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All for one. One for all.

Dart has spent the last decade fighting challenges from the shifters in her pack who want to put the dominant female wolf in her place. All she wants is to be left alone, to live free.

With only one option left, Dart travels to the capital to enter the tournament to become a Musketeer. 

But when three shifters from her past show up, they jeopardize everything...
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Helene Gadot

© 2018

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1
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Dart considered allowing the punch to sail past her guard, just to shake things up, but she raised her arm to block it, taking the hit on the side of her forearm. She followed up with an uppercut to the cougar shifter's jaw with all her strength, bored with yet another challenge in a long line of ridiculous battles. The cougar flew backwards into the air and crashed to a heap on the ground, unconscious.

The observing shifters growled and grumbled, disappointed to see her win. Again.

Maybe if they'd stop trying to prove their dominance over her, they could see some more interesting fights.

Dart wiped the blood from her knuckles onto her trousers and stepped over the crumpled cougar. Stupid bastard. He was lucky they fought as humans instead of their animal forms. She might not have been able to stop her wolf from ripping out his throat.

No one came to help the cougar, the rest of the pack wandering off with the excitement over. Her brother sneered at her before he loped away. He came to every one of her fights, hoping to see her finally put in her place. On her knees in front of a male. He never had the stones to try and challenge her himself since he knew she’d leave him bleeding and humiliated on the ground.

Jacques, the pack's beta, approached Dart as she headed towards the woods, needing to let her wolf out before she lost her temper and killed someone.

"The alpha wants to talk to you."

Great. "Lead the way."

She followed Jacques through the trail to the main pack house where the Alpha lived and had his office. Jacques opened the door for her and left her alone with Faron.

"Charlene."

She gritted her teeth at him using her full name, but dipped her head and tilted her neck in a show of submission. "Alpha."

"Have a seat." He gestured to the chair on the other side of his desk.

Dart perched on the edge. Her wolf wanted to bare her teeth in a snarl, but Dart wrestled her back under control and held the irritation inside.

The scent of dominant mountain lion tickled her nose. 

Damn cat shifters. 

The Alpha pierced her with his steel-gray eyes. "I saw you win another fight."

She hadn’t noticed him watching, but it didn’t surprise her. He was a micromanaging alpha.

"I did." Dart spoke past the sudden dryness in her throat. 

"How many fights has it been?" He asked it like he didn't know, but their Alpha was strategic and cunning and kept tabs on everything.

"I think around seventy-six." The only reason Dart knew was because one of her mothers kept track. Her mothers who were probably wringing their hands in worry back home.

Falon drummed his fingers against his desk. "We're a pack of 280. Another year of this and that number will double. At least. You've spent the last five years fighting members of this pack. And you've won every single one. There's no sign of it slowing down and it's becoming a problem. You've won against all of my best fighters."

"Which I hoped would stop the challenges." Where was he going with this? She highly doubted he was about to make her the pack beta. 

Nor did she want the job.

She just wanted to be left alone and wanted the freedom to make her own choices. 

Falon gave her a grave nod, his face not giving her the slightest hint what the point of this meeting was. "As did I. But we're a mixed pack of every type of shifter and we're a proud species. And you're a female."

Right. Females were meant to breed and submit. But the dominance in her wolf refused to let her, even if she wanted to. Which she didn't.

"You refuse to take a mate and they will keep coming after you, wanting to force you into submission. I can’t have it dividing and distracting my pack."

He kept saying my pack instead of our pack.

"What exactly are you getting at?" Dart was sick of the runaround. 

And Falon was a master at hiding the scents and sounds of his emotions. He was a blank slate. His heartbeat remained steady, the only smell she caught was a slight impatience. 

Which was how he usually smelled. 

She really needed to learn how to do that.

Falon’s chair creaked as he shifted. "Maybe it's time for you to consider something else."

Dart’s heart thudded in her chest, her palms slick with sweat, hating he could scent her anxiety and fear. "Are you kicking me out of the pack?"

Falon shook his head, his brown hair flopping over his forehead. "No. But unless you decide to obey pack law and accept a mate instead of embarrassing the males of my pack, I will."

"That's my option? Accept a mate with lesser dominance or I'm out?" Why couldn’t he tell the males of his pack to leave her alone? To respect her choices? 

Why couldn’t this be the one pack who treated their females as equals?

Granted, it was better than most. Falon allowed no abuse to the females under his charge, overruling asshole males who thought it was acceptable to beat the hell out of their mates. 

Falon leaned back in his chair, pressing his hands together like the villain from the play Dart’s mothers took her to see when she was young. "Yes. Although you have one other option that will keep me from having to formally cut ties with you so you will still be able to visit and see your family."

"What's that?" Dart sat forward, willing to do anything other than the two options in front of her. 

The ghost of a smile twitched at Falon’s lips, but he kept it under control. "The Queen's guard. Become a Musketeer. They have a tournament starting next week to accept new recruits. With your skills, you could easily win."

Of course. The tension stiffening Dart’s shoulders melted away. "I have considered it a few times." 

More than a few times. 

It was the only place women were equal to men in the shifter world. Every other mixed gender pack was just like the one she was in.

Though most were much worse for the females. They were slaves, abused, raped, forced to push out as many new shifter children their bodies could handle. 

She'd heard rumors of all-female packs, but they were fringe groups. And they were hunted by other packs. 

Falon finally dropped the mask with a sigh, looking at her with concern. "Do you really want to stay here? For the past ten years, you've barely been a part of the pack. You always keep to the edges, keeping yourself distant. It's not just your dominance that causes all the challenges. It's also because those here think you're rebuffing them. You've refused to make any friends after the three you grew up with left."

Dart winced at the reminder of the three packmates she'd tried desperately to forget. They were once her best friends, the four of them always together. Ten years ago, they left without a word to her. She hadn't seen or heard from them since. No one knew where they’d gone, or if they did, they refused to tell her.

"It's your choice. I've given you plenty of time, more time than anyone else, to take up your duty. My inner circle has been after me to send you packing or choose a mate for you for the past year. I'll give you the rest of the weekend to think about it, but I expect an answer by then." He acted like he was doing her some huge favor, but her dominance was what kept her from accepting any of the pathetic excuses for mates this pack had to offer if she decided she wanted to be a broodmare.

"I don't need that long to think about it. I will not accept a mating bond from anyone in this pack. So, I'll prepare tonight and head to the capital."

Falon looked relieved. "I think you're making the right choice. And you will always be welcome to visit. This is still technically your pack and always will be as long as you don't come back to live unmated."

If she were male, he'd be worried she'd challenge him for the alpha position. The only shifters she'd ever met who matched her in dominance were the three who abandoned her.

Bastards.

She rose. "Thank you, Alpha." She hesitated. "Can we skip the send-off? I'll tell my parents and siblings, but I'd rather leave without the fanfare."

He dipped his head with regal grace. "Yes. I think that's best. I'll let your family handle spreading the word, but I'll make it clear you left with my full blessing.”

"Thank you." She barely held in a snort.

He would make sure the pack understood he took care of the problem who was Charlene D'artagnan. And it would stop any other dominant females from trying to go against pack law.

She should have left for the Queen's Guard a long time ago. But part of her had remained in the hopes Aramis, Athos, and Porthos would come back for her.

It was time for her to grow up and stop waiting on them. They were long gone, and they were never coming back.
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Chapter 2
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Dart still carried the warmth of her three mothers' embraces as the train pulled into the capital station. She'd miss most of her family, but they understood how much she was suffocating with the pack. Her father was less understanding, but he was a proud male who wanted his daughter brought to heel and it baffled him when she refused to bend, her dominance stronger than his.

According to him she was broken, an anomaly. Whatever he needed to tell himself. She'd stopped caring what he thought long ago. Her mothers more than made up for his shittiness.

Brushing off thoughts of her family, Dart took in the sight of the shifter capital looming before her as she exited the train. It was her first time here. Pack members didn't travel much, especially female shifters alone.

It was a lot different from the villages scattered around the rest of their country, a palace rising high in the center, a glittering tower at its back, smaller buildings surrounding it, cobblestone streets winding through the buildings, everything gleaming with wealth. 

It was beautiful. 

It made her wonder what the human capital and palace looked like. It was on the other side of the country, run by a parliament instead of royalty. Human government had always fascinated her. So different from shifter politics. 

Dart hiked her pack higher on her shoulder and took off towards the palace grounds. Wherever the Musketeer tournament would be held, it would be somewhere close to the palace. Someone there would be able to tell her where to go.

Her nose wrinkled at the smells trying to overwhelm her senses—body odor, roasted nuts, ale, dirt, metal, sewage, and fresh bread all mingled together into a stench that reminded her of hot, rotten garbage. She was used to the smells of nature, of trees and moss and sunlight and herbs. Fresh scents. Not whatever this was. 

How did the shifters handle it? Part of her was tempted to hightail it right back into the wilds. She didn't have to rejoin her pack. She could roam, maybe search out some of those female-only packs she'd heard rumor of.

Everything was louder here too, it made her teeth ache and temples pound. How would she be able to sleep through this racket?

Dart stiffened her shoulders and strode faster through the pedestrians going about their afternoon. She was here now and had to see this through. If she couldn't stand it, she'd bow out before the tournament ended and she found herself knighted. It was worth giving a shot.

After asking a few humans for directions, she found herself at the back of a line leading towards a table where two shifters sat with leather-bound journals, taking down the information of a lot of wannabe Musketeers. 

Dart avoided the eyes of the others in line inspecting her, not dropping her head in submission, but not pressing for a dominance game either. She'd save that for the tournament, not wanting to give up her advantage. They'd think she was weak until they faced her across her sword or teeth. She didn't mind if they were wrong for another day or so.

She knew how to play the long game.

It took almost an hour for her to finally make it to the front of the line. She breathed deep, scenting the air. Wolf and fox shifters. The female was the wolf, the male was the fox. She focused her eyes on the center of the wolf's forehead, remaining respectful but not submissive.

"Name? Age? Animal?" The questions fired from the wolf like gunshots.

"Charlene D'artagnan. Twenty-five. Wolf."

"Pack affiliation?"

"Falon Hayes." A bitter twang filled Dart’s mouth as she spit out her former Alpha’s name.

The wolf’s brows rose, recognizing the name. "You understand that if you win the tournament and become a musketeer you have to sunder ties with your pack."

"I do." She already had. Screw them all. 

There were a few more questions prodding into her personal life that they scribbled into their journals, their faces carefully blank, their scents controlled. 

Dart wished she could close down her expressions like that, but she'd never mastered the control. Maybe it was something they trained for here. She hoped she didn't need the ability to make it through the tournament.

The wolf finally finished scrawling Dart’s information into the ledger, and handed her a piece of paper. "All right. You're signed up. Head to the barracks down the path behind us and someone there will get you settled into a room and give you further information. Just give them this paper and they’ll get you squared away."

"Thanks." Dart tried to keep everything the wolf had told her from tumbling right out of her brain. 

"Next."

Dart followed the wolf's directions, taking in the manicured grounds and neat, large barracks building surrounded by fragrant and colorful flowers. The farther she went, the better things smelled, the flowers and trees and grass overpowering the stench of the city.

A tiger shifter with another journal greeted her once she stepped inside the gray stone building, and Dart slowed her breathing to keep her pulse steady. Tigers were one of the few types Dart had never gone up against and she wasn't completely confident she could win. Tigers were strong and sneaky and brutal. Their king was a tiger. Damn cat shifters.

"Name?" He took the paper from her and scowled at it.

"D'artagnan."

The tiger ran his finger down the paper. "You'll be paired with another wolf shifter to keep things a little calmer. There will be no fighting in between tournaments. If you ignore that rule, you will be thrown out. Tomorrow morning at sunrise you’ll be fitted for trainee uniforms and then you will take part in several different challenges. Here's the list." The tiger pulled a piece of paper from his notebook and handed it over. "If you pass each one, you can join the ranks of the Queen's Musketeers. If you fail—and survive—you leave."

He gestured for her to follow him as he took off at a fast pace down the hall on the left. Dart peeked into some of the open doorways, seeing shifters settling into their new rooms. 

"So, if I lose a single fight, I'm out?" Dart had heard they only took the best of the best, but damn.

The tiger frowned at her over his shoulder, his orange hair floating in the breeze blowing through the open windows. "No. Not exactly. For the combat portions, you just have to make it to the final round. There will be several. It will all be explained tomorrow. The palace is off limits. You need to stay here at the barracks. You can wander around the city if you wish. And the dining facility is two blocks over, make a left and there it is.” He stopped at a closed door at the end of the hall. “Meals are served three times a day, the times are listed on your paper. If you have any more questions, find someone with the Musketeer patch on their shoulder and ask them. Here is your room. Your roommate is already inside. Good luck."

Dart gaped after the tiger who strode off to meet the next hopeful Musketeer. She snapped her mouth closed and pushed into the room.

A beautiful blonde woman in leather trousers and a matching vest over a ruffled white blouse stood on the left side of the room, unpacking a small bag. 

She turned with a smile. "I'm Constance. Please don't call me Connie. Either Constance or Bonacieux."

Dart snorted. "I'm Dart."

Constance’s smile changed into a knowing grin. "I take it you have a name you hate being called as well?"

"Yep. Charlene."

Constance winced. "Yeah, I see your point."

Dart's lips quirked in a grin. They were going to get along just fine.

"So, what's your story?" Constance sat on the edge of the bed she’d claimed. 

Dart tossed her pack onto the other one. "Wasn't one for traditional pack life. You?"

"My mate was a piece of shit, so I left." Constance’s words came out along with a snarl.

Dart’s chest clenched as she tasted the wolf’s pain and rage and imagined exactly what Constance wasn’t saying. As much as she hated Falon’s pack, she could have had it much worse.

Other packs would have killed her. Most packs would have. 

"They often are." It was why she had declined every offer she’d been made.

"You have one?"

Dart shook her head and turned around to face her new roommate. "No. I refused to accept any that tried. So, it was suggested I leave."

"Getting in with the Musketeers is the only decent option for people like us." Constance smelled sad and resigned and determined.

"Unfortunately." Dart’s wolf whined in her head, reacting to Constance’s emotions. 

Dart’s wolf wanted to cuddle and play to tease the other wolf into a better mood. Dart was surprised. Usually, her wolf didn’t attach and trust other shifters so quickly. 

"How many do you think will make it?" Constance asked. 

"I don't know. They've been a bit stingy with information so far and I've never heard much about the tournaments before." Dart really should’ve researched things better.

But there was always an air of secrecy to the Musketeers. 

"I've heard a little. They only take the best of the best. If you lose, you're out." 

"The tiger I spoke to said some of the fights you could lose." Though he’d made almost zero bloody sense when he’d explained.

"Yeah, from what I understand in the sword fighting, you can lose once in each round and still stay in the running. I'm not sure how it works exactly."

Dart wasn't too concerned at losing in hand to hand or swords. She'd never lost a fight. But she had very little experience with guns. The pack she came from rarely used them. Most packs rarely did. They preferred their kills more up close and personal with teeth and fangs. 

And the second event was musket shooting. She knew how to use one, since Athos, Porthos, and Aramis had taught her when they were children, but it had been almost that long since she'd shot one.

"You okay?" Constance sniffed, smelling Dart’s anxiety.

"Just a little worried about the shooting."

"Right. Not a popular pack weapon. Especially for females."

"Exactly. How are you with a musket?"

Constance grinned, her silver eyes sparkling. "I'm actually excellent. I'll give you some tips. I don't have a gun with me, but I should be able to talk you through it. I just need a stick."

Dart blinked at her roommate. "A stick?” 

Constance chuckled. "Yeah. So I can show you how to hold it."

"Of course. Right." That made perfect sense. Somehow.

Constance smirked. "Come on. Let's go get some food and search for a decent stick."

Dart let Constance wind their arms together and pull her from the room, warmth unfurling in her chest. It had been a long time since she’d connected with anyone like this, who she'd let past her defenses. Not since the pricks who’d abandoned her.

She should probably keep her distance from this woman, especially since they were competitors, but she couldn't bring herself to pull away and close herself off.

The lonely cavern in her chest was too wide and deep and dark. 
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Dart studied the warhorse shifter in front of her, an arrogant curl to his lips as he looked her up and down. Her small stature in human form always made people underestimate her. She kept her wolf leashed, muzzling the snarling animal clawing to be let out.

She forced the sounds of the spectators and the clang of clashing swords from other fights to merge into a humming background noise in her head. The killing calm fell over her at the start of a fight.

The Musketeer refereeing their fight signaled the start and the warhorse rushed her. 

Dart stood her ground, a steady grip on her rapier. It wasn't her sword, the one she was accustomed to, but she was confident she could handle the different weight. She remained still, waiting until her opponent was only a breath away before she raised her weapon to crash against his, finally letting the full weight of her dominance hit him.

She'd only be able to do this once, her secret out for the rest of the fights, but his arrogance demanded it. She wanted to wipe it completely from his face, leaving him curled up sobbing in the dirt.

His eyes widened, and the warhorse faltered as Dart’s wolf blazed from her eyes, the tether finally snapped. She grinned at him, her canines lengthening, sucking in the sweet stench of his shock and fear as she knocked the rapier from his hand and kicked her boot into his stomach. He flew back into the air and landed hard on the ground with a groan.

He scrambled in the dirt for his fallen weapon with desperate fingers, but she sauntered over to him and swept the sword away with her foot, pointing her own into the side of his neck.

The warhorse froze, his thundering heartbeat pounding in her ears. She shoved the blade a little harder into his flesh, a small pool of blood welling in his neck.

"I yield." The warhorse spat the words with impotent fury.

Dart wiped the blood off on his shirt and stepped back, her face expressionless.

The falcon Musketeer overseeing their fight nodded, her lips quirking at the edges. "D'artagnan wins."

The warhorse crawled to his feet and slumped off the training grounds. He'd get another chance to advance and become a Musketeer. Everyone had three fights, three chances. Since Dart had won this round, she had one more fight to win. If she lost the next two, she was out. As long as she won a second sword fight, she remained in the running.

"Bonacieux. You're up next against D'artagnan."

Shit. She didn't want to fight her roommate. Especially after knowing how much Constance needed this. She'd hoped they'd both make it and be able to work together.

But she wasn't going to throw this fight no matter how important it was to her almost new friend. And based on the determination in Constance's eyes, she wasn't going to either.

They both dipped their heads in matching respectful nods as the falcon signalled them to begin.

They raced at each other and met in a flurry of strikes and slashes, dancing in a waltz of blades and determination. Sweat coated Dart’s skin as she worked harder than she ever had before against an opponent. Constance was good. Really good.

A smile spread across Dart's lips as she dropped to sweep her foot beneath Constance's legs. But Constance leapt out of the way with ease and slashed down at Dart's face. She barely blocked the attack and shoved up with all her strength as she leapt back to her feet.

"We seem to be well-matched." Dart winked. 

A bright grin shone on Constance’s face. "You're amazing."

"So are you."

They shoved away from each other, both breathing hard, wary eyes inspecting every slight movement. Dart wasn't sure she could win this fight. She wasn't sure she'd lose it either. Did the Musketeers allow draws?

It was time to end this, to stop playing and teasing, and bring everything she had against her friend.

A smile flickered on Constance's face and her own wolf rose to meet Dart's. Constance's dominance wasn't as strong, but her sword work was as good or better. She seemed more comfortable with a rapier than Dart was. And her determination and desperation lent her a strength Dart struggled to overcome.

She whirled and sliced, but Constance was ready every time to meet her blade with her own. A snarl ripped from Dart as she tried to keep the wolf from taking over completely.

They both trembled with exhaustion and dripped with sweat, the sun beating down on them, zapping their strength. Dart wasn't sure how much longer she could keep this up. Her teeth gritted and her muscles ached.

She had never enjoyed a fight more. Her cheeks hurt from the wild smile on her face with excitement and glee pumping through her veins. A mad laugh rang from her mouth and Constance's joined hers.

A scent caught her attention, wiping the thrilled happiness off her face. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the sunshine and spice from her nose, but it only grew stronger and two others melded with it. Pine mixed with frost, and the scent of the forest after rain. 

This couldn't be happening. It had to be her imagination.

Pain stabbed the left side of her stomach and she danced away from Constance's sword now painted with her blood. 

Shit. She’d lost.

Constance grimaced and retreated, giving Dart space. "I didn't mean for it to be so deep."

"Not your fault. I lost concentration." Dart ignored her wound, Constance's concern, and the falcon naming Constance the winner as she searched the spectators for the source of the scents.

Constance took Dart’s sword and nudged her. "You need to go to the medic tent. Come on."

Dart lifted her nose into the air, breathing in, but they remained hidden from her. She let Constance drag her away, hissing as the motion pulled at her wound.

She'd never forgotten those scents. They were here somewhere.

Somehow.

Those pricks.
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Constance hovered at Dart's side as a raven shifter poked at the wound on her side. "Take off your shirt so I can get at this better."

Dart whipped the scratchy blue uniform top off, ignoring the pain shooting through her with each touch from the raven. Constance's eyes traveled over Dart's torso, widening as she took in all the scars. There was no pity in her gaze, no horror. Just grim understanding.

Constance probably had similar marks beneath her clothes. This world wasn't kind to female shifters who refused to submit.

Dart's head shot up as those familiar scents she was trying to block out grew stronger. Shit. They were coming. 

The raven tsked at her tense body and Dart tried to relax. She tried to keep her heartbeat and her breathing calm and slow so they wouldn't know how they affected her. 

They’d left her. With no word or warning or explanation. One day, they were hanging out in the woods at the edge of their pack lands and the next day, they were gone. The Alpha refused to answer any questions about where they’d gone. If he even knew.

The flap entrance pulled back and three familiar hulking shifters pushed into the tent. Dart's fingers dug into her palms and she focused on what the raven was doing to her side instead of the lion, panther, and bear weaving through the wounded, their eyes burning into her. 

The raven did something to Dart’s split flesh, making her hiss. "You'll be fine by tomorrow. I'll finish cleaning it and wrap it up. Take off the bandage in the morning and if it's still bleeding or giving you pain, come back here."

"I doubt it'll be anything other than a scar by tonight." Dart knew exactly how long it took her to recover from these types of wounds. "I can still compete, right?"

The raven nodded grimly. "If you want to become a Musketeer, you don't have a choice."

Constance grimaced. "I'm so sorry."

Dart snorted a laugh. "You were doing exactly what you're supposed to be doing. Winning."

"I meant to win without injuring you." Constance yanked on the end of her blonde braid.

Dart winked. "I wasn't going to let you win any other way."

The bastards' looming presence was impossible to ignore as they surrounded Dart and the others.

The raven glared up at them. "I'm a little busy, Musketeers. What do you need?"

"We aren't here for you." Athos’ voice boomed through her, different than what it used to sound like. Deeper, harsher, darker. His lion clawed at the surface, staring at her through blazing blue eyes. 

His golden hair was longer, hanging past his shoulders, a thick beard on his face. He’d gotten even more beautiful.

They all had.

Dart forced herself to breathe. They were Musketeers. That's what they'd disappeared to do? And they hadn't brought her with them? She’d waited for them for years, hoping they’d return instead of leaving the pack and joining the Musketeers herself. Those bastards.

She turned to face them with the same blank expression she gave to whoever she faced in the ring. "It's been a long time."

"You know these idiots?" The raven really seemed to dislike them. It warmed her towards the medic.

"Unfortunately." Shit. She hadn't meant to let it slip that she was still pissed. She wanted them to think she didn't care.

"We were in the same pack." Aramis gave the explanation, his panther looking out at her through his hazel gaze.

Porthos stood at his side, his massive arms crossed, bristling just like the bear he was. 

Dart looked away and back to the raven, who was winding a bandage around her torso. Constance's eyes bounced between Dart and the three Musketeers, curiosity on her lips.

"What are you doing here?" Athos's question came out as a growl.

"I came to become a jester of Her Majesty's court." Dart rolled her eyes. What did they think she was doing here?

"Why now? And what the fuck are all these scars?" Aramis brushed his finger against the claw mark on her shoulder, horror and fury shaking his voice.

Aramis would recognize that specific mark. It was from a panther. Just like him.  

All three of her old friends stared at her body, seeing a map of scars that hadn’t been there the last time they’d seen her. The three bastards reeked of anger and concern.

They had no right to feel either.

Dart jerked away from his touch, making the raven tut at her. "Because I wanted to. And they're from training." 

She wasn't going to spill all her secrets and woes to these bastards who’d left her without a care of what the rest of her life would be like without them.

Their friendship had kept her safe from the rest of the males in the pack. When they’d left, she became fair game. So, she’d learned how to protect herself and stand on her own. She didn't need their help or protection anymore. She hadn't for a long time.

"Training?” Aramis asked. “You are either the worst fighter that ever walked the earth or you had some real lousy training partners."

The raven tied the bandage off beneath her breast band. 

"And we saw you fight,” Athos said. “You can definitely hold you own."

"I don't know what to tell you." Dart slid her shirt back on and hopped from the cot. "But I have a few more fights to win, so if you'll excuse me." She grabbed Constance's hand and hauled her away after thanking the raven for the healing.

"We need to talk, Dart." Athos growled the words after her, stinking of frustration and longing.

Longing?

"Find me later if it's so important." Dart tossed the words over her shoulder, refusing to slow her stride.

Porthos hadn't said a word the whole time. The sweet teddy bear looked hurt and upset, his scent controlled like the others except the few bursts of angers, frustration, confusion. What did he have to be upset over? They should have come to her with tails between their legs, eyes wide with shame and apology.

"You want to tell me what that was all about?" Constance asked. 

Dart ducked beneath the branches of a tree, her steps slowing as the training grounds appeared. "Later. There's no time. We have more fights to win."

"Are you going to be able to keep fighting?"

"I've fought through worse." Much worse.

"Yeah. Me too."

Dart sighed at the shadows in Constance's voice. She really wanted this woman to succeed. Constance needed it. Dart wasn't sure what she wanted now. If those three were Musketeers, she'd be stuck with them if she earned a place amongst them. But where else was she supposed to go? She couldn't return to her pack. She couldn't go lone wolf, she'd be dead in six months. Packs didn't trust loner shifters, they weren't given work or help and weren't allowed on any pack lands.

She shook it off. They'd already screwed up one fight for her. She couldn't let them ruin another. She could deal with all of it once she won and then make a decision.

Dart and Constance rejoined their group and the falcon Musketeer in charge of their contests frowned at them. "Well enough to fight?"

"Yes, Sergeant."

"Good. Bonacieux, you're taking on the lion shifter and D'artagnan, you've got the tiger."

Fuck. This was going to hurt.
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Dart fell into the special place inside of herself, the place of calm and determination, the place where pain didn't exist. She'd never faced a tiger before, but she'd taken down Athos a couple times when they were younger and he was a lion shifter. She felt bad for Constance because lions weren't easy either.

At least it was with swords, not in their animal forms.

She'd watched the tiger fight and he had almost killed the jaguar he’d faced, who had to be carried off the field and was still unconscious in the medic tent. She had to win this one or she was out. If he lost, he would still have another chance. 

Fighting him injured was going to hurt like hell. He was huge and bulky, but she had her speed on her side. She couldn't let him get a hold of her. If she did, she was done.

She'd take him down with a flurry of slices, one by one. It was the only way. He wouldn't expect her to put up much of a fight with the scent of pain and blood on her. He wouldn't know she'd fought through broken bones and oozing wounds and a bashed up face more times than she could count. She knew how to ignore pain.

Dart couldn't afford to play around with him, she had to attack fast and end it as soon as she could.

They called Constance's fight and she stalked out to the center of the ring with her head high and confidence in every step. Dart smiled, completely in love with the woman. Dart was glad Constance wasn't facing Athos. As skilled as Constance was, she couldn't take him. Dart wasn't sure she could anymore. He was a lot bigger than he used to be.

They all were.

Athos was tall and golden with his long blond hair and thick beard. Porthos was huge and hulking with beautiful brown skin, curly black hair and serious dark eyes. Aramis was the smallest, but he'd still filled out, a tan darkening his pale skin, light brown hair falling across his forehead and gleaming hazel eyes. They were all too freaking gorgeous. They’d been pretty when they were teenagers, but now? It was bullshit.

Meanwhile, she was still small and now scarred and broken inside. How was that fair?

She refocused her attention on Constance's fight. She was flagging a little, but holding her own, her feet skipping and dancing across the dirt, dust swirling in her wake. The lion no longer looked quite as confident. If she lost, she'd still have one more chance.

Dart's hands curled around the top railing of the fence as the two shifters snarled and growled, sweat soaking their clothes and faces. Dart sucked in a sharp breath of air as Constance stumbled a little and dropped her guard as the lion said something to her too low for anyone else to hear. He whipped up his sword, letting the edge of the blade sink just a little into Constance's neck. She froze, her eyes spitting fire at him. 

The lion said something too low for everyone else to hear and Constance stiffened, her hand tightening on her sword. The lion winked as he dropped his sword and then bent in a low bow. Constance shot him a vulgar gesture and stalked off the field back to Dart.

"Don't ask," Constance said with a curled lip.

"Wasn't going to." An utter lie, but Dart would bug her about it later. She understood secrets.

The falcon turned her attention to Dart. "D'artagnan, you're up."

"Please knock the smug out of that tiger." Constance muttered the words. 

"I plan to." She had to.

Dart's wound ached and itched as it healed, but she ignored the discomfort as she met the tiger in the middle of the ring. They drew their rapiers from their waists at the same time, eyes searching each other for weaknesses.

The tiger's main one was his confidence. He knew he was at the top of the food chain. He reminded her of every single male shifter in her pack who’d decided she should be theirs, regardless of her own desires. He held himself with utter arrogance, certain he would win, certain he could make her submit.

But Dart had never submitted to anyone in her life and this piece of shit wasn't going to be the first.

She bared her teeth at him in a snarl, releasing her wolf from the cage. The tiger’s eyes widened a little as her dominance slammed into him and her snarl turned into a wicked smile. She wanted him pissed off, to lose a little of his control. Pissed off fighters made mistakes.

The calm, cold rage settled over her and she embraced the comforting feeling as the Musketeer called for them to begin. She leapt in front of him before he could blink, and he barely got his rapier up in time to block hers. She kept moving, never breaking, never pausing as she attacked with strike after strike, each one made with cold precision.

He wasn't as strong on his left side, so she focused her attack there, making him stumble back away from her. But she never let up. She kept pushing and dancing, ducking and spinning, faster than he could track.

She refused to lose this. She refused to be sent home so soon. To a home that no longer existed. 

But her wound pulsed with pain she struggled to ignore and the sun glared down on her with a harsh heat. She was flagging. 

She ducked beneath his slash and slid in close to him, bringing the pommel of her rapier smashing up, right in the center of his pretty face. He grunted and dropped his guard, letting her kick his weapon from his hand with ease.

Her head swam as they announced her the winner. She didn't spare the tiger a second glance as she trudged back to her group, back to Constance.

Back to those bloody pricks who had joined her group.
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Constance’s third fight was called. This time, she faced a hyena. They were rare and sneaky and never ran out of energy. It would take brute force to beat her. 

Dart ignored her old friends breathing down her neck and watched with bated breath, hoping and praying Constance won this challenge. 

"Where the hell did you learn all that?" Athos was not letting it go.

"I've been training." Not really her choice, but she'd learned fast.

Dart winced as Constance was forced backwards across the yard, put on defense. 

"Training for what?" Aramis asked. 

"It doesn't matter." Why did they care or need to know? It wasn't their business what had happened to her after they’d left.

Athos growled, a scent of frustration and need pouring from him. “It does matter. It’s clearly been brutal. You have more scars than we do, and we’ve been soldiers and Musketeers for ten years.”

Dart couldn’t stop the anger as her wolf growled. She didn’t need the reminder of what they’d done with their lives after abandoning her. She wanted to ask them about it, but she didn’t want to admit how much she still cared.

“I guess you three are just better fighters than I am.” Her breathing calmed as Constance turned the fight around, not letting the hyena’s laughter and taunts get to her. 

Aramis snorted. “After watching you, I think you might be able to take us.”

“Not me.”

Dart rolled her eyes at Athos’s arrogance. He used to be different. He used to be sweet and fun when he didn’t let the brooding take over. What had happened to him that he’d hardened to steel?

Constance pulled out an impressive back flip, clipping the hyena on the chin with a kick. The hyena went down, and Constance’s blade went to the fallen shifter’s throat.

Dart cheered and clapped for her friend, relieved Constance wasn’t going home. 

Constance jogged over, and Dart clapped her on the shoulder, her grin wide. “That was glorious.”

“That was hard as hell.” Constance’s chest heaved with heavy breaths as she fought to pull air into her lungs. Her scent was satisfied and relieved. 

"You have a two-hour break before the musket qualifications. Come with us to grab some food." Aramis gestured towards the city.

"We would love to."

Dart glared over at Constance for agreeing to go for her. Constance grinned back, completely unrepentant, curiosity burning in her gaze. Dart would get her back for this.

Her jaw clenched. "Fine."

Porthos spoke for the first time. "Good. Maybe while we eat you can explain what the hell took you so long."

Dart gaped after them as they stalked off. What was Porthos talking about? Long enough for what? Those were his first words for her?

"Are you going to explain who those three are yet?" Constance asked as she fell into step next to Dart. 

Dart didn’t bother trying to keep her voice low. She knew they could hear her. "They were my best friends ten years ago. Then they left."

"To join the Musketeers?" Constance edged around a puddle. 

Dart splashed through it, disturbing the smooth surface. "Apparently."

The Musketeers pulled ahead when Dart and Constance slowed a little for more privacy. 

"You didn't know?"

Dart shook her head, shoving down the anger and hurt trying to rise. "No. They disappeared one night and I never heard from them again."

Constance grimaced. "Oh. Shit. Want to blow this off?"

"Yes. But I don't think they're going to let it go."

"No, it doesn't look like they will. Which makes no sense if they left you. Maybe this will finally get you some answers."

"Maybe." She'd waited ten years for an explanation.

But if they were Musketeers, she had to figure out how they'd work together. Thankfully, the Queen kept at least a hundred in the capital and palace while the other three hundred were stationed throughout the Queen's lands. Hopefully, wherever she was sent would be far away from those three.

Dart and Constance cut off their conversation when Athos, Porthos, and Aramis paused to wait for them to catch up. Her stomach rolled with nerves and she tried not to look at them. They were too damn attractive and she didn't want them to scent her arousal. Or her hurt and regret.

All she got from the three of them was a mixture of excitement, relief, and confusion. Which made no sense.

Aramis held open the door of a tavern for everyone to file inside. It was already filled with Musketeers, along with a few hopefuls scattered throughout. It was dark and smelled like spilled ale and perpetual stew.

She loved perpetual stew. One of her moms always kept a pot going over the fire during the winter months.

Athos led them to a long table at the back, exchanging words here and there with the other Musketeers, completely confident and at ease. He always was the leader type, butting heads with the alpha even at a young age. She wasn't the only one who was miserable trapped in pack life. It was what had drawn the four of them together.

A bar swain approached, and Athos ordered a round of ales and stews for everyone without asking what anyone wanted. Dart ground her teeth, but didn't object since it was what she would have ordered.

"Actually, make mine a cider instead of ale, please." Never mind. She couldn't keep her mouth shut and sit back like a nice little female submissive while the alpha male handled everything.

Athos' lapis eyes burned into hers, a hint of a smile on his lips. "Glad to see you haven't changed."

Dart narrowed her eyes on the prick, letting a hint of her wolf out in her voice. "I'm disappointed to see you haven't either. Still a smug bastard who thinks he's in charge."

Porthos laughed loud and hard, his mirth shaking the bench they were seated on.

The bar swain returned, interrupting them, and set down bowls of steaming stew and mugs of their drinks. Dart took a swig of her cider, refusing to eye the ale she'd rather be drinking. She would savor every sip of this cider rather than let Athos know she'd prefer the ale and had ordered something different just to spite him.

Once they were alone again, Athos frowned at her across the table. "What happened to you? Those were a lot of scars."

"You can repeat the question as many times as you like, but it won’t change my answer. I told you. Training." She blew on a spoonful of the stew before shoving it into her mouth. 

It wasn’t as good as her mother’s, but it was pretty good. Not as spicy as she liked, but not as bland as some places served.

She jerked away when Porthos’ thigh pressed into hers, focusing on her anger so they wouldn’t smell her edginess or the way her wolf preened at the slight touch. Dart was almost in Constance’s lap in her desperation to get away from him. 

Athos scowled across the table at her. "Stop lying. We can smell the bullshit on you."

Aramis sat back next to Athos with a dark smirk on his lips, ignoring his stew and ale to watch the show. 

Dart clenched her spoon in her hand so tight her knuckles turned white. "It doesn't matter what happened to me. It's not your business."

"I'm making it my business." Athos kept pushing, the lion in him determined to demand answers he had no right to. 

Her lips curled in a snarl. "Then maybe you shouldn't have left me behind like a pair of ratty boots that didn't fit anymore." Dart shoved back from the table and stormed away as they gaped at her.

Her wolf growled inside of her, demanding to be released so she could run off the fury pulsing through her. That arrogant piece of shit thought he deserved to have all the answers he demanded. He had no right. None.

She'd lied before. He had changed. He'd been a bit of a dominant asshole who fancied himself in charge when they were young. It looked like he was a thousand times worse now.

But she no longer had to put up with him.

A hand grabbed her arm and Dart spun around with a growl.

Constance held her hands up. "It's just me. I told them to give you some space and the other two are making Athos listen."

"Sorry." Dart curled her hands into fists, trying to calm down.

"You're fine. We still have a little bit before the next trial. You need to shift."

"Where am I supposed to do that in this blasted city?" She couldn't exactly race through the streets of Sapir in her wolf form. Humans knew about them, but they'd still freak out if they saw a dangerous animal in their city.

Constance pointed down the street they’d used to get here. "There's a forest behind the palace for shifting."

Dart nodded. "Let's go. I don't know how much longer I can hold it back."

"I know. Come on." Constance hurried Dart through the palace grounds.

Dart shook with the need to release her wolf. It had been a long time since she'd lost control so completely and she needed to get herself together if she wanted to be a Musketeer. Fuck those jackasses. She wasn't going to let their presence ruin her last chance at finding a place she could belong.

And they’d made her leave behind perfectly good stew. 

Trees and leaf-covered grass embraced her, and her wolf calmed as the scents of nature overtook the stench of the city. She closed her eyes and breathed deep, letting it settle her wolf and the rage burning in her heart.

Constance pulled off her trainee uniform. "We have to be fast. Only half an hour before the musket trials."

"I only need ten minutes." Once she let her wolf rage for a bit, Dart would be able to get through the rest of the day without snapping.

She hoped.

There were a few other shifters in their animal forms running and rolling around. It almost felt like the best part of pack life. Dart followed Constance’s lead and stripped from her clothes, leaving them folded in a pile beneath a bush.

Constance changed first, into a gorgeous white wolf, her fur fluffy and long, a stark contrast to Dart’s sleek black wolf. Constance’s arctic blue eyes watched Dart, waiting for her to join. 

Dart’s body warmed and rippled into teeth and fur as she shifted, howling as her bones cracked and stretched. Every time she changed, it was a release. She'd spend all her time as a wolf if she could. Being a wolf was simpler, she was a creature of instincts. There was no second guessing emotions or usual human worries.

Constance yipped at Dart's black tail, wagging her ass, begging to play. They raced and wrestled, panting happily at each other, swirling together in black and white. 

They caught the scent of a rabbit at the same time and took off through the trees, sprinting after the animal, their stomachs still empty and complaining.

Constance got the rabbit first, making Dart growl as she chased after a chittering squirrel, pouncing on it and tearing into its stringy flesh. 

Once they were sated and their faces cleaned off, they trotted back to the entrance of the woods.  

Dart was ripped out of her fun by those damn scents again. They refused to leave her alone and give her some space. But now that her wolf was free, she wasn't as angry about it. Her wolf wanted to roll on her back and show her belly. Her wolf was still hurt, but she’d missed them. They were pack. They were family.

Constance shifted back first. "Come on, Dart. We have to get to the firing range."

Dart whined low in her throat, but padded over to the bush their clothes were hidden beneath. Maybe if she ignored them, they'd go away. She tried to keep most of her naked body behind the bush, not wanting them to see the rest of the scars her body carried. They were everywhere. No limb or body part was clean and smooth. Teeth, claws, blades, even a couple gunshot wounds from her time spent roaming alone as a wolf.

But Aramis's sneaky ass wasn't going to let her get away with it. He sidled up behind her, hissing when he got a good look at the map of violence spread across her flesh.

"What the fuck, Dart?" He reeked of rage and pain and guilt. 

Good. Maybe they should see the results of their desertion. 

She shoved her legs into her pants and jerked on her tunic. "I still have several trials to get through and you three have done enough to fuck up my life. I'd really appreciate it if you could keep from fucking up any more of it. If we have to have this conversation, can it wait until the tournament is over?"

Aramis’ brows furrowed. "What are you talking about? We didn't leave you. You chose not to come with us."

Dart gaped at him, utterly baffled. They hadn't invited her along. They’d disappeared.

Constance appeared next to her. "Dart, we have to go."

Aramis sighed, running a hand through his already messy brown hair. "We're finishing this later."

Dart could only nod as Constance dragged her away.
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Dart barely passed the musket trials, her confusion over those pricks making her already horrible skills worse, but Constance's tutoring had gotten her through.

The bobcat Musketeer in charge of the entire tournament stood in front of those who had passed. "Congratulations. You've each made it through the first day of the trials. In the morning, you will be paired up with a squad of real Musketeers and they will score you on your skills of hand to hand, swordsmanship, and control of your shift. Everyone who is standing at the end of that will be welcomed to join the Queen's Musketeers. The last trial of today is a masquerade ball this evening. You aren't there to have fun. You are there to keep the Queen safe as she celebrates. We need to know you can handle yourself with deportment and grace. Anyone who makes a fool of themselves will be cut. For now, get cleaned up. Make sure you wear clean uniforms."

Constance and Dart headed back towards their room, tired from a long day. A masquerade ball wasn't something Dart had much experience with.

"What do you know about balls?" Dart asked. 

Other trainees were discussing the same thing. Pack life didn’t tend to be very fancy. They had parties, but those tended to be drinking ale and eating roasted meat around a huge fire with a little music and dancing.

"Nothing. At least we aren't there as guests."

"Right. We probably just have to stand around against the walls and be on the lookout for attacks." That, Dart could handle.

Constance nodded as they turned the corner. "Shouldn't be too difficult."

A worrisome thought niggled at Dart’s mind. "Do you think they'll have some sort of disturbance planned to see and grade how we react?"

Constance groaned. "It's possible."

"Oh, it's a definite. Everything here is a test. You should keep that in mind."

Dart jumped at Aramis’ words crooned into her ear, startled. She hadn’t smelled their approach this time. 

"Including dealing with you three?" Dart sneered at him, ignoring Athos and Porthos behind them. 

"Yes. We're pretty respected in the Musketeers. We have some sway."

Her mouth dropped open as indignation swept through her. "Are you threatening me? Either talk to you or you'll ruin my chances?"

Aramis’ hurt burned her nose. "Of course not. Is that really what you think of us?"

She refused to feel bad. "I don't know you anymore. I have no idea what you're capable of now. If you're capable of disappearing on me without a word, you clearly didn't want me around. Maybe that still applies now."

Athos couldn’t hold himself back any longer.

He grabbed her arm and spun her around, almost growling in her face. "What are you talking about? We asked you to come with us. You are the one who refused to leave the pack."

"What?" She tripped over her own feet. 
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Constance got in the middle of them as Dart and Athos glared at each other. “We’re back at the barracks. Why don’t you four go inside and discuss this privately. I’ll go grab food and bring it back.”

Dart wanted to grab Constance and make her stay, but knew it would make her feel awkward to witness whatever was coming next.

Aramis summoned a charming smile and dipped his hat to Constance. “Thank you.”

Athos pulled coins from a bag on his belt and handed them to her. “It’s on me.”

Constance accepted the money and hurried away. Dart took a step after her without thinking, but Aramis tugged her back towards the barracks door. 

Confusion warred with the residual hurt and anger and suspicion as she allowed Aramis to drag her inside. He lifted his nose into the air, searching for her room, striding down the hall with confidence right to her door.

Athos plucked the key from her fingers and unlocked the door, shoving them all inside. 

Dart ripped her arm out of Aramis’s grip and backed towards the wall with a raised chin. “Explain.”

Aramis threw his hands into the air. “Explain what? We left you a note, telling you to meet us at our spot and to bring a bag of whatever you had to have. That we were leaving and wanted you to come with us.”

Dart’s mouth fell open as her pulse sky-rocketed. 

Porthos nodded, crossing his huge arms across his chest. “And you never showed. We waited two extra hours for you. Then Athos snuck over to your place to confront you, but you were eating with your family, apparently content to stay.”

Dart’s mind whirled as she tried to make sense of their claims. “I never got a letter from you. One day, the four of us were hanging out and having a good time and dreaming of escaping pack life, and the next you were gone.”

Athos stalked towards her, his lion thick in his voice. “You thought we left you?”

“How could you possibly think that?” Aramis shook his head in disgust. 

Dart refused to back down or retreat, her blood racing hot. “What else was I supposed to think? You disappeared without a damn word to me. Why a note? Why didn’t you use your fucking voices and let me in on it? Why did you only give me a night to choose? Apparently, you three actually discussed it. Why didn’t you with me?”

Aramis made a visible effort to calm himself, breathing deep and long with his eyes closed. “It was last minute for us too. And we couldn’t talk to you about it that day because we weren’t alone. Your brother was with us and he would have run straight for your father.”

Marcus. That bastard was always tagging along where he wasn’t wanted. 

Athos’s shoulders jerked in a stiff shrug. “We assumed you didn’t want to go with us. That all that talk about wanting to leave was bullshit.”

Dart saw red, fury boiling her blood, making her break out in sweat. “Get out.”

Porthos stared at her with hurt disbelief. “What?”

She pointed at the door, swallowing the ball of anger and hurt trapped in her throat. “Get the fuck out of my room.” 

How dare they? How fucking dare they? 

“Dart—”

She cut Porthos off, not wanting to hear it. “Go. I’m not listening to any more of this bullshit.”

Aramis scowled at her. “You don’t believe us?”

“I don’t believe you’re standing here telling me you thought I was full of it when I spoke almost every single day about how much I hated my life in the pack.” She stepped closer to the three of them grouped together as they faced off against her. “How I didn’t want to be a broodmare for some asshole who couldn’t match me in dominance and would spend all his time trying to break me.” Dart’s lips twisted in disgust. “I can’t believe you would make such a huge decision and leave some note for me to hopefully find in time, and that just because I was eating with my family like I was required to every night that meant I was satisfied with my life. So, yes. Get the hell out of here. It doesn’t matter what you meant. It doesn’t matter about the note. You still left instead of trying to talk to me about why I wasn’t coming. You left me to a pack who was determined to break me. And guess what? None of them ever got close to hurting me like you three did—despite their best efforts.” By the end she was spitting the words into their faces like a furious cat.

Athos didn’t blink in the face of her fury. “What are you talking about?”

Dart spun away from them, trying to clear their scents from her nostrils. “For ten years, I’ve been challenged over and over because I refused to accept a mate. I’ve fought for my freedom and my life because the males in our pack refuse to accept a female stronger and more dominant than them. They wanted me to submit. That’s what you left me to. That’s what you thought I wanted to live through. I guess you three didn’t know me as well as I thought.” 

“Our pack did that to you?” Porthos’ voice radiated with pain and sorrow. 

She huffed a dark, humorless laugh, turning to face them again. “Where else did you think I got a body like this?”

“Falon allowed it?” Porthos’ eyes widened. 

Dart snorted. “Until a couple days ago when he called me to his office and informed me I could submit, leave, or come here.”

“How many?” Athos asked.

At her confused expression, Aramis clarified. “How many challenges?”

“Over seventy different males. Many of them more than once.” They always wanted to try again, certain the first loss to her was a fluke. 

Their eyes glowed as their animals tried to take over. 

Dart’s wolf was quiet, subdued. Exhausted after spilling all her secrets.

She couldn’t believe it was all basically a misunderstanding. That they hadn’t completely abandoned her.

But they hadn’t come back for her either. They’d never visited, not even their families. Granted, their families were all assholes who made her own father look like a progressive shifter. 

Porthos held his hands up in supplication. “We’re so fucking sorry, Dart. We never would have left if we imagined that’s what it was going to be like for you.”

“What did you think it would be like for me? A dominant female. What did you imagine my life would turn out to be?”

Their mouths opened and closed, stunned stupid expressions on their faces.

But she wasn’t done. They wanted to know? She’d tell them. And she hoped it gave them nightmares like it did her. “Did you think I’d settle down, pop out a couple cubs, accept my lot in life even though our entire childhood I spent raging against it with you three? You never came back. Even if you thought I didn’t want to go, you never came back to check on me. So please explain to me what you think I owe you? Explanations? You have them. Forgiveness? Never going to happen. Friendship? You threw that away a decade ago. You have your answers and I have mine. Now, leave me alone. I don’t need you anymore. You three made sure of that.”

“I think you guys should leave. Here’s your food. Dart and I need to get ready for the ball tonight.”

Dart hadn’t noticed Constance return, but some of the tension released at no longer being as outnumbered. At having someone back her up.

Athos looked like he wanted to argue, but Porthos and Aramis nudged him towards the door. 

He growled at Constance, but she didn’t falter or blanch or even smell of nerves or fear. She shoved the paper bag of food into his chest and pointed at the door.

Once they were gone, Constance held up a second bag. “Hungry?”

Dart cleared the emotion from her throat. “Starved." 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9


[image: image]


Dart was grateful for a friend like Constance. She didn’t push for answers or pry, brimming with more than enough secrets and pain of her own.

Maybe one day, they’d be able to share their pasts with each other more freely. Constance was the first person Dart could imagine opening up to since the three Musketeers left her.

Her wolf was abnormally quiet, leaving her raw and confused.

She was still so angry at them. A note asking her to come with them wasn’t enough to calm the rage she’d spent ten years building.

If she was honest with herself, the pain and betrayal of them leaving was what gave her the edge. It made her reckless, it left her with little to lose.

Dart and Constance stepped inside the yellow painted palace, staring in awe at the opulence embracing them. Candles flickered from chandeliers hanging from the arched ceilings and columns. Light music filtered from the balcony where a band played a waltz. 

Guests in magnificent gowns and suits and masks swept across the floor in a swirling dance, their dresses billowing and spreading like a peacock’s feathers.  

It was beautiful and nothing like anything Dart had ever witnessed before. She wished they were here undercover in their own peacock gowns dancing with dashing men. It looked fun.

“Does it bother you how little information they’ve given us?” Dart asked. 

Constance snorted. “Yes. Almost like that’s part of the test. Throw us into strange and unknown situations to see how we handle them.”

“Smart, I guess.” It made sense. 

“Yeah. Still annoying though.”

“Definitely.”

“So, do we just station ourselves against the wall and watch for any suspicious activity?” Constance swept her gaze across the glittering crowd. 

“Guess so, until someone tells us otherwise.” She’d heard Musketeers were different from the regular soldiers.

They were a specialized group, given more trust and freedom with less rules and regulations than everyone else. They weren’t given specific orders and expected to follow them without question or thought. It was rather fascinating the way it worked. 

The Musketeers were fully Queen Anne’s, a fox shifter from a rival country Louis married and allowed into the royal line. A tiger and a fox mated was unheard of. It was the scandal of the century. Maybe two centuries.

But Anne ended up more badass than any before her. She fought off six assassination attempts alone, ran circles around the aristocracy, had a king so fully in love with her he allowed her to build the Musketeers herself where she demanded equality for all genders and shifter species. 

Best of all, she had been trying to change things for females outside the capital. 

Dart hoped no one killed the Queen before she was successful. 

And Dart was willing to give her life for a queen who could bring equality. Even if she was only able to bring the beginning of a new world.

The Queen and her Musketeers proved females could fight and lead as well as males, but the packs refused to recognize any of it. They were comfortable in their traditional roles. 

It was time to make them uncomfortable.

Her wolf whined as the scent of roasted meat teased her nose. She was grateful Constance hadn’t handed all the food over to the Musketeers and had kept some back for them or this would have been torture. That squirrel hadn’t been nearly enough.

Dart and Constance pressed their backs into the wall near the far corner of the room, mostly out of sight, but close to the throne in case of trouble.

It wouldn’t hurt to show the Queen their skills if they did have some kind of test planned for the night.

Dart scanned the guests, searching for Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. If they were anything like the boys they used to be, they weren’t going to let this go for long.

But what was there left to say? 

They hadn’t meant to leave her behind; they’d wanted her to come with them. She hadn’t let them run off without a word of explanation or goodbye. She would have gone with them, bags packed or not.

After having time to gather her thoughts and think things through, she could understand their hurt. Thinking they’d offered her escape, told her they were leaving, and she hadn’t bothered to even meet with them one last time?

Dart knew exactly how much that would have pained them since she lived with the same agony every day. 

There was no sign of them and the scents of so many humans and shifters was too thick and twisted together for her to be able to smell them out. 

She needed to focus on the safety of the Queen. Not her old almost boyfriends. 

If things went well with the remainder of the tournament, then maybe they’d have the time to move on from all the hurt from their pasts and see if they could rebuild their friendship.

Or maybe they’d realize they’d been apart for too long and they didn’t fit together anymore. 

Dart snorted as she noticed the lion Constance fought earlier staring at her. “It seems you have an admirer. Ready to tell me what he said to you?”

Constance sniffed and kept her eyes trained away from the lion. “I will not repeat it. Disgusting, arrogant creatures.”

“Most lions are.”

Aramis sidled up next to Dart. “You’d know, wouldn’t you, Luna?”

She inched away from him, ignoring the heat swirling in her belly at the sight of him in a sharp black suit and glittering mask the same yellowish-green of his eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

He raised a challenging brow above his mask. “Why? It’s what we always called you.”

“Things change.” Dart clenched the pommel of her rapier. 

Aramis leaned lazily against the wall, one booted foot bent and anchored against the stone. “They don’t have to.”

Dart ripped her attention back to the party. “But they did.”

She’d changed. They’d changed. Their entire worlds had changed. And not together. The three of them were closer than ever and now she was on the edge, left in the cold, set apart. 

“Then we make something new.”

She couldn’t do this here. He was splitting her focus. “Let’s talk about this later.”

“We have a little bit before the test begins. I’d ask you to dance, but they’d frown on that.”

Dart’s shoulders fell an inch. “I can’t fail this, Aramis.”

“I know. You aren’t going to.”

She jerked her eyes back to his. “How do you know?”

A low purring chuckle vibrated in his throat. “Do you have any idea how the other Musketeers are talking about you? Both of you?”

“Uh, should we be worried?” Dart exchanged a nervous glance with Constance, who was eavesdropping unabashedly. 

Aramis shoved off the wall and moved into position in front of them, his expression serious. “No. You’ve impressed everyone with your skills.”

Constance’s brows furrowed. “We both lost one at combat.”

“Yes, but in both instances you dropped your guard. You smelled us and it fucked you up, and that lion shifter messed with Constance. He’s been bragging about it and everyone’s disgusted with him. He won’t be joining the Musketeers even if he passes the trials.” Aramis’s teeth flashed behind curled lips. 

“Constance, what did he say?” Dart glared across the room at the lion who was still watching them with smug eyes. “Do I need to hurt him?”

Constance sighed. “It was nothing. He’s from a neighboring pack. I didn’t recognize him, but he recognized me. He knows my uh...ex-mate. He said since my last one didn’t work out, he’d be happy to show me how a real male handles his mate.”

A growl built in Dart’s throat, her wolf howling to be released so she could rip out that asshole’s throat with her teeth. 

She wanted to see his blood spilled on the floor. 

“Dart. Luna, love. You need to calm down. Don’t worry. He’ll be handled.” Aramis pressed his body against hers, surrounding her with the comfort of his scent and touch.

Her wolf calmed, even while Dart didn’t. But she had enough control to keep her rage in check, to keep herself from launching across the room and forcing him to submit in front of all these people.

Aramis’s hand stroked her face. “You back with us, Luna?”

“Yeah. Get off me.” Dart shoved at his shoulders, but it had as much an effect as shoving a giant boulder. 

Aramis grinned down at her. “It seems I can still calm your she-wolf.”

“She still thinks of you as pack, that’s all.” Dart just needed to convince herself of that.

“Uh huh.” He pushed away from her and settled back into position against the wall, waving off Athos and Porthos who were watching with concern from the food table. 

She hadn’t noticed them before since they were disguised too. 

“We’re still your pack, you know.”

Dart made a noncommittal noise, unwilling to argue over it here.

“My panther still considers you pack. So do I. It’s the same with Porthos and Athos.”

Aramis never could take a hint. 

Dart ignored him and turned to Constance. “I’ll kill him if you want.”

A wicked smile spread across Constance’s face. “I believe you. But I don’t need you to kill anyone for me. If I decide I want him dead, I’ll do it myself.”

“I think I love you.”

“I think I love you too.”

The scent of unleashed violence and nervousness tickled her nose and Dart thrust herself off the wall, searching for the source. 

“What is it?” Constance asked. 

“Something’s happening.” Dart just couldn’t tell what. She couldn’t pinpoint the location the scent came from.

Aramis swore. “Nothing’s supposed to happen for another thirty minutes.”

Dart snarled over her shoulder at him. “Use your fucking nose to smell something other than me.”

Aramis blanched, his eyes glowing. “Shit. This is real.”

Something tugged at her senses and Dart’s body started moving before her mind caught up, her wolf’s instincts taking over. 

The tang of metal joined the other scents and Dart screamed out, “Gun!”

Musketeers converged on the King and Queen as Dart shoved through the panicking guests, Constance flanking her. 
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Dart narrowed her eyes on the hyena shifter. The one Constance had beaten earlier. What the hell was going on? Was this part of the tournament? 

She decided it didn’t matter as she rammed people out of her way. The hyena looked serious as she raised the gun to aim it at the thrones. 

Dart and Constance lunged for the hyena at the same time, knocking into her and smashing her into the floor. 

Aramis, Athos, and Porthos converged on them, ripping the gun from the hyena’s clenched fingers.

The screams and cries of the guests finally filtered through the roaring in Dart’s ears, the mixed scents of terror making her stomach turn. 

She and Constance yanked the hyena to her feet, both of them keeping a tight hold on her arms. 

The hyena yipped and fought their grips, but when the three Musketeers spread out in a circle in front of her, their eyes glowing with the strength of their animals, she slumped and froze, casting her gaze to the ground in submission.

Even Constance struggled with the weight of their combined dominance, her eyes darting away from theirs, searching for something safer to focus on.

But Dart refused to look away from them, her wolf preening at their dominance, showing off her own. 

Their nostrils flared and lips curled as they tasted her response to them. 

More musketeers emerged from the stunned crowd, taking the hyena from Dart and Constance.

“They’ve got it from here,” Porthos assured her when Dart eyed the Musketeers with suspicion.

She released the hyena into their custody, watching as they dragged her off. 

The adrenaline flew out of her, leaving her dizzy and almost limp.

“Let’s get you two back to your rooms. I think it’s safe to say this party is over.” Porthos puffed out a heavy breath. 

Constance snorted. “Nothing like attempted assassination of our royals to break up a good time.”

Dart found the energy to grin. 

Before they could make their escape, a coyote shifter in a Musketeer’s uniform stopped them with a dip of his head. “The Queen would like to meet the two of you tomorrow morning before the final trials. Since you seem to know these three, they can escort you.”

Athos nodded. “We’ll bring them.”

Dart could only stare in open-mouthed shock. She was going to meet the Queen.

Aramis, Porthos, and Athos herded Dart and Constance away from the remains of the disaster of a ball.

What an insane night.

Outside, Dart sucked in the fresh air, clearing away the scents of murder and violence and fear. The Musketeers led them down a side path through the royal gardens away from the herd of shaken partygoers fleeing the scene. 

“Is this common around here?” Constance gestured at the palace behind them. 

Aramis yanked at his bowtie with a disgruntled pout. “Yes. It’s why there’s always a disturbance at the ball during Musketeer tournaments. Except it got all screwed up tonight, but the two of you have definitely impressed everyone.”

“I just followed Dart’s lead. How the hell did you see it so fast?” Constance asked. 

Dart shrugged. “I’m sort of always on guard, expecting a challenge or attack. It’s what’s kept me alive.”

Porthos shuffled closer to Dart’s side. “You two work well together. You’ll do very well as Musketeers.”

Dart didn’t move away, enjoying the familiar heat the big bear put off. “If we make it through the last day of trials.”

Aramis finally gave up fighting his tie and ripped it off. “You just saved the King and Queen. I’d say the two of you are safe. Tomorrow isn’t as important or as difficult as today. All the trainees have shown their skills and those who aren’t good enough have been weeded out. You’ll be fine.”

Athos looked over his shoulder, his confident stride never breaking as he led them through the garden paths. “He’s right. Besides, since we’re the ones escorting you to meet the Queen, it’s likely we’ll be the ones scoring you both.”

Dart frowned, not liking the sound of that. It was too much like cheating. “I want to get in on my own merits.”

Porthos reached over to squeeze her hand. “You already have. We already know who’s being knighted and who’s going home.”

Aramis rubbed at the scruff on his face. “We have a pretty decent group this year. Last year, the hopefuls were a pathetic bunch. Only four made it through.”

Dart knew the Musketeers were picky over who they allowed into their ranks, but only accepting four?

Her wolf was restless, pacing back and forth. “I need to shift. Constance, you want to come or are you too tired?”

Constance shook her head. “I need sleep. You go ahead, and I’ll see you later.”

Dart waved Constance off as she turned onto the street leading towards the barracks, leaving Dart alone with the three Musketeers. 

“We’ll go with you.”

Dart shook her head at Aramis’ offer. “Oh, that’s okay.”

Athos’ jaw hardened. “We need to talk more anyway.”

It had been the longest day of her life. She couldn’t handle much more. “I think we said everything that needed to be said.”

Athos scoffed. “We didn’t say nearly everything. We’re going with you.”

“Fine.” Better to get it over with.

They weren’t going to drop this.

And maybe she needed the closure for herself.

Then she could let the past go and move on with her life instead of bathing in the hurt and betrayal, refusing to let anyone get close so they didn’t break her like Athos, Porthos, and Aramis had.

Porthos smiled down at her. “Between the party and the late hour, we should have the courtyard mostly to ourselves.”

“Great.” Alone with them beneath the moon and surrounded by trees wasn’t the best idea. 

Aramis bumped her with his hip, making her stumble, but Porthos steadied her with a growl over her shoulder at his friend. “Worried about being alone with us, Luna? That you might not be able to control yourself?”

Dart quickened her pace to pull ahead of them, tired of being trapped between the two preening shifters. “Control myself from ripping out your throats? You three should be the ones who worry about it.”

“Now you’re just trying to turn us on,” Aramis called after her as she took up her new spot beside Athos.

He was demanding and annoying, but he wouldn’t push and tease her.

Dart dug her nails into her palms as she fought off the horny wolf inside of her. The wolf who refused to let any other shifter touch her because she’d chosen these three long ago.

She’d chosen them on a moonlit night she tried to never think about, to never remember. 

The four of them caught in some spell cast by the stars twinkling above them as they’d stripped down next to a forest pool, love and need pulsing between them, tying them to each other, branding each other.

Then, less than a month later, they were gone.

Over time, their scent faded from her and the shifters began to circle. 

And then the challenges started. 

Now they’d come full circle, back together, ten years older. 

Where did they go from here?
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Dart sang out her excitement and relief to the fat moon hanging above her head as soon as she released her wolf. She stretched out her limbs and shook out her fur.

A panther, bear, and lion joined her, surrounded her. Emotion clogged her throat and she bit Aramis’s tail and sprinted away, trying to shake off the memories.

They chased after her with yips and playful growls, their footsteps thundering behind her. 

Her heart pounded as she pushed herself faster, her wolf all but prancing at being reunited with her pack. 

With her mates.

Dart grumbled to herself at the thought.

They weren’t her mates. There had been no declarations, no decisions. 

Her wolf may have been ready to let bygones be bygones, but Dart wasn’t.

Not yet. Maybe never.

Aramis’s purr vibrated through her as he rubbed against her, his tongue darting out and licking her face. Athos sprawled onto the ground in a lazy stretch watching as the three of them wrestled and nipped at each other.

Aramis bit Porthos’ fluffy ass and leapt into the closest tree, chirping down in animal amusement as Porthos rose on his hind legs and let out a low roar, scratching at the trunk of the tree. 

Dart watched with a tilted head for a moment before she padded over to Athos, stretching out beside him. He reached out with a massive paw and swatted at her before he resumed grooming his mane. 

She pretended to ignore him, biding her time. She got her chance when Aramis flew from the tree, tackling Porthos to the ground with a heavy thump, sending leaves swirling into the air. 

While Athos’ attention was on the grunting shifters, Dart pounced onto his back, darting away before he could respond. Athos leapt to his feet, shook out his mane and roared, coming after her.

The woods zipped by as she sprinted, her wolf panting happily. In this form, things were simpler, clearer. They were pack, family, mates. None of the complicated and snarled confusion and emotions tortured the wolf’s mind. To her, they were back, they were sorry, Dart needed to accept them and move forward. 

Dart wished things were so easy for her. 

The four of them played and teased and hunted for another hour before they returned, panting and content, to the bench their clothes were on.

Dart turned her back on them as she dressed, hearing the slide of clothing against skin behind her. Her wolf nudged her to sneak a peek, but Dart refused to give in to the temptation.

It was nothing she hadn’t seen before. 

It was nothing she needed to see now.

Once her feet were shoved back into her boots, Dart balanced on the edge of the bench and turned to face her old friends.

“All right. Let’s get this over with.”

Porthos knelt in front of her and took her hands. “Dart, we’re so sorry we left you. We let our own hurt feelings convince us we weren’t worth leaving the pack for. We never imagined you didn’t get the note. We left it on your bed.”

Dart wished she knew what happened to that letter. She had a sneaking suspicion her brother was behind it. He had always invited himself along when the four of them spent time together and he walked right in their father’s footsteps in the belief in tradition and proper gender roles. 

She could bet he’d found the note and destroyed it. Then watched for years as the males in his pack had tried to force her into matings, tried to kill her, and never said a word. 

Porthos’ grip tightened on her hands, his dark eyes somber and hopeful and guilty. His scent of pine and frost was stronger after his shift, wrapping memories around her. “We never expected Falon to allow you to be treated like you were. Or your father to allow it.”

Dart pulled her hands away and wrapped her arms around her middle, scooting back on the bench. “They all wanted me put in my place. If it killed me, it was my own fault.”

Strings of curses spewed from their lips. 

“If I’d gotten the note, I would have come with you.” She tilted her head up at the moon, letting its glow soothe her.

Porthos stood and rubbed the back of his neck. “And we should have known that and waited.”

Calmer after letting her wolf free for so long, Dart could admit she was to blame for some of her own pain. “I shouldn’t have believed you’d abandon me without a word.” After spending every day together for so many years, after everything they’d shared, she should have trusted them more. 

Athos yanked at the tangles in his golden tresses, frustration vibrating from him. “We should have kicked down your door and carried you out of there. How can you forgive us for leaving you in that hell and never coming back?”

Dart sighed. “I don’t know. I understand. We were all so young and foolish and filled with impossible ideas and dreams. At least, I thought they were impossible. But you three left and got what you wanted. Now, I’m trying to do the same.”

Aramis’ hazel eyes darkened to a deep green. “We didn’t get everything we wanted.”

Porthos squeezed Aramis’s shoulder. “But we’re hoping now we finally will.”

Her brow creased and her pulse sped up. “What are you talking about?”

Porthos swallowed and his serious gaze sliced right through her, nervousness and affection blooming from him. “You’re our mate. We love you.”

Aramis nodded. “There’s never been anyone since you.”

Dart’s mouth opened and closed. “We’re not the same people we were back then. Things change. I’ve changed.” She wasn’t a girl with stars in her eyes who would follow them anywhere they wanted to go.

She had her own goals and desires and plans. She didn’t know how they’d fit with everything they’d all gone through.

Dart hadn’t missed the haunted expressions in their eyes at times, the hardened steel in their voices. She wasn’t the only one who’d changed. 

Athos glared at her. “You're still the same girl filled with courage and fury, determined to change things, refusing to bow or submit. And we’re still the same assholes who are broken and angry, but who adore you more than anything.”

Pain stabbed through her chest, ripping away the calm the shift had given her. Her wolf pushed her to accept their words, to mate with them, to love them. But it was too soon. It was too much. 

“I...I can’t do this right now. It’s too much.” Dart leapt to her feet and took off, overwhelmed and at odds with her wolf. 

“Let her go.” Porthos’s rumbled warning chased after her, speeding up her steps.

Porthos was always the one who understood her the best. So often it was the two of them against the irritating cats when they got impatient and demanding. He made himself a buffer between them, giving her the space she needed. 

Aramis was the one who took nothing seriously, teasing her out of her bad moods, lightening all their spirits. 

Athos was the leader, the schemer, the one who brought them all together in the first place, the one who kept them together. 

And Dart? She didn’t know what she was to them. What they wanted or needed from her. Whatever it was, she didn’t think she could give it to them.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 12


[image: image]


Dart reached for the calm inside her she used in her fights, needing it to get through meeting the Queen. 

The three Musketeers were quiet as they escorted Dart and Constance through the palace, their uniforms pressed and gleaming, their emotions blocked off, their faces cold and closed. 

Dart heaved an internal sigh. She’d spent the rest of the night restless and confused and aching for them, their words running over and over through her head, their scents still stuck to her, driving her crazy.

They paused in front of a door guarded by two Musketeers. A male fox and a female lynx. They smelled mated to each other, their scents mingling deeper than simple touch and proximity. 

Athos doffed his hat. “We’re here to see the Queen.”

“This is the Queen’s personal quarters. It’s where she meets petitioners.” Porthos leaned between Dart and Constance to whisper the words. 

The two Musketeer guards nodded and swept open the door, gesturing for them to enter. 

Queen Anne waited for them inside, seated on a small, simple throne. More a chair than a throne, really. A few attendants stood at her back, most shifters, but two were human. 

The Queen grinned, not looking very queenly. She seemed more mischievous than regal. “D’artagnan. Bonacieux. Thank you for coming.”

Dart and Constance bent in deep bows. “The honor is ours, Majesty.”

“Rise, please. Let us speak as friends.”

The Queen’s dominance washed over them, almost making Dart stumble back. She’d never felt dominance so strong, as strong or stronger than hers. Especially from a fox shifter.

Her wolf rose up to meet the fox, Dart unable to help responding to the challenge. The others in the room shifted uncomfortably, clearing their throats, staring at the floor.

Except for her Musketeers. They hid smiles and chuckles, but couldn’t hide the scent of their amusement. 

Dart reined it in, horrified at her breach in etiquette. She just challenged the Queen. 

She was going to be executed.

The Queen laughed. “That was delicious. I haven’t tasted dominance like that in a long time. Maybe ever. My favorite Musketeers here behind you are close. You four are a good match. An interesting one.” 

Dart gaped at the woman, making the Queen laugh harder. Was the fox insane? And what did she mean, Aramis, Porthos, and Athos were her favorites? 

“I’m sorry. That was mean of me, but your dominance is too tasty to ignore. Your friend has a fair helping of it herself, more than most, but nothing compared to yours. You fascinate me.”

“Thank you?”

The Queen’s amusement softened into something kinder. “I apologize. I’m sure this is a bit confusing.”

“Majesty, maybe explain instead of messing with them?” Athos kept his tone respectful, even with the hint of reprimand.

How was he so close with the Queen he could speak to her like this? And exactly how close were they? Dart couldn’t scent anything other than fondness and affection from the Queen and the three Musketeers.

Queen Anne wiped the humor off her face. “Athos is right. I’m being rude and letting my excitement get ahead of me. I’ve been waiting and searching for dominant females.”

“Why?”

Constance flinched at Dart’s lack of manners, but since the Queen didn’t seem to have any either, Dart figured it was safe.

Queen Anne rose from her throne and paced back and forth in front of it, determination radiating from her. “To help me change things. To prove to the fools still determined to live in the past that things need to change.”

It all sounded too good to be true. “How?”

“After you pass the Musketeer trials, I’d like the two of you to join a special squad I’m putting together. I’ll explain more once you’re knighted. Together, we’ll change the world.”

Dart was speechless. This was more than she’d ever dared dream. Even without the specifics. 

Constance bowed again. “We would be honored, Majesty.”

The Queen waved her hand in a careless gesture. “The honor is mine. I want to thank you for saving my life and my husband’s last night.”

“It was our pleasure, Majesty.” Constance was way better at this than Dart was. 

Dart was too stunned and enraptured with this woman to find her words.

“I will see you both tonight at the knighting ceremony. Rooms are already being prepared for you here in the palace. I look forward to working closely with you.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Dart finally recovered her voice. “Yes. Thank you.”

Queen Anne smiled. “Call me Anne in private. We’re going to be great friends.”
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Still stunned and shaken from their meeting with the Queen, Dart warmed up with a few stretches in the corner of the training field Athos had picked out for them to work in. 

Other groups were scattered across the field in both animal and human forms as Musketeers scribbled notes about their trainees. 

Athos adjusted his sword belt. “All right. Like we said, this trial is a formality. Especially in your cases. We’ve already seen you shift and fight with swords. The only thing left is to see how well you do on hand to hand. You’ll each fight one of us and then we’ll be done.”

“I’ll go first. Now, which one of you am I fighting?” Constance squared off against them, with utter confidence in her skill.

Dart loved it, loved her.

She was thrilled they’d be working together. 

“You’re going to face me,” Porthos said.

“The teddy bear. Nice.”

Dart grinned at Constance’s taunting which wouldn’t work on Porthos. 

The rest of them backed up, giving them space. Constance and Porthos studied each other as they removed their belts and swords, tossing them into a heap onto the ground.

“So, what’s the story with you three and the Queen?” Dart tilted her head so she could peer up at Aramis. 

She hated how they all towered over her. 

“No story really.” Athos answered her instead of Aramis. 

Dart huffed and rolled her eyes. Athos always held things back, seldom willing to express himself or explain things. “Clearly. You guys have had a lot of questions about me, but you haven’t spilled shit about what you’ve been up to.”

Athos narrowed his eyes when Porthos took a brutal hit to the ribs from Constance. “Training, war, protecting the Queen.”

Seriously? “Well, that explains everything.”

Satisfaction swelled as Constance ducked a blow from Porthos, responding with a shot to his kidneys, making the bear grunt. 

Aramis grinned, and finally gave her a little more. “We didn’t run away from the pack to join the Musketeers. We became soldiers first, fighting in the conflict against their neighboring country, Rengamy. There was a situation we got dragged into and we ended up getting pinned with medals by the King. Then Anne poached us, inviting us to join the Musketeers. We were tired of war and watching our friends die, so we agreed. That was seven years ago. Since then, we’ve become her most trusted and she uses us for a lot of undercover work, which we prefer.”

“Are you going to be a part of whatever Constance and I have been tapped for?”

Athos shook his head, the breeze catching strands of his blond hair glittering like gold in the sunlight. “No. We may have joint operations, but I doubt we’ll be on your team.”

“So, you three are stationed here?” She’d hoped they wouldn’t be stationed in the same location, but now the thought of them leaving her behind again made her ache with sadness. 

Aramis sucked in a sharp breath as Constance took Porthos out at the knee. “Yep. Even have rooms in the palace. Not too far from the ones you’re getting.”

Wonderful. A fact which would make life much more difficult. They’d be constantly underfoot.

“Do you have any idea what we’re getting into here?” A grimace twisted her face as Porthos slammed to his back. He used to be much better than this at fighting. Constance was amazing, but so was Porthos. 

Athos shook his head, frowning at the bear, looking as baffled as Dart was. “Not exactly. Anne trusts us, but she’s been keeping her plans tight to her chest. I’m not even sure she knows exactly. She has the beginnings of one, but until you two showed up, she didn’t have a way to put it into place. My guess is it’s something to do with other females. Searching out dominant ones and those who want a change in their lives, but are trapped.”

A new burst of energy seemed to swell through Porthos as he grew even larger and sent Constance scrambling away from him. 

Sneaky. He’d been playing with her like she was a mouse in a trap. That was new. 

Athos’s words registered in her brain and Dart thrilled at the idea of giving more females a chance to escape their drudgery. 

“That sounds great. We need better options. More than take a mate and hope he won’t treat us like shit or leave our family and friends behind and try to get through the Musketeer tournament.”

Aramis turned somber hazel eyes on her. “Can I ask you something?”

“I guess.” She didn’t have to answer if she didn’t like the question.

“Why did you stay so long? Why didn’t you come and try out to become a Musketeer sooner?”

She really didn’t want to answer him. She didn’t want them to know she’d never stopped caring about them, loving them. 

“I had no idea you three were here.”

“What does that matter?” Athos frowned, thankfully unable to hear what she didn’t say. 

Aramis didn’t have the same problem. He closed his eyes, pain on his face. “Fuck. She was waiting for us. To come back for her.”

Athos swore, rubbing at his blond beard. “Dammit, Dart. Fuck.”  He stalked off, trembling as his lion tried to rip out of him.

Dart watched him go, sadness and regret mingling in her chest. 

Aramis gripped her shoulders and turned her away from the ongoing fight to face him. “I know this doesn’t make up for it or excuse what we did, but I need you to know, we didn’t leave and forget about you. We got drawn into the war so quickly, we didn’t have a chance to come back. We told no one from the pack our plans, we wanted a clean break, so there was no one to tell you where we were since we thought you already knew. By the time we got back from the front, we were all so fucked up from what we did and saw, we couldn’t bear to deal with the pack again and were afraid we’d tarnish you. Or we’d come back and you’d be mated. It was better not to know. It’s our own foolish privilege that we didn’t consider how bad things would get for you. We didn’t consider it was us who kept all the panting males away. We assumed it was your own dominance that protected you.”

Dart swallowed hard, trying to control her swirling emotions. “Which it did, but it made me a target too.”

Aramis pressed his forehead to hers, breathing her in, his fresh rain and forest scent comforting her. “We should have come. I’m sorry, Dart. We never fucking deserved you then and we certainly don’t now.”

She reached up and cupped the back of his neck. “You were young. We all were. But we’re here now. Thrown back together like the fates want it that way.”

A rumbling noise came from his chest. “Fuck the fates. If we’re lucky enough to get another chance with you, it’ll be your choice. Not because we’re back in each other’s lives. Not because you think the fates want it this way. If you want it. If you want us.”

Fierce and serious Aramis was a sexy Aramis. It was a rare sight, but always one that affected her. 

She tugged his head up so he could see her face. It was time to let him in a little more. “Have you considered the fates are just an excuse for me? An excuse to let myself care about you again? To let you back in? Because on my own, I’m never going to agree to it. If I think it’s what the fates want, then I don’t have to keep fighting my wolf. Or myself.”

Aramis stepped back and released her, summoning a charming smile, a little relief trickling into his eyes and scent. “All right then. The fates have spoken, woman. You’re mine. You’re ours.”

Dart ignored how much she liked hearing those words. How much her wolf enjoyed it. “I don’t know if I’m quite there yet.”

Aramis leaned forward and sniffed deeply, pulling back with a wicked, smug grin. “Sure you are. You just don’t want to admit it. I can taste how much you still want us, how much you still care about us. The only thing really stopping you is forgiving us. And trusting us not to hurt you again.”

“And we won’t. Never again.” Porthos’ voice rang out as he came around to stand beside Aramis, his voice thick with truth, a vow to her.

She hadn’t even noticed the fight end. “Who won?” 

Constance pointed to Porthos with a grimace. “He did.”

“Barely.” Porthos didn’t take his eyes off of Dart. “I meant what I said.”

She believed him. Both of them. And she wanted to let them back in. Her wolf demanded it, howling in need, clawing to get to them. 

But she needed something more before she gave in. “Fight me for it. You win and I’ll give you another chance.”

“And if you win?” Aramis raised a brow.

She wasn’t sure. “Better hope I don’t.”

“Challenge accepted.”

Dart spun around at Athos’ rough voice behind her. “You came back.”

“From now on, always.” Athos’ lapis eyes were bright with determination and love. 

Her heart fluttered like she was a pup with her first crush. “Then show me what you’ve got.”

“I won’t hold back. Not for this.”

“Neither will I."
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Chapter 14
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Even Constance cheered for Athos as they circled each other in the space cleared away for their fight. 

Dart didn’t really want to win this fight, but she wanted him to work for it. The animal in her demanded a show of prowess, that they earn her, that they prove their dominance and willingness to fight for her.

Athos brandished his rapier with a flourish, the blade whipping through the air with a whistle. 

Dart remained unimpressed and impassive, only raising a single brow in response to his dramatics.

Athos had less patience than she did, coming at her with expert and fancy swordwork. Pleased he made the first move and gave himself away, Dart met his strike with ease, a feral smile on her lips. 

This was the kind of challenge she loved. One against someone she liked and trusted. Not one against someone determined to beat her down until she submitted. 

Lightning flooded her veins, heating her blood. 

Athos snarled and struck again, but she was already dancing away, toying with him. He wasn’t putting his all into it either, he was testing her, feeling her out. But he had always been an impatient fighter, determined to end it as soon as possible.

This wasn’t going to be a fight he could smash through. 

Dart pushed him back towards the fence, putting him on the defensive. She kicked him in the stomach, sending him slamming into the fence. He grunted and ducked under her swing, spinning her around until she was the one trapped against the boards. 

She grabbed his wrist that held the sword and he grabbed hers, leaving them at a stalemate, their strength straining against each other, their heaving chests pressing together, their breaths mingling. 

His blue eyes burned into hers, blazing with excitement and arousal. 

Dart’s lips tingled with the desire to kiss him and his nostrils flared as he smelled her want. 

Taking advantage of his distraction, she curled her leg around his knee and jerked his legs out from under him, frog-leaping over his head. 

Athos was back on his feet and coming at her before she’d finished spinning around, shocking her with his speed.

He wasn’t playing around anymore.

Good.

She somersaulted and sprang to her feet behind him, ripping her blade through the buttons on his vest when he turned to face her, sending them scattering across the ground.

He bared his teeth at her as he stalked towards her and she bared hers right back, refusing to back down.

With a flick of his wrist, the top button of her tunic flew from the fabric, baring the tops of her breasts. 

She growled at him, but he only laughed in response.

“Turnabout is fair play,” Aramis called from their spot where they watched the fight, amusement lacing his tone.

She ignored him. She ignored all of them.

Athos’s rapier flickered in the sunlight as he swung it towards her face, tripping her onto her ass with her focus trained on stopping his blade.

But she brought him down with her and he landed right on top of her, sprawled between her legs, pinning her arms to the ground. 

She lurched, trying to throw him off her, but he refused to budge. “I win.”

Dart narrowed her eyes, ignoring the heat pooling in her belly. “No killing blow.”

Athos pressed harder into her. “I’d say having you trapped and at my mercy counts.”

Dart gulped, unable to yank her gaze from his, drowning in the blue depths. “Fine.”

He removed one of his hands from her wrists and stroked her cheek. “If I hadn’t had so much to gain, you would have won.”

She shivered beneath his touch. “If part of me hadn’t wanted you to win, you definitely would have lost.”

Athos’s face smoothed into a contemplative expression. “You know, a challenge like this...it’s more cat than wolf.”

Offended horror stampeded through her. “How dare you. I am nothing like you irritating cats.” She craned her neck so she could see the others. “Porthos. Come yank this cat off me.”

Porthos stomped over with a wide smile on his face, reaching for the collar of Athos’ shirt. 

But Dart ended up being jerked up along with him since Athos wrapped his arms around her waist. 

Laughter, real laughter, spilled from her lips as she danced away from them, feeling lighter than she had in a long, long time.

Probably since they’d disappeared.

She was tired of fighting. Of fighting the world around her, of fighting her wolf, of fighting the shifter system that refused to move out of the dark ages along with the human race, of fighting her three Musketeers.

They had always been hers.

She wasn’t going to deny it anymore.

They all still had a lot to catch up on, a lot to discuss, a lot to explain. 

But she wanted to see how they fit now. Where they could go. What they could be. 

Aramis rubbed his hands together. “Well, it seems you two have both passed with flying colors. Maybe we should celebrate since we’re free the rest of the day.”

Constance sneezed and rubbed her nose. “Uh, I think you four should celebrate. I have errands to run in the city.”

Dart frowned. “What errands?”

Constance shrugged, reeking of awkward amusement. “You know...just errands. A few things I need to pick up. I didn’t leave with much.”

“Well, I’ll come with you.” Dart didn’t want to abandon her new friend for a trio of males.

No matter how attractive or distracting or delicious. 

Constance vigorously shook her head. “No, that’s okay.”

“But—”

Constance threw her hands up with a frustrated groan. “Do you think my nose doesn’t work as well as yours does? I can smell what’s going to happen very soon and I would prefer not to witness it. Or get in the way of something that’s been coming for ten years.”

Aramis shook with mirth while Dart flushed and glared at her friend, who shrugged.

“You shouldn’t have kept pushing. If you’d accepted it with grace, I could have saved you the embarrassment.”

Dart covered her blazing face with her hands. “Right. My fault.”

Constance chuckled. “Glad you agree. I’ll see you later. Have fun.”

Nerves skittered through Dart after Constance left, leaving her alone with her three Musketeers. “What now?”

Porthos cupped her cheek. “That’s up to you. It’s always going to be your choice, wolf.”

Dart bit her bottom lip. “Maybe you three should show me your rooms in the palace." 
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Chapter 15
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Dart barely noticed the room Athos led her into before Aramis’s mouth was on hers and she was pressed against the door.

She moaned against his lips and gripped his shoulders, opening up for him. 

Aramis pulled away with a gasp. “Are you sure? We don’t have to do this now.”

“I’m sure. And yes, we do. If you three are sure.” Dart glanced past him to the others who watched with flashing, starved eyes.

Aramis barked out a laugh as he lifted her into his arms, carrying her towards the bed. “We’ve been fucking dreaming about this for ten years. Yeah, we’re sure.”

Dart reached for the others, tugging them to her, wordlessly begging them to join. 

The last time they did this, they’d been fumbling kids, unsure of what they were doing, letting their animal instincts lead them.

This time, there was no fumbling as clothes peeled away, as mouths clashed and teeth nipped, as fingers dug into flesh. There was only pure need and want, lust and love. She didn’t want to think too hard about where they got their confidence and skills. Her wolf was a possessive creature and so was she. 

Dart hadn’t exactly spent the last ten years celibate and waiting for them either. She’d kept far away from shifters, but there had been a few humans over the years.

None of it mattered now. Not anymore.

They had a second chance without their families and the rest of the pack trying to shove them into the expected boxes, trying to control them. They had a chance to change things for the better.

A chance to start new lives, a new adventure. 

Together.

They laid her onto a soft bed her body sank into, hands, mouths, and teeth everywhere. They stamped her with their scent and she returned the favor, reaching out and stroking whatever skin she could reach. 

She was surrounded, cherished, loved.

Dart arched beneath their touch, her hands fisting the blankets.

Porthos grunted into her neck. “Mine.”

Aramis smiled against her thigh. “Ours. You have to share.”

Athos bit the flesh of her hip, making her shiver, distracting them all and ending the argument. 

The remainder of their clothes disappeared, scattered across the floor. Words were forgotten as they came back together, relearning each other’s touch and feel and taste. 

Pleasure bloomed in Dart’s chest as she fell back against the bed, stars exploding behind her closed eyes. Her Musketeers collapsed around her, their slick skin sliding against hers as they pulled her close, their scents merged, their bond complete. 

Dart didn’t know if this was happily ever after for them. But it was enough for now. It was a start. 
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Chapter 16
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Dart sank onto bended knee next to Constance, clad in their new Musketeer vests and trousers, Queen Anne standing tall before them in a deep purple gown. 

They were the last two Musketeers to be knighted. 

The Queen’s sword came down first on one bare shoulder, and then the other, the steel cold against Dart’s skin, leaving a searing line across each shoulder as the blood pact was made.

“Rise, Musketeers.”

Queen Anne smiled brightly at Dart and Constance as they stood tall and proud before their fellow Musketeers, both new and old.

Out of the seventy shifters who’d entered the tournament, only seventeen had made it through the trials. The rest were headed home. 

The rest of the court applauded, welcoming the new Musketeers into the fold. Dart’s musketeers, her mates, surrounded her, grins wide, happiness and satisfaction bright in their eyes as they tugged her away.

Her wolf was almost giddy inside her, yipping and wagging her tail with her ass in the air. 

Porthos shuffled up behind her, leaning over to whisper in her ear. “Your wolf is excited. I can feel her.”

Dart smiled. “She is.”

“Because of us or your new job?”

Dart smirked and nodded. “The job. Definitely.”

A low growl rumbled in Porthos’ chest, vibrating through her back. “Liar.”

Dart couldn’t hold back the laugh any longer. “Fine. It’s both.”

Porthos’ arms snaked around her middle. “You’re right where you’re supposed to be. With us.”

She twirled in his arms and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I’m more interested in changing the world.”

Porthos smiled, completely unoffended. Instead, he looked proud and awed. “That’s why we adore you.”

Damn, he was the sweetest. He was her comfort in the storm. 

She grinned up at her cuddly bear. “Good. Because I’m not changing for you three.”

“We don’t want you to. You’re perfect for us.”

Dart preened. “I’m just perfect in general.”

Porthos let out a deep laugh. “Damn, I missed your sharp tongue.”

“You certainly seemed to enjoy it this afternoon.”

A blush darkened his cheeks. She’d forgotten how adorable Porthos could be. 

Aramis popped up beside them and pulled her away from Porthos, saving him from her. “You’re being mean to the bear.”

Dart shrugged. “He likes it.”

“He does. We all do. It was your meanness that attracted us to you in the first place.”

The corner of Dart’s mouth curled. “Gluttons for punishment?”

Aramis laughed and twirled her deeper into the shadowy corners. “Nope. We knew whoever threw in their lot with us needed a mean streak to handle us.”

“To keep you in your place?”

“Exactly.”

“You’re so full of shit.”

He sobered. “I am, but I mean this: You were made for us. And we hope to earn your forgiveness for abandoning and hurting you.”

A soft smile kissed her lips. “You already have.”

Surprise shot through his eyes. “How?”

Dart shrugged. “Well, you didn’t so much earn it as I chose to give it.’

She could feel and scent Athos and Porthos closing in on them behind her. 

Aramis gripped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “We told you, it’s all your choice, Luna, love. And thank you. Your forgiveness is a gift we don’t deserve.”

“Maybe. But I understand where you three were coming from back then. I get why you thought I’d abandoned you first. We used to leave notes for each other all the time and none ever went missing.”

“What do you think happened?” Athos asked. 

She sighed. “My brother.” It was the only thing that made sense unless it was some fluke accident. Which she doubted.

“Marcus.” Aramis spat the name, and dual growls rippled out of Athos and Porthos.

Athos’s voice vibrated with rage. “Of course it was him. I’ll rip his guts out and strangle him with them.”

Dart whirled to face the lion. “If anyone’s ripping out his guts, it’s me.”

Aramis shook his head in disgust. “As long as you let us all get a shot in. He was always such a smug, bratty, daddy’s boy.”

“He hasn’t changed.” Marcus had watched her mourn them, watched her pull away from everyone and he’d said nothing. 

“Bastard. I’d love to go back to our pack and straighten them all out.” Porthos cracked his knuckles, ready to knock down everyone who’d ever hurt her. 

Her heart swelled. “We will. And Constance’s ex-mate needs a little lesson in manners as well.”

Aramis flashed a little fang, a purr building in his chest. “As much as I love it when you get all bloodthirsty, I don’t think the Queen intends your squad to be one of revenge and blood feuds.”

“I can multitask.” Dart didn’t know what the Queen’s intentions for her were. 

Maybe she needed assassins.

Athos eyed her with appreciation. “I told you, you’re more cat than wolf. You’re too angry and vengeful to be a simple wolf.”

Dart glared at the damn cat shifter. “There’s nothing simple about wolves. Or bears.”

Porthos shot her a wink.

Aramis huffed. “Well, I can see who’s still clearly your favorite.”

She folded her arms across her chest with a raised chin. “He’s the nicest to me. He’s not an irritating feline.”

Aramis closed in on her, not stopping until only a breath separated them. “I can be nice.”

Dart refused to back down. “When it benefits you.”

“It always benefits me to be nice to you. But I like it when your fur gets all ruffled.” He always smelled like the forest after a rainstorm. It made her want to run, wild and free. 

“Asshole.”

Aramis winked. “Your asshole.”

She grimaced. “Do you hear how wrong that sounds?”

His head tipped back in laughter, tempting Dart to lick up his throat. 

Aramis’s nostrils flared as he tasted her arousal. “Ready to get out of here?”

Yes. Very. “Constance and I are supposed to meet with the Queen.”

“Damn.”

“Speaking of.” Dart smirked as Constance pushed through the congratulatory crowd to reach them. “Time to go?”

“Yes. I’m anxious to hear what exactly she has planned for us.”
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Chapter 17
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Queen Anne waited alone for them this time. “Come in. Close the door behind you.”

Dart obeyed, stepping deeper into the dim room, the flickering candles casting grim shadows in the corners of the room.

“Sorry for the intrigue and secrecy.”

“It’s rather fun.” Dart shrugged and sprawled on the settee across from the Queen. 

Constance gasped and bobbed a bow before perching on the edge of a chair.

Queen Anne laughed. “You two are truly perfect. Forgive me my lack of manners in having some tea or other refreshments for you. I wanted to keep this as simple and quick as possible.”

Constance smiled. “We got plenty at the celebration, Majesty.”

The Queen tutted. “It’s Anne in private. Remember?”

Constance’s head bobbed up and down. “Of course. Right.”

Dart wanted to take Constance’s hand to ease her, but she was seated too far away.

Anne clasped her hands in her lap. “Now that you are official Musketeers and pledged to me, I can tell you more about what I have planned for you. For us.”

Finally. Answers. “You said something about helping females.”

Anne nodded. “Yes. I would like you to be ambassadors of sorts. And spies.”

Dart frowned in confusion. “An odd mixture.”

“Yes. It is. But shifter males underestimate females, as I’m sure you both know.”

Dart snorted.

“I’d like you to travel to different packs, meeting with the females, searching for those who want new lives. Alphas can’t stop you if you visit as a Queen’s Musketeer.” A smug smile pulled at the edges of Anne’s lips. 

“What are we supposed to do with the females who want to leave?” Constance asked. 

“Bring them here.”

“They won’t necessarily be strong enough to become Musketeers.” Then where would they go? They’d have nothing. 

Anne waved off Dart’s concern. “Of course. Those who wish to try will be welcome to. Others will be given jobs here, at the palace.”

Constance looked impressed, but still skeptical. “This is amazing, but how exactly does it change things?” 

Anne sat back in her seat, throwing one of her legs over the arm of the chair. “Word will spread of other options for females. When packs start losing their women, when they’re finally able to choose their own lives, the packs will be forced to progress. It’s humiliating to govern a species who is superior in many ways to humans and yet the humans have progressed farther than we have. Culturally, morally, and technologically.”

Dart grinned, liking the idea. “Smart.”

Anne sniffed. “I thought so. We may need to adjust things as we go along, but this is how I’d like to start. And you won’t be traveling alone. It makes you too much of a target. And I know you both can take care of yourselves, but, unfortunately, two females visiting packs alone will cause trouble we can avoid if I send an escort with you. And unless my nose deceives me, your three new mates will make the perfect escort. I doubt they’d be very pleased to be left behind.”

Dart smirked. “They’d have to deal with it.”

Anne giggled. “I look forward to watching the four of you navigate this mate bond.”

Constance snickered into her hand. 

Dart shrugged and spread her arm along the back of the settee. “I’m a little confused about how we’re spies. It sounds more like we’re acting as recruiters.”

“Ah, of course. I want you to bring me back names and information on the alphas who are worse than the usual. Who speak out against my rule. Who try to stop you from doing the job you’re sent to do. I want you to keep your ears perked for anything I need to know.”

“Are you worried about dissention?” Constance asked.

Anne scowled. “Yes. It’s not against the law to complain about their rulers, but the ones who do, I prefer to keep my eye on.”

Constance shifted in her seat. “Understood.”

“One last thing before you return to the celebrations.”

Dart tilted her head to the side. Only one more thing? She wanted all the information and this was barely scratching the surface. “Yes?”

Anne suddenly looked hesitant and worried. “Do you both want this job? If you prefer to be regular Musketeers, you can make that choice. That’s the whole point of the changes I want to bring. The freedom to choose.”

Dart fell a little more in love with her Queen. “Oh, I’m in. Definitely.”

Constance smiled softly. “So am I. It's an honor and we’re grateful.”

“Wonderful.” Anne rose, Dart and Constance jumping to their feet as well. “Thank you so much. We’ll meet more in the coming weeks as you two get settled. This will take time to plan correctly.”

“What do you need from us for now?” Dart asked. 

“Enjoy the palace. Train. Make friends and allies. Strengthen the bond with your mates. This is your home now. The only thing I ask is to keep your true purpose quiet for now. I’d like to spring it on the packs and don’t want word spreading.”

Dart paused at the door. “Can I tell my mates?”

Anne grinned. “Of course. They need to know what’s coming for them too.”

“Thank you.”

The Queen shook her head. “No. Thank you both. You two are the beginning of a new future and I can’t wait to see how it turns out.”

Dart couldn’t either. 
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Epilogue
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Dart’s lips curled into a satisfied smile as she and Constance returned to the Sapir with eleven female shifters in tow. 

This group was strong and determined. Most of them had been ready for her and Constance to show up to take them away.

Months they’d spent doing this and at every pack they’d visited, females left with Dart and Constance, turning their backs on their packs, their families, sometimes their mates.

It was nothing Dart and Constance hadn’t done themselves and they were both better for it. Much better for it.

“I’ll get them settled if you want to go find your three Musketeers.”

Dart smiled at Constance in thanks. “Come get me if you have any trouble.”

“We’ll be fine. Enjoy your reunion.”

Dart rushed off, anticipation leaping through her. Athos, Porthos, and Aramis hadn’t accompanied her and Constance this time. They’d had a side mission from the Queen, so this trip Dart and Constance had taken alone.

It was the first time she’d been separated from her mates since they’d found each other again. She’d enjoyed the one on one time with Constance, but she hadn’t enjoyed being away from her Musketeers.

A slight part of her worried she’d return to them gone again. She knew it was stupid, she trusted and believed in their bond, she’d forgiven them for vanishing on her before, but deep inside, she still sometimes expected them to leave her behind again.

Arms wrapped around her from behind, a familiar scent of pine and frost teasing her nose.

Porthos.

“We missed you, wolf.” He spun her around and hugged her properly.

Dart breathed in his delicious pine and frost aroma. “I missed you three too.” She peered over his tall shoulder. “Where are they?”

“Waiting for you. We expected you later in the day.” His warm brown eyes searched hers. “Worried they...we left you again?”

“No.” She looked away from him. 

He sighed, smelling her lie. “Dart.”

She shrugged, uncomfortable. “It was just a stray thought. I know you won’t leave again. I do.”

Porthos brushed her hair away from her face. “It’s okay. I get it. You’re still healing from how badly we hurt you before. We’ll prove to you in time that we’re not going anywhere. One day, you won’t doubt us.”

She hated that she still had the occasional doubt. “I know.”

More familiar scents caught her attention, spice and sunshine and the forest after rain.

Dart smiled and turned to face the shifters sprinting for her, shoving pedestrians out of their way in their haste to get to her. 

Her chest tightened as she jogged towards them, laughing as Athos tripped Aramis so he could reach her first.

Dart threw her arms around Athos’ neck when he lifted her up and spun her around, his face buried in her neck as he breathed her in. He’d been lighter lately, less weighed down by seriousness and responsibility. Some of the darkness had faded from his eyes.

Aramis stomped over with a pout. “Share. It’s my turn.”

Athos passed her over with a grumble and the last piece clicked into place as Aramis kissed her, bending her backwards in the middle of the street. 

She laughed into his mouth, her heart squeezing as happiness bubbled inside her. 

Aramis let her up and linked their arms together, Porthos appearing at her other side before Athos could reach it. 

“All for one?” Porthos whispered the question in her ear as they tugged her back home. 

Home. 

Happiness spilled over at the words they used to exchange as children. She thought they’d forgotten. “One for all.” 
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