back and close his eyes. I guess that’s all the answer I’m getting out of him. Why am I saving his ass again? It’s a most silent drive for the next half an hour before we finally arrive at the gates of the Bearlay pack. Five guards stand outside, silent. I’m pretty sure they are deadly, as they let my car pull right up to them and don’t move an inch, their eyes watching my every movement. One of them breaks away, stomping over as I roll down my window.

      “Who are you? This is private land,” the man with brown hair that is going grey and dark blue eyes asks. He is massive, like the rest of the guards, and well, like all bears. I don’t think I’ve seen any bear less than six foot and they always pack a hell of a lot of muscle.

      “I’m Gold, beta of the Forest Pack, and I need to see your alphas,” I state, and he raises an eyebrow, standing straight. I watch as he raises a hand to open the gates and as they open he clicks a button on his radio, lifting it to his mouth.

      “Alpha Cain, you won’t believe who has just turned up at your door,” I hear him say as I put my foot down and drive through the gates. I bet he won’t.

      “Bears? Really?” my rogue comments from the back as we drive down the paved road.

      “Yes, really. They might actually keep your ass alive, so why don’t you practise that being quiet thing you usually do?” I say, making him laugh and nod his head once at me.

      “Yes, darling, whatever you say. I know getting a mate makes you lose your mind and become all loved up. I best start doing as I’m told then,” he teases, and I let out a long growl, looking away and at the pack I’m driving into, rather than playing his games. If the bears don’t kill him, I’m likely to. The road winds around in a circle, which has a water fountain in the centre. It’s full of kids splashing around, and their families are on the grass having picnics. On the other side of the road are rows of houses, all attached, and the houses go all the way down the four ways the road leads off. I look up and see three houses at the end of the road in the middle. All the houses are separate, but they look about the same size. They are nicer than the ones down here, which are nice in their own right. The three houses are made of red brick, with white windows and red tiles on the roof. As I pull into the driveway and park right outside the first house’s door, I notice that the houses look pretty new actually, and they are so close you could walk out of one door and into the other.

      “Stay in the car,” I remind my rogue, who nods before closing his eyes and resting back again. I run my eyes over his bindings, which still appear in good shape, so he hasn’t tried to escape yet. I have a feeling he will at some point. I get out of the car, shutting the door behind me and resting it as I wait. Only a few seconds later the door opens and one of the alphas walks out, crossing his arms with a grin on his face.

      “Cain?” I ask, because I actually don’t know their names, but I remember the guard talking to an alpha called Cain on his radio.

      “Correct. Don’t worry, I know your name and all your nicknames too. See I actually give a shit about my mate,” he says, but he tempers his harsh words with a playful smile.

      “I’m not your mate,” I reply coldly, and he laughs, looking through the window and seeing my tied-up rogue.

      “G-G, honestly, I never thought I’d see the day you would turn up at my Pack, without being dragged here that is,” Cain says with a low chuckle as he walks down the final steps of his house. I keep still as he walks straight up to me, placing his hands on the car door that I’m resting on, boxing me in as he leans down. I growl low, which only seems to make him smile that much wider. He has such a sexy smile, too, and his scent reminds me of lemons. It’s refreshing, kind of like his personality I imagine.

      “Have you finally decided to claim your mates?” he asks, moving a tiny inch closer as my breath hitches in my throat.

      “No, I just need your help,” I reply as he chuckles once more, and it sends shivers through me.

      “Gold?” I hear a shocked, slightly familiar voice shout in the distance, but I can’t look away from Cain’s green eyes as he leans even closer to me. His eyes have little wavy lines of light and dark green through them, swirled together with dark green flecks dotted around.

      “I’ll help you with whatever trouble you’re in, but I want something in return,” he moves closer, so we are only a breath away from each other as he speaks the words I knew he would, “I want you to join my pack.”

      “Ok,” I reply simply, and it shocks him so much he stumbles back, looking confused right as his brother reaches us. This alpha clearly doesn’t have personal space issues as he pulls me into a hug, his forest and pine scent surrounding me and somewhat comforting me at the same time.

      “I didn’t ask for a bear hug,” I muffle into his shoulder. He laughs as he pulls away, and I am able to get a better look at him. Green, playful eyes and messy brown hair that falls into his face greet me. His skin is more tanned than his brother’s, so he must spend more time outside or something. It suits him, and he looks way hotter than I remember him being. They both are.

      “I know, but you got one anyway. I’m Callum by the way,” he says, running a hand through his hair nervously.

      “Right Callum, Cain, and what’s your other brother called?” I ask, knowing it’s going to start with a C.

      “Chase,” Callum says, “but he is out of the pack today on business.”

      “Why are you here, Gold? And who is that?” Cain asks, getting straight to the point.

      “It’s a long story.”
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      “We can go inside as you explain, if you want?” Callum kindly suggests, waving a hand towards the house, and I nod my head. I look back once at my rogue as I lock the car doors with my keys. He just smirks, and I turn away before I decide to drag him out the car and leave him here alone as I go home. Cain surprises me by placing a warm hand on my lower back as he guides me up the steps and reaches to open the door for me.

      “Such a gentleman. I didn’t know there were any guys like you left these days,” I tease.

      “There is a lot you don’t know, G-G,” Cain laughs as I step into their house. The scent of forest and something sweet floats over to me. I look around the massive, open plan room I’m in. The room has stairs in the middle, separates the kitchen and lounge, which look modern and recently built. I walk over to the black sofas that have white blankets and cushions on them. There is a white fireplace, with a huge flat screen television above it and speakers on the walls either side of it. There are also flowers in the window and picture frames with paintings in them. The room feels like a female has designed it. I hate how jealous it makes me feel that another woman could already be in their lives.

      “Please sit,” Callum asks, waving a hand towards the sofas. I sit on the only chair in the room, and both the bears just shake their heads at my seat choice, sitting down opposite from me. Always sit alone in an unfamiliar room, with unfamiliar people, it’s safer. Or at least that’s what I think.

      “Well I think it’s best I get straight to the point. I need your help and before you ask, Nikoli can’t help me. You are more than welcome to say no, tell me I’m crazy, and I won’t hate you for it, or hold it against you," I say, and Cain’s eyes widen a little, most likely at hearing Nikoli and my pack can’t help me.

      “Who is wolf in the car? The one that smells like a pub?” Cain asks, resting his elbows on his knees as he sits forward and focuses on me.

      “A potential mate of mine, and also someone I was meant to be hunting for the royals. They want him dead, or brought to them for something I haven’t found out yet. I know this sounds mad, but I don’t think he is bad guy, and I’ve met plenty of them over the years. I can tell from one look,” I explain. Cain and Callum look at each other for only a second and in that second, they seem to have some kind of conversation without words.

      “The rogue stays in a locked room we use for females in heat when they aren’t mated and want to be left alone. The room is impossible to break out of,” Cain demands, and I nod once. “As for him being your mate, he will need to earn that right.”

      “I never said he would be my mate. I just can’t see him dead, like I couldn’t see any of you dead either,” I say, and both of them smile widely. I roll my eyes at their reaction. “That wasn’t a compliment.”

      “It’s the nicest thing you’ve said to us, so I’m taking it as one,” Callum says with a cheeky grin, and I can’t help but smile a little. I turn sharply as the door opens, and my rogue walks in, his arms untied and stretching.

      “Nice place you’ve got here,” he says, as we all jump up, with Cain and Callum instinctively shielding me from my rogue as low growls slip from their throats. I push in-between them both and stand just in front of them, surprised they don’t try to stop me.

      “How the hell did you get out the bindings and the car? My car is fitted with no handles, so my prisoners can’t escape. Literally my key is the only way out,” I say, confused.

      “I’ve been out the bindings since I woke up, darling. I didn’t want to worry you, so I sat still. Oh, and I broke the window. No point getting your car all done up like that without bulletproof windows,” he says, crossing his arms and smiling at me. Bastard.

      “If you want to stay here, you can’t be free in our pack until we know everything about your past,” Cain warns.

      “I won’t tell you everything, but I will talk about the last hundred years. You might find it useful to learn who you should trust,” he replies, staring Cain down. Both of them feel like alphas to me, and it’s never good to have two alphas challenging each other. One always ends up dead.

      “In the morning you can tell us, but for now, you stay in the room we chose. Our mate needs to rest,” Cain demands, and I turn to see him carefully watching my rogue.

      “Sure, I could use a shower. Our mate does need rest,” he says, stretching out the word our. A menacing growl slips out of all of their throats, and I step back a little, resting my hands on Cain and Callum’s shoulders. They stop growling and stare at me as I look back at my rogue. For a moment, I just pause, hearing no more growling from the bears and knowing that my touch calmed them down. Our bond is growing, and I don’t know if I want that. I remove my hands quickly, not liking how easy and natural it felt to touch them.

      “Quit with the mate shit. I’m not any of your mates. Just potential, that’s it,” I snap at all of them now the posturing has stopped. I ignore all of their stares as I walk past my rogue and to the door. It’s not their fault, and I regret my words the moment they leave my lips, but I can’t change how scared they make me feel. I haven’t been scared of anything in a long time, and I can’t have all these men mated to me. It’s been hundreds of years of being alone, and no sexy mysterious wolf, no handsome, charming bears are going to change that.

      “Where are you going?” Cain shouts after me.

      “To get my bag and shit out the car,” I say and open the door, ignoring the way my heart is pounding against my chest as I walk away from them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “This is your room," Callum directs me down the corridor to the last room on the right. Cain has taken my rogue to the basement of the house next door, which he explained it is a pack house, and anyone having issues, new to the pack, or just visitors stay there.  It makes sense to have a house like that in a pack as big as this one. At the Forest Pack there are two houses being built next to the main house. One is for greeting guests, and the other is for the vampire coven that has moved in and been accepted in the pack because of Harper, our alpha female, mating with a vampire.

      "Why aren't I staying with the visitors next door?" I ask.

      "Because you aren't a visitor. You are the alpha female of this pack, even if you haven't accepted your mates or the title yet," Callum tells me firmly. His answer feels like there is no way to reply, but I still do.

      "I'd make a crap alpha female," I mutter as Callum opens the door. I try to quickly shoulder past him into the room, but he moves quicker than I do and boxes me in against the door frame. His messy hair falls into his face as he looks down at me, the dark swirls in his green eyes seem that much brighter this close.

      "You will make a brilliant alpha female, you just don't know it yet. Don't put yourself down, I won't have that," he grumbles, a low rumble making his words deeper and more seductive. I stare up at him for a second, searching his face for anything not to trust and finding nothing. I have a feeling Callum doesn’t hide much from people, and I don’t know why, but I really like that about him.

      "I wasn't putting myself down, I was just stating a fact," I finally answer after clearing my throat.

      "That you were wrong about," he says, a grin stretching across his kissable lips.

      "I'm never wrong, you should learn that now for the future," I reply, trying not to smile.

      "You are," he says through a grin.

      "Not," I play along, and he laughs as he pulls away from me.

      "Fine, but when you admit you are wrong, I want to hear it," he says as I go into the room and look around as I try to wipe the smile from my lips. There's a wooden bed, with white sheets and yellow pillows that match the yellow curtains. There is a wardrobe, a dresser, and a fireplace in here but it’s clear no one lives in this room.

      "The bathroom is the door opposite you, and we all have to share as the ensuites in the three master rooms aren't fully fitted yet. We have been having some adjustments to the houses made," he explains.

      "Yeah, I was going to ask, are these new builds?"

      "Not exactly," he says, walking in and sitting on my bed as I place my bag on the dresser and lean against it. "The middle house was our old house, and we all lived in it despite it being small. When we met you, well, we knew we couldn't keep living in a small house and decided it was time to change. So we could be ready for when you came to us."

      "You built the houses for me? Why three? One each?" I ask, and he slides off the bed, walking slowly over to me and stopping directly in front of me.

      "We built them for our future, all of ours. We want you, a life with our mate and the happiness it could bring. We have waited far too damn long for you, and I have a feeling you have been waiting even longer than us. Don't we deserve a little happiness after all this time?" he asks, but I know he doesn't want an answer. He leans closer and brushes his lips against my cheek and steps away.

      "I don't want to disappoint you," I admit, and he smirks at me, turning around and walking to the door.

      "Nothing you could do would disappoint us, trust me," he says, opening the door and pausing. "The Wi-Fi code is gold12. I think Nikoli and your old pack might want a Skype call." With that he leaves the room, shutting the door behind him. I just stare at the white door for a while, feeling nervous and jittery, knowing I need to shift and have a run before I can think straight about these bears. Though Callum does have a point, I do need to call the pack and explain everything. I haven't spoken to them in weeks, since we went hunting, and I bet Erik has told them something by now. If he even went back to the pack and didn't chicken out that is. I pull my laptop out of my bag, and walk over to the bed, pushing the pillows back and placing the laptop on a cushion in front of me as I open it. I smile to myself as I put the Wi-Fi code in and try to ignore how sweet it is that they use my name as the code. I open Skype and call Nikoli straight away, waiting as it rings and rings before he answers his phone and holds it up, so I can see his very serious looking face.

      "Gold, what is wrong?" Nikoli asks straight away.

      "Why does anything have to be wrong?" I question. “Can’t I just call?”

      "You don't call, let alone Skype, unless there is a problem," he says, raising an eyebrow and making me feel like a child that just got caught with my hand in the cookie jar. Nikoli has always been able to do that, and if I'm honest with myself, he has become like a father figure to me over the years. It certainly feels like he is one at times. “Also, the last time you Skyped me was that time in Paris. I don’t even want to talk about what happened then.” I cringe at his words. Paris was a bad hunting mission, one that went very wrong, very quick, and Nikoli had to bring the private jet to rescue me and Erik.

      "Are you alone? Can you get Harper?" I ask, and he starts to answer as a door opens in the background, and I hear Harper shout.

      "Is that Gold? Why is she calling? Is anything wrong?" she blurts out, and the next second the phone is grabbed off Nikoli, and Harper is staring down the camera at me. I smile at my friend, seeing her worried face turn into a relieved one when she sees I am okay. Harper and I have become close enough over the little time we have known each other to recognise if something is seriously wrong.

      "Everything is fine, honestly. I just need to talk to you both," I assure them, clearing my throat to get brave enough to tell them everything. I haven’t felt this nervous to blurt anything out since I told my mother I had fallen in love with a man when I was seventeen. The memory of that mistake still haunts me. Harper nods, moving and sitting on Nikoli's lap so I can see both of them in the camera.

      "What is going on?" Harper asks gently. I take a deep breath, reminding myself that this is Harper and Nikoli. My family. They will understand.

      "When I went hunting that rogue...well…it turns out he is a potential mate of mine," I explain, and Nikoli's eyes widen as Harper just sits quietly with visible shock on her face.

      "Did it hurt to kill him? Did he even recognise you? I'm so sorry, Gold," she says, and I shake my head. Of course she thinks I killed him instead of saving him. She doesn’t understand that he wasn’t really a rogue, and his wolf had not taken him over. I don’t understand how his wolf hasn’t, because we all need to be around a pack to survive. Our wolves need that companionship, or it is a death sentence for us. I only hunt rogues because they are so dangerous to both humans and the existence of our kind. If the humans ever found out about us, I reckon they would hunt and kill us all in fear of what we could become.

      "He isn't dead," I say, and there's a tense silence between us all.

      "What?" Nikoli asks as he runs his hand through his short hair, clearly shocked and speechless. Which is damn rare for him.

      "When I found him, he wasn't gone. He was drunk, but his wolf hadn't taken over like we were told it did. So, I tied him up and put him in my car," I explain. I see Harper’s lips turn up a little, likely at the thought of me tying my mate up when we met.

      "Who did she tie up?" Colton's voice comes across the line as I hear a door open and shut.

      "Her mate," Harper answers with a laugh.

      "Sounds kinky…What kind of chat are you guys having?" Colton asks, and I laugh.

      "Head out of the gutter, vamp boy," I reply as Harper turns the camera so I can wave at Colton, who is leaning against the wardrobe in their room. He looks older, more stressed than usual, and his blonde hair needs a haircut.

      "Back to being serious, where are you? What did you do with the rogue?" Nikoli asks, and I have to swallow the lump of nervousness in my throat before I answer.

      "At the Bearlay pack. I have joined them, and they are giving us both protection," I say quietly. Nikoli doesn’t say anything for a little while, just leans back in his seat, and watches me, thinking.

      "You could have come to us, Gold. You are family. I don't want you to be there if you do not want to be," Harper says quietly, breaking the silence. I keep my eyes locked on Nikoli who briefly looks down at Harper and back to me. He completely understands my reasons for not coming to him for help with the rogue. Nikoli knows about the prince watching the pack, and it is likely he hasn’t told Harper, so she doesn’t get stressed.

      "We can’t have someone dangerous in the pack while you are pregnant, Harper. Pregnancy is so rare, so special, and we all have to be on guard in case something goes wrong. We do not have the time to watch a dangerous rogue who is being hunted by the royal family," Nikoli says. I try not to sigh as Harper growls at him, sliding off his lap, and taking the phone with her. She gets so angry that she forgets I’m here as she holds the phone down, and I get a upside down picture of Colton who looks ready to break Harper and Nikoli apart. Poor dude.

      "I'm pregnant, not dying! I am not letting Gold be stuck with the bears if she doesn't want to be there!" Harper exclaims, growling louder.

      "Harper! Harper!" I shout to get her attention, and she lifts the phone, so I can see her face again.

      "I want to be here. I've avoided them all for too long, and I want to know if there is a chance for something. A chance to be happy. They are a good pack, with good alphas, and I'm not far from you if you need me," I say, and she nods sadly before tears start streaming down her cheeks. Nikoli takes the phone from her, pulling her to his chest, and I see Colton stroking her back.

      "I-I'm sorry. I get a little emotional at the moment, and I'm going to miss the hell out of you," Harper explains, and I smile at her when she finally looks at me as Nikoli kisses the top of her head.

      "I will miss you too, but I will be coming back to see you," I tell her, and she shakily nods.

      "I need to talk with Gold alone, will you go with Colton to get a drink?" he asks, and she kisses his cheek before turning to me.

      "You best not disappear with those bears, or I'm going on a bear hunt. You can tell them that," she says firmly, a determined glare in her eyes.

      "I will tell them, now go and rest. Being four months pregnant as a wolf isn't easy," I demand, and she smiles, looking down at her stomach.

      "Tell me about it. Thank god I've stopped being sick eight times a day now, but I can't shift anymore, and it makes me feel, well, not good. But yesterday I felt the baby move, and it was amazing,"

      "Ask Snow what she did to feel better, she would know best, and congratulations. I imagine that is the best feeling in the world,” I say, and she nods.

      "Better when my mates can feel the movements too and I will do that. Snow has been amazing with advice so far," she says with a sad smile. "Is Erik still with you?" she asks, and I try not to let the sigh slip from my lips. I knew he wouldn’t go back to Snow when he damn well should have. I swear, I am going to have to drag my brother by his ear back to his mate at this rate. I understood at the start when he struggled with everything. I even understood when he threw himself into hunting and wouldn’t talk to anyone…but now. Now, he could lose his mate to his best friend, and he won’t even fight for her. I know he loves Snow, and I know he loves Arisa…I just wish he could get past his grief.

      "He was meant to come back to see Snow and Arisa. Maybe he is still on his way. I did take the car, and I drove pretty quick to get here," I explain, trying to make my brother sound better than the asshole he is and not wanting to admit how annoyed I am with him. Well, he is mostly an asshole, but there is something good in him. It has just been lost for a long damn time. I know Snow and Arisa are the only way to get that part of him back, but he fights them every step of the way.

      "Okay, I will tell Snow," she replies and stares straight into my eyes. "If there is any problem, anything, come to us. You are like a sister to me, and even if you aren't in my pack, we are here for you,” she says firmly, being the protective alpha female she has grown into. I don’t see much of the young woman we saved from a rogue attack anymore. Someone who was lost and didn’t have any family. This Harper, she is the alpha female of the Forest Pack. One look at her, and you know she belongs here.

      "Got it," I smile tightly, and she walks out of the camera as Nikoli turns it on himself. I see him smile at Harper and Colton, and hear the sound of the door shutting a few moments later.

      "What did the rogue do? How dangerous is he? Have the bears locked him up?" he asks each question like a demand. I know it comes from his need to protect me as I'm still pack to him in his eyes. Nikoli is a good man, I've always known that, and Harper has made him so much better at dealing with his anger and his serious nature.

      "I don't know yet. I haven't had time to read his file, but that's my next plan. I don't think he is dangerous to me, or to the bears. I feel like he is good, but I've been wrong in the past, so I am holding off on judgement until I've learnt more about the situation. And yes, Cain has locked him up, and we will talk to him tomorrow," I say, and he nods, rubbing the little stumble on his chin.

      "What is his name? I can ask around. I know people that would give me answers without talking," he asks, and I think about it for a second. I should learn his name so Nikoli can look into him. I could even ask a few old friends for some answers.

      "He hasn't told me his name yet. But I will text it to you when I've read the file," I say.

      "I don't like this. The Royals sent you after a wolf that isn't a rogue at all, and they told you that he was lost," he says, shaking his head.

      "I don't like it either. Something is wrong, I can feel it," I admit. This whole thing just doesn’t feel right to me.

      "I want to be kept updated, and what Harper said is true. I will come for you if you need us," he promises. "You may be leaving our pack and joining the bears, but you are always part of the Forest Pack, Gold."

      "Thank you Nikoli," I choke out, trying to hold back the emotion I'm feeling. I can’t cry in front of Nikoli, it would just make him super uncomfortable.

      "Don't thank me. I wish I could have you here where I know you're safe. I trust the bears, but I will call them now and make sure they know where the Forest Pack stands on you," he says, and I wish I could be a fly on the wall for that conversation.

      "Tell Snow and Arisa I will call them tomorrow if you could," I ask, and he nods.

      "Of course, and good luck Gold," he says and pauses. "I've known the both bears and you for a long time. I think they could make you very happy if you gave them a chance."

      "Trusting people isn't my strong suit and neither is being happy," I admit.

      "I know that, and they will have to earn it. Lucky all bears are stubborn bastards, isn't it?" he says, making me laugh with him. "Bye Gold. Call if you need me."

      "Bye," I say, closing the laptop and leaning back against the pillows. I stare at the newly painted ceiling before closing my eyes. Could the bears make me happy?
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      I rest my head against the cold tiles of the shower as the hot water slams down on me. The shower gives me those few moments alone I need to think straight about everything that has happened over the last two days. How has it only been two days? Sometimes life just overwhelms me, and my usual response is to avoid or run away from the issue, but I know I can’t do that right now. Well, I could run, but I know I wouldn't forgive myself if I did. Over the years, I learnt that being at peace with yourself is so much more important than anything else in the world. I pick up the shampoo bottle off the shelf in the shower, opening it and smelling the lemon scent coming from it. This is why Cain smells like lemons. I shrug and wash my hair with it, knowing I need to pick up my own shampoo from a shop soon. I can just order it online, and all the other things I will need, and get Snow to pack my things to send here. I use the mint smelling soap to clean myself before turning the shower off and getting out a few moments later. I wrap myself in one of the fresh towels on the side and wring my wet hair out in the sink before running my fingers through it. Luckily, I have some coconut oil in my bag that I can run through my hair, so it doesn't turn into a curly, frizzy mess when it dries. There is nothing worse than frizzy, curly hair that looks like you could bounce right off it. I step out the bathroom, bumping head-first into someone, and we both fall to the floor as we slip. I land on top of the man I smell is a bear before I even open my eyes and see dark green ones staring back at me. I freeze as I stare into his eyes and feel his hands on my hips. My legs are straddling one of his, and every part of our bodies are pressed so closely together. I can feel his hard stomach, chest and I’m pretty sure my towel is loose enough that he can feel me too. I’m too shocked by how attracted I am to his bear to even speak, to even move. I just stare. Like an absolute crazy person.

      "They told me you were here. I'm Chase, in case my brothers didn't tell you my name," he says in a /indifferent tone that still somehow sounds completely seductive in his gravelly voice. He grabs my hips through the towel, lifting me to my feet in one quick move as he stands up himself. Chase, my other mate.

      "Thanks," I say, and he just walks around me to the last room next to mine, opening the door and slamming it shut behind him. What the hell is his problem?

      "Bye, then!" I shout, knowing the bastard can hear me. I go back to my room and slam my own door just to make a point. I drop my towel once the door is shut and go to my bag, picking out my black Active-wear outfit I love. I pull the leggings and top on, which both have lace down their sides. The top has a built-in bra so I don't even have to wear one, not that I have much boobs to worry about. I rub coconut oil on my hands and smooth it through my hair as I walk to the full-length mirror that is, oddly, on the back of the door. When my hair looks half decent, and I give myself I once over for courage, I go back to my bag and pull out the file on my rogue. I stare at it for a second, not knowing whether I want to open it or not.

      "Gold," Callum's voice comes through the door as he knocks twice. "Our mother has made us all dinner, and she would love if you wanted to come and meet her."

      I put the file back in the bag and run to the door, swinging it open to see Callum stood with his hands in the pockets of his jeans, a big grin forming on his lips when he sees me. He looks amazing, with his brown hair combed to the one side, showing off his green eyes that I know I could look into for a long time and not move. I run my eyes over his black jeans, heavy looking black boots, and back up to the off-white shirt stretched across his massive chest. It has a slight dip in the middle, so I can see a little chest hair, and I have to stop myself from reaching out to touch him. I try to think back to when I last had sex, or was even kissed, and I honestly can’t remember. I think it’s been over twenty years. I guess time just passes quicker than we realise, and I have been so busy with work. Plus, it’s always dangerous to date supernaturals when they could just find their mate, and dating humans means you have to either watch them die or you turn them, which most don’t want to be turned. I learnt that the hard way once, and I've never dated a human since.

      "Your mother?" I ask, wondering about their family, and knowing I have to meet them makes me feel a little anxious now.

      "Oh yeah, our mother and baby brother live in the third house. I'm sorry, we should have explained that earlier. So, do you want to come?" he asks, looking tense now.

      "Sure, though I will admit I'm a little nervous," I tell him as I step out and shut my door behind me. Callum takes my hand in his, linking our fingers, and I look up at him in question.

      "I like to be close to you, is hand holding really that bad?" he asks, and when he words it like that, and his hand feels so nice in mine, I can't really argue with him. I just shrug and let him lead me down the hallway and to the stairs. 

      "Tomorrow, can I take you out for the day?" Callum suddenly asks.

      "Like a date?" I ask.

      "Nope, not a date. I wanted to show you where we all work and see if you are interested in helping out. Tomorrow is my day to run it as we take it in turns, but all of the pack works there throughout the month between their own local jobs," he explains.

      "I feel like this is a date, without it actually being a date. You are pretty smart in how you asked, well played. But, yes, I want to come," I say, and he laughs.

      "Figuring me out already? I like it," he says, making me laugh. He bumps my shoulder a little, and it makes me realise how small I am compared to him. I could literally climb him like a tree, and I weirdly like the idea.

      "Tell me something completely random about yourself," I ask as we walk through the entrance hall, and he opens the front door for us to step out.

      "I collect coins," he tells me, and I give him a slightly surprised look.

      "Coins?" I ask.

      "Yep. I can show you them sometime, but it might bore you. It does most people," he says, and I can hear the slight worry in his voice. Is he really that scared I will get bored and leave or something?

      "I'm interested to be honest. I used to know a human who collected stamps. There were hundreds of them he had found over twenty years, and his favourite was one that was printed wrong, damaged in a way," I say, remembering Harry. Harry was a lovely human, one that knew what I was and didn’t judge me. He was just my friend, one who didn’t like to leave the house and had a few issues. Harry never married, never really made friends, and didn’t have anyone except for me and Erik. It was such a shame as he was such a good man. He gave us his stamp collection to hold onto and asked us to sell when it was worth something. He requested the money be given to children with no families, and we donated the millions we made on the stamps to just that. It is the only way we had to honour his memory, and now there is a foster house named after Harry. We were there when he died, which still hurts to think of, and it wasn’t long after that we found the Forest Pack.

      "I have three coins like that. I believe the unusual, the rare, and what people often describe as wrong are the most brilliant things of them all," he says, making me pause to look up at him because I didn't expect such a heartfelt thing for him to say. There might be far more to the playful bear than I first thought, and it feels so odd to feel so close to him already. These bears are chipping away at my plan of not mating with them really quick.

      "Now, where is your hug for your future mother in law?" I hear a woman ask, and I turn away from Callum to see a woman step out of the third house, walking over to us. She has beautiful, long blonde hair that is going a little grey at the roots, and it is plaited down her back. Her pale green eyes lock with mine before she visibly looks me over and smiles widely. I'm pulled away from Callum and straight into a hug when she gets to me.

      "I see where Callum gets the introductory bear hugs from," I say, and she pulls away, smiling at me still.

      "You'll find Callum is a lot more like me than my other sons. They all have their father's serious nature," she winks at me and hooks her arm through mine, leading me towards her house like we are best friends already. I don’t stop her, knowing I need to get used to her affectionate and friendly disposition.

      "What's your name?" I ask her, glancing at my other side as Callum steps close to me.

      "Betty Bearlay, lovely to meet you Gold Forest," and she smiles at me. "Well, it will soon be Gold Bearlay, won't it? As you are joining our pack."

      "I guess it will," I say, unable to hold back the twinge of sadness at leaving my pack behind, my family.

      "It's okay to be sad. Moving packs is always hard on anyone, but going from wolves like yourself to a pack of bears...well, your wolf is bound to be upset," she says, understanding on some level how I feel.

      "Not just my wolf is a little upset. They are my family, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to be here," I say, looking up at Callum as I speak because it is him that I want to understand that. I will miss my pack, but I’m coming to realise finding a mate is so powerful and full of magic. Magic that is meant to lead us where we need to be. I have three mates in this pack, and I would be stupid to continue to ignore a sign like this. Destiny, fate, and whatever magic it is that leads us to our mates, wants me here. I have to give this place a chance, see if it could be everything I've been searching for.

      "We won't ever stop you from going to see them. We aren't that kind of pack," Callum says, placing his hand on my arm for only a second. He steps in front of us, opening the front door to the house, and we walk in. Betty's house is much more homey, with cream carpets, pale blue walls, and various wooden furniture around the room. Betty leads us to the door on the left, which is a massive kitchen/diner, and Chase is sat at the table with a beer in his hand. I notice his hand visibly tightens on the beer when he sees me next to his mother. I look away from him to the room, loving the warm, comfortable feel to it. There are two, tall lampshades lighting the room, and the wooden cabinets have lights underneath them. Modern appliances complete the kitchen, and the dining table is made of glass, with wooden chairs with white fabric covers on the seats. Callum pulls a seat out for me, right next to Chase who doesn't look even a little bit impressed at his brother’s choice of seating. I walk over, sitting down just to annoy Chase, and Callum takes the spare seat next to me. Chase's eyes catch mine for a moment as he lifts his beer and takes a long drink, and I find my eyes tracing the little bead of water that drops off the ice-cold bottle and drips down his chin to his neck.

      "Would you like a drink while we wait for the others, Gold?" Betty asks me, and I turn away from Chase's damn sexy face to his mother, who looks highly amused as she looks between me and her son. "We have beer, wine, apple cider or whiskey."

      "I'd love an apple cider, please," I answer.

      “Brilliant, do you want a beer Callum?” she asks him, he nods, and she walks off with a happy grin.

      "You haven't run yet, then?" his deep, seductive voice asks. His voice is made for whispering sexy things to you and making your panties drop. I'm not sure if I hate his voice or want to listen to him talk more. It's about fifty-fifty.

      "Who said I would run?" I ask.

      "Don't be a dick Chase," Callum warns his brother who briefly looks at him before leaning back in his chair, grinning.

      "You're a runner. I can see it. You won't stick around. You don't want mates or anything that means you could get hurt. You're a coward, and you will run," he states, and I turn to fully face him, lifting my hand and slapping him hard across the face without even thinking about it. I can't believe he just said that, and he is so wrong. I am no coward, and I will not run. I have already made my mind up about that. It seems Chase Bearlay has a lot to learn. He looks back at me, grinning even as blood drips down his lip where my silver ring must have caught him. There's a tense silence in the room as we just stare at each other, and I hate the tiny smirk that gives me like he just won something. I go to slap him again and he grabs my hand, lifting it to his lips and kisses the back quickly.

      "You're an asshole," I state, pulling my hand away.

      "Yes. Yes, I am, and so are you. I think I will enjoy chasing you when you run," he says, leaning back in his seat as I glare at him.

      "You deserved that, son," Betty says, shaking her head at her son as I look away, and she slides a bottle of cider in front of me and a beer to Callum. "Now stop being an ass, and let's learn more about Gold." I shoot a surprised look in her direction. I thought she would surely tell me off for hitting her son, and instead, she looks happy I did. This pack is confusing.

      "Do whatever you want," he waves a hand at his mother but keeps his eyes on me the whole time. I don't give him the satisfaction of looking back at him. He doesn't deserve it.

      "Tell me Gold, how come you have no trace of an Irish accent, yet you were in an Irish born pack," she asks. I know all of them sound English because they only moved to Ireland fifty years ago, when the U.K. became too overpopulated to hide such a big pack.

      "You will find most the Forest Pack is like the Bearlay Pack, we moved here. When I met Nikoli, he was young and had lost his pack lands. He was building a pack in England. London actually, where I was born."

      "London you say?" she asks, sounding interested.

      "Yes, though my accent shows how much I moved around, training to be a hunter with my brother," I explain.

      "I trained to be a hunter once," Betty tells me, shocking me a little.

      "What stopped you?" I ask.

      "Getting pregnant with three troublemakers, that's what. My mate and I didn't expect a pregnancy only a few months into the mating," she tells me and sips on her glass of wine.

      "Isn't Nikoli's mate pregnant after only a year?" Callum asks, and I nod.

      "Yes, we were all very surprised. But she does have more than one mate, so there is a higher chance of unexpected pregnancy. We all know it’s rather easy to get pregnant in heat, but she hasn't gone through that yet, so it was a big shock," I shrug, knowing Harper will be an amazing mother. I remember when we found out, and Nikoli shouted it around the house. Colton looked so happy as he held Harper in his arms, and then she threw up on him. I felt so bad for her in the first few months when she couldn't even get out of bed without being sick. She kept shifting just so could be in wolf form and not throw up. Wolf pregnancies are always hard on the body, and it makes me shiver at the idea of getting pregnant. I guess I never thought about it because there was no mate or mates around. If I decide to be with any of them, it's something I need to think about because there isn't any kind of protection for supernaturals. Not even the elves have come up with something that actually works without bad side effects. I remember about five years ago when they thought condoms would work, but they kept ripping all the time.

      "It must have been a shock for the girl, but how lovely to have a baby on the way. I did not know, and I will send a gift basket over tomorrow," Betty says and shakes her head in a disappointed way at Callum.

      "Why didn't you tell me there was an alpha baby on the way in our neighbour pack?" she asks.

      "Err...I didn't know until I spoke to Nikoli when he called me today," he explains.

      "Did he scare you?" I ask with a smile.

      "Nope, see, I remember this time we all went to Las Vegas, and Nikoli did something completely embarrassing that he would rather I not tell his mate," he says, and I laugh, wondering what it is. I will have to find out later.

      "I remember that. I should have used that to get him to stop threatening my balls on the phone earlier," Chase grumbles, make me chuckle as the door opens and a little boy walks in, with Cain right behind him. The boy looks about ten, with lovely, thick black hair and pale brown eyes. He has a football shirt and shorts on that are covered in mud.

      "Who is this, mum?" he asks, pointing at me.

      "Gold. Gold, this is my youngest son, Liam," she introduces us. "We will be back in a minute. Callum, can you turn the oven onto the middle setting please." I'm really surprised that she is saying this is her son because he doesn't look, or smell like her. He has the scents of his brothers a little, but I highly doubt that Betty is his biological mother. I suppose she could have adopted him, but it’s all a little confusing. He smells human almost.

      "Sure," he says, getting up as Liam and Betty leave the room. Cain slides into Callum's seat, pushing his bottle of beer to the other side of the table. I trail my eyes over Cain’s tight black shirt, which has three buttons undone so I can see his golden chest. I finally make myself look away from the little bit of his chest I can see to meet his green eyes that are fixed on me.

      "How are you, gorgeous?" Cain asks.

      "Good, you?" I reply.

      "Better now you are here," he replies, and it feels like a completely honest answer instead of a line.

      "Can I ask something personal?" I ask when Callum gets back to the table and sits opposite me, handing his brother an unopened beer. Cain twists the cap and pulls it off effortlessly. That's cool, and I need to learn how to do.

      "Our alpha female can ask anything," Cain replies simply, resting back in his chair.

      "Where is your dad? And is Liam your half-brother? Only, he looks nothing like you or your mother," I ask, just blurting it out, and then realising how rude it is to even bring it up or ask. I just can't help wondering, and part of me wants to know everything about this family.

      "I'll explain this one to you," Cain answers, "But when we are alone after the meal. It's not a good story, and my mum doesn't need to hear it repeated."

      "I understand that. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ask something quite so privately," I say, just as the door is opened, and Betty walks in before Cain can reply to me. She is closely followed by Liam dressed in a nice shirt and jeans, no mud in sight. He sits next to Callum, who fist bumps him.

      "How was football training, little man?" Callum asks, and Liam's whole face lights up as he rapidly starts telling Callum all about the practice and how his day went. I have no clue what he is talking about, as sports have never been something I'm interested in. Unless you count hunter training sports, which it kinda is I guess, but it is way more fun. You get pretty weapons.

      "Do you want some help, mum?" Cain asks as Betty somehow carries three bowls of pasta to the table and sets them down. There are three different flavours, and they all smell amazing. My eyes go straight to the bacon, chicken, and tomato pasta right in front of me. Betty puts down a bowl of chips, mixed salad and sauces before sitting down.

      "I’ve got it! Dig in," she says, and I put some pasta on my plate, chips and salad before reaching for the mayonnaise but Cain picks up first. He hands it to me, and I catch Betty's pleased smile as I pour my mayonnaise.

      "Here you go, thanks," I say, handing it back to Cain.

      "I was thinking, tomorrow I could show you around the pack," he offers.

      "I'm going on a date with Callum tomorrow, but what about the next day? I'd love to see more of the pack. I've heard you have beautiful lands, and I could do with a shift," I reply, knowing it’s getting close to a week since my last shift, and that is far too long.

      "Sounds like a plan, gorgeous," Cain says with a wink.

      "Are you not going to ask for some time with Gold?" Betty asks Chase, who just rolls his eyes.

      "Gold knows where I am if she wants me, it's her choice," he says, watching me. His words feel like a dare or challenge of some kind. It makes me grind my teeth as I look away and finish my food.

      "Desert?" Betty asks.

      "Not tonight, mum. We have to check on the rogue, and I'm sure Gold needs an early night. She was driving for so long and had a busy week," Cain explains. "Plus, we have to find out answers about the rogue tomorrow and decide if he can be trusted in the pack."

      "No problem. Gold must rest. I hope you will come and see me when your mates let you out of their sights for a little bit," she winks, and I laugh, nodding.

      "I will. I think we will get along really well and thank you so much for dinner. Would you like me to stay and help you wash up?" I ask her, seeing how her whole face lights up before she answers.

      "No need, dear. I'm sure Chase and Callum will be able to help with the washing up tonight."

      "Okay," I smile when I hear Chase groan, but he doesn't say no. This woman raised them right. I stand up after Cain does, and he places his hand on my back, leading me out of the room.

      "Do you want to see the rogue before we go back?" he asks me, and I shake my head.

      "No, I haven’t read the file yet, and I think I need to figure that out first, before seeing him again," I say as we walk down the steps.

      "Can I show you something really quick?" he asks, and I nod, letting him lead me around the houses and to the white picket fenced off garden at the back of the three houses. He opens the gate and lets me in. I spot the gravestones first, then the beautiful water structure behind it. It’s a stone carving of a woman holding up a bowl of water, letting the water fall down her body into the pool of water at the bottom. There are dozens of planted roses surrounding the one grave, and I step closer, seeing the white plague just has the letter 'C' and Bearlay written underneath it.

      "Whose grave is it?" I ask quietly as Cain stops at my side.

      "My dad’s," he explains and sits on the ground. I follow him down, sitting quietly next to him. "I felt like this was a good place to explain our family history."

      "You don’t have to tell me anything...I shouldn’t have asked. I have no right to your family’s past, Cain," I say gently. Cain lifts my hand of my lap, holding it tightly, and for whatever reason, I like that he does. I like how his rough, large hand feels in mine.

      "You are family to me now. You were the moment I saw you, and you are welcome to know the secrets our family hides," he says.

      "Secrets?"

      "My father was...well, he was a good man until an accident where his bear got run over by a car driven by a human. He never really recovered. It wasn’t all that long ago, and we all watched as my father changed dramatically," he pauses, placing his hand on the stone for a second. There is silence between us as we just listen to the owls sing and the trees creaking in the distance.

      "Like how?" I ask finally.

      "First, it was his temper, and he would take it out his pack members. We had to step in, challenge our father, and become the alphas before he destroyed the pack. We kept a very close eye on him in the pack after that, and he didn’t like it one bit. Then he started to figure out if he left the pack, he could escape us watching him. He started leaving the pack lands for weeks at a time, coming back for one night occasionally for his bear and then disappearing again. The worst thing is that he would never tell us where he was or what he was doing," he stops, sighing. “Mum just gave up chasing him. She couldn’t cope with who he had turned into.”

      “That’s…I don’t even know what to say,” I whisper.

      "We got a phone call one night...and it was the human police. They called to tell us that there had been a fire in a local house, and that they retrieved my father's ID from the wallet they found on a body inside," he says, his voice catching a little at such a raw memory.

      "I'm sorry," I murmur, but it is like he doesn’t hear me as he keeps talking.

      "We all rushed to the hospital, where there was a woman covered in ash, holding a little baby with black hair. She saw us, and ran over, handing the baby to my mother," his words come out so softly that I almost miss it.

      "Did she say anything?" I prompt.

      "Yes. She told us that the baby was called Liam. That he was her best friend’s son. She told my mother that our dad was the father of the baby, and that Liam should be with family now that both his parents were dead," he tells me.

      "Oh my god, your poor mother," I whisper, not having a clue how anyone would cope with that.

      "My mother is so brave. She held Liam close as she went to see our father’s body, and then asked to see Liam's mother. I don’t know exactly what happened that day, but we all came home with Liam, and my mother adopted him," he says. “Liam knows who his parents are, and he loves our mum for taking care of him when she didn’t have to.”

      "She is amazing to have done that," I say.

      "That’s true, not a lot of people could have done what she did. My mum even built this for my father, even if he didn’t deserve it in his last days," he says sadly.

      "I am sorry your father did that to you and your family," I tell him, rubbing circles with my thumb on his hand as Cain turns to look at me. We are a breath apart as he leans in and brushes his lips gently across mine. I notice a slight taste of mint, but mostly, I'm stunned at the way one kiss sends butterflies through my stomach. I haven’t felt anything like this before, and I have dated over the years. One brush of a kiss, and I want more. I have to stop before I forget my common sense.

      "Wait, no," I say, pulling my hand from his, jumping up, and striding in the opposite direction.

      "Shit, I didn’t mean," I hear Cain comment behind me just before a hand grabs my arm, turning me to face him.

      "It’s not you, honestly. I've spent years alone, and I don’t know how to let anyone get close to me. I think I need to think about everything, instead of rushing after just one day. This is all just-" he cuts me off by putting a finger against my lips.

      "-too fast, and I am sorry. You are beautiful, and hard to resist...and I’m a bit of an idiot. I won’t kiss you again, not until you kiss me first, gorgeous. I know we don’t have that instant bond like you and Callum. Or the love/hate thing like you and Chase. Or whatever it is you have with the rogue, but I think we could be really good together. I swear, my life plan is to make you happy," he says, and I find it hard to be mad at him when he explains it like that.

      "I'm working on trusting you all..." I whisper, suddenly finding it hard to not kiss him.

      "I get it, you don’t have to explain anything to me. Plus, I want to get to know you before we take things any further. I want you to come to me, wanting me to your mate," he says, stepping closer to me and tucking some of my hair behind my ear. As his fingers graze the side of my cheek, he whispers. "I know once we start, and I’m inside of you, making you desperate for more of me, I will be making you my mate."

      "Cain," I shiver as I can’t admit how much of a turn on his words are.

      "And I know you aren’t ready for that with me…yet," he says, stepping away, and nodding his head towards the house. "Let’s get you back home."
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      "I will see you in the morning then," Cain says as we both get to the top of the stairs.

      "Er, yes," I mumble, sounding like a damn teenager or something. How can one bear do this to me?  I watch as he walks away, my eyes tracing the muscles on his back that I can see through the tight shirt. I blink as he turns around, an amused look on his face when he sees me watching him.

      "I forgot to say, I checked in on your rogue and gave him food earlier," he tells me, never losing the sexy smile.

      "Thanks, well for everything today. I worried that I wouldn’t fit in here, that even though we are mates, we wouldn’t get along or something. I spent a year worrying and not admitting that I was both curious to come here and very scared too, as well. Thank you for…well you know," I say, pretty much blurting it all out.

      "Anything for you G-G," he says playfully, and turns around, walking to his door. I quickly move to my door, pulling it open and stepping into the cool room. I stare at the dark room for a second, just calming down from how much I want to go back in the corridor and claim one of my mates. It takes a few moments before I turn the light on. I glance to my right, seeing the file on the cabinet, and know I've left it for far too long to not open it and have a look now.

      "Come on, Gold, it can’t be that bad," I mutter under my breath, convincing myself to walk over and pick up the file off the cabinet. I look around the room and know I don't want to open it without a drink in my hand and chocolate nearby. Let's hope the bears have decent stuff in their kitchen. I walk back out of the room, down the corridor and to the stairs, briefly glancing at the two rooms on the other side and knowing Cain is in one of them. If I wasn't so stubborn, I could knock on his door, and he would read this with me, but I still keep walking down the stairs, holding the file. It’s only been one day. One day, and I’m ready to jump into one of their beds. God help me. I walk to the right into the kitchen area, which has white cabinets and black granite worktops. There is a massive island in the middle, which has one huge piece of wood as the top. I pause when I hear a noise behind me, and I swing around, scanning the empty corridor, but I don't see anything. I shake my head as I turn back around and walk over to the fridge, opening it and searching for anything chocolate looking.

      "Hey darling, so did you finally get a chance to read up on me?" my rogue’s voice comes from right behind me and making me jump, barely able to withhold my shriek of surprise. I slam the fridge door shut, turning to face him as he sits on the island, eating Snickers bar like he hasn’t got a care in the world. And I want that damn Snickers bar.

      "How?" I ask, staring at his now neatly cut black beard, and his black hair that has been shaved on the sides and cut at the top. He looks amazing and so bloody attractive. I can feel the mate draw when I’m near him, when usually, females can’t feel the draw at all. He has on grey tracksuit bottoms that lay low on his hips and a blue shirt that shows off a red tattoo on his collarbone. It is lots of swirls with what looks like numbers written on the edges around them. I run my eyes over his sides, not seeing any weapons on him.

      "I'm good at escaping, and that room got boring after a while," he says, like it isn’t a big deal, and his eyes drift to the file. "So, what do you think about my crimes?"

      "I haven’t looked yet," I say, briefly glancing away from him to look around the room for anything to defend myself with if this rogue decides to attack me. I spot a block of cutting knifes a few steps to my left.

      "I won't hurt you. I really have no interest in fighting with you, either," he tells me. My rogue is way too smart and good at escaping, apparently.

      "Then why escape? Why not just stay put until I came to you? And why are you still here if you know we are likely to just lock you up again?" I ask, sighing in disappointment when he finishes the Snickers bar, and I remember there was no chocolate in the fridge.

      "I told you, I got bored. Plus...I think it’s best we get to know each other rather than you are thinking the worst of me without giving me a chance to explain," he says, meeting my eyes as I try to relax a little.

      "Is this going to tell me the worst of you?" I hold the file up as I speak.

      "That is going to tell you half the story, and not the good half. I am not proud of what that says," he admits, and his blue, haunted eyes stay locked on mine for half a second before he looks away. I don’t know why, but I believe him. I believe he isn’t proud of whatever this file says and that he likely regrets his actions.

      "Will you explain everything to me? I have to believe there is something more to whatever this file says," I ask, walking over and sitting on the other side of the island. I turn, crossing my legs and waiting for him to look at me, but he doesn’t as he starts speaking.

      "I was the alpha of a pack of twenty. The Tresan Pack. Tresan is my last name, it was my father’s and his father’s. The pack was given to me when my father felt I was ready. We owned four houses on a street, shifted in the nearby park and woods at night...we kept to ourselves for many years," he humorlessly chuckles. "We thought we were safe, that we could live happily for the next ten years or so, and then move around so the humans don’t get suspicious of us not aging. We had the next place planned out, and the place after that. We knew we would need to find somewhere move private eventually, but there was no rush in our minds.”

      "What happened?" I ask.

      "In one week, three of my pack members disappeared. They just vanished, and I couldn’t find any clue to what happened to them. I went mad looking, searching. They were my pack, and I was meant to protect them, and I didn’t." he says distantly, staring at the floor.

      "Did you ever find them?" I ask.

      "Yes. Another alpha had taken the three women. Two of them had children in the pack. They had lives...I still can never forget when I first saw them in that dirty room," he pauses, his hands tightening into fists as dread fills me. "The alpha was collecting women, human, wolves, elves, vampires...it didn’t matter to him what species they were. If they were beautiful, he collected them. He would rape them, lock them in a room, and use them until they died. Two of my pack were dead when I got there. I killed the last woman, Mila, because she begged me too," he stops speaking but I can feel the guilt and sorrow pouring out his words. They did not deserve that torture, and I am happy he killed Mila if she asked for him to end her pain. That is an alpha’s job, to look after his pack, and in my eyes, he did exactly that when faced with a horrible decision.

      I jump off the table, walking slowly over to him and stepping between his legs that hang off the island. I place my hands on his face, lifting it up so he will look at me, feeling the wetness on my hands from his silent tears. When his eyes meet mine, there is nothing but sorrow and guilt in them.

      “You do not have to feel guilty for the choice you had to make as her alpha,” I whisper.

      “I will feel guilty for my entire life for not protecting my pack better,” he says.

      "What happened next? Why were you hunted?" I ask, needing to know what happened. There is no way the royal family would have ordered him hunted for doing what he did.

      "I killed the alpha, the betas, and everyone I scented guilt on. I let the rest of the pack go, and the women that were left alive. The next thing I know, I was shot with something in my neck, and everything went black," he says, his wolf's scent slowly drifting over to me and making me relax, even as he tells me such an awful story. He gently places his hands on my waist, pulling me a little closer to him.

      "Where did you wake up?" I ask, moving my hands off his face, sliding them down to his chest where I can feel his heart beating rapidly under his shirt.

      "In hell. I don't know exactly what the place was, but they took me and five people they managed to catch from my pack. Including my parents. We were all in separate cages, with hundreds of wolves and other creatures next to us," he tells me, his heart beating even quicker as he continues with this story.

      "What?" I hiss in shock, feeling the truth behind his words and the fear coming from him. He is scared of the place he is telling me about, and I need to know why.

      "They tortured us, performed tests on us, and did things I can’t even remember because I’ve made myself forget. I was the only one of my pack who survived. I had to watch, helpless, as they killed each one of my pack. My parents died together, the day before I escaped. I was going to break them out too, but I was too late…" he says so sadly that it breaks my heart.

      "Do you know who they were? They have to pay for what they have done. If I tell my old pack and the Bearlay’s, we will have a big army for revenge and to free the other people still there,” I tell him, feeling so angry that anyone could do something like that.

      "I broke out, killed three guards and ran out of the doors in a blur. I saw a man as I was escaping. I don't know who he is, but I would recognise him again if I ever saw him," he tells me. “I want revenge too, but now I have a mate to worry about…I won’t risk my past finding you.”

      "Do you know where it was you were taken to?" I ask.

      "No, I shifted and ran and ran. It is all a blur, and my wolf was too frightened to allow me shift back for a week," he explains, which is pretty normal. We have all had moments when our wolf is hard to control.

      "So how did the royal family come to send us? They gave us a cloth with your scent on it that we used to find you," I question because I just can’t believe the royal family, our leaders, would have anything to do with something so evil.

      "Can I see it?" he asks.

      "Sure," I open the file, not looking at the information inside as I pull out the clipped rag on the top. It is cut off a bigger blanket, and a dirty one at that.

      "This was my blanket in that place, the place they..." he stops, dropping the blanket and looking away as his jaw tightens.

      "How did they get it then?" I gasp in horror at the realisation that the royal family could be behind all this.

      "That’s what I want to know," he replies tightly.

      "Do you think they could be the ones doing all that?" I ask quietly. If they are, I have to get Snow far away from the prince. He may be her destined mate, but if he has anything to do with this…

      "Honestly? I don’t know. Do you have a photo of the royal family? I haven’t seen them in a long, long time, and I did see some people while I was in there," he asks.

      "I don’t have one, but I know my sister in law had photos taken of them at a ball recently. I will ask her to send them to me," I answer.

      "You must think I’m weak," he says carefully, traces of despair breaking through his words. I shake my head. I don’t think that at all, and I want to explain all that to him, but I don’t get a chance.

      "What the fuck are you doing out that room?" Cain snaps from behind us, and I turn around, seeing Cain storming towards us from the bottom of the stairs. My rogue jumps off the table, darting in front of me.

      "Talking to my mate, do you have a problem with that?" he asks, his voice going from sad to cocky in the blink of an eye.

      "Yeah, I do," Cain calmly responds, and he swings his fist straight into my rogue’s face.

      "Shit," I mutter as my rogue tackles Cain, and they both slam into the wall before rolling to the floor. I glance around the room quickly to find something to break them up as I hear their fight head into the lounge and something that sounds like glass breaking. I run out the back door in the kitchen, remembering I saw a hose on one of those circle holders near the door.

      "This will do," I say to myself as I grab the hose and turn the water on, holding my hand over the end as I run back into the house. Cain is punching the lights out of my rogue, his own face covered in blood, and it looks like his arm has been bitten. Ouch. I lift the hose, squirting them both with the freezing cold water. It finally snaps them both out of the trance they were in. They both turn towards me, dripping with water and blood.

      "You are both idiots. One, did I look like I was in danger, Cain? Two, why did you have to act all cocky when you are genuinely a good guy?" I snap, holding my hands on my hips. Cain and my rogue look between each other, frowning and then pushing each other away as they get up.

      "I am going to bed, and Rogue can sleep on the sofa tonight. I want him near me. Is that okay? Can I trust you both not to kill each other for one night?" I ask.

      "He's an ass," Cain shrugs.

      "And you're a twat. I'm sure we will get along for Gold’s sake," my rogue says, and I just shake my head at them.

      "Night, guys. Maybe you two should have a drink and talk instead of fighting. You might get along," I suggest because I really think my rogue needs to be in a pack with people he connect with for a while. My heart hurts as I meet his eyes, and he smiles once at me. I know straight away that I want to help him forget his past, help him heal. I now know that under the cocky attitude he puts up, there is a very good man hidden there. A man destined to be my mate it seems.
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      "You look beautiful today," I say when I see Gold in the kitchen, drinking an orange juice. Her wary, stunning eyes meet mine, and I have to remind myself to not stare like an idiot. I move my eyes to her yellow dress that is tight in the middle and shows off her long, golden legs that I desperately want wrapped around me.

      "Thanks. Am I overdressed?" she asks, thankfully distracting me as I make myself move to the fridge.

      "Not at all. I have some jobs that need doing, and I have to wear boots for them, that’s why I’m dressed like this," I explain as I pull out a bottle of water and look back at Gold. She tucks a little stray piece of her gold, curly hair behind her ear as she watches me, a small smile on her lips.

      "Okay," she replies.  I’m so happy she is here, even if it wasn’t her first choice to come here. I knew she could be the perfect mate when I saw her at the party last year.

      "Are you ready to go then? The earlier the better," I ask, holding a hand out for her as she jumps off the island and links her hand with mine. I don’t say a word, but I internally feel excited that Gold took my hand. It's a sign she is trying to trust me.

      "See you later," the rogue says from his spot on the sofa, drinking a cup of coffee like he has always lived here. Cain sent us a text to explain that the rogue broke out the room, that they had a fight, but that Cain thinks he can be trusted. Cain also read his file, with the rogue's permission, and explained that the rogue only did what any of us would have done. I notice the way Gold looks at him, and I know we are stuck with him. I guess I will have to get to know the wolf if he has been able to earn a look like that from Gold already.

      "We are going to a pack gathering tonight to celebrate a baby that was born last week. There will be food, music, dancing, and lots of beer. Do you want to come? Both of you?" I ask, and Gold gives me a slightly surprised look as she glances between me and the rogue.

      "It would be an honour," the rogue says, nodding in respect at me. Gold smiles up at me when I look at her.

      "I can't wait to go. Thank you," she says, and I know she is thanking me for more than the invite as I lead her out of the house. I walk Gold over to my Land Rover parked behind the house, opening the door for her to get in before I hop into the driver's seat.

      "It isn't a long drive, only about ten minutes. The entire place is on pack lands, to keep it private from the humans," I explain to her, and she nods, looking entirely confused, but curious about where I am taking her. We drive in pretty comfortable silence for the ten minutes until we pull up at our work. I watch as she takes in the sign on the entrance and the ten paddocks full of animals that surround the building.

      "The Bearlay Animal Rescue?" she asks.

      "One of the biggest rescue places in Ireland. We take in any animal that needs a little love and care, and then find them a home. Or they stay permanently if they have been through too much to be rehomed. We have every animal from seals to bats," I tell her, and she smiles widely.

      "I'm so excited to help you today. This is amazing," she exclaims, undoing her seatbelt and opening her door to get out as I do the same. I lock the car as Gold comes to my side, taking my hand once again, and I link our fingers as we walk in.

      "Hey Cal! I've been waiting for you!" Gerry says, stepping out from behind the counter and coming over to me. She pulls me into a hug, which is odd as she never does that. I try not to cough at the amount of perfume she has on today, or her blonde hair which smells overwhelmingly of hairspray. Gerry is a very young bear, only thirty or forty, and she is spoilt by most of the pack.

      "Jerry, this is Gold," I introduce them, and Gerry folds her arms, smiling at Gold.

      "Nice to meet you. What are you doing here?" she asks.

      "Gold is our mate," I answer, and Gerry clears her throat, looking Gold up and down, before walking back to her desk. Weird.

      "We had a young female fox handed to us last night. The fox is pregnant and hurt, but she won't let the vet, or any of us, go near her. The vet knows how good you are with the animals, so he wants you to try and talk to her instead of the vet knocking her out," Gerry explains.

      "Which room?"

      "12C," Gerry says. "You might want to stay here, Gold, you look like you might pass out at the sight of all that blood."

      "I'm sure my mate will catch me if I do," Gold replies, an overly sweet smile on her lips as she presses closer to me. I catch the light, possessive growl that slips from her lips. Gerry quickly looks down, showing submission as I wrap my arm around Gold's shoulders and lead her down the corridor.

      "My mate, huh?" I ask.

      "Sorry, I just-" she mumbles.

      "Don't be sorry. We might not be officially mated, but I am your mate," I assure her as we get to the room we were looking for.

      "I think I like you, Callum," she says, more to herself than me, but I still take it as I open the door and let her in the room.

      "Mr Bearlay, it is good to see you again," the vet says as I come into the room. I haven’t met this vet more than once or twice, as we have two vets that the pack usually deals with. He is an older human, who appears to live with several animals and no other humans, judging by his scent. His grey hair is longer and tied back, and he has a white vet coat on.

      "Call me Callum. This is my partner, Gold," I introduce her, and she shakes the human’s hand as I walk over and look into the holding pen. It is lined with straw, and there is a yellow blanket and a bowl of water in one corner. I glance around and finally see the poor fox. She is shivering in the far corner, half her body hidden in the shadows, and blood is covering the straw on the ground near her.

      "I believe she is in labour by the sounds. I am worried about putting her to sleep, but if she hasn’t calmed down soon, I will have to. She is very thin, and I worry the drugs could put her into a coma, or worse kill her. I know you have a no kill policy here, but this poor animal would have been put down anywhere else,"

      "That is why people bring animals to us, they know we fight for their lives. We treasure every animal as if they were a human," I tell the man. I open the pen door, closing it behind me as the vet and Gold lean on the edge, watching me. Gold looks worried, but she puts on a brave face as I walk slowly over to the fox. I start humming the old song my mum used to sing to me as a kid, knowing its soothing melody might calm the fox more than my deep voice. The fox growls slightly as I get near, its dark eyes staring at me fearfully as I see the two cubs she has already birthed. They aren’t moving, and I know I need to get them to the vet, if the fox will let me.

      "I don’t know you, and you don’t know me, but I promise I only want to help you. We are the same, you know it, and so do I. Us animals need to help each other, right?" I speak quietly, going down to my knees and moving closer carefully. I reach a hand out, holding it in the air for her to sniff and make her own decision if she wants to trust me. I bow my head slightly at her, showing her I don’t want to dominate her, only help. I've learnt over the years that it is important every hurt animal doesn't become more scared when it scents you are a natural alpha.

      "I need to look at them, and see if they are okay. Let me help you," I soothe her and reach for the babies. The fox doesn’t stop me as I pick the babies up and carefully stand, holding them in my arms and rushing over to the vet. He takes them both off me, and he disappears over to a counter in the room with Gold following. I go back to the fox, sitting on the ground next to her and after a few seconds, she lets me put my hand on her back.

      "They’re alive!" I hear Gold exclaim in relief, and I take a deep breath. Thank god. Gold carries one of the babies back over to the pen, with the vet carrying the other. They carefully place them with the mother again, and Gold moves back as the fox licks her pups. I see Gold wiping tears away, watching me with a look I think is admiration. The vet checks the fox over while I sit speaking quietly, soothing the fox. After a while, the vet nods his head, and so we leave the pen.

      "I will come and see you soon, I promise, little fox," I tell her. I don't know if the fox can understand me, but I like to think the animals and us shifters have more of a connection to each other than humans do. I've met so many animals, cared for them, and sometimes I really think they can understand every word we tell them.

      "I think she will be okay. It looks like a dog got hold of her and bit her a few times, that's why there is so much blood. She is also extremely malnourished, but with some good food and water, she will make a solid recovery. I will come back and check on her in a week. Do call me if she doesn't drink or eat, and I can set up a IV," the vet explains as he washes his hands. Gold and I wash our hands next and walk out the room. I shake hands with the vet before he leaves. I turn to ask what Gold would like to see next when she suddenly leans up and kisses me. I groan when she wraps her legs around my waist, and her small hands go into my hair as I grab her hips and deepen the kiss. I swing us around, pushing her back against the wall as my tongue explores her mouth. I groan again as her hand slides down my chest, undoing the button on my jeans as we continue to kiss. I pull her off the wall, walking down the corridor and opening the door to an empty exam room. I walk her inside, slamming the door closed behind us and pushing her against it as she pulls my hard cock out of my jeans. Her hand doesn’t quite fit all the way around it, but that doesn’t stop her from stroking me until I feel like I’m inches away from losing all control. I drag my hand up her thigh, finding the side of her underwear and ripping it off with one tug. I growl as I cup her soaking wet core and slowly slide a finger inside of her. She moans against my lips as I relish in how damn tight she feels.

      "I don’t want to play, I want you. Claim your mate, Callum. I can’t wait," she whispers against my lips.

      "My mate never needs to ask," I tell her and slam my lips onto hers. I pull my hand away and grab her hips, driving deep inside of her with one long thrust. She moans loudly, meeting my every thrust as she holds onto my shoulders and gently bites my lip.

      "I'm so close," she cries out, and I kiss down her neck, finding the spot that makes her tighten around my cock and call out my name. I bite down on her shoulder and pound into her one more time as I finish. I feel her teeth dig into my neck as I come, and the mating bond slams into our minds. The emotions rocket from her into me, the love, the worry, and mostly the happiness. She is happy. We are both breathing heavily as she lets go, and I rest my forehead against hers.

      "Mate," I whisper reverently, and she chuckles, licking my blood off her lip. I glance at where I bit her and notice it bleeding a little, but it should heal quickly.

      "You don't regret this, do you? I know it happened fast, but I just knew when I saw you with the fox, how you acted, who you are. I want you as my mate, and you make me happy, even after the short amount of time we have known each other," Gold asks me, rambling.

      "I will never regret this. We aren’t human, our animals knew we were perfect for each other. Humans can take years, but we have both been around long enough to know what we want and what is good for us by now," I tell her, and she kisses me lightly in return.

      "One problem," she says around a smile.

      "What?"  I ask.

      "I don’t have any underwear now, after you ripped them," she chuckles.

      "I don't see that as a problem," I grin as I reply, making her laugh.
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      "One down, three to go," Chase whispers, walking past me on the stairs as I go down to the lounge after having a shower and changing into my jeans and a shirt.

      "Two to go at this rate," I snap back. Asshole.

      "You keep telling yourself that," he laughs, and when he gets to the bottom of the stairs, he throws the door open. I watch as he jumps down the stairs, shifting mid jump into a giant brown bear that makes a loud thud when it lands. Its large, flurry head turns towards me, watching me for what feels like a few minutes before running off into the woods.

      "I wish he would pick his damn ripped clothes up. I hate when the lazy bastard does that," Cain mutters, walking up the steps and picking up pieces of clothes on the way. He sees me and smiles widely. "Congrats on mating with Callum."

      "You aren't jealous?" I ask, surprised. I was scared he wouldn’t be happy with me mating to one of them so quickly when I stopped him kissing me.

      "No, and you don't have to worry about me becoming jealous in the future either," he tells me. "I did come to see if you wanted to drive to the Forest Pack and get some clothes. I doubt you have much left, or anything suitable for tonight's party. The baby’s parents have asked everyone to wear blue to celebrate the little boy," he says, and I mentally try to think if I have anything at home. I remember one blue dress finally and smile.

      "Let's go then. I would love to see Snow and Arisa. I only got to speak to them for a few minutes last night because I was so tired," I reply, and he smiles, holding out a hand. We walk to his car, and as we get inside, I glance around the area, just noticing something.

      "I didn't think of it before because of everything, but where is my car?" I ask as he starts his car and drives us down the main path out of the pack.

      "Chase took it to his garage to fix it up after the rogue broke the window. I did go check, and yes, he really is fixing it before you wonder if he is making it worse on purpose," he answers as I watch three people walking into a house on the side of the path. There are people everywhere, well, bears. Some are even shifted into their bears as they walk next to the people.

      "Why would he do that? He clearly doesn’t like me," I comment, and Cain rests his hand on my leg as he pulls up to the gate, and we wait for it to open.

      "Chase is complicated. Everything that happened with our father messed him up. He wasn't always like this," he tells me, starting the car once again and driving out the pack.

      "It seems like he is just out to be a dick to me; I don't get it. In one breath he says he wants me as his mate, and the next he is pushing me away by being a dick," I sigh loudly and rest my head back against the car seat. I can feel Callum's emotions from here, knowing he is still working at the animal centre for the rest of the day. My wolf lets out a little growl at the thought of sweet little Gerry, who kept her eyes on my mate like she wanted to eat him up. I've never been jealous of anything, and yet here I am, knowing I would kill her if she dared touch Callum.

      "Chase does want you, but you did reject him. He can't cope well with that, and he is still trying to process it all," he tries to explain to me, and I guess he does have a point. "At the end of the day, if you want Chase as your mate, you might need to go after him."

      "So, I should chase, Chase?" I joke. We both laugh, and he shakes his head.

      "It would fix his ego if you did. Chase likes red by the way," he suggests, making me chuckle.

      "I best pick up a red dress then. What is your favourite colour?" I ask.

      "Blue," he winks, and I know tonight is going to be a brilliant night.
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* * *

      "Hello, stranger," I say, stepping out the car and opening my arms for Arisa who runs out the door and straight to me. I lift her up, swinging her around as she giggles. I put her down, noticing how she has already grown a few inches since I last saw her. Snow comes running out the door, smiling when she sees Arisa with me. Her eyes go to Cain as he steps to my side, kneeling down and holding a hand out for Arisa.

      "So, who are you?" Arisa asks, shaking Cain's hand.

      "Cain Bearlay," he answers.

      "You're a bear! Can I see you shift? That would be so cool!" Arisa shouts, jumping up and down while Cain straightens up. Snow places her hands on her daughter’s shoulders, and Arisa smiles up at her. "Mum, he is a bear!"

      "I heard, and I also know it’s super rude to ask someone to shift for you," Snow reminds Arisa, who huffs.

      "But I want to see a bear," she whines in annoyance.

      "Also, you have dinner on the table with Light," Snow tells her. Arisa huffs once more before stomping back into the house.

      "How are you?" Snow asks as she pulls me into a hug, and then sharply pulls me back. "You have mated to a bear, I can smell him on you!"

      "Callum. We mated yesterday," I tell her, and she turns to Cain.

      "Are you Callum? Or one of the other brothers?" she questions him.

      "Cain. Lovely to meet you, Snow. Callum is the youngest brother," he explains.

      "Ah I see. Well, come on in," Snow says, nodding her head towards the house. Cain's warm hand finds my lower back as we walk into the house. I’ve come to like him guiding me like this.

      "Where is Harper?" I ask.

      "Is something wrong? I never even asked why you are here," she asks as we step into the house and gives me a worried look

      "No, don’t worry! Nothing is wrong, I just wanted to see how she is," I answer. "I came back here to get some clothes. There is celebration party in the pack to celebrate a new baby tonight."

      "How amazing! Does your pack have many young ones, Cain? We are all amazed that there are four babies due this year in the Forest Pack." Snow asks, and she is right. There has been a massive amount of pregnancies considering we are used to only having one baby born to a pack in a year, typically.

      "As far as I know, there is one bear pregnant, and the baby that was born last week. Even for us, that is considered a lot," Cain comments as I look to see Harper walking out of Nikoli's office, smoothing down her hair. I smile at the little bump she now has, and how her top is all wonky. It doesn’t surprise me at all when Colton walks out the office behind her, wrapping an arm around Harper's waist. They both kiss, clearly not noticing we are here until Snow clears her throat. Harper sharply turns away from Colton and sees me, running over quickly and wrapping her arms around me.

      "Gold! You didn’t say you were coming! I would have made you cookies or something,"

      "You can’t make cookies. You promised me you wouldn’t try that again after they somehow burnt my tongue last time," I remind her and cringe at the memory.

      "I forgot about that. Well, I could buy cookies from the shop, warm them up, and pretend I cooked them. That would work," she suggests. “Now why are you back? Not that I’m not happy you are.”

      "I need clothes, more importantly, a dress," I explain, and she smiles at me.

      "Want some help?" Harper asks.

      "I will take the bear and find Nikoli," Colton tells Harper, kissing her cheek. He nods his head towards the corridor, and Cain goes with him, looking back at me once and winking.

      "You're mated. It took me a second to recognise the scent on you," Harper says.

      "I know. Mixing wolf and bear has a strange smell to me too," Snow says, watching me like she is trying to figure something out.

      "You guys are acting like I smell bad or something," I grumble as we all start to walk towards the stairs.

      "Not bad! Just different," Snow explains. "It is like when Harper mated with Colton, her scent changed, and because he is a vampire, the smell is so strange. Do you remember?"

      "Yes, I do actually, now you mention it,” I say, looking at Harper. I guess when wolves mated to other wolves, their scent never changed so we didn't know that mating to different species could change your scent.

      "So how are things going at the Bearlay pack?" Harper asks me as we get to the top of the stairs and head towards my old room.

      "Strangely perfect...it is like I was always meant to be there. You know?" I ask, and Harper smiles. I can't explain how much being there makes me relax, far more than I can ever remember relaxing in many, many years. The bears make me happy, and happiness is not something I am willing to walk away from. I guess I was so scared of mating to someone that wouldn't love me, or that I couldn't trust, that I didn't see the bears are what I have been looking for my entire life.

      "I get that. When you find your home, you know," she says.

      "Exactly," I reply with a smile and open my door, holding it open for Snow and Harper to walk in before I do.

      "I started bringing some empty boxes in for you, and I was going to ask if you wanted me to pack your things and have them sent over," Snow asks when I see the folded cardboard boxes near the door.

      "I'd love that, but leave some things here. I plan on coming over for weekends at least once a month. You are my family, and the bears know that. Luckily, our packs are so close," I say, and Snow's whole face lights up as she pulls me into another big hug.

      "Good. You are my sister, and I can’t not see you. Plus, Arisa needs her badass aunt around," Snow says as she pulls away. Harper and Snow sit on my bed as I pull the door to my wardrobe open and start going through it. I find my suitcase on the floor under my shoes and drag it out, throwing in all the clothes I like to wear. I open the secret compartment in the wall that hides my daggers and sword. I am not leaving without these beauties. I pack the daggers in the suitcase and put the sword in its sheath. I glance around the walk-in wardrobe and frown when I don’t see the blue dress I was looking for.

      "Dammit," I mutter.

      "Everything okay?"

      "Yeah, well, no. I can't find the blue dress I need. I have to wear blue tonight for the celebration," I explain.

      "I have the perfect dress for you. Come on, I can do your hair and make-up before you leave," Snow says.

      "Sounds like a brilliant idea."

      "I have this ice blue nail varnish, and we can do your nails too," Harper says and walks to the door. "After I check that Colton and Nikoli haven’t scared Cain off that is. I heard they planned something." I laugh as Harper walks out the room and know that nothing they could do would scare Cain off. I hope so anyway.
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      “Hell, you look like an angel,” Cain mumbles after nearly choking on his drink when I walk into Nikoli’s office after saying goodbye to the girls and promising to come back soon. I smooth down my tight, dark blue dress that has a long spilt all the way up my leg as I glance around to see we are alone. My hair is down, curled perfectly, and my makeup matches my dress and blue nails. I don’t usually dress up like this, but seeing the look on Cain’s face, I might do now.

      “Thanks. You ready to go? I don’t think we should be late,” I suggest as he gets up off his seat, and Nikoli walks into the room, dropping his phone into his pocket.

      “Gold, it is good to see you looking so well,” Nikoli says, coming over and hugging me quickly. A threatening growl slips out of Cain’s throat, and Nikoli laughs as he turns to face him. “Because I remember the extremely possessive stage before mating, I will forget that growl.”

      “I think it’s best we leave before we have a repeat of that time in New York,” Cain threatens playfully, coming over to me and sliding an arm around my waist. I chuckle at the possessive move, but then I remember how I felt just seeing the Gerry girl flirting with Callum and completely get Cain’s reaction.

      “When you lost the fight in New York you mean,” Nikoli says with a loud laugh, sitting on the edge of his desk.

      “I didn’t lose, you passed out. I felt bad hitting a drunk guy,” Cain replies smoothly, chuckling himself.

      “You fell off the building!” Nikoli laughs, like falling off a building is a totally normal thing. I give them both wide eyed looks, and they ignore me.

      “After you passed out, so I still won,” Cain responds.

      “Get out my pack before I throw you out, you cheeky bastard,” Nikoli says, still laughing, and I know why these two get along so well now. They are both clearly crazy.

      “Later, old man!”  Cain shouts as he leads me out the room, and we hear Nikoli muttering under his breath about annoying bears as we walk outside.

      “Help me get the suitcase and bags in?” I ask.

      “How did you manage to pack all your things and get dressed in an hour?” Cain asks as he unlocks the car and opens the boot. I pick up my two bags as he gets the suitcase and we stuff them in the boot easily.

      “This is, maybe, five percent of my things. I will need a big closet at the house. I like to shop,” I say, winking at his amused face as I walk around the car and get inside.

      “We could change your room into a massive closet when you are mated to us all. You could change the beds and everything, if you like,” he suggests, somehow making it sound normal, rather than the dirty version my head made up.

      “Or we transform two of the rooms into one and put a giant bed in there. Then we could all share,” I innocently suggest as Cain starts the car and stalls in shock at my suggestion. He clears his throat before starting the car up again and driving it away from the house.

      “I doubt that would go down well with my brothers. See I snore. Callum kicks in his sleep, and Chase would tell us all the fuck off if we accidentally touched him,” Cain says, causing me to laugh.

      “How about just you, me, and the rogue then?” I tease.

      “I’m not totally against the idea. Sharing you would be hot,” Cain replies, making me choke on air as I didn’t expect that dead serious response.

      “You would really be down for that?” I ask, and he nods, looking over at me for a second.

      “I would be down for anything with you G-G.”
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* * *

      “I will leave the car here, and we can walk up. The party is in the main centre, and it gets pretty packed with people,” Cain explains as he pulls up on the side of the road. I slide out of the car, wrapping my arms around myself as the cold wind blows against me. I see the lights ahead of us down the path and walk to Cain’s side as he locks the car. He wraps an arm around me, holding me close to him as we walk towards the party, and his heat keeps me warm. I can see dozens of lanterns tied to trees, lighting everything up so we can clearly see where we are going.

      “How many bears are in the pack?”  I ask.

      “Two-hundred and twenty-two,” he answers.

      “How many of them are going to be okay with a wolf as alpha female?” I ask next, and he holds me closer, as if he doesn’t like the question.

      “All of them, or they are welcome to change packs. At the end of the day, I know you would protect them if it was needed, and they will come to see that too,” he comforts me with his words, but I still worry. Bears and wolves don’t usually get along in nature, so it makes little sense that a bear pack would want to be led by a wolf.

      “I don’t want to disappoint anyone. I always take any job very seriously. I was beta for the Forest Pack since the beginning because I never backed down from my job. I was challenged for the position eighty-two times over the years, and I won every one. I like to do my best, and I am scared I won’t do my best this time,” I explain.

      “You will. Do not be so hard on yourself. When I first met you at that party, I thought that a wolf was a terrible idea for an alpha female of a bear pack, and that you wouldn’t be able to handle it. Then you told three alpha bears to piss off and went after your family as they needed you,” he chuckles and kisses the side of my head. “If that isn’t an alpha female to respect, then who knows what is.” I stare up at him for a second and lean up, kissing his cheek.

      “You say the nicest things I’ve ever heard from anyone. Things that I know I will never forget,” I tell him, and he has a big smile on his face as we walk through a few people standing around talking, and get to the water fountain. There are tables with food, gifts, drinks, and blue balloons with lights inside of them near the fountain. Inside the foundation some has put dozens of waterproof fake candle lights, which float on the water. There are dozens of people gathered around, laughing and dancing to the music played by a band set up on the other side of the fountain. I smile at the children holding balloons and running around happily.

      “Come and dance with me?” Cain asks, and I nod, taking his hand as he leads us through the people. Many touch my shoulder or arm, saying hello and congratulating us on finding our mates. Not one of these bears seem anything but happy to see us as Cain maneuvers us to where most of the couples are dancing and pulls me into his arms. We sway together to the soothing music, and I stare up at him.

      “I like you,” I whisper, and he grins, leaning down.

      “I more than like you, Gold. Now show me how much you like me,” he asks, and I lean up, brushing my lips against his, teasing him with gentle strokes before deepening the kiss as he pulls me against him. Right now, I can’t think of anything other than Cain’s lips and the firm, yet soft way they brush against my own. Somehow, we never stop dancing as we kiss, neither one of us wanting to let go of each other. I pull away when I hear a loud scream, followed by deep growls, and more screams in the distance. Cain takes off through the crowd as they run away from something and head towards us. I push through the panicked people, who seem to see me and part. I rip the bottom of my dress away so I can run faster as more bears run away from the screaming. I quickly follow Cain when I spot him, glancing to my side when I feel Callum step next to me and take my hand.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I hear Cain shout as we push our way through the crowd, and then we see three dead bears on the ground. One seems to be just barely hanging on, and she lifts a blood soaked hand, pointing to the woods behind the house.

      “They took my son.” I don’t even think as I run, shifting into my wolf in a second and jumping over a car in the direction of the intruder. No one steals from my pack.
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      “Gold, right or left? I scent them both ways, but no bear scent,” I hear Callum speak into my wolf’s mind. My wolf scents them both too, and she stops, not knowing which way to run. Callum’s bear stops near me, pushing his side into mine in comfort.

      “I go right. You go left,” I direct, knowing we have to catch them before they get back to a car or out of the pack lands.

      “Be safe,” Callum tells me before taking off to the left as I run right. I track the scent through the forest, jumping over fallen trees until my wolf comes across a stream, and my wolf sees her target. We race across the stream quickly, the freezing cold water splashing across my wolf’s legs but we don’t stop. We slip on a few rocks as we start closing in on the smaller wolf sprinting away from us as fast as she can. I know the other wolf is a female based on her scent and how small she is. I look over to where she is running and see the massive hill ahead of us, where there are car lights shining above. I can scent more wolves up there.

      "No escape," I tell my wolf, who growls and agrees, running faster and snapping at the brown wolf’s heels as she jumps up the cliff. My wolf jumps too, landing on top of her, and she snaps at my throat as my wolf rolls off her. My wolf leans down, letting out a loud growl as the other wolf looks for a way to escape. I hear the car above us driving away, leaving her behind. She has nowhere to go, so she runs at me, teeth bared. I dart past her side, grabbing the back of her neck with my teeth and digging them into her fur. I push her down as she growls and tries to shake me off, but I am way too strong for her. My wolf tries to hold off on breaking her skin while she fights me because she knows we need her alive for answers. Her wolf is too small to fight me, and she eventually figures it out because she gives up, submitting to me. I release my hold on her neck, placing my paw on her back. I smell a bear getting closer and know even if she runs, she will be caught by someone. I think of my human form and shift back, completely naked on the cliff with my foot on the wolf's back. Bloody hell it is cold.

      "Shift back. You will not like what happens if I have to make you shift," I tell the wolf, stepping back and crossing my arms over my chest as the wolf shifts into a woman with brown hair. She wraps her arms around her legs, glaring up at me.

      "They will kill me now because of you! I could have been free, and now I will die!" the girl shouts. I stand looking at her for a second, scenting how young she is, even as her small face stares up at me with tears streaming down her cheeks. The girl is covered in cuts, and I would guess she is only about sixteen and smells awful, like she has been living in a sewer or something for years.

      "Why did you attack my pack?" I demand, not falling for her innocent act, and I turn to see Cain's bear jump onto the rock. He looks at me for a second before locking onto the girl and growling low at her. She jumps, crawling back to the edge of the rock as she watches Cain with complete fear in her eyes. I walk over to him, placing my hand on his head. "Don't make me repeat my question."

      "I was told to," she whispers, her voice cracking.

      "By who? What did they want?" I ask her, and she shakes her head.

      "They wanted the wolf that escaped, and they wanted us to take a child from the pack," she whispers, looking terrified.

      "Who?" I ask, not being able to stop the growl that slips out of my lips.

      "The Royals. The queen ordered-" her answer is cut off as an arrow flies straight through her throat. Her wide eyes stare at me in surprise as she falls off the cliff, and I can’t do anything but watch.
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* * *

      "You okay?" Chase asks the moment he sees me walking into the pack house with one of Cain's shirts thrown over me that falls to my knees. I nod, looking back as Cain carries the body of the young wolf girl into the house. He goes to the massive wooden table in here, placing the body on top of it. Betty comes out the room on the right, seeing the body and giving me a relieved look before going back in the room when she sees the body.

      “We should cover her up,” I say. We should always have respect for the dead, even if this one did try to attack our pack. She is also only a teenager, and this is not a fair ending for her.

      "I will get a blanket to cover her," Cain says respectfully, understanding.

      "Is Callum back?" I ask, suddenly worried because he should be back by now if we are.

      "Not yet. Can you feel him?" Chase asks, looking at the dead wolf as he rubs his shaved chin. I feel down the bond, feeling the frustration pouring from him. He’s not far, and I can feel him getting closer with every moment.

      "He is fine and nearly here," I tell Chase, and I finally see the blood covering his shirt. I step closer as I place my hand on his shirt, smelling that blood isn’t his and swallowing in relief.

      "I thought you were hurt," I say, explaining why I am standing so close to him, and he goes to reply when the door is opened behind us. Callum walks in, completely naked, and striding straight to me, pulling me into a tight hug.

      "I was worried," he explains.

      "I'm okay. I'm tougher than I look," I say, trying to comfort him. If I am being honest with myself, I was extremely worried about all of them, too.

      "That's true. Your wolf is nearly as big as a bear and pure gold. I get your name now, and I know you are one hell of a fighter who hand handle herself. I still just needed to see you," Callum says, going rigid as he finally seems to notice the dead wolf in the room.

      “We caught up with one,” I explain. “But we didn’t kill her, an arrow through the neck did while we were talking,” I say.

      "What happened?" Callum asks.

      "Why don't you put some clothes on while we fill everyone in?" Cain suggests as he comes down the stairs with a blanket and a pile of clothes. He hands Callum the clothes as the door opens again, and I turn to see my rogue rush in frantically. He is covered in blood, with a dangerous look in his eyes, and his smart clothes are ripped everywhere. I panic for a second until I smell the blood is not his, it overwhelmingly smells like cat. He flashes me a relieved look, but then he sees the wolf, and his eyes widen.

      "No..." he whispers, going over to the body. Cain covers the body up, but Rogue stops him from covering her face. I step to his side as he closes the girl's eyes and pulls the blanket up over her face with a shaky hand.

      "You know her?" Cain asks, and I link my fingers with my Rogue in comfort when he doesn't say a word, just stares at the body.

      "The girl told me she was instructed to come here to get Rogue back and to take a child. They clearly didn't get Rogue but..." I drift off as Betty comes into the room and shuts the door behind her.

      "A fourteen year old male bear was taken. His parents are in there and devastated. The bears they killed tried to save him and didn't succeed. They snuck into our pack, took one of our children, and we need to get him back. Who took him?" she asks, very much the old alpha female of the pack as she makes it clear she wants the revenge we all do.

      "The Royals," I whisper, but everyone hears me, turning sharply to stare at me in shock.

      "They wouldn't," Betty gasps, shaking her head.

      "This girl told me just before they shot an arrow into her neck and killed her," I tell them. "She was scared, so scared, and she knew telling me meant death. The person who shot her was long gone when we looked around. I believe she was telling me the truth."

      "If the Royals did this, we will need proof," Chase points out.

      "They will use the child against you. They must want something you have," Rogue finally speaks. "And it isn’t me. They sent three lion shifters after me, and I can tell you now they were trying to kill me, not take me." I see Cain, Chase, Callum, and Betty all look between each other like they know exactly what they royals might want, but I know it isn’t the time to ask.

      "You killed them all?" I ask, and he nods, still keeping his eyes on the body. “I was getting ready for the party when they came into my room and attacked me.”

      “I am glad you killed them,” Callum says what I’m sure we are all thinking.

      "I saw this girl once in the place they kept me. She was so young to die like this. Dying without living is the worst thing I could imagine," Rogue says, and I squeeze his hand in comfort.

      "We will give her a respectful burial. She is just a child who was caged for god knows how long and then ordered to do something terrible. She made a choice to do good when she told me who sent her. A choice that could save our pack. That choice should be remembered," I state, and my bears all nod.

      "We need a plan," Cain points out. "A plan we can tell the parents and the rest of the pack to keep them from losing their minds. And to stop me going to the castle and killing the royal family."

      "Erik is best friends with the prince. I need to talk to my brother as he is likely at the castle with the prince anyway. If we send him a top, or something with the boy's scent on it, he could search the castle without being detected," I explain my idea, and they all seem to think on it before nodding in agreement.

      "We follow Gold's plan, and we set up guards around every part of the pack lands. I will arrange everything with our betas," Chase says, nodding once at me before walking out the room.

      "I need to go with Mum to tell the parents everything we know. It is best coming from us," Callum says, coming over and kissing me gently. "You have a good plan, mate."

      "I will go collect the bodies of the bears that died today," Cain says.

      "I can help, if you want," Rogue offers. Cain looks between us both and shakes his head.

      "I want someone with you at all times until we secure the pack. They want you dead for a reason, and I doubt they are going to give up on that," Cain says, and Ii give him a sharp nod.

      "They spent years testing on me, injecting me with things that made me stronger or weaker sometimes. I am not so easy to kill, especially not when I have something to fight for," Rogue responds, glancing at me.

      "You have a pack to fight for too," Cain tells him and walks out of the room, leaving it with only us in it.

      "You must have injuries and be exhausted from the fight, why don’t we go and clean you up back home?" I gently suggest to Rogue, who still hasn't looked away from the body. “We will bury her tomorrow. There is nothing we can do for her anymore. Her soul is free.”

      “I know you are right. This just reminds me of how many people are still suffering at the hands of the royals,” he whispers.

      “Not for much longer. They have picked the wrong pack to mess with,” I state firmly and tug on Rogue’s hand, leading him out of the house.
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      “I will wait in my room for when you’re done in the shower. Can I get you a drink or something? I’m going to get one and call Erik,” I ask Rogue as he lets go of my hand to go into the bathroom. I tried to say I would help with his cuts, but he said he heals quicker than most and just needed a wash down.

      “A beer, Gold. I could really use one,” he says, rubbing his beard with his hand.

      “I feel that,” I sadly chuckle, walking away as he goes into the bathroom. I jog down the stairs and find two beers in a fridge full of only cheese, beer, and weird things I’m pretty sure weren’t that colour originally. This is certainly a man’s fridge. I head back up the stairs, going to my room and leaving the door open. I put the beers on the side and pick up my phone off my bedside cabinet, sitting on my bed as I call Erik.

      “Hey sis,” Erik answers, sounding like he just woke up.

      “We have a problem, are you alone?” I ask, and I hear him walk out the room, followed by the sound of a shower turning on in the background.

      “No one can hear me now. Talk,” he demands, and I describe everything that happened this night, not pausing once.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit. I’ve heard some stuff around, but I didn’t believe a word of it until now,” he says.

      “What things?” I ask nervously.

      “I heard that the royals had some secret army. That people had seen these dangerous people around the castle,” he explains.

      “I don’t know what they are doing, but it is dangerous and appalling. I need you to do something for me before leaving the castle,” I ask and then explain my idea.

      “I will do it, but get a message to Snow and Nikoli urgently. They need to lock down the pack. Have the bears done that there?” he asks.

      “Yes, and I will do that now. What about the prince?” I ask.

      “He doesn’t know anything, Gold. I trust the man like a brother, even if he does want my mate. His mate. Whatever. I won’t tell him a thing about this, but I trust him,” Erik tells me.

      “Be careful. Don’t take any risks. We don’t want them finding out we know about them,” I tell my brother, even though I know he can handle himself.

      “So act normal, and search for a kid. Got you,” Erik says. “Love you sis, stay safe and keep me updated daily.”

      “I love you too, and do the same,” I tell him before he puts the phone down. I send two texts to both Snow and Nikoli in our group chat, and see Snow reads it first. She sends a simple thumbs up as a reply, and I know she is handling it. The Forest Pack can manage themselves, and we are only a short distance away if we are needed to help.

      “Hey,” I say as Rogue comes back into the room, fully dressed in a clean white shirt and grey shorts.

      “I found these in the bathroom. I don’t know whose they are,” he states with a shrug.

      “They won’t care,” I respond, offering him the beer, which he gladly accepts, opening the twist cap before taking a long drink. He comes around the bed and lies down on his side, facing me. I do the same after grabbing my beer and putting my phone back.

      “Did you get to through to your brother alright?” he asks.

      “Yeah. He is following the plan, and I’ve warned the Forest Pack to be on alert,” I inform him, and he nods, drinking some more.

      “I feel like tonight is my fault,” he admits to me, sounding somewhat defeated.

      “It isn’t,” I tell him resolutely, putting my beer on the side and snuggling closer to him on the bed. I rest my hands on his chest over his shirt, feeling how warm his is. His hand finds my bare thigh, and he starts slowly pushing Cain’s shirt up, making my breath hitch as I stare into his blue eyes.

      “I’ve never had anything that was mine in many, many years. I never hoped I would find a mate, and here you are,” he says quietly. I take his beer out of his hand, reaching back and placing it on the side.

      “I wasn’t looking for a mate either, but I know I wouldn’t ever take back meeting any of you,” I say, moving closer and his hand slides up my hip, showing my lack of underwear and making his hand tighten.

      “Do you want me as your mate? I’m messed up, but fuck… I will look after you. I will love you and fight for you forever, Gold,” he asks me, focusing on my face as he waits for me to reply. I move an inch closer, so my words are whispered against his lips.

      “I want you as my mate, and I will look after you too. I will love you too.” Rogue slams his lips harshly onto mine with my words and rolls me onto my back, pushing his body in-between my legs as he controls the kiss. I moan as he rocks into me, even through his trousers I can feel how big and hard he is. Rogue pulls away, only to pull my shirt over my head and he stares down at me like I am the loveliest thing he has ever seen.

      “I need to blindfold you…I can’t let you see my body yet. Will you do that for me?” Rogue asks.

      “Why?” I whisper.

      “I have more than mental scars from my past, darling,” he says, and I nod once, seeing his whole body relax. He uses Cain’s black shirt to make a blindfold and I lift my head as he ties the ripped fabric around my eyes.

      “Now I get to explore you, see what makes you moan louder and what makes you beg for more,” Rogue whispers by my ear and then slowly kisses his way down my body. His hands find my hard nipples just before he uses his mouth to suck them into his mouth and I gasp from the pleasure. Rogue doesn’t spend long with his mouth on my nipples as he kisses down my stomach and to my core. I expect him to tease me a little, but he doesn’t, slipping his tongue around my clit several times, slowly, and driving me crazy with how close he gets me each time.

      “I want to feel you come on my hand, and then my cock as I bite you,” he pauses to tell me, his dirty words just turning me on more. I cry out in pleasure as he puts two fingers inside me, his spare hand working my nipple and his tongue flicking against my clit at the same time. The overload of pleasure sends me spiralling as I come, buckling against him as he chuckles. I hear him undoing his jeans as I wriggle on the bed, desperately wanting more of him. I gasp as he flips me over, pulling my hips up in the air and slamming inside me in one long stroke.

      “Fuckkk,” he growls, slamming into me again and again as I scream out his name. I gasp as he bites down on the top of my shoulder and finishes deep inside me, making a second surprise orgasm slam into me. Rogue pulls out of me and flips me over, resting his body on top of mine and placing his neck near my mouth. My wolf almost takes over as I bite my new mate and claim him as mine as the emotions flood out of him and into my head.

      “I feel the same, you know?” I say, knowing what I feel from him is pretty close to love. Rogue kisses my head gently.

      “I know.”
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      I roll over as my phone vibrates a few times, and I feel around the side table for my phone in the dim room. I grab it, the bright light annoying my eyes as I read the text from Snow.

      

      
        
        Two groups of wolves attacked the pack last night, moments after you told us. They were trying to take Harper, but her baby saved her. It is a long story, but it seems the baby has a special gift when Harper teleported out of a room, and into Nikoli’s office. We are on lock down and the wolves are all dead. Call if you need anything. Love you.

      

      

      I take a deep breath of relief that they didn’t get Harper and in the same thought I wonder why the hell they went after her in the first place. Thank god her baby has such an amazing gift, it no doubt saved her mother from being kidnapped and god knows what. I look down at Rogue as he holds a pillow by his head, his breathing deep as he sleeps. My mate. I don’t want to wake him, so I quietly get out of bed, picking up Cain’s shirt up. I go across the room, getting a pair of leggings and some underwear out of my bag before going to the bathroom. I wash down quickly and clean up before getting dressed. I put my hair up in a tight ponytail before leaving the room and quietly opening the door, before walking out.

      “Hey. I was just going to wake you up,” Cain says, walking up the final steps on the stairs. I smile as I walk over to him, feeling awful at the dark bags under his eyes and how tired he looks.

      “Have you been up all night?” I ask.

      “With some help, we dug graves and made coffins to bury the dead tonight. I also sent three of our pack out with items from the stolen boy. One of them will make it to the castle and pass it to Erik,” he explains, and I step closer, wrapping my arms around him. He rests his head on top of mine, sighing. “I wish I could do more.”

      “We all do, but we can’t. You need to sleep and I need to speak to your brothers,”

      “Why? Is about you mating with Rogue? Because Callum felt the mate bond link to you and told us. We are happy for you, and would celebrate if it was different timing,” he replies and while I feel relieved about that, it isn’t what I want to talk to them about.

      “If I tell you, you have to promise to get some sleep and let your brothers help me,” I say and he grumbles.

      “Fine.”

      “The Forest Pack were attacked last night. They wanted Harper, and sent two groups of wolves to get her. She is fine, the wolves are dead, but I want to know exactly what it is they want,” I say, leaning back so I can see his reaction.

      “I know what they want, we all do now. Come on, I will show you it,” Chase says from the bottom of the stairs. I pull away from Cain to see Chase walking off and I look up at Cain.

      “Go. You need to see this,” he tells me and I lean up, kissing him once before pulling back.

      “Okay. Get some sleep though,” I tell him.

      “Yes miss bossy boots,” he chuckles walking to his room. I run down the stairs, slipping my trainers on by the door and going outside where Chase is parked out front. He sits on a massive motorbike, the bike purring loudly as he starts it up.

      “Get on then,” he tells me, nodding his head at the back of the bike. I’ve been a massive fan of bikes but I pull up my big girl pants and run down the steps, jumping onto the back of the bike, wrapping my arms around Chase’s waist which seems to make him tense up.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Not far,” he answers and kicks the brake off, driving us around the houses and down a dirt path that goes to the left. It starts to rain as we continue down the dirt path and get to a small house. There is nothing around the house, and it looks like it is falling apart where it stands. Chase stops us outside, knocking the break down and I get off first. Chase runs to the door with me, holding the door open as I walk inside. The inside is no better, with a wooden fire place, a red, torn and dated rug in the middle of the room and nothing else to look at. Well except for the holes in the ceiling that are dripping water onto the floor.

      “I have a feeling this house isn’t what the royals want,” I question Chase who shakes the water out of his hair and grins at me.

      “It is a disguise,” he says and walks over to the fireplace. He presses a secret button on top of the fireplace and there is a clicking sound. Seconds later the floor in the corner of the room slides apart and a lit up pair of stairs appears. I go to walk towards it but Chase steps in front of me, sliding a finger under my chin and lifting it so we are looking into each others eyes.

      “What is in here…it is our greatest treasure. We are trusting you, don’t break our trust,” he almost demands.

      “I won’t. Don’t you get it yet? I want my mates, and my life here. I will keep any secrets you want me to. I only need to see this to know what the royals are going to try and kill us for,” I say gently, and he smirks.

      “You want all your mates? Huh?” he asks, stepping closer. “Why don’t you prove it then?” I go to say something, do something but he steps away and walks down the stairs without looking back at me once. Asshole. I quickly catch up with him, walking down the metal stairs and the door clicks closed above us when Chase presses something on the wall as we go down. The bottom of the stairs opens up into a big library, with bookcases on every wall, filled to the rim with books. There are four desks in the room, and right in the middle is a glowing gemstone floating inside a glass box. The gemstone glows a purple colour and I don’t have a clue what it is.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “A Shifter stone,” Chase answers simply and sits on one of the desks in the room as I step close to the glass, staring at the tiny floating stone.

      “What the hell is a shifter stone?”

      “To be honest with you, we don’t know much about them. Our family has passed this stone down for generations and generations. We only know if you touch it, you lose your mind and your animal. We keep it in here for that reason, and because we have all been told to keep it a secret,” he explains.

      “Does Nikoli have a stone too? Is that why they went for Harper to bribe him for the stone,” I muse. It would make a lot of sense.

      “We suspect as much. Nikoli has a stone that glows green, and it was given to him by a wolf in his pack when he passed away. The wolf told him to keep it safe and that it is also called a Shifter stone,” he tells me.

      “Why do they want the stones if they only destroy you?” I ask but of course Chase has no answer for me. It doesn’t make any sense. They must know something we don’t and there is no way I am letting them get hold of the stone.

      “I don’t know but if it takes giving them the stone for the child back…we have decided to give them it. We won’t risk them killing the child,” Chase says. I nod, getting it but having a very bad feeling about handing the stone over. I force myself to look away from the stone and walk around the library. I run my fingers over the dusty books and grab one, pulling it.

      “The history of the lost kind,” I read the title out-loud and chase walks over, plucking it out of my hand and putting it back.

      “The books are all romances and boring stuff about nothing. This place is just a disguise, and a storage place for books for my mum,” he says. “They are her books so you might want to ask before reading them.”

      “I will do. Thanks for the advice, and not being a total asshole today,” I say and he laughs, stepping into my space, my back hitting the bookcase.

      “I decided something last night,” he gruffly whispers, his seductive voice making me shiver and leaving me speechless as he rests his lips near my ear. “Your other mates have made it too easy for you. If you want me, you need to earn it.”

      I watch in shock as Chase smirks at me and walks away.
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      My wolf jumps onto the porch of our house and reaches a paw up to open the handle of the door. She pushes the door with her head to open it and walk into the house. My wolf picks up the scent of Cain and Callum in the lounge. She walks into see them sitting, looking at a map on the table and talking quietly.

      “Gold,” Cain says, smiling at me as my wolf goes and sits by his legs, resting her head against on his legs.

      “We have the guards constantly walking around the pack and we are making guard changes every three hours. I’ve sent out an alert to make sure the pack stay in their homes unless it is urgent for them to leave. I think it is best we don’t have them running around for a few days. We will do a pack run in two days so the pack can safely let their animals out,” Cain tells us.

      “I spoke to Nikoli who has his whole pack locked in the main house. The vampires have been reaching out to their friends to learn more about what is going on with the royals. We should have news soon,” Callum replies and stands up, picking the map up. He strokes a hand over my wolf’s head.

      “I have to go and get things ready for tonight’s burial. We can’t have the entire pack there, so it will just be close family. We can’t bury the girl with them, not when our bears know she attacked them. Cain can help you bury her,” Callum tells me, and my wolf lets out a little whine.

      “Go brother. I have our mate,” Cain replies, and Callum strokes my wolf’s head once more before walking out the house. I sit back, imagining my human form and opening my eyes as I feel back to myself. Cain keeps his eyes locked on mine, even as I stand completely naked in front of him as he sits on the sofa and leans back. I stare at my respectful, funny and protective bear and wonder why the hell I am holding back on mating with a man as amazing as he is. I smile and walk closer, spreading my legs as I kneel on the sofa with his legs in-between mine.

      “G-G, please don’t say you’re going to tease me. I think I might actually die if you did,” Cain groans as I start kissing his neck.

      “I’m,” I pause to suck on his neck a little and his hands slide up my sides slowly in response, “not teasing you. I want my mate and I am tired of waiting. We could be attacked any moment, and I know who I want.” Cain grabs the back of my neck and kisses me, harshly, firmly and completely dominating me with one kiss. I moan as he lies me down on the sofa and I quickly undo his jeans, reaching inside and pulling his hard cock out. Cain only lets me stroke him a few times before he grabs my hand and holds it above my head, doing the same with the other one.

      “You aren’t in control here, G-G,” he says, and I laugh, holding his hips tightly with my legs and flipping us both off the sofa, so I land on top and he lets go of my hands to catch me. I quickly slide down his body and suck the tip of his cock into my mouth, loving the long groan I hear him make.

      “I am your alpha female. You best not forget that,” I say before sliding all of his cock into my mouth. I move quickly, loving how he slides his hand into my hair and uses my hair to move my head how he likes. I stop and climb up him, kissing him hard as I lower myself on top of him until our hips are meeting.

      “You feel amazing,” I moan, rolling my hips and enjoying the noises he is making in response. I laugh when he quickly grabs my hips and flips me onto my back, still buried inside of me. Cain holds a hand to my neck, keeping my head up and looking into his eyes.

      “You are mine, but I am still your alpha,” he tells me and then kisses me as I moan as he thrusts harshly into me. Cain suddenly bites my neck, marking me and I lean up, doing the same to him as I suddenly orgasm, and he follows not long after me. We both catch our breaths back as the bond sweetly slips into my mind, followed by his love for me in his emotions. He feels so much. Everything from respect, to protectiveness, to happiness for finally having his mate in his life. It’s funny how I nearly feel exactly the same way, how I know I would do anything for him and my other mates. I love them all, and it shocks me to realise that a little.

      “I love you,” I whisper, knowing he can feel it all from me anyway.

      “I love you too,” he says and kisses me as I start to feel him getting hard again as he still inside of me. “Now it’s time we repeat what we just did. I love hearing your sweet moans.”
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      “Where are you going?” Rogue asks as I step out of the kitchen, pulling my coat on. He walks over and pulls me to him, kissing me gently. I smile at the memory of spending the week with him, Callum and Cain. Only Chase is avoiding me like the plague and I don’t want that. We have no news from Erik yet, and no more attacks on the pack. The weird thing is the royals haven’t tried to bribe the pack for the child. The poor parents are going out of their mind, but we keep telling them they wouldn’t have gone to the effort of fighting to kidnap him if they just wanted to kill him.

      “To see Chase. I need to tell him I’m sorry for rejecting him for so long,” I explain.

      “Do you even know where he is?” Rogue asks.

      “Yep. Callum told me he is at the garage and told me how to get there. It isn’t a far walk from here,” I explain, and he smiles, kissing me once more.

      “Go and get your last mate. I’m going to try and watch the television, even though I haven’t watched one in years. The last one I saw was black and white,” he chuckles.

      “Whatever you do, don’t watch Game of Thrones. You won’t be able to stop watching that show and then you will be stuck waiting for the last season like me,” I warn him. I don’t think I have forgiven Harper for making me watch that show with her yet. It is addictive as hell.

      “Okay, got it. No show about thrones,” he says, and I smile as I kiss him.

      “I will be back soon.”

      “Only if Chase manages to fuck up you will,” he chuckles, and I laugh as I walk out the house. I turn left from the houses and follow the path for fifteen minutes until I see lights ahead. The garage comes into view as I get closer, and so does Chase. He has a car just outside, the bonnet up as he looks inside at the engine. I run my eyes over his garage uniform, the dark blue, oil covered slacks and big boots. He looks sexy as hell. Like he can see me watching him as I stand completely still, he turns and his eyes lock onto me. Chase doesn’t move as I take my coat off, showing off the dark red, very short dress I know he might like. Chase shakes his head and closes the bonnet, resting against it as I get to him.

      “You don’t want to wear a dress like that around my garage, Gold. It might get messy,” he warns, and I step into his space, pushing my body against his and not caring one bit about it getting messy.

      “I am sorry I rejected you. It was a stupid move because you are right when you said I am a coward at times. I mess up, but don’t we all? Can you say you have never messed up?” I ask, keeping my eyes on his dark green ones.

      “Once. I fucked up badly,” he says coldly, but he doesn’t move away from me or look away from my eyes.

      “Twice. Once when I walked away from you all like a coward, and one other time,” I say, not liking to admit when I am wrong or to talk about my past.

      “Tell me the other time,” he asks me.

      “If you will tell me yours,” I counter, which only amuses him.

      “Deal,” he whispers.

      “When I was young, sixteen, I fell head over heels with an older man. Jasper. I wouldn’t listen to my brothers and parent’s warnings about him being bad news. They had no idea how bad Jasper really was. One night he convinced me to meet him in the woods, and being the stupid girl I was, I did. Jasper bit me, telling me I was his mate and that when I changed we could be together forever. Erik had followed us and ran at him with a spear. He killed Jasper but Jasper bit him before he died,”

      “I didn’t know you wasn’t a born wolf,” Chase admits.

      “We both turned into wolves that night, and we had to leave our village after a little bit of time because people noticed we weren’t aging. Our parents died alone, without their children and I cursed my brother to an eternity of being a wolf because I was wrong about one man,” I admit. “That is a mistake I can never forgive myself for.”

      “I knew about my father and the human. I never told my brothers, or anyone because my father asked me not too. He didn’t love the human, or his child, he just wanted to escape,” he admits to me. “I fucked up too.”

      “If we don’t make mistakes, that would make us perfect. I don’t know about you but being perfect is not something I ever want to be. Perfect people can only fall, and not rise,” I tell him.

      “I see you as perfectly flawed, and it’s damn amazing,” Chase tells me and pulls me into a scorching kiss. I moan as he gently throws me on top of the car bonnet and rips my dress off my body in one move.

      “Impressive,” I gasp as rips my knickers off too as he still kisses me. He pulls away for a second, smirking.

      “You haven’t seen anything yet,” he teases me and slowly starts undoing his uniform with the zipper. I bite my lip when I see he has nothing on under the uniform, leaving everything hard and toned on show for me. “If you plan to run, tell me now and I will walk away. I might be an asshole most the time, but I know I won’t be able to lose you once you are mine.”

      “No running. Not ever and I will always be sorry I ran in the first place,” I admit, and he pulls my hips to the edge of the bonnet.

      “Perfect,” he says and slowly inches himself of me, easily going in with how wet I already am.

      “Gold,” he groans as he thrusts into me and leans over my body, sucking on a nipple as he keeps fucking me. I moan when he bites down on the side of my breast, choosing to mark me there. The bite sends me over the edge, and I cry out as he finishes with me. I lean up, wrapping my legs around Chases legs as I hold onto him. He smirks, showing me his neck and I bite down, feeling the bond slam into my body, completing me. Chase’s emotions are harder to read than the others. There is happiness and love, but dark swirling feelings of guilt still in his mind that I can feel.

      “Do you have to get back?” Chase asks me as I release him.

      “Nope,” I say, leaning up to nip at his lip. “How about we look at the inside of the car? Maybe with me on my knees?”

      “Good plan, mate,” Chase says and carries me to the car as he kisses any more words from my lips.
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      “I’ve got to go and help mum with something. I will be back home in about an hour, alright?” Chase says as we get to the house, and we pause outside.

      “Okay. Rogue is watching television for the first time in a while. I think I am just going to watch it with him,” I reply, leaning up and kissing him gently before walking back into the house. I look down at Chase’s shirt I’m wearing because my clothes have a bad case of being ripped around this pack. Not that I am complaining.

      “Rogue?” I shout when I walk in. The television is still on as I walk over, but no sign of Rogue anywhere. I pause when I see the dark, red, folded piece of paper on the sofa seat next to a small, clear bottle of something. I pick the note up, feeling sick when I see the black royal symbol pressed in wax on the other side. I rip it open, and read the words written in white ink.

      

      
        
        We have one of your pack’s children and your mate. Come to the castle, bring both the Shifter stone from your pack and the Forest Pack. Two stones, for two lives. If you tell anyone, do anything we don’t like…we will kill them. Take the drink on the table so your mates cannot find you. You are being watched.

      

      

      

      I almost drop the note in shock, looking around the room and swallowing the fear in my throat. I know straight away that I do not have a single chance of winning this without losing the stones or Rogue and the child. I don’t even need to think on it before I am running out the house as I drink the bottle of clear liquid and getting in Chase’s car. I leave the note on the seat as I start his car, thankful he left the keys in it and drive around the house, going to the road where the old house is. I pull up outside it and run inside, pressing the button on the fireplace and going down the stairs. I don’t bother closing the doors above me as I know I only need to get the stone. I look around the room, seeing a blanket on a desk on the other side of the room and run to it. I rip the blanket up, getting a small bit to wrap the crystal in. I pick up the heavy book off the desktop and turn, throwing it at the glass. It smashes into pieces, the crystal slamming onto the wood floor. I run over, picking it up with the cloth and feeling how warm it is. I run back out the room, knowing I might not have long before one of my mates pick up on my emotions or find out the crystal is missing. I try to pick up on Rogues feelings, or where he is, but there is nothing but a little feeling he is north. Where the castle is. I run back to the car, putting the crystal on the side seat and thinking for a moment. I need to get out of here, and hopefully without anyone suspecting anything. I figure the best way is to drive out of the front doors and tell them a story. No one would suspect I was running away with a priceless crystal if I just drive out the front gate. I turn the car around and drive back towards the house, slowly driving past and taking a deep breath when no one follows me. I drive down the main part of the pack and around the water fountain, hating how empty and quiet it is here.

      “You can do this, Gold. You have to fight for them,” I keep telling myself the same thing as I get to the gates of the pack and one of the beta’s walks over to me. I throw the stone inside the glove compartment before he gets to me and I smile at him.

      “Hey, it’s George, right?” I ask.

      “Yes, alpha female. Can I help you? Do you want me to call the alphas?” he asks, and I shake my head.

      “Nope. See I need to go to town really quick to get my Rogue a birthday present for tomorrow. Only I don’t want him knowing so the alphas are distracting him as I go,” I explain, and he frowns.

      “I have orders no one leaves the pack. If I just call them to check-“

      “-I am your alpha female, your orders come from me too. I will be back soon, please don’t ruin this for me, George,” I say, flashing him a sad smile.

      “I guess we know you can handle yourself when you hunted that wolf down. Still be careful out there,” he warns me, and I smile tightly.

      “I will be. Thanks, George,” I smile at him before he raises a hand and the gates are opened. I feel guilty for using George but I’m sure he will understand when I explain this to everyone later and return with the child. I drive out the pack, straight towards the Forest Pack and knowing Nikoli is not going to be happy when I get there.
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      “Gold?” Nikoli says as he steps out the house after I pull up at his. He looks like I just woke him up, and five betas step out with him, looking for danger. I flash my eyes at the betas, letting Nikoli know I can’t talk while they are here. Nikoli waves them away and they go back inside the house without question.

      “I need the Shifter stone. I can’t tell you why, but in all the years I’ve known you…I have never asked for anything. I am begging you now,” I say, my voice catching. Nikoli comes to me, pulling me into a hug and whispering.

      “You are being watched I guess,” he says and all I do is nod, not wanting to say anything else and risk the child, and my Rogue. Nikoli pulls away as his phone rings in his pocket and he pulls it out, answering it.

      “Cain?” he answers the phone saying, and I place my hand on my mouth, shaking my head at Nikoli as tears stream down my cheeks. “I haven’t seen Gold. I will keep my eye out. Good luck finding her, did you check downtown?” Nikoli puts the phone down and reaches into his pocket, pulling out a small red box as I try not to think of my mates searching the local town for me and not finding me. He opens it slowly, revealing a glowing green gemstone inside. Its smaller than our purple one, but equally as stunning.

      “I trust you with my life. I always have, Gold. Here,” Nikoli closes the box and hands it to me. I nod, wiping my tears and getting back into my car. I undo the window and look back over at Nikoli.

      “I love you like a brother, like a father almost. Thank you for everything you have done for me over the years. I would have been lost and never found happiness without your guidance,” I tell him because if this goes wrong I won’t ever be able to tell him that. I close the window as he watches me drive out his pack. I open the glove compartment and shove the box inside next to the other stone. I steel my back and make myself stop crying. I have to be strong to win this. My pack and my mate need me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      My hands shake as I pull up to the massive gates of the royal castle. Every gate on the way in here has let me in without blinking, but this one right before the castle doesn’t open and I know this is where they want to do the trade. I eye the four royal guards, holding long spears as they stand very still in front of the gate. I open the glove compartment, pulling out the stones and taking a deep breath before getting out of the car. The wind blows Chase’s long blue shirt around my legs, and I wish I had a chance to change at some point, but I know there are far worse things to worry about. I move in front of the car and fold my arms, just waiting silently as I keep my ears open for anyone sneaking around. A branch cracks to my right and I turn my gaze there, not seeing anyone and just knowing it must have been an animal. I quickly look back as the gates open and the guards step to the side. The queen walks into view, just behind her is a young boy in chains next to my Rogue who is also tied up. He sees me, and panic feels his eyes, even when I can’t feel his emotions through the bond.

      “Run Gold! GO!” Rogue screams and the queen stops, nodding her head at one of the two guards behind Rogue. The guard punches Rogue hard in the face, and he collapses to the ground.

      “Stop!” I shout at them and the queen turns slowly to me. The queen is just as beautiful as I have heard she is, but clearly this beauty hides an evil in plain sight. Her black hair is up high in a tight bun, a silver crown sparkles on her head and matches the long silver gown she wears.

      “Do not speak to me that way. You are nothing other than a problem that I want to get rid of. Don’t test me by speaking out,” the queen warns with a sweet, sickly voice. Her silver gown blows in the wind as her eyes go to the gemstones in my hands.

      “I want my mate and the child set free first,” I tell her, and she laughs.

      “Who says any of you are going free? Why would I let you go when you can tell everyone my secret?”

      “That you’re a monster. Don’t worry, everyone is learning that as we speak. I bet many people already know. Now let them go, or you do not get what you want,” I warn her, and she chuckles.

      “Fine. Fine. It doesn’t matter who knows once I get those gemstones in my hands,” she muses and looks to the guards behind her.

      “Free them, and then drag the prisoners over to her,” she commands, and they bow their heads almost robotically. I watch the queen the whole time they undo the chains from the boy and Rogue, who starts to wake up. He looks up at me and I shake my head, hoping he will stay calm until he gets to me at least. Rogue lets the guard lead him over to me, and he wraps an arm around the child, keeping him close.  The boy looks scared, and I don’t trust the happy smile on the queens red lips as she watches us.

      “Put him in the car, Rogue,” I say when the guards let them go. Rogue nods, listening to me and. rushing the boy to the car as I throw the box and the cloth covered gem onto the floor in front of me.

      “They are yours, and we are leaving,” I say, stepping away as a guard rushes over and collects the stones. I feel rogues hand on my waist as he steps next to me. The queen doesn’t watch us as she snatches the stones off the guard.

      “Kill them. The castle is on lock-down. No one leaves or comes in. I finally have the last two stones,” she says, whispering the end part more to herself. She walks through the gate, as it closes behind her. The seven guards stay on this side of the gate.

      “You fucking bitch!” I shout, needing to call her it and she only laughs as he guards start getting closer.

      “Get in the car and go. I will hold them off,” Rogue tells me.

      “Hell no. We fight together or not at all,” I say.

      “Lucky you have more than one mate then, isn’t it?” I hear Cain say as he steps out of the shadows of the trees with Callum and Chase at his side.

      “Lucky she has a family of wolves too,” I hear Nikoli shout from the left of Cain as he steps forward, with his five betas at his side. I smile in relief as we all look back at the guards who now look a little nervous. I shift and run towards them, feeling my mates and family following me. The first guard I get slams his spear at me, and it sinks into the ground. I imagine my human form as I stop behind him. When my human hands come back, I stand up and snap his neck from behind before shifting into my wolf once again. We make quick work of killing all the guards, and not one of us looks hurt. I shift back and go towards the gate, pressing my hand against it. A white light blasts out from my hand, travelling like a wave around what I think is a shield.

      “A ward. The castle has one for emergencies. We can’t get in,” Nikoli tells me as he steps to my side.

      “Erik is still in there!” I exclaim, feeling the panic rising and a gasp from my left. I turn to see Snow run at the ward, banging her hands against it.

      “No. NO!” she shouts, and I run to her, grabbing her hands.

      “This isn’t the way. Erik is smart, and the prince loves him like a brother. The prince will hide him and keep him alive,” I tell her because I know it is true.

      “I have to get in there,” she wails.

      “No, Snow. Arisa needs you,” Nikoli reminds her and she bursts into tears as I pull her to me. We might have won this battle, but without Erik, it feels like we haven’t won anything at all.
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      Thank you so much for reading Run Little Bear!! If you have a little time to leave a review, that would be amazing and I love to read them! There is two more books in this series and Snow’s story is coming next! Run Little Prince!

      A big shout out to Meagan, Michelle, Taylor, Amanda, the girls from RBP, my awesome readers group, and everyone that supported me!!

      Also a big thank you to my husband and kids who kept the daily destroying of the house to a minimum while I wrote.

      Don’t forget to join my readers group for giveaways and exclusive teasers!
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      “So, class, please start by reading page thirty-two in your books," the professor goes on, as my class starts after he walks in. The professor looks as ancient as the old room, we are all sitting in, with his brown hair and beard, and very dated clothes–which look like he hasn’t washed them in a while. I push my own out-of-control, wavy brown hair over my shoulder, wishing I had tied it up this morning. It’s a hot day, and the room is stuffy because of the lack of opened windows, making my hair stick to the back of my head. I glance over at my best friend, Alex, who has her head on her desk, lightly snoring. I chuckle before kicking her leg and waking her up. She moves her waist-length straight red hair off her face to glare at me. "I was resting, Win," she mutters, hiding her eyes with her arm and huffing at me.

      "The professor is here," I giggle, trying to whisper to her as she nearly falls off the side of the desk, while half asleep.

      "Oh, what page?" She yawns, looking like she is going to drop back off to sleep already. I sigh, remembering how she actually has a boyfriend to keep her up all night. I, on the other hand, can't find a good one. The last time I had a boyfriend was over a year ago, and I found out he had a bad habit of sleeping around at parties.  The unfortunate way I found this out was when I walked into his bedroom at his party, to find him in bed with two other girls. Let’s just say he has put me off men for life, or at least, for a while.

      "Thirty-two," I roll my eyes at her grin.

      "I might nap instead, I had a long night," she winks.

      "Don't rub it in," I groan.

      "Well, you’re coming to Drake’s party this weekend, and no, you don't have a choice. I bought you a dress, and I found you a date," she grins. I don’t know which one was worse about that sentence. The fact she has bought me a dress, which I know will be way too slutty for my style, or the unlucky guy she has found for me. I decide to go with the second problem first.

      "A date? You know I don't date," I hiss, while she continues to grin.

      "Hey, you can't judge every man because of one. This guy is nice, a friend of Drake’s." She makes that annoying face she knows I haven’t ever been able to say no to since we were eight. I will never forget when I first met Alex. My mum had taken me to get an ice cream from the local ice cream van. Alex had just gotten hers in front of me, and I decided to get the same because her ice cream looked good. When the truck left, Alex tripped and dropped hers. My mum and I rushed over as she cried her eyes out over her ice cream. I offered to share mine and then, when I saw her at school the next day, we were inseparable.

      "Fine, but if this doesn't go well I'm blaming you," I laugh.

      "Winter Masters, is there something wrong?" my professor asks, causing the whole class to look at me. I can hear Alex's quiet snort as I answer.

      "No, sir. We were just discussing the work," I say with red cheeks. The professor raises his bushy eyebrows at me. I know he doesn’t believe me. Damn, I wouldn’t believe me, either. I’m a terrible liar.

      "Well, discuss it more quietly next time, I'm sure the whole class doesn't want to know about your dating life,” he replies. I hold in the urge to hide under the table at his blunt reply. A guy about my age puts his hand up at the front, drawing the whole room’s attention to him. The boy has messy brown hair that’s covered up with a backwards cap. He is quite muscular under his top and shorts from what I can see. I’ve heard a few comments about how attractive he is, which he definitely is, but I can’t remember his name.

      "I would like to know, sir," he says loudly before winking at me over his shoulder. I know I’m redder than a tomato now, and one glance at Alex shows how funny she thinks this is. I’m leaving her to sleep through the class next time.

      "That's enough, Harris. All of you get back to work. I am running tests on this next week.” He picks up a large pile of papers, most likely the tests he made us do last week, and hasn’t bothered to mark yet. I watch as he goes to his desk and pulls out his phone. I’m sure he is playing some game by the way he is typing, but he definitely isn’t marking the tests.

      “Also, while I remember, you need to find work experience in the next week or you'll be helping me sort out the university lost-and-found . . . for four weeks." I swear the old professor even smirked, but I didn’t see him do it. I bet they would be getting him more coffees than they would be doing anything else.

      "Have you heard back from the local vets yet?" Alex asks, opening her book as everyone else starts reading quietly.

      "Yes, they called yesterday, and I'm all sorted." I grin, remembering jumping up and down in happiness after the call. I had applied months ago, and no one from our course was accepted, but I held out hope as I hadn't been rejected. My back-up was to work at a local farm, with half our class. Studying to become a vet is hard work, and there isn't much work experience available.  This is an English class, and we have to pass it to stay at the university. That’s why Alex, who is a music student, is taking this class with me.

      "That's great," she smiles widely, making a few guys next to us turn to look at her. Alex is that very pretty girl you always wanted to be. She is tall with boobs and hips that are perfect no matter what she eats. I look at a McDonald’s meal, and my ass gets bigger. I’ve been told I'm pretty, but I like my food too much. So, I have curves, unlike my skinny-ass best friend. My best qualities are my shiny brown hair and blue eyes, which I have to admit, suit my golden complexion.  We don't say any more and get on with our work. At the end of class, I hand in my permission forms for the work experience, before finding Alex with her boyfriend, Drake, outside class.

      "Hey, do you still need a lift?" I ask when I get close to them.

      "Nope, thanks, honey. I'm going to Drake’s, but I will see you tomorrow to get ready for the party." She winks, leaning against Drake. Drake is a good-looking guy, but is kind of strange-looking, and I can’t put my finger on why. Honestly, he looks like a typical, scary-ass man all the time. I don’t think he has a non-serious expression. He has dark, nearly black eyes and black hair that’s cut in a buzz cut, but he makes it work. It’s the eyes that give him the strangeness, they are too dark, darker than I have ever seen anyone’s. I always thought that he must spend a lot of time in a gym or something because he is all muscles, wearing expensive clothes. Alex has told me he is well off, but I knew that anyway from the car he drives and the designer clothes he wears. It's not just the looks and money, it's more how much older he acts, when he must be around twenty, like us. Alex doesn't answer many questions about him, but they have dated a while, so I'm guessing she really likes him. 

      "My friend is looking forward to your date," Drake says coldly in a slight Russian accent. Alex says he not actually from there, but his parents were, apparently.

      "Me, too," I lie and frown at Alex's chuckle.

      "I love you, Win, never change," she says to me, as she gives me a hug before we wave goodbye. Drake doesn't say anything else, but that's normal. 

      I click my old red Rover open before sliding in. My mum bought it for me as a going away present, and I love the old car, though maybe not the unusual stain on the driver seat I can’t seem to get rid of; I think it’s red pen.  Well, I’m hoping it is anyway. We never had a lot of money when I was growing up as it was just me and mum. As I drive home, I try to think about ways to get out of this date, but eventually come to the conclusion that it couldn't go that badly. Right?
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      “You’re joking, right? I can't wear this." I gesture to the tight red dress I'm wearing. My hair is up in a messy bun with a few wavy strands around my face. My makeup is perfectly done, thanks to Alex, but I have to admit I don’t look anything like myself.

      "You look hot, Win," she says, pretending to cool herself down by waving her hand at her face. I look back to the mirror and glance down at the dress. It stops around mid-thigh and has a slit down the middle at the front, stopping just before my underwear, and making it impossible to wear a bra. Not that I'm worried, I’m not big chested enough to really have an issue.

      "He is going to think I'm easy if I’m wearing this," I say, sighing and turning around with my arms around my waist.

      "No, he is going to think he is a lucky fucker," she laughs before straightening her own dress. Alex is wearing her little black dress, which is a little too little but looks nice. 

      "Alright. But again, I'm blaming you if anything goes wrong." I laugh to myself, knowing this could only go wrong. I shut the door to my bedroom before leaving our apartment. Alex and I have a two-bedroom apartment near the university, which we rent together. It's cheap enough, and the area isn't too bad, but we still make sure we lock up. 

      "So, what's my date’s name?" I ask as we wait outside for Drake to turn up. We are lucky the weather has been so good recently. Welsh weather is known for its constant rain, and our town is right in the middle of the mountains. Calroh is a small town but has a great university, and that’s why we chose it, also the cheap apartments to rent helped. It’s right in the middle of two large mountains and surrounded by a large forest. There’s only one road out of town, but the town is well-stocked enough to look after itself with many large superstores.

      "Wyatt. I haven't met him, but Drake speaks highly of him." She winks at me.

      I think of his name for a second, trying to imagine the guy. "So, is it getting serious between you and Drake?" I ask gently, knowing Alex doesn't like to speak about relationships. Not her own at least.

      "I don't know. He is so secretive that I–" she stops talking as Drake’s car pulls in front us. I glance at her, and I am wondering what the end of that sentence was, but she shakes her head, smiling before opening her door. I do the same sliding into the back. 

      "Hey, Drake," I say as I get in, and Alex pulls back from kissing Drake hello.

      "I thought Wyatt was coming with us?" Alex asks, noticing the empty seat by me. I smile widely, hoping he is ill or isn't coming.

      "He is meeting us there," Drake says bluntly before driving off.

      There goes my dream of taking off this dress and changing into my PJ’s, with a bottle of wine.

      I don't say anything, growing a little more nervous the nearer we get to Drake’s apartment. 

      As we pull into the expensive apartment building, we can see the party has started. The music is loud, and there are cars everywhere. I mentally tell myself that going to a party at twenty years old is normal, and I should smile before getting out of the car. I walk next to Alex as Drake puts his arm around her shoulders. Just as we walk in, and the loud music fills my ears, I see a blond man leaning against the wall next to the door of Drake’s apartment. I can't help but stare a little at his muscular frame and his strong-looking face that I have to admit is a little scary. He seems to notice me staring and looks right at me. I first notice his eyes are that nearly black in colour or maybe just a dark-brown like Drake’s. I look around quickly noticing that nearly every girl nearby is watching the breath-taking guy like I am. My eyes draw back to his, noticing how powerful he looks. He can’t be more than twenty-five but looks like he owns the very street he is standing on. The guy’s eyes never leave mine as I look him over, and I shiver from the anger I feel in his eyes. How can someone look so serious and cold at our age? I continue walking with Alex until we stop in front of the guy, and I want to get to know him or hear him speak. My mind and body feel drawn to him, and I don’t like it.

      "Drake, this must be my date," the man says in a dark, underwear-dropping voice, nodding at Drake before looking back at me. I feel myself blush as his gaze takes in all of me slowly. I do the same, noticing for the first time that he is wearing a black jumper with black jeans, which look like they were custom-made for him; they possibly were.

      "Wyatt. It’s nice to meet you, Winter," he offers his hand. I take his cold hand, and he shocks me by bringing it up to his mouth and placing a kiss on the back. His lips feel cold on my hand, but I feel a strange shock when his lips meet my skin. It takes everything in me not to pull my hand away and run in the other direction like my body is screaming for me to do. For some reason, I don’t feel safe with him.

      "Nice to meet you, too," I mutter a slight lie, pulling back my hand.

      Wyatt just flashes me a knowing look before saying to Drake, "There was a problem tonight, they are getting braver," his deep voice gets stronger about whatever they are discussing. It’s almost like his voice draws you in and demands that you listen.

      "Just a few newbies chasing a pup, it's being dealt with," Drake smiles with a cold look in my direction.

      "Good. Now, can I get you a drink?" Wyatt asks looking back at me. It's strange to see how Wyatt spoke to Drake then. It was like a boss ordering around an employee, and worse, I had no idea what they were speaking about. What's a pup? Maybe it's a kind of business talk, I doubt they mean a puppy.

      "Sure," I say taking his open arm and letting him guide me through the house. I can feel how cold he is even through his jacket. I look back to see Alex, who has disappeared with Drake. Knowing Alex, they might have already left, thinking Wyatt seems nice. I don’t feel that he is at all; he seems too haunted to be described as nice. Seeing how he spoke to Drake just then, makes me more distrusting of him.

      "Are you cold?" I ask noticing that's it's a hot summer day in May. I’m even warm, in a little dress, and he is cold in a jumper.

      "Just cold-blooded," he winks at me. I can't help but blush a little, but who wouldn't when a very hot guy flirts with you. I know I need to act normal for a bit, before making an excuse and leaving. We weave through the hallways of the building and up two floors in the elevator, which is filled with couples making out. I watch as they stop and stare at Wyatt like he is a god and ignore me completely. It’s all very odd.

      "So, tell me, what do you study?" he asks as we enter the kitchen. It’s a modern kitchen with many cabinets that don’t look used, and there’s even a bar on the one side next to an impressive window. There are a few people around, but it's quiet enough in here to not have to talk too loudly.  Wherever the loud music is coming from, it’s not nearby.

      "I'm studying to become a vet. What about you?" I look over the view of the nearby forest and mountains as he hands me an opened beer. I don't like beer, but I'm not telling him that, so I pretend to drink it. 

      "The family business," he says still looking at me. He moves closer, so I have to lift my head up to look at him.

      Being so short can be really an annoying at times, I think to myself. This guy has at least a foot on me, and I feel small around him. Now that he is closer, I can see that his eyes are definitely black with little silver sparks in them. I’ve never seen eyes like his, and they are really stunning. I clear my throat before asking, "Have you known Drake long?" 

      "Yes, it feels like I've known Drake forever sometimes," he grins at me like I'm missing a joke. 

      "I feel like that with Alex sometimes," I say, looking away because his eyes are so stunning that they draw you in. The other door in the room opens as a drunken man stumbles in, he quickly leaves again when he sees Wyatt but leaves the door open.  I can see the living room, well it’s more a dance room. The dancing bodies are pushed so closely together that you can’t see their faces. The music is beating hard and fast compared to the slow-moving young people swaying around. I turn back to see Wyatt watching me closely.

      "Dance with me? You seem like you need to relax,” he asks. I lift my head to stare into his eyes, and I feel the need to dance with him, to do anything he wants. I stare at his eyes as he smirks, moving closer to me. I could have sworn his eyes had silver sparks, nothing like the empty, black pits I’m staring into now.

      I shake my head, stepping back. "No thanks, I don't dance," I say to Wyatt’s cold gaze. This time, his face converts into confusion, and he steps closer to me than before. We are almost touching with how close he is.

      "Dance with me, Winter," he says looking into my eyes again, his eyes glowing far brighter than they should. I yelp when he grabs my arm roughly. I take a step away. His grip is strong, but I realise he isn’t trying to hurt me. I don’t dare look away from him as the black, glowing eyes stare into me, like he is looking into my soul.

      "No, let go, Wyatt," I say firmly, challenging his grip by struggling away. I don’t know what changes, but he lets me go with an utterly confused and shocked look marking his handsome face.

      "How is that possible?" he mutters to himself, running his hands through his hair, and stepping away from me. I take the chance he gives me to run out the door, not caring who is looking. I have a feeling challenging a scary man like that is not a good idea. I don’t think running from him is a good idea either, but, hey, it’s all I have right now. I couldn’t have seen glowing eyes, right? I mean that doesn’t even make sense to me, it must have been a trick of the light or something. I eventually make my way outside. I can’t believe my luck when I spot the guy from class, Harris, opening his car door for a young girl to get in. I’m glad I remembered his name now.

      "Wait, Harris!" I shout from the door, and he turns to me, looking a little shocked, but more worried than anything else.

      "Are you alright?" he asks none too gently as he grabs my shoulders, pulling me closer, and looking me up and down.

      "Yes, but I could use a lift home," I say gently as I pull away from him a little, enough that he drops his warm hands.

      "Sure, I was just taking my sister home. My parents are going to kill her for sneaking out tonight. So, I'm sure she needs some extra time to come up with a decent excuse," he laughs, opening the back door for me.

      As I get in, I look behind me to see Wyatt watching me from the door. I swear I'll never forget the look he has on his face as watches me get into the car. He is looking at me like he is a starving man, and I am his meal. I gasp before slamming the door shut and closing my eyes for a second, resting my head against the cold leather.

      "So, what's your name?" the girl in the front asks the minute I get in. I smile as I hear her draw out the sentence. I open my eyes to see a pair of light-blue ones sparkling at me.

      "I’m Winter, and you are?" I put on my seat belt as Harris gets in. 

      "I'm Katy. How do you know my brother?" she smiles, but it looks cheeky.

      "You should be thinking of excuses to help yourself, and not asking questions," Harris answers her question as he looks at me in the rear-view mirror. I smirk at him when I see he is trying not to laugh, and he winks at me.

      "They are going to ground me for life, anyway,” she says to Harris with a huff and looks back at me, “so, do you have a boyfriend?" she asks, clearly not concerned about her parents, and I look her over now. She has the same light-brown hair as Harris and matching blue eyes, that are lighter than most. I would guess she is around sixteen, making her way too young to be here. She is wearing a purple dress that is as short as mine but makes her look a hell of a lot older than she is. I can see why Harris’ parents are going to be mad. I’m guessing the amount of makeup she has on isn’t going to help her case. She doesn’t need it, though, I can see under it all that she is very pretty.

      "No. I'm escaping a bad date, actually," I mutter as she laughs.

      "Harris should ask you out, he wouldn't be a bad date," she winks, and I see Harris blush.

      "I'm not dating anymore, but if I was, Harris would be a good choice," I say gently, letting them both down easily.

      "You should change your mind. You’re really pretty." She sighs, finally turning around. Harris asks for the address, so I give it to him before opening my phone. I'm surprised not to see any messages from Alex. I send her a quick one:

      Date was awful, shame the hot ones are always crazy. I got a lift home. I will see you tomorrow. Love you xx

      I missed out on the start of the argument, as I was texting, but from Harris’s angry face he isn’t happy.

      “There are loads of them around right now, Katy. I don’t want to find you sneaking out again!” he shouts, leaving me to wonder what he is talking about. Katy is looking tense in her seat at whatever it is.

      “I know. But, I never get to leave the pack,” she says looking out the window with a long sigh. I’m sure that I see tears in her eyes as she picks her nails, looking worried.

      “It won’t always be like this, but please, for me, don’t leave again without one of us.” He stares at her through the mirror, and I see her lower her gaze quickly.

      “I promise,” Katy says with a frown, and Harris nods, looking back at the empty road. I watch as he turns to look at me, and a grin lights up his face when he sees what I’m wearing. Typical guy, but at least he has the common sense to look back at the road after a second, not voicing his opinion.

      “What’s a pack?” I ask clearing my throat and hopefully my red cheeks from Harris’s stare. I remember reading about packs of wolves in class, but I don’t think they are talking about that. Maybe it’s some kind of gang or a name of a house, I don’t want to guess because I’m sure I’m going to come up with something worse than what it actually is. I glance at Harris who isn’t answering my question, so I repeat myself.

      “Oh, it’s nothing important,” Harris says quickly, all the while he is glaring at Katy like a parent whose kid just told someone a big secret of theirs. I glance back at Katy, who looks very guilty, as she shrugs at me, and avoids looking at Harris at all. This night is proving to be all kinds of confusing, and I’m pretty sure forgetting it is the easier way. No one says anything else while we drive home, and a tense silence descends on the car.

      "Are you going to be okay to walk in? I don't think I can get in the car park with the gate down,” Harris looks at me, as he stops on the road outside my building. The whole building is close to the university, so it has to be on lockdown after a certain time, and you can only walk in, past a locked gate. I’m lucky the gate’s broken, so you don’t need a key to get in. Well, unlucky in certain ways because it means anyone can get in.

      "Yeah, I'll walk in. The gate is open,” I say to Harris, and he nods, watching me closely like he wants to say something, but I get out of the car before he can.

      "Bye, Katy, and good luck with your parents," I say through the open window, and I laugh, hearing her grumble before I move away from the car. I wave them both off before opening the broken gate to the locked car park, the door is slightly open anyway from our neighbours. The car park is almost as big as the building in length, and you have to walk across the whole thing to get to my building. My building has three flats, on three levels, and we have the bottom one. The car park is empty, besides my car and one other. I walk slowly; only the dim lights of the street lamps near the building are lighting my path, showing me where I’m going. In the distance, I notice a big, dark shape lying next to my car, near the door to my building. I run over quickly, my footsteps being the only noise in the dark night. I’m hoping the person is okay and pull my phone out of my bag as I run, to call an ambulance, but as I get closer I see it’s a wolf.

      Could my night get any weirder?

      For more information, click here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from Strip for Me…

          

        

      

    

    
      "Ellie, Ellie, Ellie . . . did you forget about me?" Drew asks me as he walks closer. He walks slowly, giving me time to look at him. Drew has always been handsome, in a cold way. It’s what attracted me to him in the first place, the ice-blue eyes. It was the perfect suits and built body underneath. It was the blond hair and handsome face. But, it’s all a lie to hide the jerk underneath. His eyes watch me closely, as my heart feels like it’s pounding against my chest. I don’t think he would hurt me, but I don’t know him. I have a feeling I never did. I don't reply to him as he moves to stand in front of me, his hand going to touch my bump.

      I slap his hand away and move backwards, my back hitting the wall near the stairs. I put my hands on my bump, feeling protective of my baby. There is no way I’m letting him touch me there.

      "That was rude," he says with a cold laugh. His laugh seems to echo around the room. My eyes glance to my phone, the call is on, and Todd must be listening to our conversation. At least, I hope he is.

      "You’re not touching me or my baby," I say. I keep my voice surprisingly calm, compared to how I’m feeling inside anyway. I don’t want him to know how much he is scaring me.

      "I don't want to touch that bastard child, but I want my wife back," he says, narrowing his eyes at me when I laugh a little. I don’t believe him.

      "Not happening, asshole," I say, walking sideways towards the stairs with every word. If I can get to the stairs and run up, I’ll find a bedroom and lock myself in until Todd gets here. It’s clear to me now that Drew put Dom in jail because he wanted to get me alone. I bet he planned all of this. Why won’t he leave me alone? It makes no sense because he left me alone at home all the time when we were together.

      "I'll tell you what, Ellie," he says, sliding his hands into his pockets.

      “You don’t get to tell me anything, anymore,” I say, holding my ground. I spent years listening to him telling me what to do, what to wear, what to cook him, and the list just goes on and on. I won’t be that person ever again. I want a life with the men I love.

      "I'm going to give you four months, Ellie, four months to make the right decision and then come to me," he says. The way he says it, it’s like he expects me to come to him. Holy ducks, he is crazy.

      "You are bloody crazy, Drew!" I shout at him.

      "Not even one little bit, and I did you a favour, you can thank me later," he laughs. 

      "If your favour was getting Dom arrested, it won't last," I say as he moves closer to me, terror slamming through my body when I look into his eyes once more.

      "That was a distraction to get you alone," he says and laughs louder. The laugh is so cold, it’s frightening. 

      My heart pounds against my chest as I watch him walk away and leave the house. I scramble after him and lock the door. 

      I place my hand on my bump, worry filling every part of me.

      What was his favour?
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        Three months earlier . . .

      

      

      “Two drinks?" I ask Liz as loud as I can as she hands me two fruity looking cocktails. I haven't drunk anything in years, so this is a lot for me.

      "Yes, your divorce went through! We are celebrating!" Liz shouts over the music of the club. I laugh and silently agree with her, I'm finally free. I got married when I was eighteen, and it was the stupidest thing I ever did. No one is old enough to get married at eighteen and actually know the person they are marrying. Sure, it might have worked for someone else, but not for me. For me, it just ended up in tears, my tears not his.

      No, his tears were lost somewhere inside of the secretary he was fucking. Why is it always the secretary?

      I quickly drink the two fruity drinks and look around the bar. I haven't had sex in four years, four years of watching my husband snoring next to me and only staying with him because I thought I loved him. Hell, I have no idea what love is. The closest I think I've come to seeing it is my parents who have been married for twenty years. Even then, I think they just basically ignore each other, and that’s how they have gotten so far without trying to kill each other.

      "Come and dance, you’re twenty-six, and you need to get laid!" Liz pulls my arm and voices my inner thoughts. It's a sign we have known each other way too long.

      I let Liz pull me to the packed dance floor, the smell of alcohol and sweaty bodies filling my senses. I remember why I don’t like these places now. It's funny how you miss something that you didn’t actually like. I don’t think I will be missing my ex-husband any time soon, though. If I start to, I'm going to get Liz to hit me on the head with something heavy until some sense is knocked back into me.

      I move my body to the music, my top and skirt sticking to my back with the heat of all the bodies. I'm glad my hair is up in some complicated bun that I had done at the hairdressers. I don’t know how many clips are in it, but I know it’s going to take forever to get them all out. It only takes a minute or so of dancing before I feel hands sliding down around my waist. Liz was right, she bet that I would be hit on straight away. I'm not stupid enough to think I'm not attractive, but I'm nowhere near as stunning as Liz is. Pulling together all the courage I have, I turn to see the most attractive man I have ever seen.

      Sinful blue eyes, golden skin, and short golden hair. This man should not be dancing with a girl like me, he looks like he should be dancing with a supermodel or something.

      I let him pull me closer, our bodies swaying to the music, and I find out that he can really dance. I let him control the movements, following the music to a beat. I don’t think I have ever seen a man able to dance like this, I feel like we’re halfway to having sex, and he hasn’t even kissed me yet.

      One of his smooth, large hands slides up my back and to the back of my neck, holding me in place as he moves his head next to mine.

      His soft lips trail up my neck, across my jaw until our lips meet. The man only brushes his lips across mine until I push back with my own. He only needs that little encouragement as he takes my lips in a passionate embrace, and his hand finds the back of my head. I moan a little when he pulls me harder against his toned body, every hard part of him pushing against me. The man smells like alcohol and mint at the same time. It's intoxicating.

      "Come back to mine?" he asks in a whisper, a whisper that promises a night full of passion. Something I cannot ever remember having and something I really want, even with this hot stranger. I have only ever slept with one person in my life, and I want to explore. What’s better than a hot stranger to do that with?

      "Yes," I whisper back close to his ear. I have to stretch up on my tip toes to get close to his ear, but he keeps us swaying to the music as I do. He is so tall compared to me. The man takes my hand, and we walk out of the dancers. I briefly catch Liz's eyes by the bar, she winks at me and gives me a thumbs up. At least, I don't have to message her to let her know I'm leaving. The man wraps his arm around my waist as we get outside, and the cold air hits me. My very small, glittery top and long, tight, black skirt aren’t doing much to keep me warm. The man, whose name I don't know, takes his jacket off and wraps it around my shoulders as we walk the twenty or so steps to the taxi rank.

      "We don't know each other's names," I say, hesitating a little outside the taxi door the man holds open for me.

      "Andre, yours?" he asks. Andre's voice is deep and sounds so much more seductive outside the club.

      "Ellie," I say, and he smiles before he presses a gentle kiss on my lips. The man can kiss, that’s for sure.

      "Make your choice, Ellie," he says as he moves back. I choose to get into the taxi.

      For more information, click here.
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