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      This is a full-length, rejected mates, wolf-shifter paranormal romance with omegaverse themes. It is the third and final book in the Shadow Pack trilogy. The first two books should be read first.

      Triggers: explicit sex, graphic language, knotting, marking, kidnapping, torture, death (on page), breeding kink, pregnancy, family secrets, childbirth, violence, estrangement (of birth parents) and birth parent relationships after adoption.

      There is no cliffhanger for Adrienne and Phoenix (our main characters). They get their happily ever after in this book.

      However, as you might have guessed from the last book, there will be a spin-off book featuring two characters from this series, and that storyline is not tied up into a pretty, little box after this book. There are many questions that need answering.

      I promise to give their story the justice it deserves. While I don’t have a preorder set up for their book yet, the best way to follow me for updates is to subscribe to my newsletter here:

      www.authoramandarichardson.com/kenewsletter

      For now, please don’t come for me with pitchforks, lol.

      Thank you so much for reading, and I hope you enjoy the conclusion of the Shadow Pack series!
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        The Crawford family has underestimated me again.

        But this time, it’s not just about vengeance; it’s about safeguarding my future and protecting the family I hold dear.

        And Zeek—the sinister brother of my former best friend—has no idea what my sister is capable of.

        Justice must be served.

        The past may haunt me, but I’m determined to leave it behind.

        Even if it means a fresh start for not only the Shadow Pack, but other packs, too.

        The battle for a new beginning has just begun.

      

        

      
        Shadow Queen is a full-length rejected mates, wolf shifter romance. There are strong omegaverse themes throughout, so please read the author’s note. Due to the explicit language and steamy scenes, it is intended for readers 18+. While not considered a dark romance, there are darker themes present (see author's note). It is the third and final book of the Shadow Pack trilogy.

      

        

      
        If you like your alphas sweet and caring but with fiery, touch-her-and-you-die vibes, this book is for you. If you like kickass females who aren’t afraid to talk back, this book is for you. Happy reading!
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        Don’t forget to join my reader group, K. Easton’s Deviants! There will be a discussion group after release day, and you definitely don’t want to miss out on that!
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        Also, subscribe to my newsletter for news on the next two books in the series!
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      For anyone who has had to learn the hard way that blood is not always thicker than water
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            No Other Option

          

        

      

    

    
      Adri

      

      
        
        You took my brother, so I have taken someone important to both of you.

        Deirdre is mine, and she will have to watch the inept mutt you thought was an enforcer die slowly as her punishment for betraying her pack, but I will not harm her.

        Unless you decide to foolishly come after them.

        

        You’d be idiots to underestimate me again,

        Alpha Zeek Crawford

      

      

      The blood drains from my face as the note floats to the ground.

      He took them.

      “Phoenix—”

      “It’s okay, little wolf. We’ll find them.”

      My heart pounds against my ribs as I look around at everyone.

      He can’t.

      He might…

      “But, he has them—”

      “Adrienne, we will find them. And when we do, we will end Zeek Crawford. You have my word,” Phoenix says sternly, using his alpha power behind his words. And despite still feeling terrified for my sister, for Kaz, his alpha power sends a wave of reassurance through me.

      How did he get through our defenses?

      “Nora, explain how he got through,” Phoenix growls, reading my thoughts.

      Normally, Kaz would be the one who’d know the logistics. But without him… Nora’s our best bet.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “The boats,” Valen says, seething. “I bet the boats were a distraction.”

      Phoenix growls. “We underestimated him. Just like he said in his fucking note.”

      “He must’ve spliced the security feeds,” Nora adds, fists curled at her side.

      “He was watching us,” I say quietly. “He knew Dee and Kaz would be somewhere else tonight.”

      “Gods,” Nora whispers, a hand over her mouth.

      Tears begin to well in the corners of my eyes just as Phoenix’s arms wrap around my shoulders.

      My baby sister. I can’t lose her. And Gods, Phoenix has lost enough. He can’t lose Kaz, too.

      “I want all of our people on this,” Phoenix commands. “Double the security here. They would have taken…” He squeezes me tighter.

      Zeek could’ve taken me.

      “We’ll find them.” He pauses, and I can feel his wrath radiating off him and through me. Wrath and… something else. Worry. “There’s no other option.”
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            His Loss, My Gain

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaz

      

      I grimace as another wave of pain lances through me. It doesn’t have the same bite as it did in the beginning, so perhaps my magic is breaking through the silver cuffs. Enough to ease some of the pain, anyway.

      Once the convulsions stop, I let out a shuddered breath, opening my eyes slowly.

      Deirdre.

      I can’t see her, as there’s almost no light. We’re in Willow Creek, in some dark, damp basement. I know that much, thanks to regular visits from the Crawfords and Pierces.

      Scum of the earth.

      It’s when they feed us that I see her, and then—only then—do I allow myself to wallow in guilt for not protecting her.

      For not ensuring she was safe.

      Because when the soft light streams down on her, I see the tears. Her cheeks are always wet, but she must be crying in near silence, because I hear nothing.

      I see the way her cheekbones are more pronounced.

      The purple bags under her eyes.

      She’s wasting away, refusing to eat, refusing to talk to me.

      And I’m going out of my damn fucking mind because of it.

      So, I focus all of my attention on getting us out of this situation. I push my body to extremes—sit-ups, push-ups, and squats. Anything I can do while tethered to a chain.

      I slowly massage the area below my thumb, my fingers gliding over the carpometacarpal joint.

      I was twenty-five the first time I dislocated my carpometacarpal joint. Because shifting gives our joints extra connectivity, dislocation and flexibility are easier than for humans. And lucky for Zeek, he’s ruthless but stupid. The silver cuffs on my wrist aren’t nearly tight enough, and a quick dislocation is all it will take to get the cuff up to the middle thumb joint. Had he tightened the cuffs, the dislocation wouldn’t work.

      His loss, my gain.

      Soon, he will realize his fatal mistake.

      The door creaks open, and Zeek peers into our cell, disgust on his face.

      “It smells like the piss of a mutt in here,” he growls.

      “Fuck you,” I grumble.

      “No, thanks. But I’m flattered by the offer.”

      A low growl emanates from my chest, and immediately, the cuffs clasped around my wrists—the ones made of silver; the ones preventing me from shifting—send out another electrifying wave of pain through my nerves.

      I clench my jaw so hard that I nearly break my teeth.

      I don’t want to cry out in front of Deirdre.

      If she can remain strong, so can I.

      “I’m here to escort my soon to be wife to get cleaned up before tonight’s ceremony,” Zeek says slowly, looking at me the entire time.

      I say nothing, but Deirdre bares her teeth as her eyes snap up to Zeek.

      “I’m going to kill you,” she growls. “You won’t be able to come near me.”

      Zeek smiles, walking into the cell so that he’s standing right in front of her. I can’t feel my wolf with these cuffs on my wrists, but I know he’s pissed as fucking hell. Zeek crouches down and cocks his head.

      Deirdre roars and bucks against her cuffs—ones identical to my own. She’s a few inches too short to touch him, and instead, she glares at him with darkened eyes. Her blonde hair was once in a tight bun—now it’s a wily ponytail. Her clothes are dirty, as are mine. Pajama pants and a sweatshirt. Both were torn in the fight against Zeek last week.

      “You can try, blondie,” he murmurs, reaching out to place a finger under her jaw. She gnashes her teeth, and he retracts his hand quickly, smirking. “But after we’re soul bonded, I can guarantee that you won’t want to kill me.” He looks at me over his shoulder as he says his next sentence. “I think you’re going to want to fuck me,” he says, smiling. “And I’m going to make him watch before I kill him.”

      I grind my jaw again, not giving him any sign that his words are affecting me. In reality, the idea of Zeek touching her makes me imagine a million ways to shred his throat. A million ways to pull his body apart. Sick, unimaginable things—because of her. My fingers curl, and Zeek is still chuckling as he reaches into his pocket and produces a muzzle.

      A fucking muzzle.

      Deirdre’s eyes flick over to me briefly as Zeek fastens it behind her head, the leather pressing against her mouth and ending just under her nose. Then, to my horror, he pulls a gun from a holster in his jacket and points it at me.

      “Stand up,” he orders Deirdre.

      She does—just barely. Her knees are shaky from lack of use.

      Zeek walks to her chains, then uses a key to unlock her. She technically could kick him in the nuts, but with the gun pointed at my head, I know she won’t risk it. Zeek wraps the chain around one hand until it’s taut. He comes to stand behind her, and then the gun is against her skull.

      “If you make one wrong move, I will put a bullet through your skull. Do you understand?” he murmurs to her, nudging the back of her knee so that she’s walking toward the door.

      “Don’t,” I say quickly, my voice hoarse.

      Zeek spins to glare at me. “Shut your fucking mouth, you filth. I’ll be back for you. If I were you, I’d be saving my energy for the big fight later.”

      And then he pushes Deirdre out of the cell in one swift motion, locking me in here alone.

      I let out a loud roar, pulling against the chains. If they weren’t made of silver… Fuck. Stay focused, Kaz.

      I eye the food placed in front of me, the outline of the tray barely visible. Bread, tasteless soup. A cup of water.

      I need to save my energy for the fight.

      A fight.

      I’m not an idiot, though. I know what’s planned.

      Humans call it a dog fight.

      Shifters call it a wolf fight.

      Illegal, horrible, ruthless. One of my jobs as Phoenix’s enforcer was to ensure wolf fights weren’t a thing in the Shadow Pack.

      I grab the bread, then take a small bite as my stomach rolls with nausea.

      Like hell I’ll go down in a fight.

      Like hell I’ll let that monster hurt Deirdre more than he already has.

      I couldn’t save her last week—couldn’t get to her in time once I knew Nora’s house had been breached.

      I won’t let them take her again.

      I chew slowly as my mind whirs with ideas. Once I get the cuffs off, I’ll figure out a way to get us home. A way to kill them all for touching her.

      Gulping down the soup, I ready my mind.

      I dredge up every ounce of energy I have left, standing up as much as I can. Readying my muscles. Readying my mind.

      You need to be ready, Kaz. Ready to fight for your life. For her life.

      Something that matters much more than my own.
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            Compartmentalize

          

        

      

    

    
      Adri

      

      I’m pacing the foyer, fanning myself with a piece of mail, when Phoenix comes down the stairs with a suitcase. His lips twitch up into a smirk when he sees me, and once he sets our bag down, he walks over to me and pulls me into a tight hug.

      “I can’t believe Valen still hasn’t texted,” I mumble against his flannel.

      “It’s not like we won’t have service,” Phoenix responds, taking his hand and running it down my back.

      “I know, but if anything happens, we won’t be able to leave our nest of love—”

      “Hey. Nora and Valen are very capable. They will get her out.” He squeezes me.

      I frown when he pulls away and look down at my shoes. Despite everything that’s happened in the last week, I still feel the telltale signs of going into heat. The shock and horror of Dee and Kaz being taken from right under us may have delayed everything, but now…

      The flushed skin. The irritability. The constant arousal. The pain—thank the gods for Nora’s medicine.

      I can’t ignore it anymore.

      And to my shock and awe… neither can Phoenix.

      Just last night, while we were eating dinner with Valen, he smiled at me for a second too long, I guess, because Phoenix pushed back from his seat, claws extended, and growled at him.

      It was hilariously awkward, and it was decided today that he and I would head to the woods for a week.

      We need it.

      But the thought of leaving while Dee is being held…

      Valen and Nora are closing in on locations where they could hide Dee and Kaz. Their sources had witnessed George and Anita coming and going to their house every day, so they’re assuming they’re going to see Dee. It’s just a matter of reconnaissance. And patience. Something I have little of.

      “Come on, little wolf,” Phoenix purrs, pulling me toward the door. “There’s nothing we can do,” he adds, and I smile at the way he’s trying to hold himself back.

      Like I haven’t noticed the near constant adjusting, the way his nostrils flare and pupils darken whenever I walk into a room, the way his sexual appetite has gotten almost insatiable.

      But, aside from the sexual drive, he’s doting on me something fierce—being caring and nurturing, bringing me breakfast in bed, giving me massages, and making sure I’m eating enough. I know this is just as hard for him as it is for me. Kaz is like a brother to him, and having one of his inner circle members possibly being hurt should be enough to send him barging into Willow Creek on a murder spree.

      But he’s remained calm for me. Because of me, maybe.

      I follow him out to his car and wrap my arms around myself once inside. It’s midwinter, and there’s a storm warning for later today, hence us packing up and driving to the cabin.

      The same one I used during my last heat.

      Nevertheless, I am burning up. Phoenix turns on the air-conditioning automatically before placing an arm around the back of my seat, reversing out of the driveway.

      I don’t miss the fact that he’s wearing a full winter parka as he drives.

      “I feel guilty,” I tell him, my eyes raking over his jaw, the stubble there peppered with gray hairs. The aviator sunglasses, the way he just is—his presence is comforting.

      I can’t even imagine what Dee’s going through, and every time I do, I want to vomit.

      “Because we’re here, and they’re…” He frowns as he pulls onto the main road.

      “Yeah.”

      Phoenix sighs, placing a cool palm against my thigh. I’m only wearing cotton leggings despite it being below zero, and his cool skin feels amazing against my flushed skin.

      “I just feel like I shouldn’t be enjoying myself.”

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” he asks, looking over at me.

      I shrug, giving him a small smile. “You just… you make me feel so good.”

      He laughs. “I have to say, I adore the bundle of love you turn into during your heat.”

      “It’s not my heat. It’s just being with you,” I admit. I play with the hem of my T-shirt. “But yes. How is it possible to be so excited for a week away with you, but also fully worried sick about my sister?” It’s my greatest fear that I’ll lose her, and I feel like I’ve only just gotten her back. I can’t lose her. We might not be blood related, but she is my family. Zeek cannot have her.

      He doesn’t say anything for a few minutes, instead turning on the radio and switching over to the classic rock station I know my mate loves.

      After a few minutes, he squeezes my thigh once before answering my question.

      “I think we’re going to have to give ourselves grace this week, Midnight.” His words roll through me. “I’m not saying we forget—we likely will forget everything else other than you and me,” he murmurs, his voice a purr.

      I visibly shiver, smiling.

      “But we need to compartmentalize this week,” he continues. “Let’s just… go into it with an open mind. We have a competent team running things while we’re here. It’s not like we can stop the biology coursing through our veins. And…” He pauses, and I look over at him, brows furrowed. “I think we deserve this week to ourselves. Your last heat wasn’t exactly a shining moment for me. I want to make it up to you. I want to experience everything one experiences during a heat with their fated mate.”

      At this, he looks over at me for a second, a smile tugging at his lips.

      “Compartmentalize,” I repeat.

      “Yes, little wolf.”

      “But what if they’re—”

      “Adrienne.”

      His alpha power washes over me, and I squeeze my eyes shut at the same time I squeeze my thighs together.

      “We are doing everything we can to get them out. This week, I want to focus on us. And yes, maybe that makes me a selfish asshole, okay? Maybe that makes me a terrible alpha to Kaz and Dee. But fuck,” he rasps, nostrils flaring as he squeezes my thigh tightly, “I can smell your slick from here. The need to rut you is…” He trembles once, and when I shift in my seat, I see the way his neck cords with black veins. “I’m sorry, I can’t fucking help it. And if I don’t knot you soon, I’m going to come in my jeans,” he adds, jaw tense.

      I’m shaking with need at his words, the throb between my legs powerful.

      I place a hand on his thigh, swallowing when a low rumble emits from inside him.

      “Compartmentalize,” I repeat, feeling foggy-headed. “I think I can do that.”

      “Good,” he concedes, plucking my hand from his leg. “You can’t—I don’t think touching me is a good idea right now,” he murmurs.

      I smirk, and I don’t know why I do it, but I really want to see what will happen when I touch him.

      I reach over and place my hand right on top of his cock.

      Phoenix growls, and the car swerves to the shoulder before he corrects it.

      “Last warning, little wolf,” he growls, looking at me. His lips curl away from his teeth slightly, and I gasp when his canines poke through his incisors.

      “Pull over.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I can’t. I’m already feeling the frenzy. If we pull over, we won’t leave the car for a week and we’ll probably freeze to death.”

      I watch my mate, my husband, with awe. I’m burning with need, and I can’t imagine what he must be feeling.

      This is a first for us. My first heat with him all in. Our first time experiencing the entire week together. No codes, no locked doors, no resisting.

      Just me and him.

      And I know what he’s saying makes sense—compartmentalizing. The farther we get from Greenwood and the closer we get to the cabin, the more I realize I won’t be able to think of anything else but taking my alpha’s knot. My toes curl in my sneakers when I think of how much better the sex will be. As if I can even imagine such a thing. But apparently, it is a thing.

      “I know. Just… get there,” I tell him impatiently.

      He chuckles. “Of course, my highness.”

      I stare out the window, torn between wanting to ride my husband and cry about my sister’s whereabouts at the same time. I can’t help the oscillating emotions—the fear and pain mixed with the excitement and rousing heat inside me.

      But… he’s right. Our inner circle is managing everything.

      We can’t experience another half-assed heat.

      I don’t want to be sad again, or question things. I want to spend this week truly enjoying the possibility of starting a family with him. Enjoying all the good things about our life.

      “They’re going to be okay,” Phoenix says softly, reaching for my hand.

      “And so are we,” I tell him, squeezing once.
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            A Monster

          

        

      

    

    
      Deirdre

      

      I shower slowly, relishing in the warm stream of water that slides down my aching joints and raw wrists, cuffs still intact. Zeek is just outside the bathroom, so I know I only have a few more minutes before he pounds on the door, demanding I finish the one thing that feels good since this all started.

      I close my eyes and lean against the wall, wondering if Kaz has a plan. If he does, he hasn’t spoken it out loud to me, but I can hear him exercising on the other side of our cell twice a day. I can hear the grunts, the heavy breathing, the way he seems to go quiet after. Until the electrocution happens, at least. He doesn’t seem to want to break in front of me, and even in the darkness, I know how much he’s shaking when it happens—how his teeth chatter, how his body goes taut, how he pants when it’s over…

      How painful it must be.

      And he endures it. Silently.

      How, I don’t know. I’ve never met someone as strong as Kaz. Both mentally and physically. I’m a little in awe of him.

      The night of Adri and Phoenix’s wedding, we’d all gone back to Nora and Iris’s house to give the newlyweds some privacy. Nora had gotten me set up in one of her guest bedrooms, and Kaz had volunteered to take the couch in the living room. I went to sleep with a smile on my face and awoke to a masked man holding a hand over my mouth and a gun to my head.

      I felt the cold bite of silver wrapping around my wrists before I could scream or shift, and the magic-reducing silver prevented me from even hearing my wolf after that. The man dragged me quietly through the house, and to my horror, he threw me into a windowless van with Kaz. Both of us had tape placed over our mouths, and when I went to remove mine once we started driving, Kaz shook his head once, holding a finger up and telling me to stay quiet.

      And once we arrived back in Willow Creek territory—once we were placed inside the cell together—he didn’t say a word.

      So I stayed quiet, too, assuming we were being watched. Assuming there was a reason he wasn’t speaking to me.

      He must have a plan.

      He has to.

      It was better than the other reason I’d considered—the one that kept me awake at night, left me without an appetite, and made me hug my knees so tightly that I was sure I had bruises on my calves.

      Maybe he thought us being captured was my fault.

      Maybe he blamed me.

      Maybe he regretted not letting Zeek take me back to Willow Creek that night on the tarmac all those weeks ago.

      Zeek pounds on the door, and I’m startled out of my thoughts. I quickly rinse the shampoo from my hair, relishing in the last few seconds of being alone, of feeling the tiniest semblance of normal.

      “I’m almost done,” I bark out, turning the shower off and wrapping the towel around myself.

      I walk to the door and throw it open, glowering at my murderous fiancé.

      Just that word and everything it entails makes me sick to my stomach.

      And I hadn’t even let myself think about tonight.

      About what would happen to me—and what would happen to Kaz.

      He must have a plan, right?

      Zeek pushes off the opposite wall of the small bedroom. Wherever we are, it’s not his house or anywhere I recognize in Willow Creek, but based on the stairs, the generic bedrooms, and the basement, we must be in a house somewhere.

      I watch him as he walks closer, his blue eyes dragging over my bare neck and chest. On instinct, I pull my towel tighter. He’s grown at least six inches in the last month—since Zade was killed and Zeek ascended to his role as the alpha of the Willow Creek Pack. If I could feel my wolf, I’m sure she’d be growling.

      “Get dressed,” he says simply, looking at the bed.

      I look over to the pile of white cloth folded on top. “I need privacy,” I grit out.

      He smirks, cocking his head. His eyes are glittering with rage and something else that makes my palms sweat.

      “I don’t think so,” he murmurs.

      I swallow as I look between him and the clothes. Pig. He’s going to watch me as I change. I take a deep breath and walk over to the bed before pulling underwear from the pile and attempt to put it on under the towel.

      Zeek clucks his tongue. “Don’t be difficult, Deirdre. Lose the towel.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut as my pulse pounds in my ears. The metal cuffs around my wrists buzz with magic suppressant, something that happens every time I instinctively try to tap into my wolf’s mind, or whenever I experience a potent emotion.

      Opening my eyes, I drop the towel and get dressed as quickly as possible, turning away from him as I slip the underwear on. They’re plain white cotton—same with the dress he’s provided. It’s long, shapeless, and made of a soft linen material.

      I’m covered in seconds, thankfully.

      “Sit on the bed,” he purrs.

      I snap my eyes to him. No. He can’t possibly be—

      “Relax,” he growls, picking up a brush from the dresser. “I will not fuck you until we’re soul bonded,” he adds.

      I sit down and place my hands in my lap. He crawls onto the bed behind me, and pulls the brush through my wet hair.

      It might be romantic if I didn’t know he was doing this for the ceremony. My heart clenches when I let myself imagine what’s going to happen—when I let myself think of watching Kaz die.

      A tear slips down my cheek as Zeek runs the bristles against my scalp.

      “As much as I love it when you fight me,” he says slowly, climbing off the bed, “I’d much prefer you to enjoy it. That is, of course, how we’re going to conceive a brood of pups.”

      I shake my head. “No,” I whisper.

      “Yes,” he answers, and I hear him open a drawer before closing it.

      I grind my jaw, inhaling once and trying to quell the nerves dancing around my empty stomach. I should’ve eaten something today. I’m dizzy and weak, and it’s not from the cuffs.

      “How romantic,” I retort. “Force your betrothed to soul bond with you and then rape her until you knock her up against her will. All the Willow Creek girls will be so jeal—”

      A sharp sting lands on my left cheek, and when I snap my eyes up to Zeek, he has his hand inches from my cheek, looking furious.

      He hit me.

      My breathing turns ragged now. Zeek has always been a douche, but he’s never hurt me. Not like this.

      “You’re a monster,” I hiss as more tears stream down my face.

      His nostrils flare as he lowers his hand. “You think that now,” he says cruelly. “But tonight, you’ll be begging me for more.”

      My lips curl away from my teeth. “Never. I will never want you.”

      He chuckles as he grabs my elbow roughly and shoves me back toward the bathroom. “Go brush your teeth. When you’re done, I’ll take you down to say goodbye to that mutt.”

      Kaz.

      “It’s a good thing he seems to hate you as much as you hate me,” Zeek adds. “He won’t even look at you when I leave the food, and according to my guards, he hasn’t tried to console you once. He’s just as much of a bastard as his alpha, isn’t he?”

      I bite my tongue as I glare at Zeek. What is he getting at, exactly?

      “For a second, I thought maybe he liked you. You’re lucky he doesn’t, or I’d make his death a hell of a lot slower than the fight I have planned for him.”

      My mind is spinning. Is that why Kaz hasn’t spoken to me? Why he acts like I’m not even there? Why, despite waiting, he hasn’t said one word to me before today? Why he told me to stay quiet the night we were taken?

      He has a plan.

      “No,” I tell him, my voice shaky, thinking of the hours, the days I spent with Kaz. The mornings he brought me coffee. The inside jokes. The runs. The furtive glances and soft touches—never acting as more than a friend despite feeling his eyes on me constantly. “I hardly know him.”

      Zeek scoffs. “I figured. His inner circle is so close though, right?” he adds sarcastically. “Fucking holier-than-thou assholes.”

      I keep my mouth shut as I walk back into the bathroom and brush my teeth. It feels so good to be clean, and yet, being here with Zeek… I feel dirtier than ever.

      Once I’m done, I lean forward on the vanity, staring at my reflection. Wondering what Zeek sees. Wondering what my parents will see tonight. I know they’ve been here every day, asking to see me. And I know Zeek has made up some bullshit excuse for why I can’t come to the door.

      Don’t worry, Mom. Just locked up in the basement by the psychotic alpha you promised me to.

      Swallowing, I turn around and walk back into the bedroom. “How much time do I have?” I ask as Zeek takes me back down the winding staircase to the basement.

      “A couple of hours. My guys will come get you and that mutt just after sunset.”

      Something heavy drops in my stomach at his words, and I stay quiet as he deposits me back inside the dark cell with Kaz. It smells like antiseptic and soap—someone must’ve cleaned it while I was gone. The bit of light illuminates Kaz for a second. His face is dirty and streaked with sweat. His jaw is covered in dark scruff, and he’s sitting with his knees bent against the other side of the wall, wrists cuffed in silver.

      Our eyes meet briefly before Zeek attaches my cuffs to the chains and closes the door, locking us in the darkness once more.

      I sit down, thinking about how dirty my dress will be now that I’m on the ground. How am I going to survive tonight? How am I going to survive watching the man across from me be torn to pieces by other shifters? I pull my knees to my chest, a deep ache settling inside me because of the hard ground.

      Kaz breathes heavily across from me, and like every other time, I try to force my eyes to adjust to the pitch-black darkness so that I can see him. But, there’s nothing. With the silver around my wrists, my shifter eyesight is nonexistent. It’s like I’m blindfolded.

      “Fuck,” he murmurs, his cuffs clinking against the chains.

      I hear shoes scuffing on the other side of the door, and I know it’s the guard listening. I hadn’t realized it before. Of course he’s listening.

      Kaz and I can’t speak. We’re too far apart, so we can’t even whisper. I just have to hope that whatever he has planned is enough to get us out of here. I sigh, resting my chin on my knee as my stomach grumbles. Just as I’m about to reach out for the tray lying out in front of me, Kaz’s hand comes to my mouth.

      My whole body jerks in response. I hadn’t heard him move, and not only that, I’m not sure how he moved so close to me. His lips are against my ear, and my eyes flutter closed. His closeness sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Don’t move. Don’t speak. Just listen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          

      

    

    







            Rut Her

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      The drive to the cabin three hours away is a lesson in self-restraint. I’m torn between grieving, feeling guilt for my hard-on, and wanting nothing more than to get my mate inside so that I can rut her. And I know I told her to compartmentalize. I know I’m a hypocrite by saying I can’t stop thinking about what they’re doing to her sister—what they’re doing to Kaz. But it’s true. They ripped the rug out from under us.

      Again.

      And, being in tune with Adrienne’s emotions, I know she’s hurting. I know she’s going into this feeling like she won’t get the full experience.

      Again.

      I held myself back during her last heat, and it affected her. It hurt her. And she’s a good person. She doesn’t feel like she can enjoy this while the world is burning up around us.

      So while my wolf is telling me to hell with everything else other than rutting and knotting my bride, my rational human side is trying to gauge her emotions.

      My only consolation is knowing that once we get into the thick of her heat, we will not be thinking of anything else other than the other.

      For that, I’m grateful.

      Soon—today, perhaps—I will have to check my humanity at the door. Her shifter blood will do the same.

      I grip the wheel tighter as we pull off the highway. I have to clench my jaw to distract myself from the constant rut her, rut her, rut her playing in my mind. My wolf is yapping at me to get on with it, and I can tell by the way Adrienne looks over at me every few minutes, her wolf is doing the same.

      As we pull up to the familiar house, Adrienne sits up straighter and her nostrils flare slightly.

      “Gods, the smell of this place is…” She closes her eyes, her human fighting her wolf.

      “Omegas have a tendency to imprint on things that remind them of their heat,” I tell her gently, turning the engine off.

      Rut her, rut her, rut her…

      I take a steadying breath. “Since this is where you had your last heat, it makes sense that the smell of the area is pleasant to you.”

      Nodding once, she opens her door and climbs out.

      I follow her, adjusting myself in my pants and grabbing the suitcase. I lock the car and walk up to where she’s standing in front of the door, her eyes landing on the spot Valen repaired last time—the claw marks and the indentations of me ripping it off the hinges to get to her.

      Fuck.

      She looks up at me as I pull the keys from my pocket. “Whatever else happens this week, you and I are solid, okay?”

      Her pupils blow out slightly as I release a bit of my alpha power. Sure, maybe I’m manipulating the situation a little—I know the omega inside her will respond accordingly. And, to my delight, she lets out a breathy little moan.

      “I’m going to take care of you,” I add, unlocking the door quickly. “Forget everything else as much as you can. I’m begging you, Midnight… let’s give ourselves this. You—we—need this.”

      She nods once, stepping inside before me.

      I drag the suitcase over the threshold, and then I let the door close behind us. It locks and the triple deadbolts click into place.

      Safeguards.

      How silly those safeguards seem now, when they made no difference last time.

      Except, unlike last time, I’ll be here for her.

      I’ll take care of her as her alpha.

      As her mate.

      As her husband.

      I shed my jacket, letting it fall to the floor as my claws punch through my fingertips.

      I can’t help the way my veins undulate beneath my skin, the way my nostrils flare, inhaling the scent of the slick she’s producing.

      Adrienne turns around to face me, eyes darkened.

      She looks… scared.

      I take a step closer, and for the first time since we’ve been married, she looks unsure. Helpless. And yet… she lifts her chin, walking backward until her ass is against the back of the couch.

      Rut her, rut her, rut her.

      “Adrienne,” I half speak, half growl.

      “Yes,” she says. “I can’t stop it. I don’t want to stop it.”

      My breathing turns ragged as I take another step closer. “I love you. I respect you.”

      “I know you do.”

      “Good. Remember that, because I might lose myself in the…”

      I inhale sharply, the sweet tang of her slick hitting my nostrils. My hands tremble as the power radiates through me. Fuck. This is my first full heat with her, and I don’t know how I was able to resist her for so long the last time. “Because I might lose myself completely.”

      She smirks, and her canines punch out as I take another step closer. She pants, her chest rising and falling.

      Rut her, rut her, rut her…

      “Alpha,” she whimpers, pressing her thighs together. “Please.”

      A low, rumbling growl begins in my chest, then escapes my lips.

      Rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her…

      “Turn around,” I command, removing the belt from my jeans.

      She twists around so that she’s facing the back of the couch, and my whole body vibrates with a growl as I appraise her.

      I walk over to her and press my hand against her back. “Bend over.”

      Rut her, rut her, rut her, rut her…

      I grab her wrists and press my hands against her upper back, bending her forward.

      “I love you, Midnight,” I tell her, and she arches into my touch, becoming pliant in my hands. “Let me take care of you.”

      She whimpers, and I know that my command is quickly speeding up her heat, and soon, she won’t be able to think straight.

      “Yes” is all she says, craning her neck slightly to give me access.

      I can practically see her pulse jumping, and the scent of her—it’s everywhere. I growl as I bend forward, pressing my body against hers, letting her feel just how much I want her. She moans, rocking her hips backward, and I let my canines graze over the pulsating flesh of her neck.

      Slowly, I rove my hands to the band of her leggings and pull them down in one smooth motion. She steps out of them, panting breathlessly, and then I pull the hem of her shirt up and over her head.

      Her long, dark hair spills down her back, and I step back, admiring my mate.

      She’s fucking perfect.

      A low, appraising sound escapes my lips, and as it does, she slides her thighs together. My shifter eyesight doesn’t miss the arousal sliding down her thighs, giving me a heady whiff.

      I pull at the fly of my pants and unsheathe my aching cock in half a second, not even bothering to remove the rest of my clothing. I move so that I’m right up against her, pressing her over the back of the couch. As I stroke my shaft, my thumb swipes at the bead of precum. I lift my thumb to her mouth, and she takes it vigorously, moaning as her tongue swirls around the salty taste of me.

      As she does, I slide my other hand between her legs, growling at how wet she is.

      And her slick…

      I have to close my eyes momentarily. The feel of her tongue laving over my thumb, the scent of her…

      Like cantaloupe dipped in honey.

      It’s enough to make me come right here, right now.

      “Fuck, Adrienne. You’re so perfect.” I swipe at her entrance, and she groans, jerking. “So ready to take your alpha’s knot, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” she whimpers, seemingly unable to say more than that.

      “Good girl,” I murmur, lining the head of my cock up with her slick entrance. “Remember that I love you,” I say again.

      And then I impale her, sliding into her easily and without warning.

      She cries out, going limp, and I hiss when her cunt squeezes me already.

      “Alpha,” she whimpers, clawing at the fabric of the couch.

      “Mine,” I tell her, feeling suddenly possessive of this sweet cunt. I feel the need to remind her, being inside her like this.

      “You’ll always be mine. No one else will ever touch you like this,” I add, moving my hand around her hip to her swollen clit. She writhes as two of my fingers work her clit in slow, sensual circles. I pull out and slam back into her, snapping my hips so that I’m fully sheathed.

      “Mine,” I repeat. “My omega. My mate. My wife.”

      “Always,” she whispers, her voice fragmented and hoarse.

      I take my free hand and pull her hips back and onto my cock, groaning when her cunt feathers around my shaft perfectly.

      “You’re so fucking perfect. I didn’t think fucking you could feel any better than it already did,” I start, moaning as she squeezes me again. “But fuck, little wolf… you have no idea how good this feels.”

      “Yes, I do,” she counters, working her hips backward and fucking herself on my cock. “Alpha—”

      I growl as I drive into her, harder and harder until the couch is sliding forward with every snap of my hips.

      If needed, I would fuck her through the damn wall or into the floor. The need to be inside her, to claim her, is making me feel dizzy. The desire to fill her up with my seed, to do the one thing we agreed upon… to see her pregnant with a pup…

      I thrust deeper, as deep as I can go, and she shatters on my cock.

      “Oh fuck,” she moans, her body going taut before releasing.

      It’s everywhere, dripping down her legs, making a mess of the floor. The scent drives me fucking wild, and in two thrusts, I’m so close I could cry. But I don’t. I wait for her cunt to stop throbbing, ignoring the way my skin is burning with the need to consume her juices.

      “Alpha,” she pleads, and I know her orgasm is better when I knot her.

      “Give me another one, Adrienne. Squeeze me dry.”

      “Gods!”

      “I want you to open and soften for me, Omega. I want to fill you so full of my cum that you can barely walk, do you understand?”

      “Y-yes,” she stutters.

      “Good. Now, be a good little omega and let me breed you properly,” I growl, feeling like a wild animal with a singular burning need.

      “Phoenix,” she rasps, trembling. “Please, give it to me.”

      “Trust me, little wolf. I’m not going to waste a single drop.”

      I slide all the way out before driving into her again and again, and my fingers wrap around to circle her engorged clit.

      She comes instantly, crying out as I let her cunt suck me dry. My balls tighten, and then I’m coming right alongside her. My cock pulses, and I roar as my knot expands, plugging her up and ensuring I stay inside her. She shudders around my shaft and my knot, going boneless when it’s done, and I lean against her, breathless. I sweep her hair to one side and place delicate kisses along the back of her neck, cock twitching inside her.

      “Um,” she says slowly, shivering. “That was incredible.”

      I chuckle. “You’re saying that with such finality,” I murmur, my thumb brushing her clit as she clenches around me.

      “What do you mean?”

      I slowly slide two fingers against her swollen nub, feeling my knot and how it stretches her. Feeling the warmth from the friction. Normally, my cock and my knot release her after several seconds, but right now, my cock is still as hard as steel despite emptying myself into her.

      Must be her heat…

      “I just mean, you sound like we’re done. And I hate to break it to you, but I’m not even close to being done rutting you, Omega.”
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            Teach Me

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaz

      

      “Don’t move. Don’t speak. Just listen.”

      Deirdre stops moving as I release a wave of alpha power. I can feel her sucking in air through her nostrils, and I grimace when I think of how dirty my hand is compared to the soft feel of her lips. The left side of my hand throbs, and my thumb hangs uselessly as I lower it slowly.

      I listen carefully for any sign that the guard heard us, but being a human, it’s doubtful he did. Still, I have to be as quiet as possible. I don’t know who else is down here with us, and I have to play it safe. I hold a finger up to my lips, and she nods once.

      I pull my hands in front of my face, showing her how my thumbs are slightly elongated and the width of my hand is now narrower. Her eyes track over my injuries, and her lips part when she realizes what I did.

      “Kaz,” she whispers, but I shake my head, looking at the door.

      “Just listen,” I tell her, my voice low and soundless. I scoot closer, placing my lips over her ear without thinking. “The guard is human, but if he hears anything, he will check on us. Zeek thinks I am an unfeeling asshole, and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for everything, kid.”

      There’s so much more that I want to say to her. Need to say. She’s probably convinced that I’m an asshole and have no interest in interacting with her. Or saving her. But nothing could be further from the truth. I’ve needed Zeek and his band of cretins to believe I have no feelings toward the angel in front of me.

      I hear her swallow, and one of her cuffed hands comes to my arm. She squeezes once, so I continue.

      “I’m getting us the fuck out of here. I’m going to crawl back over to my cuffs and pretend I have them around my wrists. When they come to take us upstairs, I’m going to make my move.”

      “He’ll kill you,” she whispers against my neck, and I ignore the way my body trembles. Ignore the way the scent of her makes me want to do so many things I shouldn’t even be contemplating.

      “I have to try,” I whisper glumly. “It’s either try to get us out or—”

      “Kaz, you’ll be one shifter against many. At least let me help you.”

      I shake my head. “No. My first aim will be to get your cuffs released, so wait for me to unlock you.”

      “Teach me. Teach me how to do that thing with your thumbs.”

      “Deirdre, I taught myself over many weeks a long time ago. It’s not something you can just do on a whim.”

      Her cuffs clink against the chains, and then she’s pressing against my chest. Taking an unsteady breath, my heart gallops against my ribs.

      “Then do it,” she whispers. “Do it for me.”

      “Absolutely not,” I hiss, keeping my voice low.

      We both go still as a shadow passes underneath the door. I grab her hands as they rest against my chest, and I squeeze them once, silently telling her not to make a sound. The guard clears his throat just outside the door, and I consider how many seconds it would take me to jump back to my side of the cell.

      He walks away, probably pacing in front of the cell, his heart rate and breathing even…

      I can hear it.

      With my shifter hearing no longer impaired, I can hear every whoosh of blood in his veins. There are voices somewhere deeper in the house, and though I don’t recognize them, I can tell it’s Deirdre’s parents, though I assume they haven’t been allowed to see us. They won’t go against their alpha, anyway.

      I cast my hearing farther out, and then I hear a car pulling into the driveway.

      Once the guard is far enough away, I lean closer to Deirdre and continue telling her my plan.

      “Once I’m free, my first objective will be to kill Zeek. With him dead, I can command my alpha power—”

      “No. They’ll be taking extra precautions with him. They know Phoenix and Adri are working to get us back. They’ll have him heavily guarded.”

      “I can handle it, kid.”

      “No,” she hisses a little too loudly.

      We both go quiet, and I listen for the guard. He’s still on the other side of the basement, and based on his steady heart rate, he didn’t hear her.

      “No,” she repeats, quieter this time. “I’m sorry, but I won’t allow you to do everything yourself. I’m not a goddamn damsel in distress, Kaz. Let me help you.”

      I bite back my cruel remark—my instinct to push her away again. It had been torture keeping my distance since we arrived here. As an enforcer, I was used to leading others, used to making plans, used to espionage, recruiting, and devising plans. I want to tell Deirdre not to worry about it. I want to take over the plans, use my expertise to keep her safe. But hearing her say she wants to help me…

      I sigh. Even if I wanted to protect her, I know her well enough to know she’d go against my word, anyway. Over the last couple of months, if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that Deirdre Pierce is a force to be reckoned with.

      So, I can choose to continue working alone, and risk her doing something insanely stupid…

      Or I can fold her into my plans.

      I listen for the guard, and he’s slowly making his way back to the door.

      “Be quiet,” I whisper.

      We both hold our breath as he passes, his shadow going under the sliver of the door before receding again. Once his footsteps get farther away, I scoot even closer to Deirdre. She’s looking at the wall behind me, her expression tense and worried. She can’t see me, but with my shifter vision, I can see her.

      “What’s your pain tolerance like?” I murmur into her ear, and she jumps slightly.

      “Why?” she whispers.

      “You said you want me to dislocate your thumbs?”

      Her heartbeat speeds up, and I pull her into my chest. Her breathing turns ragged, and I smirk at the erratic whoosh of her pulse.

      “Yes,” she drawls.

      “Very well. This is what we’re going to do,” I say slowly, listening for the guard while trying to keep my wits about me with her so close.

      And fuck, with my senses back, she smells delicious. Her natural scent… not the shit Zeek had her wash in.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I growl, wrapping my arms around her.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, her chest rising and falling. I drag her toward me so that she’s sitting between my legs, her back to my chest. I ignore the way she feels soft against me, the smell of her clean hair, the sound of her pulse throbbing just beneath the delicate skin of her neck…

      “I need to use both of my hands,” I murmur against her ear. “I suggest you bite onto something, at least for the first thumb,” I whisper, feeling around her cuff to see what I’m working around. The idiot Zeek didn’t bother to tighten her cuffs either. This should be straightforward. “Once we have the first cuff off, the second one will be easier because your magic will be stronger. Still… the first time can be quite painful and disconcerting.”

      “Just do it,” she grits out, shaking her wrists.

      I smile as I pull her closer. I don’t need her closer to do this. I don’t even need her here against my chest to do this. But I can’t help but want to feel her, to hold her.

      I take her left wrist between both of my hands, feeling for her carpometacarpal joint. I massage the area, getting a feel for the size and thickness of her bones. Her hand is smaller than mine, and as my thumb skims over her joint once again, she shivers. I bite my tongue and shift myself slightly. Having her here, having her this close…

      “Three, two, one…” I whisper, pressing down on the rubbery joint and gritting my teeth against the pain, as my thumbs are not completely healed yet. Normally, it can take a day or two to heal your thumbs after dislocation, but thanks to our shifter blood, it’s only a couple of hours, tops. For me, it’s even less.

      She tenses, but she doesn’t make a sound as I push harder, past the point of comfort for both of us. She releases a quick puff of air just as I hear the signature pop of her joint.

      “Okay?” I ask, working the cuff past her tender thumb. It falls into her lap, and while her heart is racing, she doesn’t seem like she’s in pain.

      “Okay,” she whispers. “Do the other one.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I murmur, taking her other hand and doing the same thing to that thumb.

      Deirdre doesn’t move as I place the cuffs on the ground beside her.

      “I can do this to myself in a few seconds, so I’m going to put my cuffs back on and distract the guards when they come to collect us. Leave yours off. I will get you out,” I say as I scoot back to my area.

      Deirdre is quiet for a few minutes, and I listen to her heartbeat slow back to her normal rate, listen to how her breathing evens out. She’s sitting against the opposite wall, her fists balled. Not in pain, though—something else.

      The guard walks by the door twice before I dare speak again.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask quietly.

      I can faintly see how she clenches her jaw, how she looks at the door.

      “I’m going to kill Zeek,” she murmurs.

      I smile. “I don’t doubt it, kid.”

      “I thought we stopped using that nickname?” she growls, and I can see her scowling in my general direction in the darkness. “Why are you continuing to use it?”

      I mull over my words for a minute before responding.

      “It’s a reminder for me, Deirdre.”

      “A reminder of what?” she whispers.

      “Of how young you are,” I tell her, because fuck it. I might as well get it all out in the open. Although it’s my intention to get her out of here, there is a chance I won’t make it. Gods, I hope that’s not the case. But I’ve been cautious with her all this time, and if we’re about to die—be separated eternally—I should be honest. “Of how you’re off limits to me, despite being so fucking tempting.”

      Her breathing speeds up, as does her pulse, and I use it as leverage.

      “Because since the first night I met you, I’ve wanted nothing more than to claim you as mine.”
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            Insatiable

          

        

      

    

    
      Adri

      

      I wake up feeling sore. Everything hurts—most notably the space between my legs. When I roll over, I see my mate asleep next to me. Something peaceful and warm washes over me, and it’s like I can’t help but reach up to his hardening cock. Somehow, even asleep, his cock seems to have known I was awake. And I suddenly feel insatiable—again.

      Like the seven times we had sex last night were not enough.

      I move slightly, and some of his seed seeps out between my thighs.

      The amount of fluids exchanged last night was—

      I close my eyes as I sit up. I pull the blankets off him slowly, admiring the hard planes of his muscles. His eight-pack, his sculpted biceps, the sharp Adonis belt leading to his thick shaft. I sigh as I move over him, straddling his hips. He doesn’t move, doesn’t wake as I line his cock up with my seeping entrance. I slowly lower myself, and to my delight, a full-body shiver goes through him as I seat him inside me fully. Just as the tip of his cock presses against my cervix, his eyes snap open.

      They’re almost fully black.

      His hands shoot out, gripping my hips, and a low growl works up past his lips. I narrow my eyes, daring him to move, but he lets me lift myself up and drive myself back down on his cock, circling my hips ever so slightly as I do.

      We both groan as I quicken my pace, my toes curling into the sheets so that I have leverage. He helps me, lifting my hips slightly before bringing me back down on his cock roughly.

      It feels—gods.

      Sex with Phoenix has always been mind-blowing. I never thought it could get better. Never expected sex during my heat to be like… this.

      I throw my head back as my skin tingles, as pleasure courses through me. It’s like there’s static electricity between us, crackling and thunderous. My skin is sensitive, and just the slightest brush of his fingers against me can make me come. And it’s not the same tightening as a normal orgasm. It all feels good, but when he knots inside me, its otherworldly bliss. And the marking? Instantaneous orgasm for both of us, more so now that I’m in heat.

      “Oh fuck, little wolf,” Phoenix grits out.

      I whimper as he slams me down on top of him over and over, watching him tremble, watching as sweat clings to his hairline. Seeing him so enthralled, so lost to his pleasure…

      It feels like pure magic—like we could light up the entire world with what’s flowing between us.

      My climax builds inside me, and with each thrust, I get closer and closer. I chase that light, that magic, and it’s like my body is giving me endless fuel. I don’t tire, and the throbbing, aching sensation from when I woke is gone completely.

      Phoenix sits up and pulls me against his chest as he bucks his hips underneath me. I know what he’s going to do instantly. He drops his head to my neck, sucking and nibbling the tender skin where he marked me last night. The craziest thing is that I want him to mark me again. To make it fresh. To announce to the entire world that I am his. He picks up his pace, and the pleasure draws up to some place deep between my legs.

      “So fucking perfect,” he mutters, and he inhales before sinking his canines into my neck.

      I see white, and my body convulses as he pulses inside me. His knot expands, locking us together. Hot liquid hits my cervix, and I let out a ragged groan, unable to move, unable to do anything other than feel this. Unable to contain the pleasure any longer. Liquid seeps between us, and I know it’s me—it’s happened every time we’ve had sex—and my eyes roll back as he pulls me against his sweaty body. My back arches as Phoenix continues pumping his cum into me, and I can feel it. Everything is still blindingly white, and I can’t speak as explosion after explosion hits me, as Phoenix roars against where he marked me, as he twitches underneath me.

      I don’t even realize I’m crying until Phoenix pulls away slightly, swiping at my cheeks.

      “Adrienne,” he murmurs, kissing away my tears. “You’re perfect. Gods, being with you during this is so fucking amazing,” he adds, running his fingers along my spine. “My perfect omega. My perfect mate.”

      His praise sends a smattering of heat throughout me, filling me completely. The small seeds of doubt, of worry… they’re gone.

      Right now, all I can do is kiss and lick his neck, silently thanking him for giving me this earth-shattering pleasure, wanting more, needing more. For a second, I realize I must be in the thick of it, because all I want is for him to do that all over again—over and over and over.

      “Alpha,” I beg.

      “Already?” he asks with a chuckle.

      “Please,” I whimper.

      I can’t think straight. I nuzzle my mouth against his neck, and the instinct to bite, to mark is strong. Opening my mouth, my canines shoot down, and I instantly sink them into his neck.

      And… fuck.

      He trembles beneath me. I’ve never marked him after sex. Surely he won’t come again so easily—

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he growls, his cock still growing, still knotted, still locked inside me.

      And like a miracle, another orgasm crashes into us both as I taste his blood, as I taste him. I’m not sure where he ends and I begin. It feels like we’re one body, one being, one soul. His cock pulses into me again, and more of his seed fills me as he squeezes my hips and mutters unintelligible things. My back arches again as my hips jerk with the sensation.

      “Perfect… good girl… my little wolf…” he murmurs, slowing his movements as I release my jaw from his skin. A small trickle of blood slides down his neck and onto his chest, and I watch it, mesmerized by the smell of it.

      The fog hasn’t lifted, and I stare down at my mate, wanting more.

      It slams into me then, how scary this could be with the wrong person. It makes me thankful he’s mine. That he’s here. I’ve hardly had any pain because he’s kept me satiated. Because he’s feeding and bathing me. Love. But also something so much stronger. My mate.

      “Midnight,” he growls, his eyes black. His canines snap out, and his claws rake my bare skin as his knot releases me.

      He quickly pulls me off him, and I watch with interest as his seed slips out.

      “I don’t think so,” he growls, grabbing a pillow and propping my hips up on top of it.

      “What—”

      Without another word, he spreads my legs and pushes his seed back inside. And my body responds instantly, turning feverish at the intimate touch. He swirls his cum around before pressing two fingers inside me. When he removes them, they’re coated in pearly liquid.

      I open my mouth on instinct, and he inserts his fingers inside, which waters as I suck his seed off them. Moaning, I draw my legs open.

      He laughs, removing his fingers. His hair is disheveled, and he has days-old scruff shadowing the bottom half of his face.

      “You really are insatiable,” he says gently, brushing a sweaty piece of hair away from my forehead. I crane my neck into his touch as he watches me with adoration. “I love this version of you,” he purrs, climbing between my legs. I moan when I feel his hardening cock. “I’m not going to have anything left when you’re done with me.”

      “Please,” I beg.

      It seems to be the only thing I can say. All I can focus on is him, his cock, and the feeling he gives me. When I try to reach for other things, it’s all hazy.

      “You want me to keep going? Because I can go all day, Midnight,” he says, leaning down to kiss me.

      Everything about him—the way his voice vibrates through my chest, the way I can feel his cock against my hip, the way his lips felt against mine…

      It was overwhelming.

      I needed him to bring me out of it. To give me what I needed until I was lucid again. And somehow, my body, my wolf, they know he can give me everything I need.

      “I’m yours,” he says against my lips, and I moan.

      One of his hands comes underneath my ass, lifting my hips as he sits up on his knees.

      “I’m going to fuck you like this,” he says, wrapping my legs around his waist. “So that all of my seed stays inside you. So I can ensure my one job this weekend is successful,” he adds, pupils blown out.

      He doesn’t have to say it. I can see the way his breathing hitches, can see his pulse racing against his throat. Can hear what he thinks through our linked minds.

      Fill you so full of my cum… until your belly is swollen with my pup. Going to knock you up. Going to make sure we don’t waste a single drop. Your sweet cunt is mine…

      I shiver as he lines his thick head up with my seeping entrance, and I want to cry. It’s not just physical. It’s emotional, too. I’m watching him as he studies me, as he runs a hand over my lower abdomen, imagining how my body might change. He swallows audibly and looks down at me, his desire written all over his face.

      No one has ever looked at me like my mate looks at me.

      My alpha.

      Mine.

      Everything about him is familiar—his touch, his darkened eyes, his full lips, the scar on his face, his scent—he smells like me. And I smell like him.

      It really is like we’ve combined into one soul.

      It feels spectacular. I’ve never been possessive, but smelling my mate and knowing my scent, my slick, is all over him…

      “One more time, little wolf,” he murmurs, impaling me.

      My back arches, and I cry out as he fucks me at an unrelenting pace.

      “At some point today, we’re going to need to replenish all the fluids we’ve lost,” he adds, his voice light and amused.

      I don’t care about replenishing anything.

      All I can think about—all I need—is him.
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            Claim You as Mine

          

        

      

    

    
      Deirdre

      

      I’m still turning Kaz’s words around in my mind when keys sound in the lock.

      Because since the first night I met you, I’ve wanted nothing more than to claim you as mine.

      He’s been staring down at the ground since he confessed his reasoning behind my nickname.

      I’ve never been more grateful to have my shifter sight back.

      But Kaz wants me? That, I cannot get my head around. Yes, there’s been attraction, but he’s slammed the boundary up between us whenever that attraction seems to arise.

      Did he only tell me because he believes he’s going to die? I cannot and will not accept that. Not now.

      Not ever.

      I hide the cuffs and my hands behind my back. Though Kaz said my thumbs would heal themselves, they’re still sore, and I don’t want to draw attention to them. I don’t know what Kaz’s plan is, but I’m grateful to be free.

      “Alright, mutt,” the guard says, opening the door. “You first.”

      Kaz stands and holds his cuffed hands out for the guard to see.

      The guard glares at Kaz, walking around to unlock the chains. As he does, Kaz glances past the door of the cell. I see two other guards waiting to escort us, and heavy anticipation drops into my stomach.

      My heart pounds against my ribs as Kaz is unlocked.

      A second later, my wrists are free. They’re going to see, and it’s two against three. My eyes flick to their guns, and I swallow as the guard walks over to me.

      “You’re next, blondie,” he says, as another guard walks over to Kaz, leading him out of the cell. When my eyes find his, he winks.

      What is he planning?

      Just as the guard tugs me up, I hear the telltale sound of metal cuffs hitting the stone ground.

      “Hey!”

      “Stop him!”

      The guard near me twists around, and I use the opportunity to reach for his gun and snatch it out of his holster.

      I’ve never used a gun before, but I’ve watched enough movies to kind of, sort of know where the safety is. Turning it off, I aim the barrel at the guard, who is now watching me with wide eyes.

      There’s more shouting behind him, and I have to assume Kaz is taking care of the other two guards. As if in answer, there are two gunshots back to back from the basement.

      “Put the gun down, blondie,” the guard says, holding his hands up with a rueful smirk. “You don’t have it in you to murder someone, do you, sweetheart?”

      I cock the gun, again unsure of how it works exactly but knowing enough to press my index finger against the trigger.

      “Come on, you don’t want blood on your hands, do you? Let’s think this through—”

      I pull the trigger before I can chicken out, my hand rearing back unexpectedly.

      Fuck.

      The guard chuckles, looking behind him. “Should’ve known you wouldn’t know how to aim properly,” he taunts. “I swear, women like you are the bane of my existence—”

      I fire again, and this time I hit my mark.

      Blood blooms across his chest, and he stumbles back as his hand goes to his wound. Shock reverberates through me. I stare at him in horror as he collapses onto his knees, the metallic tang of human blood hitting my nostrils. I narrow my eyes as he wheezes.

      “I swear, men like you are the bane of my existence,” I growl, thinking of Zeek.

      Thinking of how he kidnapped Kaz and me.

      Thinking of Zade and how he hurt my sister. How he put his hands around her neck and strangled her. How he stole her from her mate.

      I am so fucking sick of men like him.

      Without a second glance, I walk to the door of the cell, where Kaz is staring down at two more dead guards, a gun in his left hand.

      “Let’s go,” he says quickly, grabbing my elbow and pulling me through the basement after him. It’s only been a few seconds, but surely the gunshots were loud enough for Zeek and whoever else is here to suspect that something went wrong.

      “Deirdre,” he growls, taking the steps up to the house two at a time. I follow him as quickly as I can. “If something happens, I need to you run. Leave me.” He stops at the top of the stairs. “Promise me,” he demands, his face hard.

      I stare into his blue-silver eyes, lips parted.

      There’s no way in hell I’d ever leave him behind. Not now, not ever.

      Instead of saying that, though, I nod once. “Okay.”

      Satisfied, we push through the door, only to be met with a furious Zeek.

      Holding a gun.

      Pointing it right at Kaz’s head.

      No! Gods…

      “So you think you can just kill my guards and escape that easily?” he asks, glaring at us. He turns the gun to me, and Kaz growls next to me.

      Fuck.

      “I knew he was an idiot,” Zeek says, looking at Kaz briefly, “but I expected more from you, Deirdre. Unlike him, you’ve been bred to be pure, to be better than the mutts roaming all over his disgusting pack,” he seethes.

      Kaz growls even louder now, stepping in front of me.

      For a second, Zeek’s expression falters. He flicks his eyes between the two of us, and then he lowers his gun.

      “I was going to wait until tonight, but now I know I can’t trust you,” Zeek says.

      Just as I open my mouth to respond, someone comes up behind me, placing a muzzle over my mouth. I feel the cold, biting sting of the silver cuffs, and my eyes prick with tears when a leather muzzle is attached to Kaz’s jaw, along with a new pair of silver cuffs around his wrists.

      “Gordon, make sure they’re tight. These fucking heathens dislocated their thumbs,” he adds, giving me a look of disgust. “You’re lucky I still want to fuck you after this.”

      A tear slips down my cheek as someone nudges me forward, and when I look at Kaz, there’s a dangerous fire in his light eyes.

      Instinctively, I feel around my wrists as I’m being shuffled through the house and into a black car. The cuffs are tighter. There’s no wiggle room—no chance Kaz or I could dislocate my thumbs again when they’re this tight.

      I’m shoved into one of the back seats, barefoot and furious. They place Kaz on the other side, with Zeek between us. He chuckles as he watches me flail, buckling me into my seat before doing the same to Kaz.

      “It’s about ten minutes to the ceremony site,” he says, amusement lighting up his ugly features.

      I can’t respond, not with the muzzle.

      “I am looking forward to watching his face when you’re bound to me, blondie,” Zeek says, crossing his arms.

      Kaz thrashes, and I stew in my anger.

      There has to be some way out of this, some way to overpower Zeek, even with the silver cuffs. The problem is, with the muzzles on, I can’t speak to Kaz. Even if we were alone, the leather is so tight against my mouth that I can barely breathe, let alone whisper or talk.

      Instead, I imagine breaking the cuffs off. I imagine how it would feel to shift, to let my wolf loose for the first time in almost two weeks. I’m not naïve. I know it’s likely that Zeek would overpower me. He’s an alpha and I’m a beta. But fuck it would feel good to try.

      And Kaz is… half alpha.

      I suppose there’s a chance he could overpower Zeek. If we somehow weakened him. If we worked together.

      Which is something we won’t be able to do with these muzzles on our goddamn faces.

      The car stops at the entrance to a trailhead off Highway 17. The driver lets Kaz out first, and much to my chagrin, another car full of guards pulls up next to us—shifters, not humans. Fuck. It’s nearly dusk, and the trailhead is completely empty, save for our little group.

      Zeek pulls me out of the car, and I wince when my feet land on the sharp stones of the trail. It’s also fucking freezing out, and all I’m wearing is this thin linen dress.

      I can’t help but shiver.

      Can’t help but feel powerless.

      Can’t help the nagging distress eating through every nerve ending.

      We walk for what feels like an hour, me at Zeek’s side, with Kaz in front of us, sandwiched between two guards that are nearly as tall as he is.

      The sun sets completely, bathing us all in darkness. I realize with a start that because they shackled Kaz and I, we won’t be able to use our shifter sight.

      Just another disadvantage we’ll have.

      I bite back cries of pain as we walk farther into the forest, the soles of my feet completely cut up. I’m sure if I could see behind me through the darkness, I’d see bloody footprints.

      The thought just angers me even further.

      I have to get us out of this.

      I refuse to soul bond to this monster, though I know without a doubt that there’s no part of my soul that would willingly let that happen.

      Still, it’s old magic, and what I know of it is terrifying.

      It entails forcing a moon-fated bond between two shifters.

      Key word: forcing.

      I just have to hope that the magic, being old and unstable, won’t allow it to happen to such an unwilling participant. Then again, with my magic subdued thanks to the cuffs, perhaps I’d have no choice.

      Suddenly, we come upon a clearing. My heart stutters at the roaring fire before us, and I breathe a sigh of relief that I won’t be blind during the process. But then I see the faces standing in a circle around the fire—the familiar faces that make my stomach drop somewhere low and deep.

      My parents.

      Betrayal lances through me, and my eyes widen when I see my mother looking down at the ground. My father meets my eyes, but when they graze over the dress and the cuffs, he looks away.

      Cowards.

      Zeek pushes me forward to stand in front of the fire. To my dismay, Godric and Emma Crawford are standing on the other side of the circle.

      Do they approve of this? Do my parents?

      Their daughter, shackled and muzzled?

      Surely they must have some idea about my recent treatment.

      Zeek recites something from a book, diving into the soul bonding ceremony with no fanfare. I risk a glance at Kaz, and he’s standing a few feet away, glaring at Zeek.

      I look back to the fire.

      Think, Deirdre.

      How the fuck am I going to get out of this situation?

      Zeek continues murmuring, and his parents watch on indifferently. When I look back at my parents, they’re both looking down.

      Fuck this.

      One guard walks up to a small circle I didn’t notice, sitting near the fire.

      “Blood for blood,” Zeek murmurs. He looks up at me and gives me a monstrous smile. “Ready, blondie?”

      I grind my jaw, but I can’t do anything but glare at him.

      The guard holding me pushes me closer to Zeek, and before I can protest, there’s a bite of pain against my palm, something sharp slicing through me.

      I growl, but no sound comes out from beneath the leather.

      The guard hands the bloody knife to Zeek, and he tips the end into the circle. A single red drop hisses and evaporates instantly once it hits the ground.

      Zeek continues droning on from the script in the tattered book. It must be the old language, because I don’t recognize it.

      I look at Kaz again, and he’s still watching Zeek with pure wrath.

      Something swirls up from the circle. It’s shaped like a person, and dread settles low in my gut.

      No, no, no.

      “Deirdre Pierce, I command you to bind your soul to mine,” Zeek says in English, looking up at me. Godric steps forward and hands Zeek a rope made of something silvery. His eyes find mine for a second, and I see it.

      Sympathy.

      He knows how much of a monster his son is.

      “Zeek, I…” Godric closes his eyes, almost wincing. “Never min—”

      “Silence.” Zeek steps into the circle with the rope, looking at me with a smug smile. His father bows away, recognizing Zeek’s alpha. Fuck. Even his own father can’t rein him in.

      I try to push against the guard, but he’s bigger. Stronger. I cross the threshold of the circle, and something simmers in my veins.

      No.

      “Your essence will be bound with mine until your dying breath,” Zeek murmurs, and to my horror, the rope moves on its own.

      Like a snake.

      “Gods,” my mother gasps from the other side of the circle.

      I shake my head, whimpering as one end extends to my abdomen and trails up my sternum. The magic sizzles against my skin, and something about it feels wrong.

      Another tear slips down my cheek as the rope caresses my breasts. Gods, how embarrassing…

      It wraps around my waist, seeking my wrists. As if the magic senses my hesitation, the silver cuffs unlock and drop to the ground.

      And the rope pierces my chest.

      Suddenly, I feel a rush of power—like lightning has struck me. I scream as light escapes from my skin, feeling like a thousand tiny shards of glass pricking it. I’m still screaming when Zeek stumbles back, looking unsure.

      Yes, I think. This power is addicting… intoxicating.

      Powerful.

      I raise my hands, the tips of my fingers already turning to claws. The rope hangs between us, almost unsure. I point at Zeek, and suddenly, something snaps inside me.

      Every hurled insult, every transgression… it all filters through my mind as I look at my nemesis. His eyes widen as adrenaline rushes through me.

      As we both realize that for the first time, I am more powerful than him.

      It fuels the power. Somehow, knowing I’m in a position to hurt him makes me want to flay him alive. The power eggs me on, and my heart races as I concentrate on the finger pointed at Zeek. It feels similar to shifting—how that power grows and morphs, how the intensity of it rearranges my organs and heats my blood.

      How it feels like second nature.

      I channel everything—every thought, every action, every word he’s ever said to me or my sister.

      Every time he’s leered at me.

      Every time he’s touched me.

      Every time he’s threatened me.

      It all surges to the forefront of my mind, resulting in a tide of bitterness and loathing.

      The power—the magic—changes.

      It seems to respond to the intensity of my emotions.

      The air thickens, shadows dancing around me ominously.

      “Deirdre!” It’s my mother’s voice, but I couldn’t care less.

      My eyes are still on Zeek, and my body is thrumming with power.

      The smoky tendrils whip out from my fingertips and snake around Zeek’s throat. He panics, and I almost want to laugh when his fingers begin to claw at the shapeless magic. His mouth drops open and someone screams.

      Emma.

      The tendrils wring around his flesh tighter, and he struggles to breath as his face turns red.

      And then purple.

      Instead of being shocked or scared, I feel victorious.

      Powerful.

      Vengeful.

      Zeek’s face goes nearly black, the malefic magic working through his blood now. He tries to claw it away—tries to breathe. With every gasp of air, I funnel the magic faster, harder.

      Suffocating him.

      As I watch him scream silently, I wonder for just a second if this is what justice feels like.

      Or if this magic is turning me into a monster of my own making.

      Emma rushes toward the circle, and that same festering rage as before floods through me.

      She watched.

      She sat, complicit.

      She witnessed everything, and yet, never tried to stop her son.

      I direct my magic toward her, and the same black smoke wraps around her neck. It’s easier this time, and like with Zeek, I don’t feel anything other than the potent tang of the magic flowing through me.

      Emma and her son crumple onto the ground at the same moment, their bodies dried husks of ash and bone.

      I grin as my feet lift off the ground. Godric is next, stomping over to his wife’s corpse. I unleash the black magic on him. His blue eyes find mine, searching my face for something. The meaning behind his gaze is lost on me, though.

      Like the others, he’s dead in seconds.

      It doesn’t take long for the guards to run away screaming.

      I’m laughing as my feet hit the ground again, my parents watching me with horror.

      “Go,” I tell them, my voice similar to my own but clearer. Louder. Almost like it’s amplified. “I’ll let you leave, but I never want to see you again.”

      They both hesitate, but I feel nothing.

      Only vengeance.

      My father tugs my mother with him, and they run away.

      I close my eyes, inhaling the magic. Gulping it in like water, like food after being starved for weeks. It feels… breathtaking.

      “Deirdre.”

      Kaz’s voice snaps through the haze, and I spin around to face him.

      He looks proud, and… something else. Something inside me cracks when he looks down at my hands, wincing.

      He’s afraid of me.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I tell him.

      He takes another step closer. “I know. But you need to leave the magic here, kid. It’s… I’ve never seen magic like this.”

      “No,” I beg, shaking my head.

      I can’t possibly let it go now—not after sensing how it feels to harness this kind of power.

      My body is light.

      The air smells and tastes better.

      I can see everything so much clearer.

      This magic… it’s mine. I don’t know how I know, but I do.

      “Please don’t make me get rid of it.”

      Pity.

      That’s the look on his face.

      “They’re dead, Deirdre. Let’s… let’s just go, okay?” he says tentatively.

      I look down at my hands, black smoke curling against my claws. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. It’s… a part of me now.”

      Kaz’s jaw tics as he takes another step closer. He’s getting close to the circle, and something inside me—some ancient part of this magic—wants him to.

      No.

      This is wrong.

      I close my eyes.

      I killed him, and I killed Emma and Godric.

      My whole body is trembling, and before I can warn him, Kaz steps into the circle.

      He speaks, but I can’t hear him. Something inside me is cracking. And then he looks down at me with wide eyes as his hand comes to his chest.

      The rope.

      The silvery thread I’d forgotten about…

      It shoots out from inside me, piercing Kaz’s chest. His back arches as he howls, and I’m crying, screaming, unable to move as the silver turns to gold.

      My ears pound with a heartbeat, but I know it’s not mine.

      A strong wind rushes into the circle, and my hair whips around us as we both levitate. Kaz’s eyes are gold, and if the way he’s watching me with horror is any indication, so are mine.

      I look down as the rope connecting us turns such a bright gold that I have to close my eyes.

      Another roar rips from his chest as we’re both thrown back before falling onto the ground outside of the circle. Warmth and comfort swirl through me, as if it doesn’t know how or want to part with me either.

      And then everything goes black.
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      Deirdre

      

      There’s a faint ringing in my ears as cool air nips at my skin. There are murmurs and shouts, but they sound muffled, and I realize with a start that someone is saying my name. I try to lift my head, but a low growl escapes my lips as my head throbs painfully.

      Where am I?

      There’s a smoky scent in the air, like a campfire, and something small and hard digs into my back. One of my hands falls to the ground, and I feel packed dirt and stones.

      “Deirdre.”

      My eyes snap open as Nora’s voice filters through the haze. Except, I can’t see anything. It’s almost completely dark.

      I’m outside.

      It’s cold but warm enough to not be dead without a coat, like in Shadow land.

      But that’s impossible.

      “Val, she’s awake!” Nora shouts, and her face comes into view.

      Valen comes running over, a flashlight in his hands. “Thank the fucking gods,” he murmurs, a genuine look of relief washing over his features.

      Nora helps me sit up, and I grimace as my whole body protests.

      Did something happen after the wedding?

      Gods—are Adri and Phoenix okay?

      Something snags in my mind.

      Kaz.

      I crane my neck to see Kaz on the ground a few feet away from me. As my pulse speeds up, adrenaline floods my veins. I move my body as quickly as I can, crawling over the dirt to press a palm to his cheek.

      “Is he okay?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

      He has to be okay. I can’t explain why or how—he’s my friend, but there’s something else flooding my senses.

      Some sort of protective urge to wake him.

      To see his bright smile for myself.

      My eyes adjust to the darkness, and his face comes more into view. It’s dirty—and his scruff is more grown out than I’ve ever seen it. When I move my hand to his chest, my eyes travel from my wrist to the white dress I’m wearing.

      What the fuck?

      “Dee, what happened?” Nora asks, helping me up.

      “What?” I spin around and face her just as Kaz stirs by my feet. “I—what do you mean?”

      Nora’s brown eyes widen slightly as Kaz groans.

      “Did Zeek hurt you?” she asks gently, reaching an arm out.

      “Zeek?”

      What the hell does Zeek have to do with this?

      “Get a doctor,” Nora says, her voice loud. I realize she’s speaking to Valen, who is helping Kaz sit up.

      “Kaz, what happened?” Nora tries.

      His eyes slowly trail to mine, then skim down my white dress. His brows furrow as Valen helps him into a standing position.

      “You okay?” he asks, reaching out for me.

      His hand comes to mine—like he needs to reassure himself that I’m okay, too.

      “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly.

      “Call the pilot. Let’s hold the plane. I think we need our doctors to look them over,” Nora says, her voice urgent.

      “Pilot?” Kaz asks, staring down at his dirt-covered hands.

      “We’re not in Greenwood,” I tell him, the picture before me becoming clearer.

      “That’s impossible,” he murmurs, looking around.

      “Fuck,” Valen whispers, and he and Nora share a concerned look.

      It’s not just the weather—it’s my body, too. I’m weaker, and the air hangs with something I can’t decipher. Something heavy and metallic.

      “Dee, what’s the last thing you remember?” Nora asks, taking a tentative step closer.

      “The wedding,” I answer automatically.

      Valen looks at Kaz, who nods in agreement.

      “Why?” I ask, my voice wobbly. “What… happened?”

      “Let’s get you to the medics. We’ll explain everything we know while you’re getting examined,” she offers.

      We slowly and wordlessly make our way to the large white van with two doctors waiting for us. I immediately take in the California license plate, and panic begins to claw at my throat.

      “Nora,” I say, my voice breaking. “Is everyone okay?”

      Her brows furrow. “Of course. It’s you guys we’re worried about.”

      “Us?” Kaz asks, and in the light of the headlights, I can see just how filthy he is. There’s dirt in the creases of his face and neck. His once white shirt is stained with… blood? And though I can tell I’ve lost weight, he looks almost gaunt.

      Nora’s nostrils flare as she opens and closes her mouth. “Zeek Crawford kidnapped you both the night of the wedding.”

      “Two weeks ago,” Valen adds, brows pinched.

      When I look at Kaz, he looks just as confused as I feel.
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            Now, Tomorrow, Always

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      I can’t stop touching her. Feeling her. My hands never leave her skin, and even when I bathe her, I’m touching her constantly. When I’m feeding her. When we’re cuddled up on the couch as I read a book to her. Even sleeping, something we’re not doing much of, I have her pulled close to my body. Because even though a heat is important to an omega, it’s also important for an alpha. She’s the yin to my yang, and when she’s fulfilled, it makes me so damn happy.

      I spend all week rutting her, knotting her, feeding her, cleaning her, and coddling her as much as I can. And she seems… satisfied. That’s the only way to describe her expression, her voice, the way she watches me when I deign to leave her side. Her face is relaxed, and as she rests her head in my lap as we watch a movie, I can’t help but regret tomorrow.

      The heat is fading slowly, and I know she’s going to want to go back tomorrow. I know she’s curious to see if we’ve made progress with Deirdre. I’m curious, too, but I’ll also miss this.

      If this week was a success, she could be pregnant with our pup, and in that case, it could be a year or more before she has another heat. I miss it already, and I’m so glad we’ve taken this time to be together. I knew we were solid going into it, but if this week has proven anything, it’s that we’re solid together. That we belong together.

      That I’ll spend my life making sure she’s as happy as she makes me.

      The sound of my phone ringing cuts through the music of the movie, and Adrienne sits up, looking around.

      “You or me?” she asks, her voice hoarse.

      I gently pull her off me and walk over to the kitchen, then glance down at my phone. I had it on Do Not Disturb, and only one person can call me—and he’s under strict orders to call if and only if we locate Deirdre and Kaz.

      “Valen,” I growl, looking at Adrienne. Her face pales when she realizes the reason for the call. I put Valen on speaker as Adrienne hops up and scurries over to the kitchen wearing only one of my T-shirts.

      “We have them. They’re currently on a plane to Greenwood. I tried delaying this call as long as I could.”

      “Are they okay?” I ask.

      “Yes, they’re fine. Despite Kaz needing a shower, they were healthy. No injuries.”

      “What about Zeek?” Adrienne asks.

      “Uh, that’s the thing. There were three corpses near where we found them. My guys weren’t able to identify them. It looked like they’d been lit on fire or something… but we are presuming the bodies to be the remaining Crawford family members.”

      I stare at the phone as my eyes flick up to my mate’s. “And what about the Pierces?”

      “It looks like they took off. Their house was ransacked and their car was gone.”

      Adrienne’s eyes widen. “Well, what are Dee and Kaz saying? Did something happen? A fire, perhaps?”

      “Right. Well, that’s the other thing.”

      “Valen,” I growl. “Just tell us.”

      “They don’t remember. Their last memory is the wedding night.”

      Adrienne’s mouth drops open. “But… how?”

      Valen sighs on the other end of the phone. “I don’t know what happened, Adrienne. I can only surmise.”

      “And?” I ask, reaching out for Adrienne’s hand.

      “And, it seems like some sort of ritual was performed. Perhaps even some dark magic.”

      Adrienne gasps, her hand flying to her mouth. “The soul bonding?”

      “I don’t know,” Valen says slowly. “We had some of our medical team members look them over, and it appears it’s short-term memory loss. Their memories should return slowly over the next couple of weeks.”

      “Alright. We can handle that,” I say gently, squeezing my wife’s hand. “I’m glad they’re okay. We’ll head back home tonight.”

      After I hang up, I look at Adrienne, studying her for anxiety or any kind of stress. She may be almost out of her heat, but that doesn’t mean I’m done caring for her.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask softly, pulling her into me.

      “Great,” she says quietly. “I’m glad they’re safe.”

      I run my hand over her back. “You can relax now,” I say as an afterthought.

      She pulls away, looking at me with a mischievous smirk. “Oh, I did plenty of relaxing this weekend, Phoenix.” I laugh, but before I can respond, she places her palm against my cheek and tilts her head. “I hope you know I wanted to be here with you. That even if Valen and Nora hadn’t located Dee and Kaz, I wouldn’t have regretted coming here with you.”

      “I know, Midnight,” I murmur, placing my hand over hers.

      “In fact, despite the circumstances, that may have been the best week of my life. I’ve never felt so… at peace. It was like a dream. Warm, fuzzy, and erotic…” she purrs. “I didn’t know it could feel that good.”

      Her words make me smile, filling me with something I can only attribute to the love between us.

      “Phoenix, what do you know about the dark magic? Can it really erase their memories? And how could Zeek use the dark magic? I thought it had been banned.”

      “Good questions, Adri. Honestly, I don’t know a lot about it. But I’m curious what could have happened that made them lose their memories. That worries me more than anything.”

      “Valen said it could be only short-term memory loss, but how would that affect Kaz’s ability as your first?”

      “It wouldn’t. Valen said they remember everything up until the night of the wedding.”

      “Okay. I guess I just need to be thankful that they found them… before Zeek could do any lasting damage.”

      “As far as we know. Nora will keep watching them carefully. The next step will be replacing the Crawfords as alpha of the Willow Creek Pack.”

      “Gods, they’ve always been the alpha. I have no idea if anyone would want to step into that role.”

      “Time will tell, Midnight.”

      “I’m just so relieved they’re okay.”

      “Same, little wolf.” I flick my tongue against her hand, and she laughs as I lift her up. Wrapping her legs around my waist, I set her onto the counter.

      “One more before the drive?” I ask, nipping her neck.

      I should feel bad for the bruises scattered along her neck, along both wrists, and between her legs. Those are her pheromone receptors, and several times over the last week, I lost control, marking her wherever and whenever I could.

      “Do you even have to ask?” she murmurs, wrapping her arms around my neck. “I can never say no to you, Alpha.”

      Her light, teasing voice mixed with calling me her alpha… it causes me to growl into her neck as my canines punch out.

      “Spread your legs, little wolf,” I growl, dropping to my knees.

      Before she can protest, I place one leg over my shoulder, and then I bite down on her inner thigh. She jolts, moaning and writhing as I taste blood.

      And then I dive my bloodied mouth between her legs, feasting on her.

      “Gods,” she breathes, snapping her legs against my face.

      I pry them apart again, spreading them so that she’s laid out before me on the kitchen counter. Then I insert two fingers, groaning when my seed from a couple of hours ago gushes out. I’ve never seen so much semen in my life, and if she’s not pregnant after this heat…

      Possessiveness rushes through me, and I push my cum back inside her, keeping my fingers there to plug her up. My tongue darts out, flicking against her swollen clit. You think she’d be sore after the way we’ve been acting, but she doesn’t seem to mind the onslaught. Her back arches, and she presses herself against my hand, my tongue.

      “You did so well for me this week, Adrienne,” I purr.

      “So did you,” she mewls. “Gods, I can’t get enough of you.”

      “Makes two of us,” I tell her, canines punching out just before they sink into the flesh of the other thigh. I groan as I taste her.

      My wolf howls inside me as she arches her back and comes. Hard.

      I’ve stopped smelling her when I draw blood. Instead, it’s us. Like our blood has mixed. Like our magic is now one thread.

      “I love you,” I mutter. “You are the perfect wolf for me. The perfect mate.”

      She pants as she laughs. “I definitely have a praise kink now, thanks to you,” she says when I lean back on my heels. “Do you think we did it?” she asks, her voice small.

      I don’t have to ask. I know what she means. “Probably. I hope so.”

      Running my hand over her thigh, I insert my index finger inside her, pushing more of my cum from earlier back in.

      “Clench,” I tell her. She lets out a small puff of air as she contracts around my finger. “I hope we did it,” I growl. “Which is why I’m going to need you to suck all of this cum from earlier back inside you, Midnight.”

      She smirks. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      I shrug, inserting a second finger. She hisses in pleasure.

      “Either way, I don’t want to waste a single fucking drop of my cum. All I wanted to do this week was spill so much seed into you that I had no choice but to breed you, little wolf.”

      Her pupils darken as I slowly remove my fingers.

      “I love your dirty mouth,” she says.

      “And I love you,” I reply, kissing her quickly as I help her up. “Now, tomorrow, always.”
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            It Feels Different

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaz

      

      Nora’s voice filters through my dreams, and my body slowly wakes as the sound of a jet engine whirring slowly dies down. There’s a ding, and then the sound of people unclicking seat belts. I don’t want to wake up—and that thought disturbs me more than it should. I’m bone tired, an exhaustion and soreness about me that’s unfamiliar. As I shift in my seat slightly, I let out a low groan, every muscle going taut and tensing with pain.

      “Easy,” Nora says gently.

      When I snap my eyes open, she’s kneeling in front of me. “Are we home?” I ask, looking around for the blonde teenager. Deirdre is talking to Valen a few seats away, and almost like she can sense me, her eyes flick to mine briefly before looking away.

      “Yes, we’re home. Adri and Phoenix will be home shortly as well. They were at the cabin,” she explains.

      “And how long has it been since the wedding?” I ask groggily, rubbing my eyes.

      “Exactly two weeks.”

      I nod once, clenching my jaw. When Deirdre and I woke up in a dark forest to the shouting voices of Valen and Nora, it was surreal. The last thing I remembered was falling asleep on Nora’s couch the night of the wedding. When Nora got us to the medical van, she explained everything.

      How we’d been kidnapped and held prisoner. How somehow, Zeek and his parents had been burnt to crisps, and how Deirdre and I had miraculously survived. That last point was a big deal—the Crawfords had been ruling Willow Creek for generations. With Zeek’s death, the nomination for alpha would have to be voted on, and everyone in that pack was rightly concerned, seeing as they’d been under a monarchy since the early 1800s. Still, Nora could give the public, which included all packs, a general sense of what had happened.

      No one was going to press charges, because no one could figure out just how the Crawfords had met their end.

      Deirdre’s parents were gone, and Deirdre and I are the only witnesses.

      Nora also presumed that we’d been kept hidden in one of the Crawfords’ safe houses, a location they were still combing for evidence and answers. I had been a right mess, covered in dust and dirt and piss. Deirdre was not.

      I’d never been more grateful for a shower.

      But I have no memory of our time there, and neither does Deirdre.

      It’s concerning.

      Especially when the doctors procured a rape kit for Deirdre.

      My wolf did not like that.

      I’d like to think I would not have let that happen. That I would have protected her somehow. But without our memories, I can’t be sure.

      And fuck do I hate that I can’t exact revenge if they did touch her.

      “Any more news?” I ask, trying to mask my rage.

      She shakes her head, giving me a pitying look. “No. Nothing to go on, really.”

      “Very well.”

      I unbuckle my seat belt as she stands and takes a step back, giving me room to stretch. I lift my arms and yawn, and Deirdre glances over at me just as the hem of my shirt rides up. Her pupils darken slightly, and Valen follows her gaze, smirking. There’s something there, something in her heated gaze that stirs something in me.

      Fuck… did I touch her? What if they figure out her and I…

      I close my eyes and lower my arms, turning around before my face gives anything away. I grab my jacket, then follow Nora off the plane, sensing Deirdre behind me.

      There’s a black car waiting for us, but when I open the door, Valen leads Deirdre to another car.

      “Where is she going?” I growl, startling myself.

      Valen twists around, as does Deirdre, both watching me with surprised expressions.

      “I thought I’d take her back to my place so she had more space.”

      “I don’t think so,” I grit out, something pulsing beneath my skin.

      Valen turns to Deirdre. “Well?” he asks, cocking his head. “Do you want to go back to Phoenix’s house with his mutt or—”

      It smells like the piss of a mutt in here.

      I sway slightly, the memory slamming back into me in quick succession. It’s not a long memory, but I see her. I see Deirdre sitting across from me, legs pulled to her chest.

      And she’s crying.

      “Kaz?”

      Deirdre is right next to me now, and Valen is walking away, muttering something about trolling for dick later, anyway. It’s like no time has passed. It all feels so normal, and yet…

      I look at Deirdre, my eyes boring into hers. “Have you been remembering things?” I ask.

      She pulls her lower lip between her teeth, shaking her head.

      “Have you?” she asks, her vision clouding.

      She’s rightfully apprehensive.

      “I just… it was a small glimmer of something. We were in a dark cave or basement or something. You were wearing a white dress. I heard Zeek’s voice.”

      Her breathing hitches. “And?”

      I know she wants one specific answer. Something to go on. Something to give her relief—that Zeek didn’t lay his hands on her. The rape kit won’t be back for a couple of days, and I can already sense the impatience and irritation at having to wait.

      “I didn’t see anything of interest,” I say honestly. “It was just a second.”

      She nods, leaning against the black car and crossing her arms. “Well, I guess I’ll know either way soon.”

      It’s a clear night, and the bright moon is radiating off her pale skin, making her hair appear silver. She changed from the strange ritual dress into loose jeans, sneakers, and a black parka. But even in plain clothes, she looks…

      Stunning, otherworldly, so fucking beautif—

      I close my eyes, tamping down all inappropriate thoughts I’ve had about her. She’s still underage. I’m still sixteen years older than her. She needs space, and yet, my wolf doesn’t seem to want to let her out of his sight.

      Why is that?

      We experienced some kind of trauma. We went through some kind of horror. And we got out.

      Together.

      That’s all it is.

      “Well, I suppose we should go so that we’re back for Adri and Phoenix,” she says, opening her door and climbing inside.

      When I look back over at Valen, he’s leaning against the other car, smiling ruefully.

      “Sleep well, brother,” he mumbles.

      Nora is still speaking to someone on the phone, so I climb into the car with Deirdre. I presume she’ll be driving with us, and once I shut the door of the car, I realize my mistake.

      Deirdre’s scent overwhelms me,slamming into me as soon as the door is closed. I slowly turn to face her, and she’s watching me with half intrigue, half horror. I breathe through my mouth as we wait for Nora, who joins us a minute later, sitting in the passenger seat. Throughout the drive, Nora talks to us casually, updating us on Iris’s pregnancy, pack politics, and the other packs. Even opening the back window is futile, and I spend the entire twenty-minute drive not looking at Deirdre.

      By the time we get back to Phoenix’s house, Deirdre can barely keep her eyes open. She heads up to bed with a quick goodnight. Adrienne and Phoenix are still an hour away, so I sit down with Nora, a warm mug of matcha tea in front of me.

      “So…” she says softly. “What’s wrong?”

      I furrow my brows. “You’re joking, right? I can’t remember the last two weeks of my life, Nor. I’m exhausted and sore everywhere, and I don’t know—”

      “Kaz.” She reaches out for my hand. “I don’t mean about what happened. I can’t imagine how frustrating it is to not remember, and for that I’m sorry.” She pauses for a few seconds. “I meant, what happened between you and Dee?”

      I sip my tea slowly. “I don’t know.”

      She raises her eyebrows as she sips her Earl Grey. “I saw the two of you dancing at the wedding, and I just assumed—”

      “She’s seventeen,” I grit out.

      Nora considers this for a minute. “Iris was seventeen when we met.”

      I grind my teeth as I look down at the table. “Yes, but you were only twenty-two. I’m thirty-three. There’s a big difference. Also, she isn’t the sister of the alpha’s moon-fated mate. Adri might kill me if Deirdre and I—” I make a choking sound when I consider what might have happened between us. What could’ve happened.

      We were locked up for two weeks together. Alone. And now, her scent is driving me crazy, and I feel oddly protective around her.

      Something happened. I just don’t know what.

      Nora drums her fingers along the wood table. “Sometimes, trauma can force a mate bond.”

      I let out a low growl. “Deirdre isn’t my mate. I’d know.”

      “But…?” Nora asks, brows raised.

      My eyes find her warm brown ones, and I shrug. “I don’t know. It feels different between us. But it’s not a mate bond.”

      She nods once. “Well, maybe once your memories come back, we can figure it out. Until then, rest.” She stands and kisses me on the top of my head before taking our empty mugs into the kitchen.

      Once I’m upstairs, I can’t help but peek into Deirdre’s room. She’s curled up in the fetal position, her back to the door. I assume she’s asleep, but then I hear a soft cry, and I realize with dread that she’s crying.

      Go to her.

      Console her.

      Just as I think that, another flashback pierces through my skull.

      “Teach me. Teach me how to do that thing with your thumbs.”

      “Deirdre, I taught myself over many weeks a long time ago. It’s not something you can just do on a whim.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, remembering her small hands pressing against my chest.

      Remembering the urgency in her voice.

      Remembering the way her touch set me on fire, even in that ungodly place.

      “Then do it. Do it for me.”

      I walk away from her room, fists clenching, knowing she’s better off by herself right now. Once I’m inside my room, I sit on the bed and look at my thumbs.

      If we were cuffed, and I dislocated my carpometacarpal joints—something I know how to do—it’s possible we figured out a way to overpower the Crawfords.

      It still doesn’t explain their bodies.

      I saw them. It was no regular fire that did that. In fact, they didn’t look burned, per se. They looked… like black husks. Like volcanic rock when it dries.

      But, how?

      I lie down, mind reeling.

      I’d been hoping that with more memories, I’d be able to piece everything together.

      However, I’m now more confused now than ever before.
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            Repercussions

          

        

      

    

    
      Adri

      

      When we get back to our house, Phoenix goes upstairs to check on Kaz while Nora offers to brief me on Deirdre, who is currently asleep. I wring my hands as I pace in front of the dining room table, imagining the worst possible scenarios for what happened to her and Kaz. If they don’t remember anything, does that mean they mentally blocked it out? Is it possible Dee was bound to Zeek against her will? Did… Zeek force himself on her?

      Gods.

      The possibilities are endless, especially when I think about what the Crawfords—Zeek, especially—are capable of. They would want to save face about what happened with Zade and I.

      But… at what cost?

      And what about Dee? I know she very likely needs days of rest after the whole ordeal, but I’m itching to make sure she’s okay.

      Once Nora and I get settled with some snacks and her computer, she shifts uncomfortably, looking at her laptop again before speaking.

      I don’t like the feeling that comes with her hesitation.

      “I think I know what happened,” she says softly, almost a whisper.

      I know it’s because she doesn’t want Kaz to hear. “You mean with Dee?”

      She nods. It’s then that I notice the dark bags under her eyes. Her skin, which is normally a healthy dark golden color, is almost sallow looking. And she’s in leggings and an old T-shirt. It’s… not the Nora I know.

      “Before we start, are you okay? Is Iris okay?” I ask, opening a bag of chips.

      She gives me a warm smile. “Just tired. Iris is up sick most nights, and I guess I just feel bad for putting her through this,” she says, gazing off at something over my shoulder. “We’ve been trying for a pup for years, and then it finally happened, and—” Her voice breaks, and her brown eyes grow watery. “She’s so sick, Adri. The doctors and healers can’t do anything. Humans have a similar condition called hyperemesis gravidarum, but this is worse because of her shifter genes…”

      “What can I do?”

      Nora shakes her head. “There’s nothing anyone can do until the pup is born in the spring.”

      I swallow, nodding… and trying not to think of the fact that I might be in a very similar situation soon.

      “The healers say the sickness is more common with two females. As if we don’t already have enough to deal with being two women who are fated mates.”

      “I can’t imagine how hard that must be. My mom… my adoptive mom,” I add, clarifying, “had a really hard time when she was pregnant with Deirdre. I was too young to know, but she told me about it. I wish there was something I could do to help Iris.”

      Nora gives me a wan smile. “Me too. And thank you.”

      Just as I’m about to ask if I can go visit her tomorrow, maybe take her some popsicles or something, Nora looks back at the computer screen.

      “Okay, so, regarding Dee and Kaz…”

      I hold my breath, waiting for her to tell me the most horrible thing imaginable. No one knows what actually happened, and my mind is going crazy with worry regarding the possibilities.

      “Earlier today, I sent out a mass email to the other packs in North America about what happened. Obviously, the fact that the Crawfords were… incinerated… meant that we had to tread lightly. We didn’t give too many details. We explained that there appeared to be a fire, and that Dee and Kaz were unharmed. And just before you and Phoenix arrived, we received an email response from the alpha of the Penrith Pack.”

      I think back to several weeks ago, when Phoenix and I spoke at the press conference in Greenwood. The Penrith journalists had been composed—serious and yet, something about them made me want to know more. Like perhaps they were actually a lot of fun once you got to know them.

      Or once they deemed you as a friend.

      Most of them had blond or white hair, and for whatever reason, they wore lots of leather. I knew from my limited knowledge of the packs in North America that their territory encompassed the Southwestern USA and bordered Willow Creek.

      “And?” I ask tentatively.

      “And… it appears they’re missing something. Something very important to them.”

      My heart stutters. “You don’t mean Dee, do you?”

      She laughs. “No. But we believe Zeek attempted to perform a soul bonding ritual with Dee.”

      “He what?”

      My mouth grows dry. It was something I overheard him talking about when I was back in Willow Creek, but gods, I didn’t think he’d actually go through with it.

      “I don’t think it was successful,” Nora says. “If it was, there are… repercussions.”

      “Like what?” I ask, my heart pounding.

      “Well, from what we know of soul bonds… when one party dies, so does the other. And since Dee is still alive…”

      I close my eyes and sigh. “Gods. This is a mess.” When I open my eyes, Nora looks like she wants to say something else. “What else? What is the Penrith Pack missing?”

      “According to their email, a few months ago, one of their most infamous books in their main library disappeared. They didn’t know where it had gone, but when I inquired further, it appears it went missing when Zade visited them to force you to go back to Willow Creek.”

      I nod. “Yeah. That makes sense. He’d been planning on binding our souls the night Kaz and Phoenix got us out. It doesn’t surprise me that Zeek would attempt to bind his soul to Deirdre’s. Not after the stunt he pulled.”

      “The book was highly guarded. It contained many dark magic rituals—things our kind did thousands of years ago, before shifters had the society and rules we adhere to today. That book was the only copy in existence. And somehow, Zade acquired it.”

      My nostrils flare. “Yes, well, the Crawfords were always able to get everything they wanted.”

      Nora presses her lips together. “There’s more,” she says softly. “In his response email, the alpha of the Penrith Pack described soul bonding in a bit more detail. The actual ritual, what happens to both parties, the repercussions when something goes wrong…”

      My eyes widen. “Do you think it went wrong?” I ask, my voice almost a whisper.

      Nora nods solemnly. “I do. I think it went very wrong. The magic is pure darkness. To force a bond like that…” She shakes her head. “I can only theorize, but I think Zeek attempted to bind Deirdre’s soul to him, and it failed.”

      I snort. “I can only imagine how much she fought it.”

      “That’s the thing,” she adds. “There’s a very specific order for the spell—a set of ancient words, sacrificial blood, a full moon.” She looks at the computer. “And that night was a full moon.”

      “Makes sense,” I answer glumly.

      “If any of it goes wrong, it’s very possible for one or more of the parties to wield that magic. It doesn’t always happen, but it can. The alpha of the Penrith Pack says it’s very rare, but…”

      “Deirdre wielded it,” I whisper with awe.

      Nora nods. “As for the book, we found it at the ritual site, right next to Zeek’s corpse. However, it was not harmed. In fact, it was the only thing that hadn’t burned in a six-foot radius. We have it, and we plan to return it to the Penrith Pack soon.”

      The Penrith Pack had signed Zade’s petition to get me back into Willow Creek. I’d considered them an enemy and very unlikely to take our side.

      So, what had changed? Why aren’t they hunting us down for this book?

      “Do you think… Deirdre killed them?”

      Nora nods again. “I don’t think it was intentional. In fact, if she did, I think it’s a repercussion of the spell going wrong. Perhaps an unnatural yet innate form of self-protection.”

      I consider her words and what they would mean for Deirdre. “So, you’re thinking that her natural response to fight Zeek, to protect herself, would blend with the dark magic to lash out at him? To kill him with the dark magic?”

      “It’s my theory. I don’t know enough about the dark magic, but in putting two and two together, that’s where my guess lands.”

      Gods. If people found out that she was the one responsible for killing Zeek…

      I take a deep breath, but before I can respond, Nora shuts the computer and steeples her hands, giving me a knowing look.

      “There’s one last thing,” she murmurs, her voice quiet and low again.

      “Oh gods,” I groan, rubbing my face. “What is it?”

      “I think Deirdre and Kaz were accidentally soul bound.”
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            I Can Still Feel It

          

        

      

    

    
      Deidre

      

      I wake up feeling more rested than I ever have, and I can tell by the way the sun is high in the sky that it must be late morning. I sit up and look around the room that feels like home. The room I came to after leaving Willow Creek—

      “I’m going to kill you. You won’t be able to come near me.”

      I gasp as an image of the… what is that? A prison cell?

      My heart races when everything comes crashing back. The night of Adri and Phoenix’s wedding. Waking up in a clearing, not having any memory of being kidnapped, of what happened to me or to Kaz.

      The plane flight, the car ride, not knowing what happened…

      The rape kit.

      “You can try, blondie. But after we’re soul bonded, I can guarantee that you won’t want to kill me.”

      The feel of leather against my face.

      A tear-soaked face.

      Kaz, sitting in the corner, looking resigned and sad.

      I throw the covers off and grab a sweater before pulling it over my thin cami. I don’t bother with my hair as I rush downstairs, hoping that he’s here.

      Kaz.

      I’m still not sure why his presence brings me so much comfort, but I have to imagine that my body learned to trust him because we were imprisoned together. Some kind of muscle memory. Though, I can’t be certain about what happened.

      Kaz is sitting at the kitchen island, and my heart gallops at the sight of him—holding a cup of his tea, dark hair disheveled, eyes weary.

      There’s also a coffee at the seat next to him, and without thinking, I sit. He tips his head toward the coffee.

      “I had a flashback,” I say slowly, then take a sip and moan at the perfect flavor and temperature. “Gods, that’s good. How’d you know I was awake? It’s so hot—”

      Kaz snaps his eyes to mine, and something heated passes over his expression.

      But, like last night, he suddenly sits up straighter and looks away, almost leaning away from me.

      I swallow the hurt that lances through me at that.

      “I just… knew,” he says, looking confused. Shaking his head, he clears his throat before continuing. “You had a flashback?”

      I nod. “Zeek was there. He was… in a prison cell. And then he put something over my face, like a mask—”

      “It was a muzzle.”

      I stiffen. “Like… for dogs?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, then he spoke about a soul bond.”

      Kaz turns to look back at me, a devastating sort of resignation dancing across his features.

      “I know it’s crazy,” I whisper. “Adri mentioned something about a soul bond with Zade, but… it’s horrible to think about. I don’t know that much about soul bonds, so I can’t tell if he was successful. But maybe something went wrong, and…” I pause as Kaz’s ashen skin pales even further.

      He swallows, his throat bobbing. My eyes track the movement over his stubble, over his pale skin, and when our eyes meet again, his eyes are no longer a light blueish-gray.

      They’re almost black.

      “Fuck,” he mutters, and I realize with a start that he’s shaking.

      “Kaz, what’s wrong?” I set my coffee down and reach for his hand.

      “Don’t—” For a second, something flickers across his face. Terror.

      I remove my hands, and he pants. “What is it?”

      His nostrils flare as he looks down at the table. “I had a dream last night, but I don’t think it was a dream.”

      “Okay…”

      “You were… you were in this circle with Zeek. And there was this black smoke, and you used it against Zeek, and you killed him.”

      “What?”

      “And when I tried to stop you, there was this… rope… coming out of your chest,” he adds, looking stricken. “And then it went into my chest.”

      Why haven’t I had any dreams of our time in Willow Creek?

      “Are you sure it wasn’t just a dream?” I ask gently.

      He shakes his head. “No. It was more than that. I felt it. I can still feel it.”

      He places a hand against his chest, and as my eyes find his, something tugs in mine.

      It feels…

      Different.

      “Do you think…” His voice is hoarse. “Do you think we soul bonded?”

      My pulse is thrumming inside me, but when he looks at me again, energy crackles between us.

      I know enough about soul bonding to know it’s not like moon-fated mates. Our eyes won’t glow, and we won’t be able to hear each other’s thoughts.

      But…

      A soul bond.

      With Kaz.

      I can’t breathe. Standing up suddenly, the chair clatters to the floor as the realization hits me full force.

      Soul bound.

      Soul bound to Kaz.

      I twist away from his outstretched hand, my breaths coming in tiny, panicked puffs.

      “No,” I whisper. “How would we— How does it—”

      Kaz lowers his hand as I slink up against the kitchen wall, several feet away from him.

      The comfort. The familiarity. The warmth inside me whenever we’re together. How he knew I was awake. Why he didn’t want me going to Valen’s place last night.

      Why my body won’t stop reacting to him… sexually.

      Gods.

      “When two people are soul bound,” Kaz says slowly, his voice gritty, “it’s like moon-fated mates. There’s a connection forged between the two parties. Some say it’s stronger than fated mates. Some say it’s weaker. It’s ancient, dark magic. No one practices it anymore. And”—he swallows, his breath hitching—“when one party dies, so does the other. That’s why it’s discouraged.”

      Emotion claws through me, causing me to release a quick sob. “Fuck.”

      Kaz stands. “Deirdre, we don’t know for sure—”

      “I know,” I blurt, getting a whiff of his scent. “I can tell.”

      He holds his hands up as he swallows. “We’ll figure out how to undo it, okay?”

      I don’t even realize I’m crying until Kaz takes a step closer. Close enough to brush one of his knuckles against my cheek.

      “Please don’t cry,” he murmurs.

      I’m shaking.

      Being this close to him, smelling his earthen scent, knowing he cares for me, knowing he wants to protect me…

      I’m also weak, because as my eyes slowly roam up to his, something inside me goes taut with arousal. That’s… never really happened before.

      “We’ll fix this,” he adds, tilting his head slightly. “I promise I’ll find a way.”

      I’m quiet as he brushes his knuckle across my other cheek. I can’t tell what’s real and what’s the soul bond. How much of this is us and the camaraderie we’ve established over the last couple of months? And how much of this is our new connection?

      My heart is racing inside my chest, and all I can concentrate on is the way Kaz’s eyes have silver flecks in them.

      How dark his eyelashes are.

      How otherworldly he looks with his pale skin and dark hair.

      How much bigger he is than me, and how much my wolf is wagging her tail whenever I’m around him.

      She’s always done that, though.

      It’s not just the soul bond, is it?

      It’s him.

      I lean forward, placing a hand on his cheek. His pupils bloom darker as his eyes track between my eyes, as they dip to my lips briefly. I don’t even realize I’m pulling his face to mine until he’s an inch away, until our bodies are touching.

      And he lets me.

      I’m panting now, and everything inside me is thrumming with need.

      Gods, to feel the hard planes of his body pressed against mine…

      Time itself slows down, every heartbeat echoing in my ears. I can feel his pulse, but I can also hear it.

      He lets out a shaky breath of air, and it’s like he’s giving me oxygen. I crave him. Everything about him.

      I’m going to kiss him.

      The thought ignites a fire inside me that threatens to crumple my restraint. Bringing my face closer, I can nearly taste the anticipation that hangs between our parted lips. I can nearly taste him—and I realize with a start that somehow, I already know exactly what he’ll taste like.

      Just as my eyes flutter closed, he takes a step back. The sudden emptiness of the space in front of me hits me like a physical blow. The sharp, harsh feel of rejection lances through me, and my hand automatically comes to my lips, fingertips tingling with the ghostly sensation of what could have been.

      I glare at his retreating form, anger and hurt intertwining in a bitter knot inside me.

      My vision blurs as he lets out a long, sorrowful sigh, and it’s then that I realize I’m crying again.

      “Listen, kid…” Kaz says slowly, shaking his head.

      Kid.

      Kid.

      I’m just a kid to him.

      His words from a minute ago filter through my mind.

      He wants to fix this.

      Meaning, he wants to break the bond between us.

      He never intended to keep us soul bound.

      He never wanted me like that.

      I snap my eyes to his as something furious roils just under my skin.

      “I told you not to call me kid,” I spit, angry and embarrassed and wanting to lash out.

      He sighs again, and though he looks sad, he doesn’t seem nearly as affected by all of this as me.

      And I’m… shaking.

      I look down at the floor as hot tears track down my cheeks once more.

      “We shouldn’t,” he adds.

      I don’t care.

      I can’t care.

      Twisting around, I walk out of the kitchen as something cracks inside me.

      And I wonder, for just a second, if this is what Adri felt when Phoenix first rejected her.

      Except the difference is, he actually wanted her. She captivated him from the minute he realized they were fated mates… but interpreted her internal reaction to him as rejection.

      With Kaz, it’s very clear where he stands. There was nothing to misinterpret there.

      “When two people are soul bound, it’s like moon-fated mates. There’s a connection forged between the two parties. Some say it’s stronger than fated mates.

      We’ll figure out how to undo it, okay?”

      Yes, Kaz, because I’m just a kid to you.

      And will never be anything more than that.
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      Phoenix

      

      I wake up drenched in sweat. Glancing over, I see Adrienne’s slight form curled up next to me, her hand under her chin as she sleeps. Rubbing my eyes, I throw the blankets off and walk to the window. I can still hear the echoes of Nora’s screams from twenty years ago. I can still smell the tang of blood seeping through West’s chest. I can still remember the fear of shifting for the first time, the wailing of the ambulance, the grief that consumed all of us when our best friend died…

      And the smoke.

      I’d been having a dream about Kody. About walking into the toddler room at the orphanage. About saving the toddlers.

      Except… it hadn’t been Kody.

      It had been a little boy, no older than two, with black hair, pale skin, and brown eyes.

      The same shade as my mate’s.

      And he’d been screaming.

      Tears tracking down his chubby cheeks.

      Screaming for—

      It’s not real.

      None of it is real.

      Unbelievably, a week has passed since Deidre and Kaz returned from Willow Creek. We’ve all felt the pain of their kidnapping, especially my security detail. Knowing that two on their watch were taken has unnerved them.

      Unnerved me too, if I’m honest.

      Kaz has returned to his duties, but I’ve been able to slowly help him extract bits and pieces of their capture. The iron cuffs. The darkness. The lack of shifting sense and power. The near starvation of Dee. His endurance and determination to get Dee out of there. Every moment recalled has created intense rage within me. And there is no capacity for vengeance.

      Most startling perhaps has been the soul bonding. But Kaz has said very little on that.

      I knew Adri had spent hours with Deirdre processing it all, and yet, my brother didn’t seem to want to talk about it.

      At all.

      Willow Creek is currently holding elections for the next alpha of their pack, and the Penrith Pack is requesting that we visit the day after tomorrow to return the book of spells.

      Me, Adri, Kaz… and Deirdre.

      My worry is that they’ll figure out she killed Zeek–that they’ll charge her with murder.

      And on top of all of that… Adrienne’s pregnancy tests have all been negative so far. It’s still early, and shifters especially sometimes take longer than humans to gestate, so we won’t know for sure until next week.

      “Phoenix?”

      My heart is still hammering as I turn from the window to face her. She’s stretched out on the bed, completely naked, and I slowly walk over to her.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?” I ask, climbing back into bed with her.

      She shakes her head as she nuzzles into me, and I smell the top of her head. She smells different lately. Sweeter. Not like the scent she emits when she’s in heat. This is different.

      I’m hoping that means she’s pregnant, but I can’t be sure.

      “No, I woke up because I have to pee,” she says quickly, kissing me before climbing out of bed and walking to the bathroom.

      “Maybe you have to pee because you’re pregnant,” I tease.

      “Stop getting your hopes up,” she calls out from the bathroom. “It’s way too early for symptoms to show up, anyway.”

      I’m on my back and still smiling when she saunters back into the bedroom. Curling into me, she throws one leg over mine so that she’s on her side, facing me.

      “I’m nervous about the day after tomorrow,” she tells me softly. “I’m worried about Dee. If they figure out she wielded the dark magic—”

      “Shh,” I reassure her, kissing the top of her head and inhaling her delectable scent. “I won’t let them take her. I won’t let them hurt her.”

      “I know, but if they find out she killed him, she could go to prison.”

      “Actually, shifters don’t go to prison,” I remind her. “They come here.”

      Adrienne shivers against me. “Right. So being banished to the woods in exile is any better?”

      “That won’t happen. You’re lucky the alpha of this pack is your mate,” I add, kissing her hair again.

      “Promise you’ll take care of her?”

      Her voice sounds small, and I know she’s worried about Deirdre. I know she’s still sorting through the weeks we didn’t know what had happened to her or Kaz. I know she still feels guilty that Zeek kidnapped them the night of the wedding, while we lay peacefully sleeping.

      “I promise. She’s a part of my inner circle now. No matter what, I’ll watch out for her.”

      Adrienne sniffs once before nodding against my neck. “Thank you.”

      We stay like that for a few minutes, and at first I think she must’ve fallen back asleep. But then she sighs softly.

      “What’s wrong, little wolf? I can hear your brain spinning wildly in that beautiful head of yours.”

      “I just… Dee and Kaz…”

      I laugh as I run my hand down her spine. “Interesting pair.”

      “I mean… they’re sort of perfect together.”

      I’m smiling as my fingers cause her skin to pebble beneath my touch.

      “Maybe. But he won’t be able to see past her age until she’s legal.”

      “And then what? If they’re soul bound…”

      “Well, if you recall, Kaz is a lot like me—brooding, ornery. And like me, he thinks Deirdre is too good for him.”

      “She tried to kiss him,” Adrienne whispers.

      “Really?”

      “But he rejected her.”

      “Hm.”

      I don’t comment on him not telling me that. Truthfully, I know he’s still processing everything. And I know, in time, he’ll tell me everything. But I am surprised he didn’t tell me this.

      “Sounds familiar,” she drawls.

      I chuckle. “It does.” I turn to face her and hug her closer, using my leg to pull hers between mine.

      “I just want Dee to be happy. Whether that’s with Kaz, or without him. I don’t want her to feel boxed in, though I think they’d be great together.”

      They would be great together. I’ve known Kaz most of my life—we grew up together. I’ve seen the women he dates. I’ve seen the inevitable heartbreak. He may be my stern, observing, hardheaded enforcer, but deep down, all he wants is love.

      And Deirdre sees past his occupation.

      Past the history of his family—something not a lot of women can do, considering where he came from.

      “I know, Midnight. I agree.”

      We lie there for several minutes until her breathing evens out, and I know she’s asleep by the way her chest rises and falls against mine slowly.

      I hold her tighter, closing my eyes as I imagine our future.

      Having kids.

      Growing old.

      Going on adventures.

      Being with our friends—our family.

      But like always, I can’t help but feel like we’re waiting for one last ball to drop.

      And as I drift off to sleep, I can’t get the image of the little boy with tear-soaked cheeks out of my mind.
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            So Fucking Tempting

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaz

      

      I smell her before I see her. I’m just sitting down in the private jet when Deirdre climbs on board, and I have to physically keep my head from turning in her direction. In my peripheral, I see her say something to Adrienne and Valen near the front of the plane before taking a seat across from me at the back of the plane.

      My hands grip the armrests a bit too tightly.

      “Water?” she asks, and it takes me a second to realize she’s holding a bottle of water out for me.

      “No, thanks,” I answer without looking at her. I pretend to reply to an email on my phone, and she sighs before turning to face her window.

      I’m not intending to be rude. In fact, I want to take the damn water. I want to let my eyes fall onto her face. I want to feel her long, lithe thighs glide over mine as she sits next to me where she belongs.

      But I can’t have any of those things.

      And I’m afraid if I give an inch, if I allow the bond to take over, I won’t be able to stop it.

      Keeping my distance is best. The flight to Santa Fe, New Mexico, is about five and a half hours. I can handle being here for five and a half hours.

      Fuck, this is all so fucking complicated.

      On its own, our situation is… difficult. But when you add in the fact that she’s seventeen, the sister of my alpha’s mate, the woman I was imprisoned with, and the criminal history of my birth family…

      Gods.

      After we take off and level out, I hear a clicking sound, and my eyes widen when Deirdre kneels next to my seat so that we can talk privately.

      “Are you going to ignore me forever?” she growls, looking anguished.

      Her light blonde hair is pulled back into a low ponytail, and she’s wearing a fuzzy white sweater and loose light jeans. She looks like an ice queen. I have to grind my teeth together firmly to clear my thoughts.

      I know I could deny ignoring her purposefully.

      I could tell her I’ve been busy.

      I could explain that I have a life, a job, outside of her. Which is true.

      And yet…

      I have been ignoring her.

      “Not forever,” I answer gruffly.

      “I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I really want to go back to being friends. I’m sorry I tried to kiss y—”

      “Fuck,” I rasp, looking at the ceiling. “Just… stop apologizing. Okay? You did nothing wrong.”

      Her brows furrow as she studies my face. I run a hand over my scruff before sighing and leaning back in my seat.

      “You did nothing wrong, Deirdre,” I repeat.

      “Well, obviously that’s not true or you wouldn’t be leaving rooms when I enter.”

      “It’s the bond,” I growl, feeling defensive.

      “What about the bond?”

      I sigh. “It makes us feel things.”

      “Wow, so eloquent,” she bites back.

      “Just leave it, okay?” I ask her, my voice harder now.

      Walk away, kid. Stop poking the beast.

      “No. I want to know why you’ve been avoiding me.”

      “Gods, Deirdre. Don’t you understand?” I ask her, voice strained. “It makes us feel things we shouldn’t feel.”

      “Does it?” she whispers, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “Are you sure about that? Because we weren’t bonded all those times I caught you looking at me before the wedding. Or when you told me you wanted to claim me in that prison cell.”

      “What?” I growl.

      I have no doubt that under our dire circumstances, some of my true feelings might’ve slipped out. I’m of a strong mind, but something about her seems to unravel every single instinct I have.

      Her eyes flash. “Do you know what you said to me?”

      An angry puff of air escapes my lips. “Fuck, kid, just drop it.”

      “Stop calling me kid. Gods, Kaz. How many times do I have to ask you?”

      “Deirdre—”

      “You said that nickname was a reminder for you. Of how young I am. Of how I’m off limits despite…” She swallows as my heart beats in my chest. “Despite being so fucking tempting.”

      Well, fuck.

      She leans an inch closer, and it takes everything in me not to grab her chin between my fingers and pull her to me for a kiss.

      I both want to do that while simultaneously begging her to run far, far away from me.

      From my family.

      From my history.

      Is this the bond? Or have things always been this charged between us?

      “You also said that since the first night you met me, you wanted nothing more than to claim me as yours.”

      I stop breathing.

      My cheeks are hot, and my foot won’t stop bouncing on the carpet of the jet. Did I say that? It’s all fucking true. It’s not like those thoughts are out of character for me.

      “It’s different now,” I growl. “You… me… we were under duress.”

      Her bright blue eyes are glittering with rage and betrayal. “Whatever, Kaz.” Standing, she glares down at me before scoffing. “You keep telling yourself that.”

      I will.

      I will keep up that narrative, as long as it protects her.

      She walks back to the front of the plane to sit next to Adrienne, and I spend the next five hours feeling like the shittiest person ever.

      I may be hurting her right now, but it’s for her own good. But her scent… her body… her strength.

      “You also said that since the first night you met me, you wanted nothing more than to claim me as yours.” I may have said that—Gods knows I don’t recall it—but she’s not for me.

      I cannot have her. She’s so fucking young. Underage.

      If she was a few years older?

      No. Shut that down, Kaz.

      You. Cannot. Have. Her.

      By the time we get off the plane, Deirdre is ignoring me completely.

      Fine.

      It’s for the best.

      Phoenix, Adrienne, and Valen walk over to the alpha of the Penrith Pack, who is waiting to greet us all by a silver SUV. He’s a tall man with broad shoulders, fair skin, and silver hair. His up-tilted light-blue eyes look between my alpha and his mate with generic disapproval. I have to bite back a growl at the disrespect. The Penrith Pack has always been haughty and judgmental—they believe themselves to be the oldest pack in North America, going back tens of thousands of years to our shifter descendants from Russia who came over during the last ice age. According to my research, that may or may not be true, but they act like their word is more important than all other packs.

      Phoenix and Cyrus, the alpha of the Penrith Pack, exchange pleasantries, and Valen nods to Cyrus’s beta.

      Deirdre is a few paces in front of me, with the ancient book in her arms, and as the alpha turns his gaze to her, his eyes widen slightly. My wolf growls territorially inside me as his eyes graze down her body before snapping back up to her eyes.

      If I were the alpha, I’d rip his throat out for that.

      “You must be Deirdre Pierce,” he says, his voice low and hard.

      Deirdre just stands taller, gripping the book to her chest. “I am,” she says, inclining her head slightly in a soft bow, which is traditional for the Penrith Pack. Then, she hands the book back to him.

      He watches her with surprise.

      Nora must’ve briefed her on their customs. Pride blooms through me, but I shut the warm feeling down quickly.

      Cyrus looks to me as he clutches the book to his chest. “And you are her mate?”

      The question is innocent enough, but it still makes my whole body break out into a cold sweat. It’s not untrue. Technically, we are soul bound, which is as close to fated mates as you can get. And if he thinks I’m her mate, she will be off limits to anyone else.

      Protect her.

      Protect your soul-bonded mate.

      Protect your—

      “No. He’s not my mate,” Deirdre says.

      Fuck.
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            Very Dark Magic

          

        

      

    

    
      Adri

      

      Cyrus drives us to his compound an hour from Santa Fe. It’s a large, single-story structure that goes on and on, seemingly in the middle of a desert. He chatted casually with Phoenix and Valen the entire drive here, and once we get inside the compound, I’m stunned to see the expansive, cave-like dwelling. And… there are so many people here. Hundreds, if I’m not mistaken. And it’s not just a compound. It’s almost as big as a city.

      Phoenix’s arm wraps around my shoulder as Cyrus gives us a quick tour—with Dee at his side. Valen is on my other side, arms crossed, looking amused as always. A glance behind me lets me know Kaz is pulling up the back of the group, and I can’t help but smirk when Kaz glances at my sister. She seems enraptured by what Cyrus, who is still clinging to the spell book, is saying. He’s young, only twenty-one. A rebel shifter assassinated his father last year, and he rose to be the alpha of Penrith at only twenty.

      “I sense a love triangle,” Valen murmurs into my ear, and I cover my snort with a cough.

      Phoenix’s lips twitch as we continue walking.

      We’re introduced to many important people in the pack, and they all have that same silvery hair and tall, muscular bodies. In a word: they’re all gorgeous.

      “So, what’s with the Xena: Warrior Princess attire?” Valen asks, waving a finger at Cyrus’s leather jacket and pants. “I’m digging it.”

      “It’s for efficiency, not fashion,” Cyrus retorts, arching a brow. “Our territory is always very warm, so when I was young, my father decided to move the pack into these caves. They weave underneath most of Utah and New Mexico, as well as parts of Texas. The part you’re in is our main compound. The idea was, shifters would be safe from the heat down here. We’d had a problem with shifters dying in their wolf form due to the heat and constant sun. The dark and damp atmosphere may seem dreary, but it saves lives. The leather keeps us warm, especially in the winter months, when it can be quite cold.”

      “You’d rock the leather vibe too, Deirdre,” Valen says.

      She chuckles, most likely writing Valen’s comment off.

      Kaz, on the other hand, is not impressed.

      Gods, Valen does like to poke the bear.

      “There’s so much more to this area than I expected, Cyrus. It’s impressive,” I say, hoping to diffuse Kaz’s anger.

      “Thank you, Adrienne,” Cyrus says.

      Warm lighting gives it a cozy feel, and I soon learn that Penrith likes bookstores and coffee shops, since the underground walkways are full of both, and people are camped out on the chairs and sofas placed along the edges of said walkways. Cyrus speaks to the people in his pack using a friendly voice, though when he turns back to Phoenix and me, his face is pulled into a mask of indifference.

      As if he doesn’t trust us.

      Once we’re done with the tour, Cyrus leads us to our living quarters. It’s a large four-bedroom apartment with a window overlooking the desert, and though it’s completely different from Shadow Pack territory, it’s beautiful in its own way. I’m grateful that the five of us will be together while we’re here tonight.

      Just as Cyrus tells us to relax before our official meeting later, he turns to face Dee.

      “Thank you for returning the book. We will forever be in your debt. I look forward to hearing about what happened. I think you’ll find that you and I have much in common, Deirdre Pierce.”

      And then he winks at her before shutting the apartment door behind him.

      “Oh shit,” Valen whispers, loud enough for only me to hear.

      “Easy,” Phoenix says to Kaz, who looks seconds away from shifting.

      Dee just glares at him before walking to a bedroom, and Kaz stalks over to the other single bedroom before slamming his door.

      “Well, this is going to be an interesting couple of days,” Phoenix says, a playful smile on his lips.

      “I need a drink,” Valen adds, walking off toward the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Cyrus comes to collect us for our pack meeting. Dee wrings her hands together the entire walk to the meeting room.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay,” I tell her. “You don’t remember what happened.”

      She just nods once.

      “And I’m sure things are complicated with Kaz,” I add.

      “I don’t really want to talk about Kaz right now, Adri.”

      Okay, she’s nervous. That’s fine.

      “Whatever happens, Phoenix will vouch for you.”

      We briefly discussed what she’s going to say when Cyrus asks about what happened to Zeek Crawford and his parents. She doesn’t remember. It’s not a lie—both she and Kaz still have spotty memories of their time in captivity. No one but the four of us and Nora know about the soul bonding. Admitting that she murdered Zeek might incriminate her, and that’s the last thing any of us wants. Still, it’s all a matter of if Cyrus believes her.

      Something tells me he will, especially since he hasn’t stopped watching her with a warm smile since he came to collect us.

      A minute later, Cyrus leads us to a well-lit underground room with couches and bookshelves. It doesn’t look like a meeting room, but then again, nothing about the Penrith Pack looks like I expected it to.

      “Take a seat,” Cyrus says, pulling his long, silver hair into a low bun. He’s wearing a leather bodysuit that clings to his muscles, and his black lace-up boots make him look like he’s about to go to battle. I realize the reason he and his people are so pale is because they spend most of their time underground.

      Phoenix and I sit on one sofa, while Dee sits on a sofa closest to Cyrus.

      Valen leans against a bookshelf on the other side of the room.

      And Kaz leans against the door we came through.

      I know their strategy is to surround anyone who might become an enemy. I’d noticed it at the rehearsal dinner with Zade, too.

      Phoenix always protects his inner circle by keeping everyone on different sides of the room.

      I observe my sister as she settles onto the couch. She seems calmer now, at least.

      “I suppose we should start from the beginning,” Cyrus says, looking at me with narrowed eyes.

      I hold back an eye roll. He can’t possibly still think Phoenix coerced me into marriage. Into leaving Willow Creek for a second time. But he continues talking before I can bite back a sarcastic reply.

      Probably for the best.

      “My correspondents were at your press conference a few weeks ago,” he adds, looking at Phoenix. “And we’ve chosen to believe your side of the story. As evidenced by my willingness to host you in my territory.”

      My skin prickles with irritation, but Phoenix lays a warm palm on my thigh. “Thank you for the warm welcome. We appreciate it.”

      Cyrus nods before turning to Dee. “And of course we heard about what happened to you and Kaz Yearwood,” he adds, glancing briefly at Kaz. “A horrible situation, to be sure. The Crawfords were…” He looks at the book I hadn’t seen him set down on the coffee table nearest him. “They were thieves. Truthfully, we’re all glad they’re dead.”

      “That makes two of us,” I grumble, and Cyrus snaps his eyes to me.

      “However, because of the circumstances of their deaths, we must run a full inquiry.”

      “Of course,” Dee says quickly.

      “While we have our suspicions, I’d like to hear from you before we bring in our witnesses.”

      My mouth goes dry, and I look at Phoenix. Witnesses?

      “Why wasn’t this brought to our attention sooner?” Valen asks, his question valid.

      “Because they only came forward today,” Cyrus answers, eyes glinting and hard when they assess Valen. “I thought I’d give Deirdre a chance to explain her side of things first.”

      “I don’t remember,” Dee says quickly. “And what I remember… it’s bits and pieces.”

      “Same with me,” Kaz says, straightening.

      Cyrus looks between them before leaning forward and placing a hand on the book. “The magic in this book is powerful. The soul bonding magic especially.”

      “I wasn’t soul bound to Zeek,” Dee says.

      Cyrus smiles at her. “Oh, I know that, too. You can’t force a soul bond,” he adds. “If you resisted it, it would not have worked.”

      “Oh,” Dee whispers, looking at Kaz briefly.

      “According to our witnesses, the magic acted independently, seeming to mix with the dark emotions of the day. It’s a catastrophic combination on a good day. We know the bond was non-consensual, so none of this comes as a surprise to us.”

      “So…” Dee prompts, and I can sense that she wants to ask how much he knows.

      Don’t do it.

      “So, the conclusion we’ve come to is that the Crawfords intended harm with the soul bond, and the magic protected you. Zeek, Emma, and Godric Crawford met their end because they messed with some very dark magic, and not because you harmed them on purpose. Am I wrong?”

      “N-no. I never would’ve harmed them,” she says slowly.

      Cyrus gives her a feline smile. “Precisely.”

      We all seem to sag with relief.

      He believes us.

      Thank gods.

      Dee opens and closes her mouth, obviously in shock.

      “The witnesses agree with you, Deirdre. But I still need more information before we can let you all go.”

      Cyrus taps something into his phone. We all watch as a door on the other side of the cave opens, and…

      No.

      It can’t be.

      My adoptive parents—Dee’s birth parents—walk into the cave a second later.
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      Deirdre

      

      “Mom? Dad?” Standing quickly, my heart races as my mouth drops open.

      If they’re here, that means they’ve already told Cyrus what happened.

      I close my eyes briefly, remembering the bits and pieces that have come back since that day.

      The black smoke I directed at Zeek, at Emma, at Godric.

      The elation of watching them die before me.

      And Kaz trying to save me from it…

      The latter is too painful to think about, considering he wants nothing to do with me.

      “Deirdre,” my mother says softly, rushing forward. Her body collides with mine, and since we’re the same height, I wrap my arms around her for a hug.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see my dad approach Adri.

      She only glares at him.

      “Mom,” I say softly, something cracking in my chest.

      “Cyrus told us what happened. About how you were held captive in the basement of that house. I swear to all the gods, Deirdre, we didn’t know. We tried to come see you, but Zeek kept us away.”

      My dad walks over to me and places a hand on my shoulder. “I should’ve asked more questions. I should’ve figured out why we couldn’t see you sooner,” he says.

      “Are you surprised?” Adri barks from a few feet away. My mom releases me as they both turn to face her. “Are you surprised the Crawfords acted like monsters? After what Zade did to me?”

      “Honey,” my mom coos, but Adri just stares at her.

      “No. You don’t get to come here and pretend to be ignorant. Not after everything you’ve done.”

      My parents look at me next, and I don’t meet their gaze. I can’t. I know she’s right.

      “We couldn’t say anything,” my mother says urgently, her blue eyes watery. “And I hope you both know how truly sorry we are. For everything.”

      Adri’s glaring at the floor. “I’m not ready to forgive you,” she says slowly, taking a step back into Phoenix’s arms. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. Whatever Dee does is up to her.”

      When I look at my mom and dad, they’re watching me with hopeful expressions. Waiting. Wondering.

      I shake my head. “I still need time, too.” Glancing at Cyrus, I notice he’s watching me with an open, honest expression. “Is there a reason they’re here?” I ask him.

      He nods. “They’ve told me about that night, Deirdre. The forced soul bond. The magic no one was able to control—the same magic that killed the Crawfords. They’re adamant that you are innocent.”

      What?

      “We saw what happened, Deirdre,” my dad says, taking a step forward. “And we’re so sorry that we didn’t intervene sooner. We had no idea…” He looks at my mom.

      “That they were about to bind my soul to a man who hated me?” I bite, narrowing my eyes. What’s become crystal clear in my mind is the way they ran away. Instead of making sure I was okay, they ran for safety.

      Or because I scared them.

      Cyrus clears his throat.

      “It sounds as though the dark magic acted in your self-defense, which means you carry no responsibility for their deaths. You can go. No questions asked.” He looks at Adri and Phoenix behind me. “If that’s the case, I would have no further questions. You’d all be free to enjoy your night here if you’d like,” he adds pointedly, looking at me. “But if something else happened… if you somehow wielded that magic…

      No, no, no.

      I shake my head, but Cyrus takes a step toward me. I hear Kaz emit a growl from the other side of the room when he does.

      “Like I said before, you are not to blame for any of this,” Cyrus adds, his voice soft. “If the Crawfords dabbled in dark magic, they deserve the end they were given.”

      What’s his point? What is he hinting at?

      “That said, if you could control that magic…”

      I lift my chin. “What if I could?”

      Somewhere behind me, I hear Adri gasp.

      Cyrus smiles knowingly. But there’s something in his expression that’s kind. Gentle. Almost… familiar. My wolf seems to like him, too.

      “I’d love to discuss this in private,” Cyrus says slowly, his light blue eyes blazing. “There is so much I want to tell you.”

      “Fuck no,” Kaz growls.

      Cyrus looks at Kaz, but instead of annoyed, he looks resigned. “Very well. I was hoping for a different outcome to all of this, but—”

      “Wait,” I urge. “What if I wielded the magic?”

      When Cyrus looks back at me, he’s giving me a mischievous smile.

      “Very well.” He paces the room with crossed arms. “The Penrith shifters all come from the oldest shifters to ever migrate to North America. During the last ice age, our kind—who hailed from Siberia originally—came over an ice-free corridor between Siberia and North America over ten thousand years ago. Of course, since then, we’ve intermingled with other packs, breeding as we saw fit. Unlike your packs, we do not have a treaty in place, and our kind can come and go as we please.”

      Kaz angrily sniffs at that, and Valen just looks down at his nails.

      Cyrus isn’t wrong. Getting rid of the treaty is one thing I’d like to see happen in my lifetime.

      “These early shifters were prone to ancient magic. The magic from the old land. Of that, the soul bonding magic was one ritual passed down from century to century. In the 1600s, after the invention of the printing press, we transcribed those rituals into a book. This book,” he says, holding up the small, leather-bound book. “It is not magic we ever intended to use, but we felt it was important to document it. We regret that decision now.”

      “About two hundred years ago, a lot of our kind migrated to other packs. There were weather events—dust bowls, dust storms, famine—so half of our population went elsewhere. One of those men became the first Crawford alpha of Willow Creek.”

      My eyes widen. “Really?”

      Cyrus nods. “It’s well documented. And it’s why they were able to take this book from us,” he adds. “When we transcribed those rituals, we wove ancestral magic into the pages so that only the true descendants of our ancestors could perform the rituals.”

      I swallow, unsure of where this is going.

      “The Crawfords were powerful because they were the last of the oldest shifter lineage in North America. Or so we thought.” My heart stutters at his words, and he looks from me to my mom. “Care to explain, or shall I?”

      When I look over at my mom, I’m surprised to see tears streaming down her face. “I’m sorry, Deirdre. I was desperate and didn’t know what else to do. I’d just lost another baby, and—” She sobs as my father wraps an arm around her.

      “What are you saying, Mom?” My heart is pounding in my chest.

      “You’re my daughter, Deirdre,” she blubbers. “I named you after my mother. I was sick. So sick from the subsequent miscarriages—”

      “Mom,” I grit out.

      She looks at my dad and then swipes at her cheeks. “Godric was your biological father.”

      The room tilts. Sways. I feel Adri’s raised voice telling my parents to leave as her warm hands push me down onto the couch. I vaguely register my mother’s sobs and the gruff voice of my father.

      Godric was my father?

      Which means…

      Zade and Zeek were my half brothers.

      Fuck.

      Kaz comes to my other side, and just having him close is comforting enough. I may still be mad at him for avoiding me, but my wolf needs his presence.

      Cyrus kneels in front of me, and he takes my hands in his. They’re soft and warm. I’m not crying, but my eyes feel tired. I feel tired.

      My father is not my father.

      Just when I thought my parents were done hiding secrets.

      The sting of betrayal makes my eyes water.

      “Deirdre,” Cyrus says gently. “There’s one more thing you should know.”

      I sigh, swiping at my cheeks as I take a shaky breath. I will not cry. Not here. “Go on, then.”

      He smirks, and it makes me smile. He’s actually quite striking.

      “Wielding that magic is very rare, Deirdre. You could do so because you’re the last descendent of the very first shifters who came to this land. They are the only shifters who can use this type of magic. And you’re the last one. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I shake my head, and he squeezes my hands in understanding.

      Kaz growls again, but I ignore it.

      “You’re the last descendant. And we need you. We’d like to dismantle the magic in the book, but we can’t do it ourselves. It won’t listen to our magic.” He swallows, his blue eyes large and almost… begging. “I am asking you to stay here in the Penrith Pack and help us dismantle this dark magic once and for all.”

      “For how long?” I ask, voice hoarse.

      Cyrus shrugs. “A few months… maybe a year. But it could be longer. Some spells are… powerful. You would need to rest between each one. It would take a lot out of you. What I’m asking is a huge undertaking.”

      I inhale sharply. A year?

      I look over at Adri, and she shrugs. But when my eyes find Kaz, he’s looking down at the ground.

      He doesn’t care.

      And maybe putting distance between us would be for the best.

      I look back at Cyrus, who is waiting on my answer.

      To stay here, to get to know other shifters, to find my way after following my sister…

      It would be amazing.

      I could read in my free time. Explore the caves. Get to know Cyrus, get to know the others, and actually make a name for myself. I loved helping the resistors in Willow Creek reunite with their birth families. It gave me purpose. It gave me hope. But they’re mostly settled now. For the last week, I’ve been treated like a time bomb who’s about to remember something horrific. Luckily, according to the results, I was not violated in that way.

      As far as they can tell.

      I’d spent the last few months helping Adri and Phoenix. Helping Kaz. And I’d imagined my life in the Shadow Pack for so long because of it.

      But I can’t help but wonder… what if I stay?

      What if I do this?

      What if I can wake up and give my life an actual purpose again?

      My eyes flick to Kaz again, but he hasn’t once looked at me.

      Coward.

      Why can’t he at least admit there’s something between us, soul bond or no?

      If I stay in Shadow territory, it’ll just be more avoiding me. More sulking, more growls that mean nothing. The friendship we’d formed is now ruined.

      No more runs. No more strategizing over coffee. No more laughing or flirty banter.

      It’ll be agonizing to leave him, but… what alternative do I have?

      No. Something about the Penrith Pack calls to me—and I’m not about to let a man hold me back.

      My wolf whines at the thought of leaving Kaz, but my heart?

      All my heart feels is excitement.

      “Okay. I’ll do it.”
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      Phoenix

      

      Adri’s parents have shocked us yet again.

      I am still vibrating with anger at that revelation. Not my own, per se, but my mate was filled with fury at her “parents,” and I felt every vibration of that. I wanted to take her away and comfort her with my cock, but that wasn’t going to happen. Not yet, anyway. I conveyed as many calming thoughts as I could and was proud at how she handled herself in front of the Pierces. They deserved no mercy, in my opinion.

      Adrienne has spent her afternoon talking with Deirdre, trying to comfort her and understand her sister’s choice. While Valen naps, Kaz and I tour more of the Penrith caves. I doubt Kaz wants any more time in the alpha’s presence—especially knowing his soul-bonded mate will be living here—but he’s too loyal to leave my side.

      Despite being young, Cyrus is actually a very adept and friendly alpha. He encourages education, information, and travel. While the caves are open for any shifter to live inside, he also suggests his pack members explore other packs. Having hailed from nomadic people, the tradition of traveling and finding your people has stuck with the people of this pack, and it has been very interesting to see.

      My preconceptions of his pack were all wrong.

      At my core, I know Deirdre will enjoy her time here.

      She’s young, and there is nothing tying her down in my pack—aside from Kaz.

      I can’t help but feel for Adrienne and my brother. I know my mate will miss her, and I know Kaz is hurting. He puts on a good show, but I can sense how unsettled he is at leaving Deirdre here when we all depart tomorrow morning.

      Cyrus leaves us to our own devices before dinner, so Kaz and I slowly make our way back to the apartment we’re staying in.

      “You okay?”

      Kaz sticks his hands into the pockets of his pants, quiet for several seconds before answering.

      “Fine. Why?”

      I huff a laugh. “I’ve known you most of my life, Kaz. I know when something’s bothering you. Instead of wallowing, you clam up, and you’ve said about three words since you found out Deirdre is staying here.”

      Kaz sighs. “I’m surprised, but I have no jurisdiction over her. She can do as she pleases.”

      “Come on, man. Be honest with me.”

      It takes me a second to realize he’s stopped walking. When I walk back over to him, I can see the way his jaw is tight, the way he fists his hands at his sides.

      “You can talk to me,” I add.

      Kaz sniffs and looks over my shoulder. “I don’t want her to stay. I don’t want to be away from her. Of course I want her to come back with us. But I can’t say that, can I? Because if I did, I would be no better than Zeek, tying her down somewhere she doesn’t want to be. She’s free to stay. Free to be here with Cyrus. Free to do whatever the fuck she wants. But that doesn’t mean I’m happy about it, or that I won’t miss her.”

      “Have you thought about telling her all of this?” I ask gently.

      Kaz laughs and shakes his head. “She’s seventeen. What could I possibly say that would be appropriate?”

      “The truth? Kaz, you two were held captive together. It’s not like your circumstances are normal. You were accidentally soul bound. This isn’t you being a creep. This is you mourning the loss of the other half of your soul.”

      “I can’t just ask her to come back with us, Phoenix.”

      “I know. But maybe you can give her a reason to come back.”

      When we get back to the apartment, Deirdre and Adrienne are sitting on the couch looking worn out and exhausted. Kaz nods once at Deirdre before walking to his room, so I sit down next to my mate and her sister.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask them both, even though I know the answer.

      Valen joins us, sitting on the chair across from the couch. He’s chewing something sweet.

      Deirdre sighs and rubs her face. “I mean, I knew my parents were assholes because of what they did to Adri, but this is just next level.”

      “What I can’t get over is how they were just going to let you marry Zeek, as if he wasn’t your half brother,” Adrienne says, her voice tinged with anger.

      “Oooh, taboo romance not your thang?” Valen asks, throwing a colorful looking candy into the air before it lands straight into his mouth.

      Deirdre pretends to gag as she glares at him. “I can’t even. Dad probably didn’t know…”

      “Which is worse. Mom wouldn’t have said anything to save her pride,” Adrienne adds. She pulls her knees to her chest, resting her chin on her knees. “You really want to stay?”

      Deirdre looks at me. “Hey,” I tell her gently. “You don’t need my permission.”

      “I know, but you’re my alpha now.”

      I huff a laugh. “You think your sister listens to her alpha?” I ask, smirking at my wife.

      She just rolls her eyes and holds her hand out, silently asking Valen for some candy. He stands up and obliges her, dumping a small mountain of Skittles into her outstretched hand.

      “Seriously,” I add, stealing a red Skittle from Adrienne. “You don’t need my permission. If you’d like to stay, by all means, stay. Just don’t go getting yourself blown up.”

      She gives me a soft smile. “Right. Because of Kaz.”

      I narrow my eyes and turn to face her fully. “No. Because you’re a part of my family now.”

      She looks down at that, her eyes finding the pattern of the rug interesting. “I’ll figure out how to break the bond. So he—so we—” She swallows. “It’s for the best.”

      “Aw,” Valen whines, chewing loudly. “I was really looking forward to watching Kaz try to resist you.”

      All three of us glare at him. “Not helpful,” I growl.

      Valen smiles as he leans forward, popping a purple Skittle into his mouth. “You want my honest opinion?” he says, locking eyes with Deirdre. She nods. “The men in the Penrith Pack are fine as hell. I may join you in this little adventure,” he muses.

      I sigh and grab a pillow, then chuck it at my beta. “This is serious, you mutt.”

      “Valen doesn’t have a serious bone in his body,” Adrienne chimes, grinning. “It’s why we get along so well.”

      When I look at Deirdre, she’s smiling again. “I’ll miss you guys.”

      “And I’ll come visit,” Adrienne declares. “It’s only a…”—she frowns—“six-hour flight.”

      I laugh as Deirdre stands up. “I need a nap before dinner. If Kaz comes out, will you tell him I’d like to talk to him?”

      She snatches the rest of the Skittles from Valen and laughs as she walks away. Valen waits until the door is closed before he leans forward, a conspiratorial look on his face.

      “You know, maybe time apart will be good for them.”

      “Stop theorizing about my sister’s love life,” Adrienne begs.

      “Why? I’m used to it now. Guess who got to hear allll about the irritating Willow Creek wolf after he rejected you?” Valen adds, looking at me.

      “Hey, fuck off,” I tease, throwing another pillow at him.

      “I’ll miss her,” Valen says wistfully. “Kaz was fun whenever she was around. Now he’ll go back to the celibate, tea-drinking monk he normally is.”

      “Valen,” I warn. “Don’t make me regret bringing you.”

      He smiles. “I know you only brought me because Nora is with Iris.”

      I glare at him. “I brought you because you’re my beta. Start acting like it.”

      Adrienne chuckles next to me as Valen scowls at her.

      “So, since Deirdre-and-Kaz talk is off limits… when are you going to announce it?” he asks, looking between Adrienne and me.

      I stare at him. “What?”

      He has the foresight to shrink back into his chair a bit. “Uh, nothing. Never mind. It must be the unfamiliar smell of being down in a cave.”

      I quickly glance at Adrienne, but her face is ashen. “Midnight?”

      Before I can stop her, she’s up and out of her seat, rushing into our bedroom.

      “Sorry,” Valen grumbles.

      I stand up and take two heavy steps forward until I’m right in front of him. “What did you smell?”

      “You can’t smell it?” He laughs, but it drips off his face when he realizes I can’t. “Oh. Well. If my senses are correct, she’s as knocked up as a—”

      “It’s positive.”

      Adrienne’s voice carries across the living quarters, and I twist around to face her. I don’t even realize I’m running to her until I’m lifting her up and swinging her around.

      “It’s positive,” I repeat back to her, unable to wipe the stupid grin off my face.

      “Aww,” Valen says from behind us.

      With one dirty look from me, he’s scampering toward his room. Once his door closes, I set Adrienne down and stare at her in awe.

      “The test is positive,” she whispers, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “I’m pregnant.”
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      Kaz

      

      After a restless nap, I exit my bedroom in search of something other than coffee. I’ve never been into coffee, more so enjoying the way tea makes my body feel, but this pack seems to prefer the bitter, unrefined taste of coffee. After searching high and low in the cabinets, I locate some old black tea. Muttering to myself, I switch the kettle on. It’s better than nothing. When I close the pantry door, Deirdre is standing against the opposite wall of the kitchen with a frown.

      “Coffee?” I ask nonchalantly, looking away before my eyes linger.

      “No, I’m okay. Cyrus brought me coffee earlier.”

      I can’t help the way my teeth grind at the notion of another man bringing her coffee. That was my thing. Our thing.

      Or, it used to be, at least.

      “That was nice of him,” I grit out, trying to locate a mug.

      “Phoenix, Adri, and Valen are out,” she says slowly. “I thought maybe… we could talk.”

      “About what?” I ask, still not daring to look at her.

      “Kaz.”

      “Yeah?”

      Don’t look at her.

      “Kaz.”

      I finally turn to face her, keeping my jaw tight as anger burns through me. At her? At the situation? I’m not sure.

      “Listen, Deirdre, we don’t need to talk. You’ll stay, and I’ll go.” I huff an angry laugh. “Just try not to get yourself killed, and I’ll do the same,” I add, thumbing my nose as the kettle whistles.

      “That’s not what I want to talk about. I just want to be sure you’ll be okay.”

      “Of course I’ll be okay,” I reply, almost cruelly.

      “Fine,” she adds, brows furrowed. “I wanted to be sure. To make sure we had a heart-to-heart before I stayed behind, because I’m not sure when I’ll be able to come back. And since we’re soul bound…” She looks away.

      Fuck. A seventeen-year-old is being more mature about this than me.

      “When you’re done, do you think you’ll come back home?”

      I use the term home pointedly. Because fuck, everything hurts. My eyes skim over her blonde hair, her pale skin, the way she looks so vulnerable and yet so… brave.

      To deconstruct this old book, to put herself on the line, to mentally and physically endure what she’s going to…

      I am constantly in awe of Deirdre Pierce.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe? I guess it depends.”

      My eyes squeeze shut on their own accord, and my wolf whimpers inside me. Gods. He’s having a visceral reaction to Deirdre staying here without him.

      But maybe you can give her a reason to come back.

      Phoenix’s words from earlier filter through my mind, and when I open my eyes, Deirdre is watching me with watery eyes.

      Fuck…

      Me.

      “Kaz…” she whispers, putting her hand over her heart. “I know. I feel it too.”

      I press my lips together as I memorize her face. As I think of the way her nose wrinkles slightly when she laughs. As I think of how she always seems to have the sexiest kind of bedhead. How she always seems effortlessly cool, and still so innocent and young. How she walks into the fire instead of away from it.

      How I can’t fathom a year without her.

      And I don’t think it has anything to do with the soul bond.

      But maybe you can give her a reason to come back.

      Maybe he’s right.

      “You should come back,” I tell her.

      “Why?” she asks, her blue eyes piercing into mine. “Tell me why, and I’ll be on the first flight back to Greenwood once this is all over.”

      Fuck.

      We could be… something.

      Maybe.

      One day, when she’s a bit older.

      I want to try, at least.

      “I’m not good with words. I’m not smooth like Phoenix. I’m not a whore like Valen,” I add, and that makes her smile. “But… maybe we could try. This… thing. Between us.” Her lips twitch as she looks down at the floor. “Gods, and when you’re at least eighteen,” I mutter, and I sigh as I run a hand down my face.

      “Fair enough,” she answers softly. When she looks back up at me, her cheeks are wet. “So, you want me to come back, then?”

      My heart pounds inside my chest as I answer. “Yes.”

      And it’s the truth. I won’t stand in the way of her being here—of her possible staying here for a Whole. Fucking. Year—but she deserves to know that I want her with me.

      That I kind of, sort of… need her.

      “Okay.” She gives me a warm smile before she walks away.

      When I look back down at my tea, I realize it’s oversteeped and bitter. Pouring it down the drain, I set the mug inside the dishwasher before sliding down to the floor, face in my hands.

      I’m just standing up when the door to the apartment opens, and Phoenix, Valen, and Adrienne walk in. They’re all grinning, and Phoenix has Adrienne close to his side, his arm wrapped protectively around her.

      “Hey,” I say, refilling the kettle to make more tea.

      “Looking for some tea?” Adrienne says sweetly, unlatching from Phoenix and setting a to-go mug in front of me on the kitchen island.

      The grassy smell of matcha tea hits my nostrils, and I smile at her. “You’re an angel,” I tell her, then I take a sip of my favorite drink. When I look up at her, she’s still smiling, and her fingers are tapping against the island excitedly. “What’s up with you?”

      She bites her lower lip and looks at Phoenix before turning back to face me. “You’re going to be an uncle.”

      Her words hit me hard and fast, and I nearly drop my hot drink as I’m pulling her into me.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, grinning. “Seriously?”

      When I pull away, Phoenix emits a low growl a few feet away.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s gone feral since he found out,” she says off-handedly, rolling her eyes. “But yes. I just found out today.”

      “Thanks to me,” Valen says proudly.

      “Yes, yes,” Phoenix drawls, frowning. “We get it. You have the nostrils of a bloodhound.”

      I laugh just as Deirdre comes back into the living area. She probably heard the commotion, and she looks at me warily before turning to Adrienne.

      “Everything okay?”

      Adrienne walks over to her and pulls her into a hug, whispering something into her ear.

      Deirdre goes still, eyes wide. And then she hugs Adrienne again, laughing maniacally. I can’t help but smile as the sisters whisper and cling to each other. When I look over at Valen, he arches a brow at me before walking to the couch.

      Deirdre turns to face me, a small smile on her perfect face. I hold my to-go mug up for a faux cheers, and she just nods once before dragging Adrienne to the couch with her.

      Phoenix walks over to me and claps me on the back. “Uncle Kaz. It has a nice ring.”

      I huff a laugh. It will be nice to have something to celebrate. Something to look forward to. Especially now that Deirdre is staying here, I can distract myself with this.

      When my eyes roam over to the blonde, she’s already looking at me.

      I rub my chest as we hold eye contact—as Adrienne and Phoenix predict if it’s a boy or a girl. As Valen makes sarcastic comments about how he and the baby might share a birthday. As Adri throws a pillow at him and asks him where he’s hiding the candy.

      I’m both happy for my friends and sad for myself.

      The first to break eye contact, I look down at the marble island. I asked her to return… for me.

      Perhaps she didn’t understand that.

      Or perhaps I’m just reaching, again, for something to cling to. Because right now, there are two undisputed facts.

      She’s staying here.

      And there’s nothing I can do about it.
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      Adri

      Six weeks later

      

      My palms are sweaty, so I wipe them on my jeans and stare up at the bright lights of the doctor’s office. Closing my eyes, I take a deep inhale before exhaling slowly. As I do, Phoenix’s warm hand wraps around one of mine, and I smile.

      “You okay?” he asks, his voice warm.

      I open my eyes and turn my head to look at him. “Just nervous.”

      He nods once, a small smile playing on his lips. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “I know.”

      I take another deep breath, turning my face back to stare up at the ceiling. It’s been almost exactly six weeks since Phoenix and I found out I was pregnant. We’d spent our one and only night in Penrith with Dee and Cyrus, as well as his betas and enforcers. And while it was hard to walk away from Dee, I could tell she was excited to work with Cyrus. I helped her get settled into a small one-bedroom apartment near Cyrus and his family, which put me slightly at ease. And, luckily, we’ve been texting every day.

      The work she’s doing is hard. It’s old magic, and controlling it takes a lot out of her. But it seems like Cyrus is giving her plenty of time to rest. I’ve received pictures of her hiking, kayaking, and rock climbing. It seems she’s spending her free time out in nature, which makes me happy to see. Cyrus even offered to send an enforcer with her during her excursions in order to keep her safe.

      Kaz is mostly back to normal, though I catch him wistfully staring at his phone every so often. I know he and Dee cut off contact. I don’t want to meddle. Dee should have the experiences she’s having, but my heart also hurts for my friend. I know he cares about her, and I know the soul bond adds another complex layer to his feelings.

      What we don’t yet know is when or if she’ll return, which I assume Kaz has also been contemplating. Does he fear he’ll lose her completely if she decides to stay? There’s nothing that can be done, especially when they don’t communicate. Even though I know Dee misses Kaz so very much.

      I’ve had almost no pregnancy symptoms, but the tests continue coming back positive. Very much so—I’ve taken one every day since finding out. I’m still sort of in disbelief. And because shifters gestate for a couple of weeks longer than humans, my first appointment wasn’t until today—ten weeks pregnant exactly.

      In every pack, there are facilities to use for shifters who are pregnant. Because we tend to be sicker, and because of our different gestation time, we can’t really see human doctors.

      Since getting back to Shadow territory, I’ve been helping Nora with the resistors. They’re mostly settled in, but we’re still discovering resistors in other parts of Willow Creek. For the most part, they no longer feel the same discontentment, given the Crawfords are gone, but everyone is still cautious. It might take them time to trust a new alpha.

      Iris is still having such a hard time with her pregnancy, so I’ve been trying to be available for her when needed. At times, that furthers my guilt for having what seems to be a seamless pregnancy so far.

      “Hey,” Phoenix says, taking my hand and bringing it to his lips. “I can see the wheels turning in your mind. And I can hear them, too,” he adds with a chuckle.

      I smile. “I know. Sorry. I just can’t help but think that the reason I have no symptoms is because something’s wrong.”

      Phoenix sighs. “Midnight, we’ve been over this. We can both hear the heartbeat now. You have a baby in there.”

      “No, I know. I just…”

      “Stop making up problems. We’ll all be fine,” he adds, placing his palm down on my flat stomach.

      Warmth fills me at the intimate gesture. One positive thing about me being pregnant is the way Phoenix is at my beck and call. It’s like when I was in heat, except worse. He hardly ever leaves my side unless he has to work, and he delights in taking care of me. Even though I’ve had an easy first trimester so far, he spends his evenings massaging my feet, making sure I’m fed and hydrated, and giving into every sexual whim I’ve had.

      That’s the other thing—I’ve been so hard up for the last month, I have to wonder if this is normal.

      And once we confirm that everything’s healthy today—hopefully—Phoenix and I are ready to make a statement. Ready to tell the world that I accepted this bond a long time ago, but now I finally have proof.

      There’s a knock on the door, and then the doctor walks into the exam room. She’s an older woman with short gray hair and a kind face. Iris recommended her.

      “Hi, Adrienne. I’m Doctor Nox,” she says, her voice warm and soothing.

      Ah, yes. Now this is the kind of person I want handling my pregnancy.

      “Hi,” I answer.

      “And you must be Alpha Phoenix,” she adds, nodding her head and smiling tenderly. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      Phoenix’s hand doesn’t leave mine. “Thank you for seeing us.”

      After that, I answer all the questions about my last missed period, symptoms, and any hereditary things she should know before she does the ultrasound. By the time I unbutton my jeans, my hands are shaking. Phoenix just gives me a small smile, but I can tell by his furrowed brows that he’s worried, too.

      “I’m really glad you’re not experiencing the hard symptoms,” the doctor says as she places warmed lubricant along my lower abdomen. “Shifters are more prone to stronger symptoms because the magic interferes with the hormones.”

      I swallow. “Should I be having symptoms? I’m worried something’s wrong,” I tell her honestly. My voice warbles a bit on the last word.

      The doctor chuckles as the grabs the ultrasound probe and moves the screen so that we can all see.

      “Not at all. I have five children, and I had no symptoms with any of them. We’re just lucky,” she adds. “Besides, with Alpha Phoenix being your fated mate, the likelihood of negative symptoms are lower.”

      I furrow my brows, thinking of Nora and Iris. She must be able to deduce what I’m thinking, because she shrugs.

      “And some fated mates have all the symptoms under the sun. It’s a lottery, and it looks like…” She places the probe against my lower stomach, and a loud whooshing sound fills the room. “It looks like you have a very healthy pup, Adrienne,” she finishes, smiling.

      I cover my mouth with my shaking hands, and Phoenix pulls his chair closer so that he can kiss my forehead. Placing two hands on his face, I pull him in for a kiss.

      “Gods,” I whisper, my voice shaky. “I was so worried—”

      The doctor makes a clucking sound with her tongue. “Hmm.”

      I go still. “What is it?” I ask, heart racing. She turns the dial on her control panel and the whooshing sound gets louder. “Is something wrong?”

      The doctor’s smile widens. “Oh, no. Nothing’s wrong. But we should probably discuss the possibility of multiples.”

      “I’m sorry, did you say multiples?” Phoenix asks, face paling.

      “Two,” she says cheerfully.

      “What?!” I screech. “Two babies?”

      The doctor pulls the screen closer, using her free hand to point out two separate blobs. “Yes. Two babies, Adrienne. Fraternal twins. An extreme rarity with shifters, I might add. We get identical twins sometimes, but fraternal? I think I’ve seen it twice in all my years.”

      My heart won’t stop pounding against my ribs. “Twins,” I whisper, looking at Phoenix.

      He rubs his mouth and sighs, and then his lips tick upward into an enormous smile. “I could make an inappropriate joke about this whole thing, but I won’t.”

      The doctor laughs while my head spins.

      Twins. Two babies, not one.

      When we decided to have a baby, I imagined one—at least for a few years. Until we got our bearings. I imagined a baby carrier while we went on epic hikes. A car seat in the back of Phoenix’s SUV. A small crib in the corner of our bedroom. A tiny newborn outfit.

      But now? I mentally double everything, and suddenly, two babies feels like ten babies.

      “You okay, little wolf?” Phoenix asks, standing up and brushing the hair from my forehead.

      “What? Yeah, totally,” I say quickly.

      It’s only when I sit up and look around that I realize the doctor is gone.

      “She gave us a minute,” Phoenix explains with a smile. “Said you might be in shock.”

      “Um.” I swallow and wipe myself off before buttoning my jeans. “Maybe.”

      My mate holds his hand out, and I let him pull me off the table and into his arms. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to have two very healthy pups.”

      Two.

      Not one, two.

      “Easy for you to say. You don’t have to birth two babies. And what if they each get your giant head?”

      Phoenix laughs and squeezes me. “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      “That’s a load of crap and you know it.”

      “You’re the strongest person I know.”

      “I’m not,” I whine, my pulse speeding up when I realize I’m going to get huge. When I realize that I’ll either need to have surgery or push out two babies. “Do you know who could handle twins? Dee. She could handle triplets. But me?” My voice breaks, and Phoenix rubs my back.

      “You won’t be doing this alone,” he murmurs.

      There’s another knock on the door, and the doctor lets herself back into the room.

      “Had some time to adjust to the idea of twins?” she asks.

      “No,” I blurt, just as Phoenix says, “Yes.”

      “It’s perfectly normal to be overwhelmed, Mrs. Adair. I had a set of identical twins,” she adds, sitting in a chair. “Easy peasy.”

      My mouth drops open. “Easy peasy? Really?”

      She chuckles. “Well, maybe not. But you forget about the pain afterward. I promise.”

      My stomach roils with nausea. “Wonderful.”

      “You’ll be glad to hear that we’re done for the day. Keep taking your prenatal vitamins. Remember not to shift. Get lots of rest. Indulge your cravings,” she adds. “You need to put on some weight—extra for twins.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” Phoenix declares. “I’ll fill her up with ice cream and pie.”

      The doctor smiles at him. “Very good. Questions?”

      “Uhh…”

      How am I going to do this? How will I handle two babies instead of one? What does this mean for the delivery? Delivery… I am going to have two babies in a few months.

      I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans, but then I shake my head.

      “Very well. We’ll see you back here in four weeks. Do you want to find out the gender?”

      “Yes,” both Phoenix and I reply quickly. “I’m too impatient not to know,” I add.

      The doctor chuckles. “At your twenty-week appointment, we can scan you to check on development, and that’s when we can tell the genders. I will also check for any abnormalities—”

      “Abnormalities?” I ask, my voice shaky.

      I’m suddenly so fucking overwhelmed.

      “Nothing to worry about now, Adrienne,” she assures me before standing. “Call the office anytime. All of my patients have access to my out-of-hours line, and I’m only a phone call away, okay?”

      I nod, feeling a little better.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Phoenix says, shaking her hand.

      “Anytime, Alpha Adair.” She’s gone a few seconds later, leaving the door open for us to leave whenever we’re ready.

      Phoenix tugs me after him, and we walk to the elevator together.

      “Feeling okay?” he asks, his face relaxed and… contented.

      “I think so,” I tell him honestly. “I just need to let it all soak in a bit, you know? I mean… two babies?” I hiss as someone else joins us in the elevator.

      “Hi, Alpha Phoenix,” the woman says, blushing.

      I hide my smile until she exits on the next floor. Once the doors close behind her, I turn to face my husband.

      “Sometimes I forget how admired you are,” I say with a smirk. “It always catches me off guard.”

      He places an arm around me as we descend farther. “Not everyone loves me,” he says slowly. “Some people made that very clear over the last few months.”

      I twist around and place two hands on either side of his face. “But soon, they’ll know about this.” I take one of my hands and use it to place his hand against my stomach.

      It hits me then—how adrift I’ve felt.

      How, until very recently, I felt parentless. Eva and Niven are lovely, but they aren’t the ones who raised me, so I feel like we’re always playing catch-up.

      And now… I’d be here every step of the way for this baby. Babies.

      I’ve been searching for that missing piece to complete my puzzle, and now I’m on my way to creating my own family with Phoenix.

      It’s really happening.

      I feel… anchored in a way I’ve never felt before. Like I have a purpose—like I belong.

      In a way, I’d been hoping for something like this since the day I found out I was a Shadow wolf. Despite Phoenix and my lovely friends here, these babies will be a part of me.

      I’ll come full circle.

      His throat bobs as he nods. “I can’t wait.”

      Grinning, I close my eyes. “Me neither.”
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      Adri

      

      Later that day, Phoenix and I head over to Nora and Iris’s house. We told them first because they’re in the same shoes as us—expectant parents. I’m wringing my hands as we wait in front of their door for them to answer, and I’m not sure what to say about the news. I’m still in shock. I also feel guilty that I’ve had no symptoms, while Iris has been sick for months. How am I going to look them in the face and tell them I’m expecting twins and that I’m still asymptomatic? I don’t have too much time to dwell on it, however, because Iris opens the door a second later.

      “How did it go?” she asks.

      I shrug as Phoenix ushers us inside. Looking around, I’m struck by how comforting their house is. I’ve been here before, of course, but now I’m seeing it through the lens of a prospective parent. It’s inviting. None of the furniture has sharp edges, and there’s a massive couch in front of a large screen TV right as we walk in. It reminds me a little of my birth parents’ house—the place I’d only been to once but had felt very much like this.

      Like home.

      Like Phoenix’s house feels, and Kaz’s. I’d only glimpsed Valen’s apartment once, but it, too, felt cozy.

      Growing up, my adoptive parents always had to have the best of the best, and that didn’t always mean comfort. It meant high-end and modern, expensive. But this house feels like a place I’d want to bring my kids.

      Kids. Plural.

      “Is everything okay?” Nora asks. She walks into the living room, carrying a mug of what I know is decaf coffee with oat milk for me. She’s always been so considerate, and since this was my first prenatal appointment, she must’ve known how nervous I would be.

      “Everything’s fine…” I look at Phoenix, who only gives me a small, knowing smile. “Well…” I add, suddenly nervous.

      “Oh my god, you’re killing me,” Nora says, handing me my coffee.

      I take a sip and set it down on the coffee table. “Everything is fine. It’s just that I’m actually having twins.”

      There’s a beat of silence before Nora shrieks, enveloping me in a warm, tight hug. Iris comes behind me, wrapping her arms around me so that I’m sandwiched between them as they squeal. I’m laughing when they pull away, and when I look at Iris, her face is full of joy.

      “I feel bad,” I tell her, my shoulders sagging slightly.

      Her up-tilted eyes narrow slightly as her brows furrow. “What do you mean you feel bad?” she asks.

      “I know you’ve been having a hard time with your pregnancy—”

      “Oh, Adrienne. Please don’t ever feel bad for not experiencing the hell that is my pregnancy,” she says matter-of-factly.

      I shuffle my feet slightly as I hold my mug of hot coffee and take a sip. “I know, I just—I just feel like I’m cheating the system a bit. Even my doctor told me that most shifters experience unpleasant symptoms.”

      Nora comes around to my other side and wraps her arm around my shoulder. She looks down at me with a loving gaze. “Well,” she says, her voice full of mirth, “I guess you’re just one of the lucky ones.”

      Iris nods vigorously. “I promise I’m not holding it against you,” she says. Period. “I’m thrilled about the news,” she adds, looking at Phoenix. “I can’t believe you’re going to have twins!”

      Nora releases me, and Phoenix leads me to the couch, where he sits me down and plops down next to me.

      “It took Adrienne a few minutes for the news to settle in,” he says, smiling at me. “But I think she’s come around now.”

      Nora and Iris take a seat on the two chairs opposite the couch. Nora’s in a pair of baggy overalls and a white T-shirt, and Iris is in a long-sleeved black dress. It shows off just how much weight she’s lost. Despite her smiles, I know she’s still having a hard time with the pregnancy. She can hardly keep any food down, and she’s been admitted to the hospital a few times to replenish her fluids. The persistent guilt that’s been swirling in my gut for the last ten weeks stirs around inside me again as I think of how easily I’ve had it. Nora puts an arm around Iris, and they both smile at us.

      “So,” Nora says, “are you going to find out the genders?”

      “Of course,” Phoenix says, leaning forward a bit.

      “Definitely,” I add. “There’s no way I could wait.” When I look at Iris, she’s watching us with a small smile. “You must have the patience of a saint.”

      “A saint? Maybe.” She looks down at her belly, cradling it affectionately with both hands. “We’ve been waiting for years for this to happen, so a few months to wait and find out the gender is nothing.”

      “Still… I admire you. Going through the hell you’ve bene going through… I can’t imagine,” I whisper. “I wish there was something I could do.”

      Iris gives me a soft smile. “I know, Adri. But you need to understand that this sickness is temporary. At the end is our very long-awaited reward. That is what I focus on, and you can therefore relax, knowing I’m content.”

      I take another sip of coffee before Nora clears her throat.

      “How is Dierdre doing?” she asks.

      “She’s doing well,” I tell her. “We text every day. She’s having a great time with Cyrus. They seem to get along really well.”

      Nora and Iris share a look.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Oh, nothing,” Ira says wistfully.

      “If it’s about Kaz,” Phoenix starts with a sigh, “there’s nothing we can do. He’s hell-bent on being miserable.” No one says anything as we think of our friend. “I think he feels as if their bond is fake because of what happened.”

      “We all saw them before they were soul bond,” Iris adds. “But he refuses to see that.”

      “He keeps telling himself that she’s still a kid and is too young to be making these decisions for herself,” Phoenix agrees. “He’s going to give her space, which I understand.”

      “I just wish he’d get his head out of his ass and admit that he has feelings for her,” Nora says. “I’ve known him all my life, and I’ve never seen him this worked up over someone before.”

      Iris leans into Nora. “Yeah, but does Dierdre have feelings for Kaz?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I answer quietly.

      I think back to my sister and her interactions with Kaz. The first time I’d ever seen them together, I’d been drunk, but even back then, I remember the spark they seemed to have. They reminded me a lot of Phoenix and me.

      “But, like Kaz, I don’t think she’s ready to admit it.”

      Nora groans. “Gods, it’s like before you and Phoenix got together.” She laughs.

      I smile when I think back to when Phoenix and I were just friends. How we’d been in denial for so long.

      “I think they’ll both realize it when they need to,” I tell them. “For now, Dierdre’s just having a good time in Penrith territory. She was never like me growing up. She never rebelled, never found her own way—until the end, that is. I think she needs to have this experience. I think she needs to find herself and focus on something that’s not… Kaz,” I finish.

      “I just want Kaz to be happy,” Nora replies. “And Dierdre seems to make him happy.”

      As we chat, I sip my coffee and think about my sister, about how important it is that she is carving her own path. She’s the last descendant of the very first North American Pack. I always knew she was a badass, but this brings her to a whole new level. I miss her, and I wish she were here with us, but I also understand that this work brings her satisfaction.

      She has all the time in the world to find love.

      No matter what she decides, as her big sister, I will support her in whatever she wants to do.

      And I’m grateful she’ll be back for the birth, something we’ve already discussed at length.

      “So… twins!” Nora squeals, and I can’t help but laugh when I think about how chaotic all our lives are about to get.
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      Deirdre

      

      I fill my days with the most grueling spell work imaginable. Not only is this ancient book nearly illegible, but it’s also really fucking intense.

      Cyrus’s packs weren’t messing around.

      Some spells are simpler, but they all involve old magic, which is mostly out of use now. I feel very cliché as I stoop over a cauldron, mixing ingredients together. When I’m not mixing ingredients in a freezing-cold cave room, I’m in a fortified gymnasium reciting the spells and pulling the magic through the pages (sometimes, quite literally). Like the soul bonding magic, every spell in the book responds to me. Cyrus tells me it’s because it recognizes me, but whatever the case, the simpler spells are easy to pull up and break.

      All it takes is a counterspell, something Cyrus and his inner circle have been working on for nearly five years already.

      It exhausts me, though, and I spend full days half-dead to the world.

      It’s comical to imagine my life now compared to my life this time last year.

      The perfect daughter. Attending my junior year of high school. Straightening my hair and making sure my mother approved of my outfits. Trying to figure out how to play the part of Adri’s younger sister—especially knowing how much she hated it. The fake laughs, the designer clothes, the parties we had to attend with our parents…

      I didn’t realize it at the time, because Adri was always so much better at showing her true feelings, but I also felt stagnant in Willow Creek.

      I never could’ve imagined I’d be here just a short year later.

      Glancing back down at the cauldron, I concentrate on the task at hand. These spells require certain ingredients, a lot of which aren’t available anymore. Which means Cyrus and I are the lucky ones who have to figure out how to substitute or grow them. That takes time.

      We’re trying to get all the brewing done first. Not all the spells require it, and since we have to grow some things that we don’t have available, we knock out all the brewing first. Cyrus and his inner circle have already transcribed the notes and spells. So once everything’s done brewing, we’ll be able to get through the rest of the spells quickly.

      We’re saving the worst for last.

      There are three spells in the old book that are considered the most intense—one of them is the soul bonding spell.

      I’ve already asked Cyrus if there’s a way to break the soul bond between Kaz and me. He’s not sure. And from what I can gather, a soul bond cannot be broken unless one or both parties die.

      Which is just fan-fucking-tastic.

      It’s not that I mind being soul bound to Kaz. If I had to be soul bound to anyone, I’d prefer it to be someone like him. The problem is, I feel like I’ve forced his hand. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t developed feelings for him over the last few months. He was my saving grace until Adri and I could get out of Willow Creek, and, of course, he had a pivotal role in our rescue. I also can’t help but think of the tension between us in the weeks that I lived with Adri and Phoenix. There’s no denying that I feel something for him other than friendship. But now that we’re soul bound, he’s forced to see me as his equal. His mate. A woman.

      Where before, I was just a kid.

      He made that very clear with my nickname.

      So, being in the Penrith has been a pleasant distraction from all of that. And even if I’m not able to break the soul bond between Kaz and me, I can at least put distance between us. I can give him a chance to really think about what he wants.

      And I can give myself that same chance.

      I’m only seventeen. I’m not ready to settle down.

      “I think we should brew the arrowroot next,” Cyrus says, staring down at the book.

      We’ve made dozens of copies of the book, dispersing them throughout his inner circle. That way, if something were to happen to the book, we have extra copies. I was hesitant at first, fearing that the book could get in the wrong hands. However, not only are the copies under lock and key in different locations, but Cyrus is confident that no one can actually bring any of the spells to fruition. Without me. Which freaks me out a little.

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” I tell him, looking down into the cauldron.

      I know arrowroot is a common ingredient here, so it won’t be hard. Much of my work lately has been studying plants and flowers native to the southwestern United States. That way, I’d know what’s readily available and what’s not.

      “I also think we should start with the fertilization spells,” he says slowly, looking up at me for approval.

      “I agree. We are heading into spring,” I tell him with a smile.

      Cyrus stands and stretches. His leather jacket rises, showing off his pale, toned abdomen. I have to avert my eyes. I can’t deny how attractive he is—large, athletic build with plenty of muscle, long blond hair… he’s like a Fae warrior prince. And he’s nice.

      Even so… Neither of us seem to want to cross that line. Whether it’s because I’m underage or because he knows I’m soul bound to Kaz, I’m not sure. And honestly, I’m not sure I even want to go there with him. He’s the first friend I’ve made all on my own since leaving Willow Creek. The first friend I’ve made without Adri or Phoenix’s influence. I didn’t have very many friends in Willow Creek, aside from the resistors later on. So, being Cyrus’s friend feels right.

      I’m not sure I would ever want to ruin the friendship we’ve formed.

      And… I’m not sure my soul bond would allow me to feel something for another person.

      Kaz and I didn’t exactly talk about that, either. I assume our bond is like mate magic, which prohibits either party from having enjoyable experiences with anyone other than their mate, unless the mating is rejected.

      Neither Kaz nor I rejected the bond.

      I’m not even sure we could reject the bond.

      For all I know, Kaz is out there sowing his wild oats.

      I rub my chest at the thought of him seeing someone else—the thought of someone else admiring his sharp cheekbones and his mysterious, observant nature.

      Setting the wooden spoon down a little too roughly, I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Surely I would feel it, right? If he… slept with someone?

      Gods. I can’t fathom that. Even just imagining it sends a cold shiver of betrayal down my spine.

      This stupid fucking soul bond.

      It’s fine. I’m way too busy for romance, anyway.

      “Are you coming to the shaft later?” Cyrus asks, packing his things up into his bag.

      The shaft is one of the local bars inside of the caves. It’s a casual hangout for people in the Penrith Pack, and while I’ve been a few times—there’s no age restriction for alcohol in shifter territories, due to us metabolizing alcohol so fast—I don’t feel up to it tonight.

      “Probably not. I’m tired,” I tell him honestly.

      Being here feels like I’m back in school, studying for a test. My brain is thoroughly exhausted.

      Though I’ve been running my wolf around in the caves down here most mornings, I do still run around at night before bed, too, just to clear my mind for sleep. There’s a designated area for it, and there are also places I can go above ground, too.

      He laughs. “I understand. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow, then.”

      “Night, Cy,” I say, looking down at the brewing notes.

      “Have a good night, Dee.”

      He walks out without another word, and I look back down at the book.

      I know he’s headed to Willow Creek tomorrow. They’re voting in their new alpha, and he wants to be there to show his support. Adri and Phoenix invited me to attend as well, but I’m not ready to go back there. My memories haven’t fully returned, though I’ve dreamt about a few of them. I’m not sure why. In my discussions with Nora, she seemed to think it had something to do with the soul bond with Kaz. That perhaps we’re sharing the trauma and the memories. I haven’t spoken to Kaz since he left, so I don’t know if he’s remembering more than I am or if Nora’s theory is true.

      Once Willow Creek votes in their new alpha, things will more or less go back to normal, which is weird to think about. The other packs that supported Zade and Zeek are now showing their support for the Shadow Pack.

      Cyrus is among them.

      Now that I know more about the history of the Crawford family, and my role in that, I can understand how the Crawfords amassed so much power. It’s because it was literally in their blood. The idea of growing up with my half brothers and not even knowing it was them, not even knowing we were related… it’s unsettling.

      Everything about my past is unsettling when I think about it.

      I know I haven’t properly taken in and digested what my life had become over the last year. The things I learned. The things that turned my entire world onto its axis.

      One day, that might bite me in the ass. But for now, I want nothing more than to move on.

      To get a fresh start.

      To find my way in the world.

      My parents—or my mom, at least—have tried reaching out to me several times since they lied for me. They know I killed Zeek, Emma, and Godric, and I know they covered for me.

      That memory has become a reoccurring nightmare. The whole ceremony—well, the parts I do remember—play on repeat most nights.

      The black smoke.

      The way Zeek silently screamed for help.

      Zeek—my half brother.

      The worry etched into Kaz’s expression.

      It all culminates and I usually wake up gasping for air.

      Like I’m the one being choked to death.

      My parents have gone back to Willow Creek, and from what I’ve heard from Adri, they sold their house and moved to another city north of where we grew up.

      I guess the shame of being associated with the Crawfords was enough to make them pack up and leave.

      Good. They should be ashamed.

      I take a deep breath and look down into the cauldron again, turning the fire off. Today we brewed aged moss and honeysuckle extract, something we’d need for certain mild love spells. I stir it around until it thickens and cools, and then I fill up vials with the dark green liquid before corking and sealing them how Cyrus showed me so that they keep their powerful properties. I place them in the designated holder to let them cool further, and then I bring the cauldron over to the sink to rinse it out.

      My thoughts wander to Zade and Zeek. I didn’t know the latter very well, and by the time he came back to Willow Creek, he’d turned into a monster. But my chest does pang for Zade. For the Zade Crawford I grew up with. Adri’s friend—before he ascended to alpha and hurt her.

      It was such a dichotomy. I can’t help but wonder if, being related to them, I’m capable of the same kinds of monstrosities.

      As I scrub the iron cauldron with a wire brush, I can’t help but think about how it’s been a year since the fateful dinner—the night Phoenix and Adri found out about being mates.

      The night all our lives changed.

      I’m still only seventeen, though I feel so much older.

      I’ve changed a lot over the past year.

      As I look around the brewing room, I realize I enjoy doing something useful.

      Using my hands, helping the world, staying busy…

      And I enjoy helping Cyrus. I feel stronger, more sure of myself. More like the person I never knew I was allowed to be.

      I enjoy knowing that I’m the only one who can break these spells. It gives me purpose.

      And… I’m proving to myself that I am capable of helping our kind instead of my half brothers.

      I am proving to myself that even though I shared blood with them, I’m also my own person finding my own place in the world.

      I am worthy of happiness, and I won’t let my bloodline become a curse.

      One day, I’ll go back to the Shadow Pack.

      But I know something is waiting for me here, and that thought excites me more than anything else.
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            A Thing for Pilots

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      Kaz, Valen, Nora, Adrienne, and I all charter a private jet to Willow Creek the next day. I’ve been itching to fly the last few weeks, so this is the perfect opportunity. Nora frets about leaving Iris behind, especially since she’s less than a month away from her due date. But Iris pushes her toward the tarmac and gives her an encouraging smile. I send a friendly wave over my shoulder to Iris, knowing she’ll be fine until we’re back tomorrow afternoon. I made sure the doctor knew she was alone just in case she goes into labor early, so at least we all know she’s taken care of.

      When I look over at Adrienne, she’s looking up at the plane with intrigue.

      “Are you going to help me fly today, little wolf?” I ask, my voice tauntingly dark as my hand slithers around her waist.

      Adrienne smirks as she looks at the white aircraft. “What kinds of perks will I get if I help you fly?” she asks, cocking her head as she climbs aboard. “Do co-pilots get some sort of reward?”

      I laugh as I follow her inside, but guilt claws at my stomach.

      The truth of the matter is, I know she’s nervous about going back to Willow Creek. There’s nothing there for her anymore, and the threat of the Crawfords is nonexistent. Even her parents live two hours south of Willow Creek, holed up in some small house in Northern California. I don’t blame them. Being the corrupt alpha’s beta—twice—does not bode well for George Pierce.

      I don’t blame them for wanting to start over.

      Despite all of that, I can still see the worry etched onto Adrienne’s forehead. Her hand rests against her stomach as she follows me into the cockpit. She’s been doing that for a couple of weeks now, probably without even realizing she’s doing it.

      I get settled in the cockpit, checking everything over. Valen also has his pilot’s license should anything happen, so I’m comfortable flying us all to San Jose airport.

      Once the instruments are all checked for flying, I pull on the headphones to communicate with air traffic control.

      “This is Pilatus PC-24. Cleared to San Jose International Airport via the Ak1 departure, RNGRR transition, then as filed. Climb maintain five thousand. Departure frequency one-three-five, decimal niner, squawk four-seven-six-three,” I say.

      Once I power the engine on, I look over at Adrienne and give her a smug smile. Her irises bloom dark, and she bites her lip as they scan my bare arms down to where my hands hold the throttle.

      “Still have a thing for pilots?” I ask her.

      “When you talk like that, fuck yes.”

      She shifts in her seat, and that tells me everything I need to know. I let out a dark chuckle at the thought of her being turned on just by watching me. But it doesn’t surprise me. She’s been a walking nymphomaniac ever since I knocked her up. She can’t get enough of me and jumps my bones any chance she can. A very inconvenient symptom for her, but pleasant for me, of course.

      I wonder if this symptom of hers has something to do with being her fated mate. Omegas get very affectionate and very loving when they’re pregnant with pups—especially toward their alpha. It’s all very primal and instinctual, so I’m not taking it too seriously. But I’m always willing to give her a helping hand when she needs one.

      Lately, all it seems to take is one look—one movement on my part—and her pupils dilate at the same time her lips part with arousal.

      I definitely don’t hate the new perks of this pregnancy. The only thing that’s lacking is our ability to shift and run together. To play. My wolf misses her wolf, quite simply, but it’s a small price to pay on my front. Kaz and I have gone for regular longer runs, possibly for similar reasons—missing our wolf. Not that Kaz would admit that either.

      As I grip the handles of the control wheel, air traffic control talks back to me in my headset.

      “Taxi to runway one-six right via alpha two, bravo and delta. Cross runway two-five,” someone says on the other end.

      “Copy,” I tell them. Switching my headset over to the cabin, I tell everyone to buckle up, as we’re about to taxi to the runway. When I look back at Adrienne, her eyes are glowing with the light of the instruments, but she says nothing. I smile as I guide us onto the runway. “Put your seat belt on, Midnight.”

      She sighs as she buckles herself in. “Don’t crash,” she adds dryly.

      Such a brat, I think with a smile.

      “Do you really doubt my abilities that much?”

      She smirks as we line up with the runway, where we taxi for a couple of minutes.

      “Pilatus PC-24, cleared for takeoff runway one-six,” the headset sounds.

      “Cleared for takeoff runway one-six, Pilatus PC-24,” I reply.

      “Fuck,” Adrienne mutters, looking away as I chuckle.

      “Hold on,” I warn her as I push the plane forward. The cockpit shakes as we gain speed, and the familiar sensation of taking off calms me like it always does. One hand is on the yoke, and I pull back the throttle to raise the nose of the aircraft into a climb. As the wheels leave the runway, I can’t help but grin. This is my favorite part—when the plane takes flight completely. Once I determine that we’re climbing steadily, I retract the landing gear while simultaneously gearing the power levers up for a steady climb. When this is done, I remove my hands as we continue ascending.

      I feel Adrienne’s eyes on me.

      “If only I’d known that flying a plane got you so hot and bothered in the beginning,” I tell her, watching the pink flush rise up her neck and cheeks. “I would’ve been a shoo-in.”

      She snorts. “Probably. Though everything seems to get me all hot and bothered these days,” she muses, tilting her head and looking at me. “Especially when you wear those tight, dark T-shirts,” she adds, her voice husky.

      “Oh, yeah? Something about my bare skin? Or is it my muscles?” I ask, flexing.

      She rolls her eyes as she looks away. “Don’t be cocky. You could wrap yourself with toilet paper and I would probably still want to screw your brains out right now.” She laughs. “These hormones are completely messing with me.”

      “I don’t mind,” I offer.

      “Just because you enjoy the perks, it doesn’t make them less inconvenient,” she replies, her voice sharper.

      I place one of my hands on her leg. “It’s going to be about ten minutes before we level out,” I tell her slowly, my eyes raking over her body. Whatever hormones she’s experiencing, I get a fraction of them whenever I catch a whiff of her scent. It’s the scent she gives out when she’s in heat. Though a little different with the pregnancy, her alluring scent is just as potent. All I want to do is protect her, nurture her, and knot her.

      “Really?” she asks, her voice strained. “Ten minutes?”

      I laugh. “Yep. I have to get this plane into the air without crashing.”

      When we woke up this morning, Adrienne had straddled me in bed. But we weren’t able to follow through, as Valen needed me for an issue we had up in the northern territory. After I was done with that debriefing, I only had twenty minutes to shower and get ready.

      So I know she’s been aching for it all morning.

      “If you don’t think you can wait that long, why don’t you touch yourself?” I ask her.

      She shifts in her seat—enough for me to know she’s considering it. She pulled her dark hair into a loose ponytail, and despite dressing casually in leggings and a large sweatshirt, she’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Gods, I love her.

      She’s so sexy even when she doesn’t realize it. And right now, just the fact that she’s carrying our twins somehow makes her that much sexier.

      “I can wait,” she says matter-of-factly, but the way she presses her thighs together makes me think she can’t.

      “Go ahead,” I urge, my voice low. “Get your cunt nice and wet for me.”

      “Gods, Phoenix,” she says, her voice breathy as she looks away. “You’re not playing fair.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with pleasuring yourself in front of your husband,” I tell her. “Come on. See if you can make yourself come before we level out.”

      She sighs, running a hand over her face. “Before you knocked me up, I might’ve been able to resist you. But these hormones are making me really fucking crazy.”

      She frantically works the waistband of her leggings lower, and I realize she hasn’t worn jeans for a few days. I wonder if it’s because she’s starting to show. It’s barely noticeable, but I suppose a looser waistband is more comfortable.

      I should buy her some nice maternity clothes…

      Her hand sneaks into her panties, and she groans.

      “That’s it,” I tell her, my cock growing hard in my pants. “I bet you’re already wet for me, little wolf,” I say huskily.

      “I really don’t want to distract you,” she says, her fingers swirling around her clit. My erection throbs as I concentrate on flying the plane. Maybe this wasn’t a great idea—I’d do just about anything to feel how wet she is right now.

      “You won’t. But tell me how wet you are.”

      “I’m so wet,” she says slowly, moaning.

      “Fuck me,” I growl.

      Maybe this was a bad idea.

      “How much longer?” she asks.

      Her voice is frayed and stilted, and I know she’s close. She’s so combustible lately, it doesn’t take much for her to come. My cock is straining against my pants. I want nothing more than to slip it inside her tight heat.

      “About a minute and a half.” I clench my jaw as I concentrate on turning the aircraft south. A few seconds later, we break through the clouds. I won’t do anyone any favors if I crash this plane before engaging the autopilot, so I really put her sounds and noises out of my head as I gear up to do that.

      “Fuck, Phoenix,” she groans. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her hips bucking. “I’m coming.” I grip the handle as we level out, and when I look over at her, she’s panting.

      I glance at the altitude. 99,997 feet.

      Fucking close enough.

      I switch the autopilot on, then remove my hands from the steering wheel and throttle.

      My cock is pulsing in my pants. I need to be inside her.

      “Let me taste,” I command.

      Adrienne clicks out of her seat belt as she reaches over and presses two fingers into my mouth. I groan as my eyes roll into the back of my head, and I swirl my tongue around her fingers. Her sweet earthy scent is so damn intoxicating. It makes me yearn for her every second of the day because I can always smell it lately. I want nothing more than to inject it—like my own personal heroin. I want nothing more than to immerse myself in it. To be consumed by it.

      If I could always smell like Adrian’s arousal, I would die a contented man.

      She removes her fingers and one of her hands comes to my throbbing cock as she kicks her shoes off. My hips jerk erratically. In a second, my seat belt is off, and I lean forward, pulling her leggings off.

      “Phoenix,” she moans, standing before me in only her pink panties.

      I growl as I reach for her, freeing my cock and pulling her onto my lap. As she straddles my hips, my hands instinctively slide over her bare legs, gripping the globes of her perfect round ass. Her curves drive me fucking wild, and I dig my fingernails into the soft flesh between her hips and thighs. She moans and tosses her head back.

      “I need you,” she says urgently.

      “You have me,” I rasp, my voice raw. My fingers slide to her underwear as I pull them to the side. A groan escapes me as I feel how wet she is. I align my cock with her entrance, and she sinks down on top of me. We both groan as she slowly lowers herself.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, feeling the tip of my shaft hitting her cervix.

      “Yes, alpha,” she moans needily. “I’ve needed this all day,” she adds with a touch of emotion tinting her words. Guilt courses through me because she’s right. While some omegas might require nurturing or pampering, my omega needs me. She needs my knot. And this morning, I ignored her needs. While I know it was for a valid reason, I also don’t want her to suffer. These hormones are messing with her, and I should do everything I can to ease things.

      “I’m so damn sorry, little wolf,” I tell her, kissing her neck and running my hands up her back under her sweatshirt. “I’m sorry for making you wait. But I promise to make amends now,” I vow.

      “Please,” she whimpers, rocking her hips back and forth along my length.

      “You feel so incredible,” I tell her, my voice husky. “I feel at home with my cock inside you.”

      “Me too,” she whispers, leaning her head back so I can kiss her neck. She rides me, her hips moving in slow small circles. Each motion squeezes me with every rotation of her hips, and I know she’s close, holding off on giving into her arousal. Her cunt squeezes my length tightly, and it sends an electric surge throughout me.

      “Adrienne,” I murmur against her neck. “Don’t stop.”

      “I won’t,” she whimpers, her movements growing more erratic.

      It astounds me every time she slides down my hard length; the friction captivates me with every movement back up. The mixture of sensations is astonishingly intense. Most of the time, I’m the one in control. She prefers it that way. I enjoy it that way.

      However, now and then, I let her take charge. Like today. Because I understand how much she craves my knot, and every time I do, I’m in awe of how much pleasure she pulls from me.

      How perfect she is for me.

      “Yes, little wolf,” I say, squeezing her ass and moving her against me. My palms grip her ass, and I pull her down onto me rougher as the sounds of our arousal bounce off the walls of the cockpit.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she cries, nearly screaming.

      The feel of her pussy gripping me sends me over the edge into a blissful, earth-shattering orgasm. I roar, emptying into her as my knot engages and locks myself deep inside her, and our movements come to a halt. She pulses around me, pulling out every single drop of my cum. I swear she has a special talent for that—milking me dry every single time I fuck her.

      “Gods, Phoenix,” she whispers, her breath warm against my neck. Her forehead drops against my neck as she catches her breath.

      “I’m sorry I made you wait,” I tell her honestly.

      I do a quick check of the instruments. The plane is doing just fine on autopilot.

      “I was just teasing you,” she replies, her voice warm and sensual, like it always is after we’ve fucked.

      “I think there was a kernel of truth to what you said, though. You’ve taken this pregnancy in stride, and you’ve done so well. I mean, fuck, you’re carrying our twins right now. Your body is doing all the work. And the one thing you’re asking for in return is me?”

      “Phoenix—”

      I place a finger on her lips. “Let me finish. I’m more than happy to give myself over to you. I’ll gladly fall to my knees and do whatever you need me to do to make sure that you’re happy, fulfilled, and satisfied. It’s the least I can do,” I say.

      She sighs contentedly against me, and her body relaxes even more at my words. “You really know exactly what to say,” she mumbles.

      “You’re my mate.” I grip her tighter against me. “My wife. My queen.”

      “Queen?” she asks, pulling away and looking at me. “That would make you a king.”

      “Well, I mean…” A sly smile forms on my lips. “Back in the day, shifters had kings and queens.”

      She punches my shoulder lightly. “You’re so arrogant sometimes. I love it.”

      “All I’m saying is, I am the alpha of this pack. And I don’t like that you don’t get a formal title. So to me, you are my queen. I may rule this pack until the day I die or someone overpowers me, but the genuine power lies in you. Because you hold all of me. No one else holds my power like you do. You could ask me to drop to my knees and worship you for the rest of my life and I would. You could ask me to declare war on Willow Creek, something I am more than entitled to do, considering what they did to us. You could ask me to do just about anything, and I would do it for you. Do you realize how much power that gives you? So I’ll tell you again. You are my queen.”

      Her eyes shimmer with tears as she places both hands on either side of my face.

      “You’re so perfect,” she says softly. “I’m so grateful for you and for us. And for all of this. I can’t wait to see you become a dad.” Her words pierce my chest unexpectedly. My knot is still locked inside her, and it’s really fucking amazing being this close to her and hearing her praise me.

      “I worry sometimes,” I tell her honestly. “I didn’t have my father growing up, so I didn’t exactly have a role model.”

      Adrienne’s brows furrow as she studies my face. “You may not have had a father figure, but you make a damn good husband and a damn good mate. Ask anyone on this plane. Any of them would lay their lives down for you in a heartbeat. And you would do the same for them. So while you may not know how to be a good father, you know how to do all the important things. All the things that make you loyal and kind. All the things that give you integrity. All the things that makes you smart and intelligent. And that’s what will make you an exceptional father.”

      She places a palm on my chest.

      “All of those things enable you to love so deeply. You’ll be a great dad because you already do all of that. Every day. I have a feeling that being a father is going to come naturally to you. Which is irritating,” she adds with a smirk. “I mean, you’re you. You’re Alpha Phoenix Adair of the Shadow Pack. If you can do that, you can do anything.”

      I smile just as my knot disengages from inside her. With shaky legs, she stands up and walks over to her bag and uses a wipe to clean herself up.

      “You certainly came prepared,” I purr as I put myself back inside my pants. I admire her legs as she steps back into her leggings.

      “Of course I came prepared,” she says, her lips pinker from kissing me. “My mate is flying a plane. There is a hundred percent chance I’m going to want to take advantage of that.”

      I bark a laugh just as there’s a knock on the door. Adrienne quickly composes herself and sits back down in the seat opposite me.

      “It’s open,” I yell.

      Valen sticks his head in, takes one sniff, and arches his brows. “We haven’t even been in the air for twenty minutes, guys,” he jokes, shaking his head with disapproval. “Filthy animals.”

      I hide my smile as I wait for him to continue.

      “Willow Creek just sent over the new constitution for their pack,” he says, his eyes alight with mischief.

      “And?” I ask, thinking of the document that the overseers have put together over the last few weeks since Zeek’s death. The role of alpha is being left to be voted on today. A group of higher-up wolves in the pack got together and became a governing body until they vote a new alpha in. During that time, the twelve alphas and betas all came up with a new constitution. This isn’t news to me. All alphas govern under their own set of rules. They’re all more or less the same across packs, and the biggest difference is that the Shadow Pack and the Willow Creek Pack both have clauses about the treaty in them.

      We won’t go into Willow Creek, and they won’t come into Shadow territory.

      Valen looks between Adrienne and me as a slow smile breaks across his lips. “Yeah, I read through it, and guess what?”

      “What?” Adri asks.

      “They’ve omitted the treaty clause,” he says.

      “What does that mean?”

      I look over at her just as something warm and soft wraps around my heart. “It means that once they vote the new alpha in,” I tell her slowly, “there will be no treaty. It means their pack and our pack will now be at peace together, and we will come and go as we please.”
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            Grumpy Wolf

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaz

      

      The words on the constitution swim before my eyes. It’s a standard contract, and the young male at the head of the table is so different from the Crawford men. He’s kind and progressive, and he’s willing to start fresh with our pack. As I sign below Valen’s name, I push the paper over to Cyrus, the next alpha in line to sign the new governing documents for Willow Creek. He’s in his leathers again, blond hair pulled back into a low bun.

      And next to him is the alpha of the Meridian Pack. Her name is Ari, and she was appointed alpha a few years ago. I’ve met her in passing. She watches me with twinkling light-blue eyes. Her black braided hair is loose around her dark shoulders, and her suit looks more expensive than Phoenix’s.

      Seated on the other side of Ari is Santiago, the alpha of the Nunavit Pack. His dark hair is shaved, and his colorful clothing is a stark contrast to all the black the rest of us are wearing. When he’s done signing, the contract goes back to Malick, the new Willow Creek alpha. Sitting on either side of him are two older men I assume are his fathers.

      This pack needs someone like Malick. Someone young, with an open mind.

      A new start.

      Once Phoenix and Malick shake hands, Adrienne follows him and Cyrus out of the courtroom.

      According to shifter law, once four neighboring packs sign off on a constitution for a new alpha, that alpha inherits the pack immediately.

      I stay off to the side in the shade of the large government building when Malick approaches Adrienne. Even from several feet away, I can hear the low growl Phoenix emits as Malick gets closer.

      Raising both hands in a peaceful gesture, Adrienne gives him a soft smile. Phoenix seems to relax when he does, but before I can watch further, Cyrus joins me and leans against the building next to me.

      “How are you doing, Kaz Yearwood?”

      I try not to roll my eyes. Does he really have to call me by my full name? Gods, we all know the Yearwoods aren’t exactly notorious for being good people. My family has a dark past, and I’d rather not be reminded of it by the guy who is probably fucking my soul-bound mate.

      “I’m doing just fine, Cyrus Tanniel,” I bite back, wishing I had a reason to excuse myself. But Malick is still talking to Adrienne—apologizing, it seems, if his body language is any sign—so I stay put.

      Cyrus chuckles, and it grates on my nerves. “Aren’t you going to ask how I’m doing?” he says, his low voice full of arrogance.

      I hold back a snarl. “I’m finding that I don’t quite care how you are,” I growl.

      “Aww, is the solemn, grumpy wolf angry with me?”

      I narrow my eyes.

      Maybe I should sic my crime family on this guy.

      “What reason would I ever have for being angry with you?” I grit out, though we both know what he’s referring to.

      He just chuckles and looks away, crossing his arms. The movement makes a cracking noise in the creases of his leather jacket.

      “She’s doing well,” he says after a minute.

      “Doesn’t surprise me,” I retort, my voice low.

      “We’re making a lot of progress. I expect she’ll be done by summer.”

      “Adrienne will be pleased to hear that.”

      He turns to face me, but I keep my eyes on Adrienne and Phoenix.

      “She sure has a temper in the mornings,” he mutters.

      Something lightens and cracks simultaneously inside my chest as I remember my mornings with her. The way her eyes would sparkle when I discussed strategy. The way she’d close her eyes in rapture at her first sip of coffee. The way her perpetually cold hands would grip the mug, warming herself. The way she’d get a tiny wrinkle between her brows whenever we disagreed about something.

      Gods, I miss her.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath before replying.

      “I used to make her coffee for her every morning. Trust me. That’s the key to ensuring she’s always in a good mood.”

      Why am I telling him this?

      He must be thinking the same thing, because he arches a brow as his lips lift into a smile.

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      “Milk, no sugar. Though if you have toffee nut syrup, she enjoys that from time to time,” I add, looking away.

      Shut up, Kaz.

      “I appreciate that,” he says a minute later. Neither of us say anything as Adrienne gives Malick a hug, patting him on the shoulder. Ari taps her on the shoulder a second later, and I can tell by the way Ari is grinning that she’s congratulating Adrienne on the pregnancy.

      They’ve kept the fact that it’s twins to themselves, but the alphas of our neighboring packs all know she’s pregnant and due late next summer.

      Hopefully, Deirdre will be back in Shadow land by then…

      I swallow to push away the intrusive thoughts. Of Deirdre deciding to stay. Of her and Cyrus dating. Of the two of them getting married and having pups.

      My heart nearly collapses in on itself.

      Is that how he knows she’s so cranky in the mornings? Has he encountered early-morning Deirdre because they’re together in a way I’ll never have?

      “You care about her a lot,” Cyrus says, his voice softer than before. It’s not a question.

      I say nothing. How can I? I never want to impede her happiness. If being with Cyrus makes her happy, then so be it. I would never jeopardize her happiness, even if I feel like I can’t breathe anytime I think of her being in love with the man standing next to me.

      “It’s okay, you know,” he adds, turning to face me slightly. “She and I… we’re just friends.”

      Something hopeful and warm leaps inside me. “You are?”

      I hate how fucking desperate I sound…

      I assumed he and Deirdre would’ve at least messed around by now. All of those long days spent together performing old, powerful magic… it’s a recipe for falling in love. And from the rumors I’ve heard about Cyrus and the Penrith Pack, I know they’re very open and forward sexually. In the past, he’s been very vocal about his female conquests.

      “Yes. Friends only. I mean, not just because she’s underage, but because it isn’t like that between us. It never has been.”

      It feels as if the world is lifting from my shoulders.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, feeling like an ass. “For telling me that.”

      “She’ll find her way back to you, man. One day. Just be patient.”

      I swallow as I look down at the concrete. “Yeah.”

      “She’s like a bird. This pack caged her for seventeen years,” he adds, wrinkling his nose as he looks around downtown Willow Creek. “She needs some time to feel like she can fly.”

      Fuck, when did Cyrus Tanniel get wise?

      “Very true,” I reply. My toe scuffs against the ground as I think of how to word my next question, but I finally decide to just come out and ask it. “So, what do you know about our soul bond?”

      Cyrus’s lips curve into a smirk. “I was wondering when you’d ask.”

      “Is it possible to break it? To free her from… me?”

      Cyrus turns to face me fully, his face open and expressive. And right now he’s looking at me like I’m an idiot.

      “The soul binding spell doesn’t work like that, Kaz. It didn’t bind her to you. It bound you together. To do that, there had to be some sort of compatibility between the two of you. Like I told you all a few weeks ago, if Deirdre had wanted to reject it, she could have. It’s why it never would’ve worked with Zeek. It’s why she could wield that magic and use it against the Crawfords.”

      My brows furrow as I consider his words. “And it worked with me?”

      Cyrus’s lips twitch. “You’re both so incredibly obtuse, do you know that?”

      I frown. “You really know how to compliment someone.”

      He sighs. “The soul binding spell only works if there’s a mutual attraction. It’s what the Crawfords failed to see when they stole that book from my pack. Their egos got them killed in the end, which is why we never told them about that small clause.”

      My eyes widen. “You knew it wouldn’t work.”

      Cyrus smirks and shrugs. “We knew it would backfire. We didn’t know at the time that Deirdre could wield the magic how she did. We… didn’t know about her true parentage. Not until we found out she was able to control the magic.” I’m quiet for a few seconds as I digest his words, suddenly feeling affection for the idiot. “It’s why the two of you were soul bond. Because you both allowed it to happen. Because you already shared a connection with Deirdre.”

      Well, fuck.

      “So, there’s no way to break the bond?” I ask quietly. “Not even if she destroys the spell?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Not even then. Only by the death of one or both souls will the bond disappear.”

      I swallow glumly. I’d suspected as much, but it still aches to hear him say it out loud.

      “Do you want to break the bond?” he asks, his voice cautious.

      His question catches me off guard. My heart speeds up as he huffs a laugh.

      “Thought so. She had the same reaction when I asked her.” He pushes off the wall. “I should get back to my pack. It was nice catching up, Kaz.” He holds a hand out, and I take it.

      “Take care of her,” I tell him, hoping some of my alpha power radiates out so that he can feel it.

      “Of course I will. I always do. But let’s be honest, she doesn’t exactly need protecting.” He raises his brows, and I smile.

      “She doesn’t,” I agree.

      Without a second glance, he walks off, waving to Adrienne and Phoenix, who are now in deep conversation with Nora, Valen, and the alphas of the neighboring packs.

      She had the same reaction when I asked her.

      That one sentence sends something calming through me, and for the first time in weeks, my wolf calms himself and lies down.
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      Adri

      

      The house I grew up in looks exactly the same. Though, now there’s a new family living there, and their kids are playing in the front yard. They repainted the door a light blue, and there are new hedges lining the side of the house. As Phoenix stops the car across the street, I watch the kids nearly trip and stumble over the tree root that Deirdre and I always tripped over. And on the tree itself are four letters: G, A, A, D.

      George, Anita, Adrienne, Deirdre.

      I remember that summer clearly. My dad was home for once, and we’d been barbecuing all day, stuffed from the chicken wings and grilled corn. It was hot, and my mom had an idea to watch the sunset from a picnic blanket in the front yard. It’s one of my favorite childhood memories. As the sun was setting, my dad proudly displayed the letters, saying that this day would live on forever. Deirdre had fallen asleep in my mom’s lap, and I remember feeling so… loved. So cherished.

      I didn’t know that just a few short years later, all of that would come crashing down.

      “You okay?” Phoenix asks.

      “Yeah. Just remembering.”

      “Onto the next stop?” he asks, his warm hand on my thigh.

      I nod without speaking, and he drives the car forward, circling around the cul-de-sac. The familiar short drive makes my chest ache.

      How many times did we drive to the Crawford’s house?

      How many times did I memorize the houses along the way, or the feel of driving around the sharp curve on White Elm Street?

      Once Phoenix parks in front of the ostentatious house, I climb out of the passenger seat.

      Phoenix doesn’t ask what I’m doing or follow me. When I look back, he just gives me a solemn nod.

      After their death, the house went on the market and has since sold. But it doesn’t seem like the new family has moved in yet. When I peek through the front window, all I see is emptiness, and again, for whatever reason, my chest aches.

      It’s strange to see a place you inhabited so frequently just… empty. Devoid of life.

      I walk down the street to the trail that leads to the rest of their property—the hundreds of acres for the shifters to roam free. I know this place won’t be touched once Malick takes over. It’s the only place in the city where we can shift without the detection of humans. While a small part of me misses shifting into my wolf form, I also haven’t had the urge since getting pregnant.

      There’s one cardinal rule to being pregnant as a shifter—you can’t shift. Because the process changes our bodies so vastly, most times, it can cause a miscarriage. And it’s much harder to do. Not that I’ve tried. My wolf is there, but less so than before I was pregnant.

      I know she’ll be back once I give birth, and I’m very much looking forward to it.

      My feet move me forward before I know where I’m going. The crunch of the dirt is like music to my ears.

      There’s the tree where I always hid my things.

      There’s the bench where I used to think about my future with Zade.

      There’s the trail that leads to the river.

      I follow it as it snakes around the tall grouping of trees, until I find the large flat rock where my wolf used to love to lounge in the sun.

      Zade, Zeek, Godric, and Emma all chose to be cremated upon their deaths, so there’s no graveyard to visit or headstone to leave flowers on. While I’m not sad, per se, that they’re dead… I still need a bit of closure.

      Especially with Zade.

      He was my best friend my entire life, after all.

      The shock of what happened has worn off, and because of that, I’m choosing to remember him as my friend. As the boy I used to sneak out with and play with. As the teenager who used to pick up my favorite candy just because he cared. As the young man who, after Phoenix rejected me, carried me to his room, brushing my hair aside and planting a kiss on my forehead.

      That person cared for me.

      Whoever he turned into after becoming alpha… I don’t want to remember him.

      I don’t want to commemorate him.

      Sitting down on the flat rock, I let the sunshine sink into my skin as I smile, remembering the last time Zade and I were here together before everything changed.

      “You’re going to be late, you realize that, right?” he jokes, sitting down in the meadow.

      “I’ll be fine. My hair and makeup are already done. See?”

      He chuckles, reaching over and rubbing my cheek. “Yeah, except you have dirt on your face and leaves in your hair.”

      I laugh, shaking my hair out. “I’ll be fine. We have a few minutes before I have to run home.”

      And by run, I mean sprint in my wolf form, since we’re a couple of miles away from the house.

      “Just… try to act normal. Please,” he begs, turning to face me.

      His plea makes me bristle. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      He smirks, and damn him if I don’t end up smiling in return.

      “This meeting is important,” he replies, using his deep alpha voice.

      “I know.”

      “I’m serious, Adrienne.”

      My nose wrinkles. “Why are you calling me by my formal name?”

      “Because it’s your name, and the name I will introduce you as.”

      I swallow, and we both look away. “But you always call me Adri.”

      “Think of it as playing a part,” he suggests. “These people tonight expect us to act like a proper couple. That entails me calling you by your full name and me acting like a true alpha.”

      “You are a true alpha,” I mumble. “Or you will be, one day soon.”

      What would’ve happened if we’d stayed? If we’d defied orders and missed the dinner that changed everyone’s life? I wouldn’t have found Phoenix, and we likely never would’ve crossed paths again. I never would’ve known that my moon-fated mate was out there.

      So while remembering the good times with Zade makes me sad, I also don’t regret what happened.

      “I hope you’re at peace, wherever you are,” I whisper into the air. It’s not like he can hear me, but it feels important enough to say out loud. “And, though maybe I shouldn’t, I forgive you. What you did to me toward the end of your life wasn’t acceptable, but I forgive you. If you were alive, I could only hope you’d accept my mating with Phoenix. That maybe you’d find someone who could help you heal.” I swallow, squeezing my eyes shut when I think of Zade’s crumpled body at the rehearsal dinner.

      The blood.

      The way his eyes were so lifeless.

      “So, you’re saying you’d run away before marrying me?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “I’m saying it’s bullshit that we have to marry each other instead of…”

      “Agreed.” Looking over at me, he looks a bit green again as his eyes flick to my lips. “Though fated mates are rare, so maybe we should consider ourselves lucky that we like each other at least?”

      “You don’t think your fated mate is out there?” I ask casually.

      “I think if she is, it doesn’t really matter.”

      “Yeah. You’re right.” Ignoring the pang of disappointment, I look back at Zade.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to have to kiss you one day,” he murmurs, running a hand through his light blond hair.

      I make a sound and smack him again. “Gross. Just stop talking about kissing me.”

      “Why? We’re going to have to do it one day.”

      “I know!” I answer, my voice shrill. “Like on our wedding day.”

      Zade smirks. “Or we could practice now.” When I glare at him, he just holds his hands up. “Just practice, Adri.”

      “I’m going to punch you in the face if you ever suggest doing that again.”

      “Punching your future alpha already?”

      I smirk. “You bet your ass I’ll punch you if you kiss me without consent.”

      He rubs his shoulder against mine. “Fine. Don’t kiss me. But don’t blame me when everyone finds out you’re a bad kisser on our wedding day.”

      I swallow as a single tear tracks down my right cheek.

      “I wish you’d never become alpha,” I say, sniffing. “I wish you could’ve stayed my sweet, sarcastic friend forever.”

      I miss my friend.

      But I don’t miss the monster he became.

      My hand finds my stomach, and I lie down on my back and let it rest against the tiny bump forming. Apparently, when you’re pregnant with twins, you show much earlier, and I smile when I feel the subtle curve of my abdomen. I can’t wait to bring them here, to show them where I grew up.

      And yes, Zade ended up becoming a monster, but I want to tell them about my childhood. I want to tell them about what it was like growing up in a place where I never felt like I could be myself.

      I want to tell them about their father—how he came into my life one fateful day and how everything changed after that. How kind he is, despite his reputation. How he saved me, and how much he taught me about myself.

      One day, I’ll come back here.

      I stay lying on the rock for a few more minutes, soaking up the sun.

      My chest feels lighter somehow. Coming here, to the spot I always shared with Zade, was a good idea. Talking to him and reminiscing was a good idea, too.

      My life is so different from it was a year ago. I never could’ve imagined this kind of life. And I never could’ve imagined a life without my best friend.

      Despite everything wonderful happening in my life, I can’t deny it took a lot out of me to get to the place I am today. I’ve changed so much—everything has changed, in fact.

      I would do it all over again.

      Sitting up, I cast one more glance around the familiar clearing. The dark green trees, the dark blue river that rushes a few feet away. The gray stone I spent most of my adolescence lounging on top of, both in my wolf and human form.

      I came here after the first time I shifted.

      This is where my wolf and I got to know each other.

      Digging deep in my mind, I try to call her up, but I only get a vague sense of her contentment.

      I can’t speak to her like I used to, and I won’t be able to until I give birth.

      Stepping off the rock, I place a palm against my chest.

      “Goodbye, Zade.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          

      

    

    







            Same Page

          

        

      

    

    
      Deirdre

      

      The ends of my fingers burn as I focus all of my energy into calling up the ancient magic. Closing my eyes, I concentrate on the words—the old language more familiar on my tongue now that I know how it translates to modern English. I can feel the magic bubbling in my veins, and as I snap my arms out, the auditorium fills with white light.

      Gasping, I recite the counterspell quickly. The spell I’m breaking is an old love spell. It’s potent but not dangerous, so it’s been low priority for us. However, if it were to fall into the wrong hands…

      As I mutter the words, the magic begins to resist. I’m pulled in different directions, and I hear Cyrus shouting my name as I finish the incantation that will nullify this spell forever.

      Collapsing onto the ground, the light disappears, and like always, I can barely open my eyes from the exhaustion.

      It worked.

      Warm hands scoop me up, and my shifter senses pink up Cyrus’s familiar scent.

      It’s not the scent I crave, though. It’s not the comforting earthen scent my wolf wants right now.

      “Awesome job, as always,” Cyrus mutters, helping me into a standing position.

      I don’t have the energy to acknowledge him.

      All I can think about is how I need to get through several more spells—spells more powerful than this one.

      Physically, it will probably be the hardest thing I’ll ever do, but it makes me feel worthwhile to do it.

      These spells have no place in the modern world, so it’s good they’re being destroyed forever.

      Cyrus walks me to my apartment—a large loft-style room with a separate bedroom. Syan, Cyrus’s older brother, is already there preparing my special smoothie. We figured out that if I suck down a nutritious smoothie shortly after breaking the spells, my body seems to recover quicker. And since Syan’s specialty is in medicine—sport’s medicine, particularly—he knows all about recovery.

      They leave me to my own devices a minute later, settled in my bed with a large smoothie cup and a long straw.

      I sip slowly, feeling my muscles loosen and my fatigue lift a tiny bit. There’s a good chance I’ll sleep until tomorrow morning, but I’ll feel like a new person when I wake up instead of a hollowed-out husk.

      After managing to gulp down most of the thick green liquid, I lie down in the soft bed, pulling the covers over me completely. My mind is still buzzing despite being so physically depleted, so I let it wander.

      And, as always… it wanders to my dad. Who isn’t actually my real dad at all.

      It’s strange now to think that growing up with Adri and my parents, I assumed we all shared blood. It doesn’t matter to me that we didn’t, but still… that betrayal will stay with me my entire life.

      Did he know?

      He claims he didn’t and only recently found out.

      Is he mad at my mom? Did he suspect anything?

      Did my mother have an affair with Godric, or was it a one-time thing? The questions eat at me as my body falls deeper and deeper into pure exhaustion.

      Just before my eyes flutter closed, I let myself think about Kaz.

      My heart rate spikes a bit when I think of his eyes. When I think of how good it feels to be near him.

      Adri mentioned he’s been training harder and is now starting to gain muscle. And despite the tiredness tugging behind my eyelids, I imagine running my hand down his sculpted abdomen.

      “You should come back.”

      “Why? Tell me why, and I’ll be on the first flight back to Greenwood once this is all over.”

      “I’m not good with words. I’m not smooth like Phoenix. I’m not a whore like Valen. But… maybe we could try. This… thing. Between us. Gods, and when you’re at least eighteen.”

      “Fair enough. So, you want me to come back, then?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.”

      I smile when I think of returning. When I think of spending my days with him again. My pulse flutters—just barely due to the lack of energy—and I roll over onto my stomach, letting out a contented sigh.

      We’re on the same page.

      Soon, when I’m done here, I’ll go back.

      It’s the waiting that might kill me, though.

      As sleep makes the consciousness around me turn hazy, I let myself dream. I let myself get excited for something that might not ever come to fruition.

      Kaz’s smile as he places two hands on either side of my face.

      The way his lips would feel pressed to mine.

      His bare skin against mine.

      The way his eyes always seem to find me in a room.

      The adoring gazes.

      And maybe one day, a suit and a dress. Not white—I’d never be the innocent teenager from a year ago.

      Something that suits the person I am now.

      And though I don’t want kids, I can imagine how fulfilling our lives would be.

      Traveling.

      Lazy mornings in his bed.

      Watching his hair go from black to gray.

      Having our soul bond connect us forever—until our last breaths.

      In a way, it’s romantic.

      I’d never have to spend a day without him, and vice versa.

      Finally, just as I imagine what it’ll feel like when I touch him again one day soon, sleep overtakes me.
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      Phoenix

      Four Months Later

      

      Since Malick took over as the alpha of Willow Creek, life in Greenwood has been… peaceful. It’s a quiet sort of peace that settled in almost unnoticeably.

      After we returned to Shadow land, Iris went into spontaneous labor three weeks ahead of schedule. Iris’s quick recovery after giving birth was surprising, but she chalked it up to her challenging pregnancy. It made the postpartum phase seem like a walk in the park. Their son, Leo, inherited Iris’s bone structure and Nora’s curly hair and bronze skin, making for a perfect blend of the two.

      Nora always seemed like a natural mother figure, but seeing her embrace motherhood alongside Iris is something else entirely. It’s as if they’ve been doing it for years. Watching them with Leo is like witnessing two pros in action. Parenthood, with all its challenges, seems to come naturally to them.

      Adrienne and I spend our days in Shadow Pack business meetings or visiting other territories with me. Some of those trips are to visit Deirdre. We try to go every month, and each time we extend an invitation to Kaz, he politely declines.

      I don’t blame him.

      Kaz has spent the last few months training harder than he ever has. At mealtimes, he’s also more reserved, and I can only assume his mind is elsewhere.

      It’s really fucking hard to see him so unhappy, and it breaks my fucking heart that he feels the need to numb his emotions with extra workouts and more work as my enforcer.

      Deirdre is, of course, flourishing in the Penrith Pack. With every visit, her confidence shines brighter. I can see it in her—the way her normally pale skin now carries a sun-kissed glow, freckles decorating her face like constellations in the night sky. Adri, Valen, and I marked her eighteenth birthday with a small celebration inside the Penrith caves. There was something beautiful in the simplicity of it all, especially after the year we had all had.

      It was a testament to the newfound stability in her life.

      In all our lives.

      Adrienne spends a lot of her free time with her birth family. They still live in Vancouver, but I make sure I fly them up for our family dinners once a month. Watching my mate connect with them is a comforting ritual. Knowing she’s forging a deeper bond with her mother, especially… it’s really fucking amazing to watch. And not only that, but she dives headfirst into helping Nora and Iris with Leo three days a week, which inadvertently turns into a condensed parenthood course for us.

      As the weather transitioned from cool to warm, I couldn’t help but marvel at the transformation in my wife. Her swollen belly, once just a promise of the future, now regularly reminds us of the lives she’s carrying. And one night, during a seemingly ordinary movie night, Adrienne felt the twins move—as did I.

      I still can’t fucking believe we’re going to have two babies soon.

      Each time I feel them move with my hand, I’m reminded that miracles do exist. That life does surprise you, in the best way.

      At Adrienne’s twenty-week checkup, we found out we’re having a boy and a girl.

      One of each.

      The joy that washed over my mate’s face was unlike anything I’d ever seen. It was electrifying.

      Though I try not to tell myself it’s too good to be true, it also feels like it is. It all feels like the best kind of fever dream, and I constantly think about how damn lucky I am. At times, I marvel that she’s only been a part of my life for the last year.

      It feels like we’ve been together forever.

      As summer unfolds with a newfound warmth, Adrienne steps into her third trimester. Though we’ve purchased all the big things, we still haven’t set anything up, so we focus our attention on ensuring the room is ready for the twin’s arrival. As I mix the paint with a wooden stick, I can’t help but feel so fucking grateful.

      For my mate.

      For the family we’re creating together.

      It’s something I never had, and something I know Adrienne craves as well.

      “It’s blue,” I tell her, crossing my arms.

      She sighs and shifts her weight to her other hip. I fucking love seeing her stomach swell with our children. And she’s taking everything in stride, too. The swollen ankles. The heartburn. The cravings. She handles it all like she’s done it before.

      “It’s green,” she retorts, rolling her eyes. “I checked. The color is literally called foggy moss.”

      I chuckle as I study the wall of the nursery, grabbing a paintbrush so that I can help her. “Looks blue to me,” I tell her sternly.

      “It’s green,” she grits out, jaw clenched.

      Smirking, I dip the roller into the pan, then roll it a few times to get the excess paint off. I walk up to her and lift the roller, them roll it over her bare arm quickly.

      “Hey!” she squeals, jumping and looking outraged.

      “You’re right. It’s green,” I tease, biting my lower lip.

      Narrowing her eyes, she crouches down, which isn’t an easy feat for her right now, and dips her brush into the pan. Standing, she places one hand on her hip, and the other on her bare stomach.

      I admire her for a second, knowing she’s about to get me back with paint, and it will devolve into me wanting to fuck her. She’s wearing jean shorts, unbuttoned and unzipped, folded down to accommodate her bump. And a white tank top that used to cover her stomach but leaves it bare now. She pulled her long, dark hair up into a loose ponytail, and she’s wearing a gray headband.

      Normal clothes.

      And yet… there’s something so fucking sexy about the way she’s pregnant and barefoot.

      Gods. These last few months have really turned me into a primal beast.

      “If you get one drop of paint on me, I can’t be held accountable for my actions,” I growl, taking a step back.

      Her lips twitch, but she doesn’t smile. “Tit for tat, Alpha,” she taunts, eyes narrowed.

      “I don’t think s—”

      She lurches forward, and I feel the cold tip of her brush against my neck. I drop the roller—thank the Gods for the plastic we laid across the floor—and grab her wrist. I growl as I tighten my grip.

      “Oh, you fucked with the wrong alpha,” I murmur, plucking the brush from her with my free hand.

      And then I swipe paint across her chest.

      “Hey!”

      Laughing, I hold the brush over her head so that she can’t get it.

      “You’ll pay for that,” she growls, frowning at me as she tries to stand on her tiptoes.

      “I hope so,” I murmur, my voice a sensual purr. I release a bit of my alpha power, and I can see her shiver.

      Over the last few months, I’ve discovered that she really enjoys when I do that. Especially now that her hormones are crazy for me.

      I think back to earlier, when I had my way with her in the hallway, her palms flat on the wall.

      Knocking her knees apart, I line my thick head up with her weeping cunt as I bend her over slightly.

      “Ready?”

      “Gods, Phoenix. Don’t ask. Just do it.”

      I place one hand over her mouth, using force to pull her closer as I thrust upward and sheath my cock into her tight pussy.

      She screams against my hand, and I smile as I pull all the way out. “Don’t be a brat,” I say, my voice a low purr. “Always so impatient, aren’t you, little wolf?”

      I’d already asked her doctor multiple times if I would hurt her or the babies by fucking her like I do. My knot… I wasn’t sure. But no, sex is completely safe right now.

      Thank gods for both of us.

      I smirk as my cock grows heavy, aching for her.

      But we have a job to do, so that’ll have to wait until later.

      Instead, I quickly smear more paint on her, this time over her other arm.

      She shrieks, taking a step away from me. “Phoenix—”

      Before I can react, she presses her hands on the wet paint and then lunges forward, placing her paint hands on either side of my face, cackling maniacally.

      “You sure you want to taunt me, Omega?” I growl.

      “I love taunting you.”

      I kiss her, ensuring my face rubs against hers as she squeals. “Payback,” I mutter, smirking. “Come on. Let’s go rinse this paint off in the shower before it dries completely.”

      “But I should fix the wall before it dries…”

      “Midnight,” I command, walking to the door and holding my hand out. “Come on. I’ll help you when we’re done.”

      She gives me a grateful smile as she takes my hand.
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        * * *

      

      After I help Adrienne finish painting the nursery, we head over to Nora and Iris’s house. Leo is three months old and the happiest baby I’ve ever witnessed. It’s clear that Iris’s pregnancy was the hardest aspect of all of this, because postpartum life has been nothing but blissful for them. Despite not getting much sleep. As is normal—so I’m told—the first six months are simply exhausting. Leo doesn’t particularly love nighttime for sleeping, but you wouldn’t know it by how happy he is during the day. Iris is thriving as a mother, and I can see in Nora’s face how grateful she is that Iris and the baby are doing well.

      Adrienne takes Leo from Nora when we get there, cradling him in her arms as she goes to sit on the couch. I love watching her interact with him—it gives me a glimpse into our future. She’s a fucking natural. She starts to feed Leo with the bottle of pumped breast milk as Nora and Iris go upstairs for a nap. I lean back against the couch and watch her as she whispers sweet nothings to the baby in her arms.

      “You realize this only makes me want to put more babies inside you, right?”

      She looks up and smiles at me, and I swear my heart stutters.

      Gods… she’s…

      “You know that emoji with heart eyes?”

      I grumble. “Yes.”

      “That’s you right now,” she says, a teasing smile playing on her lips.

      “Can you blame me? This is the epitome of primal satisfaction. My fated mate is holding a baby while pregnant with my twins.”

      She huffs a laugh. “Yes, well, let’s see how it goes with these two before we dream about more babies,” she muses as she points to her swollen belly.

      “A man can dream.”

      Adrienne’s expression softens as she looks over at me from across the room. Leo fusses a bit, so she adjusts her arms.

      “How many do you want? I don’t think we ever talked about it.”

      “As many as you want,” I tell her honestly.

      “I always thought I’d only want one or two, but I’m sort of addicted to the way you get when I’m pregnant.”

      She carefully lifts Leo up and sets him over her shoulder as she gently pats his back to burp him.

      “Well… you’re sort of addicting when you’re pregnant,” I answer, wiggling my eyebrows.

      “You’re addicted to all the sex.”

      I laugh. “Maybe.”

      “Are you nervous at all?” she asks, her eyes bright with curiosity.

      I shake my head. “No. Not really. Are you?”

      She shrugs. “A little, but watching Leo has been an excellent introduction for me. Plus, Deirdre has already promised to come stay with me for a couple of months once the babies are born. And I’ll have Eva to help as well. Not every mother gets a village, but I’m fortunate enough to have several women—and men—willing to help me.” She gives me a pointed look. “Besides, I have no reason to be nervous. I have you. And from day one, you’ve put me first. My happiness. My satisfaction. I know you’ll take good care of me—and of us.”

      I swallow the emotion down as she brings Leo back into her arms to continue feeding him. She’s right, we have been fortunate enough to be around Leo since he was born, giving us both a false sense of adequacy.

      “I love you, Adrienne.” My voice is hoarse, and I can’t think of a time in my life when I’ve been happier than these last few months.

      She gives me a gentle smile. “I love you too, Phoenix.”
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      Kaz

      

      I add another ten pounds on either side of the barbell despite my muscles screaming at me to stop. I’ve overdone it all week, but this nervous energy has to go somewhere. I’ll regret it tomorrow, but for now, the pain is a wonderful distraction against thinking about Deirdre.

      Lying on the bench, I secure my grip on the barbell as Valen spots me.

      “PR,” Valen mumbles as I slowly lower and then lift the bar up with shaking arms, breathing hard and fast through my mouth.

      He helps me secure it, and I exhale loudly, sitting up as my chest and arms scream at me to stop.

      “How much?” I ask, grabbing my water.

      “Four hundred.”

      “Fuck,” I hiss before cracking a smile. “Personal record indeed.”

      “I want to be impressed, but I’m also worried about you. You’re like Madame Bovary moping throughout your day.”

      “I’m not familiar with that reference,” I tell him gruffly. Valen opens his mouth to explain, but I hold up a hand. “Val, I’m not in the mood.”

      “So grumpy,” he mutters with a pout. “Come on. Spot me on the bench.”

      Valen and I switch places, and he tells me to add ten pounds to each end of the barbell.

      Show-off.

      Then again, it wasn’t until very recently that I started lifting weights. I was more of a cardio guy before everything happened, and while I still do enjoy running from time to time, it painfully reminds me of my old running partner.

      The tall, slender woman with light blonde hair.

      Moving my workout regimen to the gym gave me something else to think about. Personal records, numbers, feeling the burn so intensely that it quite literally burns all thoughts out of my head…

      That’s what’s getting me through this.

      Valen does three lifts, and my arms hover over him. Unlike me, though, he’s used to lifting heavy.

      “Another ten, please,” he says sweetly.

      He’s not even out of breath, the bastard.

      I add twenty to each side without telling him, but he lifts the bar five times, no problem.

      After I help him secure the bar, he sits up and drinks some water.

      “So…” He focuses on catching his breath between sets.

      “So?” I ask, crossing my arms and arching a brow.

      “Are you going to see her?”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play dumb, you mutt. You know who I mean. Your soul mate. The one who recently turned eighteen.”

      “She’s still almost half my age.” I take another sip of water, and just as I’m about to chastise him for bringing her up, a leggy brunette walks over to us.

      “Wow,” she muses, her green eyes bugging out when she counts the weights on Valen’s bar. “Are you guys professional lifters?” she asks, twirling her hair.

      My eyes quickly skirt over her skimpy gym shorts and tight sports bra, but my interest dies there. Even if I wanted to muster interest in another woman, the soul bond would prevent it.

      That part of me feels completely numb—like I’m an empty husk of myself.

      The only thing I can get off to is thinking about Deirdre.

      And I do that most nights.

      Like a creep. Gods.

      “No.” Valen laughs. “But thanks for the compliment.”

      “Do you live around here?” she asks.

      Jesus fuck.

      “We do,” Valen answers, grinning. “I live two blocks away.”

      “Me too!” she says, turning from me completely to face Valen.

      I’m not even jealous, though I do sometimes think a warm body might help distract me in all the right ways.

      It’s just that I can’t even go there—not mentally, and especially not physically.

      Leaving Valen to flirt—what else is new?— I walk over to the leg press machine and move the iron lock all the way to the bottom.

      I could…

      I could find someone to pass the cool nights with.

      The instant I think it, though, I imagine Deirdre.

      Sitting down, I close my eyes, breathing through my nose as the scene plays out before me.

      Tumbling into my house.

      Kicking the door closed as Deirdre lets out a low, throaty laugh.

      My hands finding the button of her jeans, and I kneel down as I peel them off.

      Hooking a finger underneath her panties—gods, her scent would probably be incredible—and then feeling how wet I make her.

      Hearing how she’d whimper my name.

      Feeling her pleasure course through me as my cock seeped with precum, waiting to impale her.

      Is she a virgin?

      My erection presses against my stomach as I let out a low growl. My legs are fucking burning and shaking now as I try to control my movements.

      I’d throw her onto the bed and watch as her tits bounced. Those fucking tits, with her pert little nipples.

      What I wouldn’t give to roll them between my teeth, to feel her back arch underneath me, to watch pebbles erupt along her skin. To feel my canines snap down from my teeth, to tease her with them.

      To mark her everywhere I could.

      Her soft hand might come to my hair as I made my way to her sweet, sweet cunt—

      To knot her.

      Over and over.

      Fuck.

      I take a few steadying breaths as my cock twitches. As my knot expands of its own free will, seeking her out.

      I’m so fucking hard up that it takes me several minutes for it to go down. These visions are always so clear, so… realistic.

      A part of me wonders if it’s a side effect of the soul bond.

      “Hey,” Valen says, moving the peg to the highest possible weight.

      “I’m done, man,” I mumble, running a hand through my sweaty hair.

      “Give me three more,” he says sternly, his eyes twinkling with mirth. “Might as well be super fucking ripped for when she comes back.”

      I answer with a sigh, willing my legs to use the last bit of strength they have to press forward.

      “If she comes back,” I tell him a minute later.

      “You’re a morose motherfucker, do you know that? Cheer up, Charlie.”

      “Who the fuck is Charlie?” I ask, shaking my head.

      “Well, there was a very handsome Charlie last week that could do some very sinful things with his tongue—”

      “Forget I asked,” I grumble.

      Valen laughs as we make our way to the mats. “Well, for your sake, I hope she comes back. And I hope you two fuck like rabbits to make up for lost time.”

      For the second time, my cock has a mind of its own, and I have to disguise the tent in my shorts as we stretch.

      Guess my libido only wants one person, and that person is currently thousands of miles away.
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      Adri

      Two and a half months later

      

      Gods, I feel like a swollen, cranky wildebeest.

      At thirty-eight weeks pregnant, I’m nearing the very end of my pregnancy. Twin A is currently occupying the space right in front of my bladder, sending regular, swift kicks to that sensitive organ and making me feel like I have to pee a hundred times a day. And I swear, twin B must be playing with my esophagus, which explains the near constant fiery heartburn threatening to consume me.

      If I started breathing fire, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      On top of those glamorous symptoms, my ankles are swollen to twice their size, and I’m not sleeping, because my massive stomach won’t allow me to be comfortable in any position.

      It’s as if I’m making up for lost time. As if the universe is laughing at me because I had almost no symptoms for the first eight months—besides wanting sex all the time.

      That is no longer an issue, because everyone, including my dear husband, is currently irritating me. I haven’t gone near him in that way in at least a week. I’m too big to do missionary, and any kind of jerky movement causes the fiery depths of hell to explode inside me.

      I’m snacking on papaya when Deirdre walks through the door of the kitchen. She came in from the Penrith Pack last week. From what she told me, she’s mostly done disassembling all the spells except the three hardest ones. Though I tried to convince her to stay and finish them out, she insisted on coming back to Greenwood to help me with the birth. Last week, the doctor thought it would be any day now, and my sister wanted to be here in case I went into labor early.

      The joke is on me, though, because these babies seem intent on staying put.

      “Still have heartburn?” she asks, preparing coffee.

      “Of course. At this point, I should give it a name.”

      “Like a third baby,” she supplies.

      “I need some particularly evil names,” I tell her with a frown.

      She laughs. “I’m sorry.”

      Just as I’m about to respond, Kaz walks into the kitchen. I open and close my mouth as I watch him taking in the scene before him. He’s been gone for the last week dealing with things having to do with his family, so this is the first time he’s seeing Deirdre since she came back.

      He goes still and his nostrils flare, and when I look over at Deirdre, there’s coffee all over the counter and she’s watching him with a surprised expression.

      My lips tilt into a smile as I watch them stare at the other. This is better than those cheesy reality shows I’ve been watching lately.

      “Uh, hi.” Kaz takes a step forward, his eyes transfixed on my sister.

      “Hi,” she responds softly, her neck and chest flushed.

      “How are you?”

      Deirdre smiles. “Good. And you?”

      Kaz nods once. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      I let out a frustrated groan. “What Deirdre means to say is that she missed you. And what Kaz means to say is that he’s been moping around for nearly a year,” I tell my sister, rolling my eyes.

      Kaz stares at me with wide eyes.

      Deirdre chuckles. “Yeah, Adri’s turned into a massive grump in the last week.”

      Walking over to me, Kaz crosses his arms. “Seems like it,” he teases, grabbing a towel and handing it to Deirdre.

      She cleans up the mess of the coffee as I roll my eyes. “Yes, well, you’d be a massive grump too if you had two fully grown babies swimming around your organs and causing a blazing maelstrom inside your esophagus every time you move,” I retort.

      “But I thought Phoenix said that the babies were coming soon.” Deirdre makes a not-so-subtle slicing motion across her neck as her wide eyes urge Kaz to stop talking. “Right.” Placing his hands in his pockets, he looks at Deirdre. “How can I help?”

      I’m just about to tell him that all anyone needs to do lately is keep me fed with papaya and readily provided with antacids, when Phoenix walks into the kitchen.

      “You’re back.” Phoenix walks over to Kaz and pulls him into a quick hug. When they pull apart, my mate turns to face me. “Did you already talk to them?”

      “No, I haven’t had a chance.” I gesture to my stomach and the papaya before me on the kitchen island. “Your children are making it pretty impossible to exist right now.” I frown as Phoenix walks over to me.

      “I’m sorry, little wolf,” he says before pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “Talk to us about what?” Deirdre asks.

      I look at Phoenix, and he nods once. Clearing my throat, I figure now is as good a time as any.

      “Well, we’ve been preparing,” I say slowly, popping a small cube of papaya into my mouth to quell the burning sensation in my throat. “For the future,” I add, chewing quickly. “We want you guys to be the godparents for the babies.”

      Kaz stares at us as Deirdre gasps, covering her mouth. “Seriously?” she whispers, walking forward and taking my hands.

      I sniff as a wave of emotion rolls through me. That’s been another unpleasant symptom—the unrelenting emotional roller coaster of the last month of pregnancy, I suppose.

      “Obviously, it’s not religious for us, but just a clause in the will that would appoint you guys as the legal guardians for the babies,” I offer, looking at Kaz as Deirdre squeezes my hands in her own.

      “I’d be honored,” my sister says, eyes watering.

      “Really? Because I know it’s a lot of responsibility,” I tell her.

      “Yes, of course I’ll do it,” she says quickly, swiping a tear away from her cheek.

      “Me too,” Kaz says, albeit somewhat stoically.

      “Thank you,” I tell them. “Just knowing they’ll be looked after if something were to happen…”

      “But nothing is going to happen,” Phoenix says, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.

      “Of course not,” Kaz says, his voice low. “Anyone out to get you would have about ten shifters to get through before they even reached you,” he adds, ever the enforcer. “And thank you. For appointing me. I’m honored.” His light blue eyes sparkle with what could be unshed tears. Though with him, it’s hard to tell.

      “Oh, shit,” I say quickly, looking at the clock. “My appointment is in ten minutes,” I tell Phoenix. “We should go.”

      “Good luck and have fun,” Deirdre chimes, sipping her coffee.

      I grimace. “Yes, because the doctor stripping my membranes sounds like a lovely time,” I add, suddenly feeling nervous.

      Deirdre’s nose wrinkles in disgust. “Ugh. Remind me never to get pregnant,” she says glumly.

      I give her a small smile and grab the tub of papaya as Phoenix and I make our way to his car, not missing the way Kaz quietly asks her for a private word.

      “Finally,” I grumble, getting into the passenger seat and buckling the seat belt underneath my massive belly.

      As he climbs into the driver’s seat, he chuckles. “Finally, what?”

      “Maybe they’ll realize they belong together,” I say, chewing on the orange fruit. “The look on his face when he realized she was here…” I laugh. “Were we that imperceptive?”

      “We were more than imperceptive. We were in denial.”

      I smile as we make our way to the doctor’s office. “Well, if I have to sit around and wait to go into labor while those two make googly eyes at each other for another week, I might just spontaneously combust.”

      “You look fantastic,” he murmurs, placing a palm on my bare thigh. It’s warm today, and since hardly anything fits, a pair of stretchy bicycle shorts will do.

      I don’t even bother with looking cute anymore. The only things that fit are the 100% spandex items, so I just always look like a pregnant, swollen ’80s exercise Barbie.

      “Thanks for lying,” I reply, giving him a small smile.
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        * * *

      

      At the appointment, the doctor does exactly what she said she was going to do last week.

      She strips my membranes.

      It’s wholly uncomfortable, and I have to squeeze Phoenix’s hand just to get through the aching, invasive sensation. Because I’m carrying twins, if I were human, I’d have to be induced soon. But because shifters gestate for two weeks longer, I have another week before we’ll need to induce. I get the same lecture about sex helping soften my cervix, and I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Fortunately, both babies are cooperating, with their heads down, so we’re aiming for a vaginal delivery at home.

      Most shifters opt for home births, otherwise it can get complicated with nurses and other staff.

      As we walk out of the office, I beg Phoenix to take me for a smoothie in downtown Greenwood.

      He complies, buying me a massive one at the local juice shop. Since I can hardly eat anything without angering the fiery demons inside me, smoothies have become my best friend.

      We stroll along the street to our car, hand in hand, and I feel immensely better about everything. The babies are healthy, Deirdre is here to help, it’s summer, and the weather is fantastic. I’m smiling at something Phoenix said when a flash of blonde hair catches my eye, and I stop walking as Anita Pierce—Deirdre’s mother, and the woman who raised me—finds my eyes from a few feet away.

      Phoenix goes still next to me as my adoptive mother and I assess each other. She looks the same—a spitting image of Deirdre. Blonde hair. Blue eyes. My mind immediately goes to Zade and his long nose. It’s the same as Deirdre’s. And now that I’m seeing Anita up close, her eyes aren’t quite the same shade as Zade’s.

      As Godric’s.

      Her birth father.

      Her betrayal slams through me again, and I’m suddenly angry on Deirdre’s behalf.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my voice clipped. Crossing my arms, I don’t step closer.

      “I just want to talk to you,” she says slowly, holding her hands up.

      “Why?” I ask. “It’s been months.”

      Her eyes rove to my enormous belly. Ah. She must’ve heard.

      “Please.”

      You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Phoenix says into my mind. You don’t owe her a thing.

      I know, I respond, jaw clenched. Color me curious.

      “Fine. We can grab a coffee,” I tell her, looking at the independent shop a few feet away.

      I turn and walk toward it, knowing both Phoenix and Anita are following me. Once we all get settled with coffees—hot chocolate for me—Anita sighs heavily as she takes a sip.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you for months, but I’ve been trying to find the right time,” she starts.

      I look down at the white ceramic of my hot chocolate, not responding to her. Phoenix’s palm comes to my thigh, and he squeezes once in support.

      She continues. “I want to apologize.”

      “For which part?” I bite back, nostrils flaring.

      “For all of it. Gods, Adrienne, if I could change the past…” Her eyes fill with tears. “Please, just hear me out, okay?”

      I press my lips together. “Okay.”

      “I was twenty-two when your father and I got married. I’m not an omega and he’s not an alpha, so we didn’t…” She looks between Phoenix and me. “Anyway, because of who he was to Godric, the pressure was on us to have a child. And I…” She looks down at the table. “I’m nearly barren. It’s a birth defect. I don’t ovulate regularly, and being a shifter…”

      Clearing her throat, she takes another sip of her coffee. “Anyway, Godric promised us he would take care of us. He was the one who found you. He was the one who coordinated it all. Your father knows more, but he never told me the full story.”

      “You kidnapped me.”

      Her lip trembles as anger for myself and for my sister claws through me.

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “And what about Deirdre? Are you sorry about lying to her about everything? About keeping her parentage a secret? She was betrothed to Zeek,” I hiss. “Were you even going to say anything? Did dad—George—even know?”

      A single tear tracks down her cheek, but all I see is a performance. She was complicit in all of it. Even if she didn’t know everything, she knew enough.

      She had plenty of opportunities to come clean.

      “Everything happened so fast,” she adds, looking at Phoenix. “That night, the dinner… if I’d known, I would’ve told you. I was always going to tell both you and Deirdre. I’m sorry. I always only wanted the two of you to be happy.”

      “Did you?” I question. “Because all I remember from my childhood was being told to make myself smaller. To act more like a Willow Creek wolf. To stop being such a tomboy and act like the future alpha’s fiancée. You didn’t care about my happiness. All you cared about was grooming me. All you cared about was power. I can see that now.”

      She’s full-on crying, and a flash of guilt works through me.

      Despite everything, this was the woman who held me close when I was sick or hurt. The woman who sat me down and talked about shifting for the first time. The woman who used to make my favorite eggs and waffles on my birthday.

      She was never neglectful. Despite her always pressuring me to fit in, I felt loved growing up. She’d wanted me. Of that I am certain. She’d wanted me…

      “The morning after I found out that Phoenix was my moon-fated mate, I went for a run in the woods behind the Crawford house,” I intone. “When I came back, I snuck in through our side gate. And when I looked in the window, I saw you running around making sure Godric’s coffee was hot. I saw Deirdre sitting primly, your perfect clone. I saw George laughing with Godric.”

      My voice breaks, and I feel a gentle caress against my mental bond with Phoenix.

      I’m okay, I tell him.

      “Do you know what I didn’t see? Two parents who should’ve been worried about their daughter. It was nearly noon, and obviously you hadn’t even checked on me. You didn’t care if I was okay. No text messages or calls. Nothing. All you cared about was smoothing over your image with the Crawfords,” I finish, my throat tight when I think of that day. “I’d never felt so lonely. I’d never felt like such an outsider.”

      “Adrienne—”

      “I think that’s enough,” Phoenix interjects, standing quickly. “As you can see, we’re preparing for the birth of our twins—”

      Anita stands. “Twins?!” Her wide blue eyes find mine. “Please forgive me,” she begs. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I stand, looking between my mate and my adoptive mother. Sure, there wasn’t neglect. But… Phoenix has shown me so much love and warmth since coming to the Shadow Pack. I have a family here, and birth parents, too. Birth parents they took me from. I have Deirdre. My life is full of love now. Full of feeling like I fit in here, every single day.

      “I know you want me to forgive you so that you feel better about what you did,” I drawl. “And I’m happy to see you taking responsibility for your actions. But…” I take Phoenix’s hand.

      I don’t need them. I don’t want them in my life, I tell him.

      He doesn’t respond, only sending a wave of love to me through our bond.

      “One apology doesn’t make up for a lifetime of lies,” I finish.

      “Adrienne,” she sobs, reaching for me.

      I back up a step. “Maybe Deirdre will forgive you one day. Maybe not. Either way, I hope this is a wake-up call for you.”

      “Please,” she gasps, full on crying now.

      I could.

      I could lunge forward and hug her.

      I could forgive her.

      One twin rolls inside me, sending a fiery surge up my esophagus. However, despite the unpleasant feeling, a surge of protectiveness overcomes me.

      I know she didn’t carry me, but that doesn’t excuse the lies.

      I could never hurt my children the way she hurt me.

      “I don’t want to see you ever again,” I say plainly, then I walk away before she can cause a scene.

      Phoenix and I walk to his car hand in hand, and I fight back the tears threatening to spill from my eyes.

      Did I make the right decision?

      She raised me. She was my mother for eighteen years.

      She apologized…

      I don’t have time to dwell on it, because as soon as we get to Phoenix’s car, an unsettling popping sensation vibrates through me, and in the next instant, I’m standing in a puddle of water.

      “Holy fuck,” Phoenix says, staring down at the puddle on the ground.

      “Um… I think my water just broke.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 29

          

          

      

    

    







            Again

          

        

      

    

    
      Deirdre

      

      Adri paces the living room of Phoenix’s house, rubbing her swollen belly with her hands between contractions. She’s wearing a bikini—the weather got abnormally humid after the sun went down, and this was the best way to cool her off. Her dark hair is up in a messy bun, and Phoenix is fretting on the other side of the room, looking positively worried and unsure of what’s happening. He’s holding a cold cup of water that Adri requested a few moments ago, but when he brought it over, she growled at him.

      I hide my smile when I think of how animalistic she’s been the last twelve hours. She’s doing really well, though. After she and Phoenix returned home, she changed out of her wet clothes, showered, and sat down on the couch to wait for contractions to start. We were all halfway through Pirates of the Caribbean when she stood up suddenly, gritting her teeth as the first real contraction swept through her.

      That was nine hours ago.

      Since then, they’ve progressively gotten worse and worse. At five minutes apart, we’ve just now called the doctor to head over.

      And at some point, she started making a sound I can only compare to what cattle would sound like when they’re in pain.

      Yeah, definitely not keen to go through this.

      Eva Ashwood is here, and she rubs Adri’s back between contractions. Nora and Iris are also here, preparing the inflatable tub Adri requested for the actual birth.

      Kaz and Valen are conveniently making themselves scarce, and Phoenix is the only male in the room.

      I feel bad for him. He’s watching his mate with furrowed brows, growling every few minutes in frustration at not being able to take his wife’s pain away. It’s sweet, and I know he wishes he could do more.

      “Gods, these motherfucking cock-sucking contractions,” Adri hisses, bending over as Eva hops up to knead her lower back.

      I walk over to my sister and pin the tendrils of hair that have escaped back underneath the hairpin on her scalp, massaging her neck as I do, as she gasps and huffs through her contraction.

      “Can you get her some ice?” I ask Phoenix, feeling how damp and sweaty my sister’s skin is.

      “No ice,” she grits out, huffing.

      Surely, she must be close now.

      “Where is Doctor Nox?” Eva asks, pulling me to the other side of the room.

      Phoenix looks at us with worry.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Phoenix called her thirty minutes ago. She said she was on her way.”

      Eva nods, her brows furrowed as she looks at her daughter before turning back to me. “I think… I think maybe baby A is in the wrong position.”

      I stand up straighter. “Why do you think that?”

      Eva shrugs, and the gesture reminds me so much of Adri that it nearly knocks me over. “She’s been in active labor for hours. And yes, it’s her first pregnancy, but…” She bites her lower lip. “I don’t know. I think something is wrong.”

      I look over at Adri, who is crying as she leans against Phoenix. Another contraction rips through her, and her knees buckle as he supports her, whispering things into her ear.

      Just as I’m about to ask Phoenix to call the doctor again, Nora hops up from her place filling the inflatable tub and opens the door to the living room.

      The doctor walks in carrying a large overnight bag. Her eyes sweep over the scene before her, and I see the realization work through her as she drops her bag and walks over to Adri.

      She’s an older woman, and her energy is very calming.

      Exactly what my sister needs.

      “Adrienne, can you please lie down for me? I’m just going to wash my hands.”

      She slips out of the room, and Eva helps Adrienne lie down on the couch.

      When the doctor returns, she snaps a pair of gloves over her hands and spreads Adri’s legs. Worry is etched on her face as she withdraws her hand, and my stomach sinks as she places both hands on her belly, pressing and feeling the positions of the babies. Then, she sits back on her haunches and levels my sister with a calm yet firm expression.

      “Baby A has flipped breech, Adrienne. Or rather, it’s oblique. The bum is stuck in your pelvis.”

      Adri sobs and covers her face with her arm. “Can you fix it?” she asks.

      The doctor nods. “I can try. It’s called an external cephalic version, meaning I will maneuver the baby with my hands from the outside. You’re seven centimeters dilated, so if this works, the pressure of the head should make for a quick progression. But if it doesn’t work…” She looks at Phoenix. “If it were a singleton delivery, I’d be comfortable delivering a breech baby. But since it’s twins, I don’t know what position baby B will drop into after we deliver a breech baby A. It might be very dangerous, especially for someone who has never given birth before.”

      “What are you saying?” Phoenix asks, his face paler than a few moments ago.

      “I’m saying, if the version doesn’t work, I recommend a cesarean section at the local hospital.”

      A hush goes through the room as Adri hiccups. “Do it,” she grits out. “It doesn’t hurt to try.”

      The doctor nods before removing the gloves. “Lie down fully please,” she instructs, digging around her bag for something. She pulls out a Doppler and a bottle of lubricant as Adri does as instructed. The doctor puts fresh gloves back on and smooths my sister’s stomach with the liquid. “I need you to relax,” she murmurs. “This might be painful. I’ll be listening to the heartbeats between each attempt.”

      And then she begins, and my sister screams, writhing as Phoenix growls loudly.

      The doctor maneuvers my sister’s stomach, cupping and pressing, grunting as she does. Adri screams as if she’s being tortured, and Phoenix closes his eyes and looks away.

      Eva is kneeling next to Adri, and Nora and Iris look on with shock from the other side of the room. Thank the gods that Leo is a better sleeper now. I have no idea how he’s sleeping through this upstairs.

      Adri begins to cry and whimper as the doctor listens to the heartbeats.

      My palms are sweating as the doctor attempts the version again.

      And again.

      And again.

      I hold my breath every time the doctor listens to signs of distress with the Doppler.

      Adri shrieks and kicks out, her hairline damp with sweat during the next attempt. The doctor listens in the next minute, and then suddenly, the doctor jumps up, looking right at me.

      “Call an ambulance,” she says, as if she’s asking for a glass of water. That’s how casually she’s speaking.

      My hands shake. “W–what?” I ask, reaching for the phone in my back pocket.

      “Adrienne,” she says calmly, looking at my sister now. “Baby A is in distress. I wasn’t sure last time since this can also be very stressful for the babies and their heart rates fluctuate during the procedure, but I’m sure now. We need to get you into the hospital for an emergency cesarean section.”

      Adri nods as Phoenix’s face pales even further.

      My fingers are trembling as I dial 911.

      “Hello, I need an ambulance for my sister,” I start, my voice breaking. “She’s in labor.”
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      I lean against the hospital wall with my arms wrapped around myself as I wait. Phoenix was the only one allowed inside the operating room, so Eva, Niven, Astrid, Nora, Iris, Leo, Valen, and Kaz all wait silently for someone to give us news. It’s been a couple of hours since Adri arrived via an ambulance and was rushed back on a stretcher. The waiting room of the local hospital is bleak. For one, it looks as if they haven’t updated it since the 1940s. And second, occasionally we hear someone screaming from another part of the hospital. It’s probably not Adri, but it doesn’t make any of us feel better about the situation.

      A warm hand lands on my shoulder, and I know it’s Kaz before I turn around.

      “Come on. Let’s go get some coffee,” he says, his voice low and smooth all at once.

      “I’m fine,” I blurt.

      “Deirdre. It’s two in the morning. We’ll be gone for five minutes.”

      I look up at him and narrow my eyes. “I don’t want to miss the doctor if there’s news.”

      He sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I know. But I’m not asking. I’m insisting. Valen will call me if the doctor comes out. The cafeteria is on the next floor down. Five minutes.”

      “Fine,” I huff, gesturing for him to lead the way.

      I keep my arms crossed as we walk into the elevator together. Kaz chuckles as he presses the button for the floor below us.

      “What?” I ask, frowning.

      “Nothing,” he muses, the elevator doors closing. “It’s just that you’re so different but also exactly the same as before.”

      “Um, thank you?” I say, but the words lodge in my throat as the elevator stutters, makes a groaning sound, and stops moving altogether. “What the fuck?” I hiss, pressing the door-open button.

      Kaz looks around, pressing the button for the floor below us again. I can hear a faint alarm in the shaft somewhere, and panic sweeps through me.

      “No, no, no,” I say quickly, pressing the emergency button.

      A ringing sound permeates the small space, and I glance at Kaz with all the fury and wrath I can muster.

      “If I miss important news because of you…” I say with lethal quietness.

      “You think this is my fault?” he asks, nostrils flaring.

      “Well, yeah! You were the one who insisted we get coffee. You and your stupid kind heart,” I bite.

      He’s breathing heavily as he looks at me, hands on his hips. “You’re right. Fuck me for caring about your well-being, right?” he says, his voice a cruel purr.

      I pound against the door of the elevator. “Can you call Valen?” I ask, watching as he checks his phone.

      In the haste of following the ambulance with Nora and Iris, I left my purse and my phone at Phoenix’s house.

      His jaw is tight as he holds the screen up. “No service in here.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “What if something’s wrong? What if something happened to her or the babies? What if the doctor tells us—”

      Kaz places his hands on my shoulders. “Calm down, kid.”

      I growl. “Do. Not. Call. Me. That,” I say, seething. “I know you spent the last eight months ignoring my very existence, so in case you didn’t know, I actually turned eighteen earlier this year—”

      “Ignoring your existence?” he asks quietly, his fingers twitching and squeezing the bare skin of my shoulders. “Really, Deirdre?”

      I shrug. “You didn’t call. Or text. Or visit. I assumed it was because you’d forgotten about me and moved on.”

      His pupils flare as he stares down at me, and he takes a small step closer to me. His short, dark hair is messy on top of his head, and his pale blue eyes pin me to the spot. Hollowing his sharp cheekbones, he cocks his head slightly.

      “Moved on? Are you serious?”

      “Well, I don’t know—”

      “You think I haven’t spent the last eight months wishing you were here? Wishing your goddamn birthday would come so that I could finally kiss you? Waiting for you to come home to me? My wolf howls every night because he misses his mate. I miss my mate, too.”

      “I’m not your mate,” I tell him, the words getting stuck in my throat as one of his hands brushes a thumb against my cheek. “Not really.”

      “The bond wouldn’t have worked if there wasn’t already something between us,” he murmurs.

      I lean into his hand as my skin prickles with awareness. Arousal floods through me, and I know it’s the bond—it has to be.

      Right?

      “There was something between us,” I correct, thinking of the girl I was nearly a year ago.

      His lips twitch with the hint of a smile. “Mmm, that’s interesting. Considering I can practically feel how aroused you are by my mere presence,” he growls, stepping closer.

      I take a step back, hitting the wall of the elevator, and he follows me, using his free hand and placing it on my hip.

      My heart races inside my chest, and I’m practically panting now. “That’s just a normal side effect of the soul bond,” I counter, lifting my chin. My voice trembles on my lips, though, giving me away.

      “How is it possible that you’ve somehow gotten more stubborn since you’ve been gone?”

      I open my mouth to retort, but before I can speak, he closes the distance between us, smashing his lips against mine.

      The kiss is needy and fervent, a tangling of hands, clinking teeth, and heady groans. His hand comes to the back of my neck, pulling me closer to him as his other one tugs my hips into him. I moan into his mouth when his tongue finds mine, and I wrap my arms around his neck. My brain short-circuits, electricity exploding through me at an alarming rate.

      He tastes and smells like smoke—deep and potent. I move one hand to his hair, running it through his soft, short strands. My stomach drops with each sweep of his tongue, with each move to pull me closer. I can feel the desperation in the way he’s touching me. Because he’s not just touching me.

      He’s claiming me.

      His hands rove to my ass, and he lifts me up so that I’m pressed against the wall of the elevator. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he bucks his hips into me. I gasp into his mouth when his hard length presses against the seam of my jean shorts.

      And just as quickly as he kisses me, he pulls away and drops me to my feet.

      I’m still gasping when I look up at him.

      Before I can register what just happened, before I can properly form a word on my tingling lips, the elevator lurches, and we descend a few feet.

      And then, the doors open up.

      Valen is pacing a few feet away, obviously waiting for us. When he spots us, he gives us an elated smile as he rushes forward.

      “They’re fine. Adri and the twins are fine.”
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            Heaven

          

        

      

    

    
      Adri

      

      If I could describe my idea of heaven, it would be this moment.

      My mate sitting underneath a window, the sunset making his skin glow with golden light as he holds our son, West.

      And me, nursing our daughter, Raya.

      Raya means queen in Latin, and West is an homage to Phoenix’s childhood best friend.

      The sounds of the hospital are quiet, and it feels like the world exists just for the four of us. Everyone has gone home after quickly meeting the twins, and now Phoenix, Raya, West, and I are all recuperating after an intense twenty hours.

      Once we arrived at the hospital, everything went as planned—fortunately. Raya was the one in distress, but they got her out. West followed shortly after, according to Phoenix.

      I had to be placed under general anesthesia, but I’m fine.

      Sore, but I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy.

      The all-consuming love I have for the babies nearly knocked me over when I woke up. The doctors gave me something so that I wouldn’t be groggy, and I immediately burst into tears when Phoenix placed both babies in my arms, still wearing his scrubs.

      I’ll never forget the feel of them—the heavy yet inconsiderable weight of them in my arms for the first time.

      It was like my entire world tipped on its axis, and suddenly my heart expanded two-fold.

      And fortunately, they both latched easily, so nursing has been a breeze.

      West fusses in my mate’s arms, and my heart swells again when he shushes our son gently. He brushes West’s dark hair away from his forehead, placing a thumb against the smooth, baby-soft skin.

      “They’re perfect,” Phoenix croaks for the hundredth time since they were born.

      “I know,” I whisper, brushing my knuckle against Raya’s cheek.

      “We’re parents.”

      “I know,” I mutter, grinning. “Who gave us permission?”

      Phoenix cracks his own grin. “Surely there must be a test.”

      “If there was, I’d probably fail. I can barely change a diaper.”

      Phoenix’s expression softens. “You just had major surgery. You won’t be changing any diapers until you’re all better.”

      I pout. “But I want to.” Wrinkling my nose, I laugh. “Never thought I’d say that.”

      He chuckles as West fusses again. Standing, he comes to the side of my hospital bed.

      “Time to switch?” he asks.

      I nod as I use my pinky to unlatch Raya, just like the nurses taught me. Her face scrunches up, but she drops back into a contented sleep. Phoenix swaps the babies without me having to lift my arms, and I get West latched onto the other breast.

      Despite being in pain, and feeling like my insides might fall out with every movement, I can’t help but smile as West suckles. His hair is lighter, almost a golden blonde. I don’t know where that gene came from, but it’s fitting for us. It’ll probably grow in darker later on, but for now, I think of my best friend before everything happened.

      Zade.

      And also, Deirdre.

      Phoenix and I are quiet as the sun continues setting. I’ll probably be staying one more night before going home, but that’s fine. I’m in no rush. I’ve never felt more content than I do now. Seeing Deirdre and Astrid hold their niece and nephew, seeing Eva hold her grandbabies… it’s a solid reminder that everything happened for a reason. And confirmation that I made the right choice. Eva is who I want watching every step of this journey. She is the mother I need as well.

      West unlatches a few minutes later, and Phoenix sets a sleeping Raya in her bassinet before taking West from me and setting him beside her. We tried him in his own bassinet, but he fussed until we reunited him with his sister.

      My husband comes to the foot of the bed and sits, his hand resting on the super glamorous compression socks I’m wearing.

      “Shall we?” he asks gently, holding his hand out.

      I wince. I hate this part, but it’s necessary for my recovery. I grab his hand and he slowly helps me into a seated position. Like always, it feels like my guts are about to spill out, but I know the stomach binder I’m wearing would actually make that impossible. I slowly stand up. Phoenix is at my side, placing an arm underneath me as gently as possible. I take a few deep breaths as pain lances through every part of my abdomen.

      Still worth it, I think.

      It’s all been worth this moment.

      He grabs the handle of the bassinet, and I follow him out of the hospital room at a glacial pace. Shuffling, I wrap my arms around my lightweight recovery dress—one of Iris’s suggestions. It’s like a chic nightgown.

      The white compression socks ruin the look, though.

      I smile when I think of how insane I must look, but one glance into the bassinet, and that all falls away.

      Phoenix supports me as we walk down the hall, pushing our babies in the clear plastic bassinet.

      We do two laps today, and tomorrow morning, we’ll do three. I have to get to five laps before they release me. Phoenix talks the entire time, telling me things about the cesarean that I missed, like how Raya screamed her head off, but West came out with wise open eyes. They were both just over six pounds and perfectly healthy. Phoenix did skin to skin with both of them before I woke, and he told me how West immediately pooped on him after birth. I laugh—lightly, because laughing hard might bust a stitch—and then he talks about how brave I was throughout the entire ordeal.

      And truthfully, I didn’t feel brave.

      I was scared as fuck.

      But when the doctor told me the babies were in distress, that fear fell away, and all I wanted was to keep them safe.

      I never planned for this kind of birth, but it was perfect.

      Once we get back to the hospital room, Phoenix holds a cup of apple juice to my mouth so I can stay hydrated.

      He really and truly meant it when he said I would not be doing a thing until I felt up to it.

      I mean, the man helped me into the postpartum diaper earlier today. If that’s not true love, I don’t know what is.

      Once he helps me into the bed, he looks down at the twins.

      “Now what?” I ask, smirking as I study my mate.

      He shrugs, grinning. “I feel like this is where I’m supposed to say this is the beginning of the rest of our lives,” he muses.

      I laugh, immediately clutching my abdomen. “Shit. Fuck,” I wheeze, laughing again. “Well, that’s one way to kill the moment,” I joke.

      He walks to the side of my bed and pushes my unwashed hair away from my forehead. “It’s a very Adrienne way to kill a moment,” he agrees, white teeth flashing.

      “Yes, well, I’ve never been normal.”

      He watches me for a heartbeat before his thumb comes to my cheek. “No, you haven’t. And I fucking love you for it.”

      Bending down, he kisses me.

      This is heaven.

      My husband kissing me.

      Our babies sleeping a couple feet away.

      And the rest of our lives ahead of us.
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            Blood Doesn’t Matter

          

        

      

    

    
      Deirdre

      

      Valen drives us all home after we meet the babies.

      Raya and West.

      My niece and nephew.

      And while I may not be their aunt by blood, I will ensure they always know how much I love them—and their parents. Blood doesn’t matter. Family isn’t who shares your blood. They’re the people who show up in your life. The ones who save you, time and time again.

      The ones you know better than yourself, like with Adri.

      The ones who carve a special part of their lives out for you, like Valen, Nora, and Iris.

      The ones who know just how to prepare your coffee, who set your soul on fire with one gaze.

      Like Kaz.

      Valen sits between us as we make our way to Kaz’s house, where we’ll drop him off before I go to Phoenix’s house.

      Alone.

      As we pull up to Kaz’s place, I’m suddenly anxious about the prospect of spending the night alone.

      “Do you want to stay over?” Kaz asks.

      Yes.

      No.

      I don’t know…

      The question catches me off guard, but I realize, as his eyes flick between Valen and I, that he’s asking both of us.

      That maybe he doesn’t want to be alone, either.

      “Oooh fun,” Valen says. “Adult sleepover.” He winks.

      The three of us hop out after a quick goodbye to Nora and Iris. As Kaz walks ahead of Valen and I to open the door, he places an arm around my shoulders.

      “He’s nervous, and so are you. I hope I’m not imposing, but I figured I’d break the tension.”

      “I appreciate it,” I whisper, nervous butterflies erupting in my stomach.

      It’s much better that Valen is here.

      I’d been to Kaz’s house a few times before, but it’s different now. It smells… amazing. Like cinnamon and earth mixed together. And maybe I hadn’t noticed it before, but all of his furniture is modern and pleasing to the eye. Setting my purse down, I watch as Kaz moves to the hallway, and Valen walks over to the bar, where he grabs three wineglasses.

      Walking back out, I notice that Kaz has changed into—

      Dear Lord.

      Baggy gray sweatpants that hang off his hips, and a black T-shirt that shows off his honed muscles.

      Damn.

      I guess while I was channeling our angst into rock climbing and rafting, he was lifting buffalos or something equally as heavy.

      He chucks a pile of clothes toward Valen, and as he raises an arm to throw a bundle to me, his eyes skirt over my face almost nervously.

      “I don’t know if these will fit,” he mutters, throwing them.

      It’s a pair of black sweats and a white T-shirt.

      “Thanks,” I tell him, grateful to change into something comfy. We were at the hospital for hours, and I know I was sweating profusely as we waited. “Can I use your shower?”

      His eyes darken as he nods, and I walk past him. His hand reaches out and grazes mine briefly, and when I snap my eyes up, his pupils are blown wide. I can… hear his thundering heart.

      Feel the heavy arousal at the base of my spine just before it drops down between my legs.

      I suck in a breath of air as I continue walking to his bathroom.

      After showering quickly, I use one of his fluffy towels to dry off, and gods… it smells like him.

      I run my fingers through my wet hair before pulling on the large clothes. They fit—just barely. I have to roll the waistband a few times, and the shirt hangs to my midthigh, but… they’re comfy.

      After setting my old clothes by my purse, I walk back into the kitchen.

      Where Kaz is standing, leaning over the island with a glass of red wine.

      Alone.

      “Where’s Valen?” I ask, trying to quell the panic. If Valen already went to bed… that would leave me and Kaz alone together for the first time since he kissed me.

      “He went to grab us some dinner. He’ll be back in a few minutes.” His eyes drag over my outfit slowly, and I swear, I can feel every place his eyes land. “I think it was a mistake to lend you my clothes,” he adds, nostrils flaring.

      My mouth drops open. “Why?”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he reaches out and tugs me closer. I nearly gasp when his hand comes to my waist. When it curls against my flesh and sends a shiver through me.

      “Kaz,” I whisper, aching for him.

      He leans his head close to mine, our lips inches apart. “Do you want me to stop?”

      I shake my head fervently—my body pure liquid in his arms. I can’t think, can’t form sentences. The connection between us goes taut, and something simmers inside me.

      It’s then that I realize our bond feels like the ancient magic I’ve been working with.

      Powerful.

      Magnetic.

      Addictive.

      And yet there’s something else underneath all of that. Something so very Kaz.

      “No,” I answer him, pressing up on my toes and smashing my lips against his.

      He groans, instantly moving so that his hands are on my ass and he lifts me up and onto his kitchen island. His tongue sweeps past my lips and into my mouth, and my whole body begins to shake from the intensity of it all—the way his nails dig into the flesh on my hips, even through the fabric of my sweatpants. The smell and taste of his toothpaste, mixed with the earthen green-tea musk I associate with him. When he lets out a low growl, I shudder—and then I wrap my legs around his waist.

      “Deirdre,” he murmurs, his lips moving against my mouth. “I can’t…”

      I pull away suddenly.

      Was I too forward? Did I misinterpret… everything?

      “You want to stop?” I ask, my heart pounding so hard that it echoes in my eardrums.

      He huffs a laugh. “Gods, no. I was going to say that I can’t stop.”

      A relieved giggle bursts from my lips, and then he’s grabbing the back of my head and pulling my mouth to his again.

      “I’ve fucking missed you,” he mutters.

      “I’ve missed you, too.”

      His hands fly to my neck before moving down and squeezing my shoulders. “I’ve missed your attitude first thing in the morning—”

      “Watch it,” I warn before biting his lower lip.

      It spurs him on, and he groans into my mouth as his calloused hands find the hem of my shirt and lift it slightly.

      “I’ve missed—” I throw my head back and break the kiss as his lips trail down to my jaw. “Your irritating eagerness to run first thing in the morning,” I gasp out.

      My nipples harden as his fingers trail up my stomach, and I arch my back to give him better access.

      He chuckles, nibbling the flesh just under my ear.

      I keen—loudly.

      “Lucky for you, I don’t run anymore. I lift weights.”

      My hands fly to his biceps, and everything inside me turns white hot when I feel how fucking ripped he is. And it’s not like he didn’t have a nice body before—it’s just that now I can feel each individual muscle in his arm.

      I can feel how strong he is, and maybe it’s because of the soul bond, but fuck. I want to devour him.

      “That explains these,” I hiss, squeezing his thick arm muscles.

      “Mmm,” he growls, his tongue flicking against my clavicle. “You seem to be enjoying them, Deirdre.”

      His thumb brushes the underside of my right breast, and it feels like I’ve been electrocuted. My body quivers beneath his touch, and I bend slightly to get him to move his hand up.

      “Eager, are we?” he asks.

      “I’ve been waiting,” I whimper.

      “And you think I haven’t?”

      Just as his words register, I hear a car door slam outside.

      Valen.

      “Fuck,” Kaz says, jumping away from me and adjusting… holy mother of gods.

      My eyes bug out when I see the heat he’s packing. He catches me looking and smirks before stepping forward and helping me off the counter just as Valen comes inside.

      Sniffing, his eyes snap to us.

      “Good gods, you two. I wasn’t even gone ten minutes.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, my voice indifferent.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      I grab three plates for the table as Kaz brings the wine over. It’s a quick dinner—tacos and chips with guacamole. I drink my wine quickly, and my head feels fuzzy by the time Valen excuses himself.

      I wish him a quick goodnight, then help Kaz clean up at the sink, loading the dishwasher after he rinses quickly.

      Whatever tension was there between us before is gone, replaced with a warm, comforting sense of belonging. As I load the top rack with our water cups, it hits me.

      This could be my life.

      Living in Greenwood.

      Having dinners with Adri, Phoenix, and the twins.

      Going out for drinks with Valen.

      Running out in the back forest in my wolf form.

      Catching up with Nora and Iris over lunch, Leo a tiny potato in Nora’s arms.

      Watching the babies grow up.

      And… sharing a life with this man.

      I dry my hands and hand the towel to Kaz. He cleans up the sink area and folds the towel over the oven. There’s no growing heat, no sudden desire to jump his bones. It feels… deeper than that.

      He turns to face me. “I put your stuff in my bedroom. I hope that’s okay.”

      My lips twist to the side, and I don’t even have to say anything before he runs a hand over his mouth and sighs.

      “I’m sleeping on the couch,” he says.

      “Okay. Thank you,” I tell him with a smile.

      Something flickers over his expression, and he opens and closes his mouth several times before I can’t take it anymore.

      “I’m coming back. Once the spells are done. I—I want to come back here.”

      He ducks his head and nods. “Good.”

      “So…”

      “So?” he repeats, smiling.

      I smile back. “Just… what does it mean? For… us?”

      Taking a step forward, he grabs my hands and holds them between us. His gray-blue eyes find mine, burning intensely.

      “It means we figure it out when that day comes.”

      My smile falters. “You mean… you don’t want to… when I’m back in Penrith?”

      Tugging me closer, he pulls me in for a tight hug. Home. That’s what this feels like, being in his arms. Home. My place. Our place.

      “Of course I want that. But you’re eighteen. I’m not going anywhere. Finish your work out there, and I’ll be waiting for you here when you get back.”

      I squeeze him tighter. “But we can still talk when I’m there?”

      He laughs. “Of course.”

      “And then when I come back to Shadow Pack…?”

      He kisses the top of my head, and I close my eyes.

      “When that time comes, we’ll take it one day at a time.”
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EPILOGUE, PART ONE

        

      

    

    
      Adri

      Six Years Later

      

      “Mom, West is eating my Snickers bar!” Raya screeches, her long, dark hair flowing behind her as she sprints over to me, looking outraged.

      My lips tug into a smile as I look at my son, who shrugs innocently. “She didn’t say I couldn’t have it,” he argues, arching a brow.

      “Did you ask her?” I cross my arms as I arch a brow right back at him.

      “She can have some of my Twizzlers,” he counters, holding the red package out to his sister.

      “No! They’re disgusting!” she wails, looking at me with wide brown eyes.

      “All right, I guess I’ll sacrifice a bite of my Snickers bar,” Phoenix offers, holding it out to Raya from the hood of the car.

      She harrumphs as she marches over to her father and snatches the bar from his hands before taking a large bite and then proceeding to stick a very chocolaty tongue out at West.

      I roll my eyes as I look at my husband, and he shakes his head.

      “When are we going to see Uncle Malick?” West asks in a whine as he leans against the hood of the car.

      “Soon,” I tell him, ruffling his brown hair.

      He dodges my hand and shuffles away—probably to go collect more rocks.

      Raya follows him.

      “It’s hot for August,” Phoenix observes, looking out over the valley of Willow Creek.

      “Yeah,” I answer, suddenly overcome with emotion as I remember a very similar night eleven years ago with Zade.

      It was the night we found out we were betrothed.

      The night I had my first kiss ever.

      And now, I’m back in the same spot with my husband and kids.

      “You okay?” he asks, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.

      “More than. Why?”

      “You’ve been quiet all day.”

      I bite my lower lip and look away.

      Should I tell him?

      After West and Raya were born, Phoenix and I decided not to have any more children. Though my pregnancy was pretty textbook, the first few months of their lives were pretty rough. Raya was very colicky, and West developed an allergy to something I was eating, which meant a lot of fussing and crying. For a solid six months, we had two constantly screaming babies, and one night around their first birthday, we agreed we could not physically go through that again with our sanity intact.

      Except…

      The last few weeks, I’ve been getting nauseous.

      Despite being on human birth control, which isn’t as effective with shifters, we’ve been attempting to be as safe as we can with timing things around my heat.

      But somehow… I’m a few weeks pregnant.

      I took a test the day before yesterday, and it was very positive.

      It’s not the most terrible news. I know Phoenix will be ecstatic when I tell him. Once the twins turned one, our lives changed so much for the better. And now, they’re six and thriving. Mostly independent. They’re starting first grade in the shifter elementary school in Greenwood. If there was ever a good time to have a third baby, it would be now. Phoenix’s alpha duties are manageable, and I’ve been working for him since the twins were a few months old.

      I was not cut out to be a stay-at-home mom, though Iris is thriving at it.

      Smiling, I think of their recent addition—a little girl they adopted from a young couple down in Vancouver.

      West, Raya, and Leo are inseparable, only being a few months apart in age. I can tell by the way Nora smiles at Phoenix every once in a while how much it means for our kids to be as close as they were as children.

      “Well,” I start, stretching my feet out in front of me. “I’m pregnant,” I tell him bluntly.

      His face is blank as he cocks a grin—the same move that always makes my stomach erupt with butterflies. Even now, nearly seven years later.

      “I know,” he says simply.

      “What?!” I screech.

      He chuckles as he puts his hand on my bare thigh. “I smelled it. The baby. Last night when we made love.”

      My mouth drops open. “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

      He laughs harder now. “I figured there was a good reason you weren’t telling me.”

      “And?” I ask, glancing over to see the twins bickering over who gets which rock. “Hey!” I shout, cupping my mouth. “You’re too close to the edge of the cliff! Take a few steps back, please!”

      When I look back at Phoenix, he’s rubbing his lips with his hand. “And? You’re a wonderful mother, Midnight. I’d be honored to do this whole shitshow with you again.”

      His response makes me laugh. “It might really be a shitshow,” I warn him. “You remember that first year.”

      He physically shudders. “True. But”—he laces his fingers with mine as he looks at me—“I kind of wanted another one.”

      I scoff. “You just want me to be horny for nine months straight again,” I tease.

      He throws his head back and laughs. “Maybe.”

      “Scoundrel,” I mutter. “You really want to do all of this again? The diapers, the sleepless nights, the terrible twos, the threenagers, the fucking fours…”

      Raya shrieks as West steals her rock and runs off, cackling maniacally.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” he says, his voice low. “Despite our psychotic children. We’ve had practice, and you know what they say: practice makes perfect.”

      I chuckle. “I guess.”

      He tugs me closer, fitting me against his side. “It will thrill Malick to have another mini-me to mold,” he adds.

      I roll my eyes. “Wonderful. Just what I need—Malick showing another one of our children how to throw an axe,” I say glumly.

      Ever since Malick ascended to alpha, we’ve kept in touch. And when the twins were born, he came to visit them. Though Deirdre and Kaz are their official godparents, Malick has sort of become their fun surrogate uncle.

      Besides Valen, of course.

      I can only imagine the trouble these four will get into when the twins shift for the first time.

      We try to visit Willow Creek every year to see Malick.

      It’s always strange to be back here, but it’s nice to see how much the pack I grew up in is thriving under Malick and his fantastic leadership. Not only is the entire pack more progressive, but they also implemented better education programs, yearly galas where they invite other packs, and, of course, the reunification of all the Willow Creek wolves wrongly taken from Shadow Pack.

      “They were dull axes, at least,” Phoenix argues.

      I huff a laugh. “Whatever you say.”

      He kisses my forehead, and we watch the sunset as the kids play in the dirt behind us. Phoenix sneaks us another Snickers bar so that West and Raya don’t see, and I’m reminded, yet again, of how wonderful this life has been with him.

      Unexpected, sure.

      Difficult at times.

      But still wonderful.

      I wouldn’t change a single thing.

      “Mom, I’m hungry!” West calls from behind me.

      I look up at Phoenix, and he gives me one last kiss before hopping off the hood of the car.

      “Come on, munchkin,” he says to West, picking him up and hauling him over his shoulder.

      West squeals with delight as Phoenix opens the back door and helps him buckle into his booster seat.

      Raya slowly skirts the edge of the mountain above us, collecting a handful of dandelions. I hop off the hood of the car and walk over to her.

      “Come on, sweetie. We’re going to Uncle Malick’s for dinner.”

      She looks down at the ground, a frown tugging at her lips.

      Squatting down so that we’re face-to-face, I place a hand on her cheek. “What’s wrong?”

      “Freddy told me that my name doesn’t mean queen.”

      Sighing, I take her hands in mine. “Freddy is wrong. Your name means queen. It’s why we chose it. What did I tell you about Freddy?”

      “To ignore him,” she murmurs, repeating the mantra I’ve given her to face her bully at school.

      “Exactly. You are worthy, Raya.”

      “But he says it doesn’t count because I’m not a real queen.”

      I rock back on my heels as I study my daughter. Both her and West are sensitive souls—a lot like me when I was a kid. West is a lot more sarcastic to cover up the sensitivity, which I swear is the product of spending so much time with Valen. But Raya? She lets things eat at her until they fester.

      “Your father is the alpha of Shadow Pack. Your Uncle Malick is the alpha of the Willow Creek Pack. And your aunt Dee? She’s an actual princess. She’s the last descendent of the very first pack in North America thousands of years ago. And… she can do real magic.”

      Raya’s eyes widen. “Whoa.”

      “So next time Freddy tells you that you’re not a queen, remind him that your father is his alpha, and your aunt is the only shifter on the continent who can do magic. If that doesn’t make you a queen, I don’t know what does.”

      She nods before walking off, muttering, “Real magic!”

      I stand up and watch Phoenix haul Raya up as she giggles, stomping them over to her side of the car.

      I cast one more glance over at the valley, admiring the dark orange glow of the sunset. The dark green evergreen trees surrounding us. The flat built-up area below us that was once home for me. Birds chirp as they fly above us, and I can see the faint sparkle of the first stars beginning to poke out of the dusky sky.

      I bend down and grab the bunch of dandelions Raya abandoned, then walk over to the small rock overlooking the valley. Laying them on the warm stone, I let myself think of Zade. In the last few years, after a lot of intensive therapy where I was told it was okay to mourn my abuser, I also came to the conclusion that the person he became was not my best friend. So, when I do things like this, when I leave flowers and drive by his street whenever we’re in Willow Creek, I don’t feel guilty for missing my best friend.

      Because I do miss him.

      Turning around, I see Phoenix watching me with one arm over the top of the door. His expression is soft and understanding. My eyes take in the way the setting sun reflects against the new silver hairs in his beard, and how at thirty-nine, he’s more handsome than when I met him. I slowly walk over to him.

      “Why are you staring at me?” I ask, coming up behind him and wrapping my arms around his firm abdomen.

      “I’m just happy,” he says, placing his arms around mine.

      “Me too,” I whisper.

      “Mom! Dad! Are we going?” Raya screeches from inside the car.

      Huffing a laugh, Phoenix turns around so that he’s facing me.

      “I’m excited,” he says, brushing my dark hair away and kissing my forehead.

      “For dinner?” I ask, teasing him.

      “Brat,” he murmurs. “You know what I mean.”

      Placing a hand on my lower belly, he looks down and then back up at me with shining eyes.

      “You sure you’re ready?” I ask, nervous about everything a second pregnancy and birth will entail.

      “I’ve been ready,” he answers.

      Because for so long, I was surrounded by other children, he adds in my mind.

      The mind speaking thing is very convenient with the kids.

      I always wanted a big family, Midnight. And I’m honored that I get to do it with you.

      I smirk. “Three is more than enough for me,” I speak.

      Chuckling, he takes my hand and kisses it. “We’ll see about that.”

    

  







            A Nice Distraction

          

          



      

    

    






EPILOGUE, PART TWO

        

      

    

    
      Kaz

      

      I bring the axe down onto the wood, splitting it right down the middle. The cracking sound is satisfying as fucking hell, and I grin manically as I split another—and another. I keep going until my arms are numb, until my bones feel like they’re still vibrating. Fifteen, twenty, thirty…

      It’s not like I need firewood, but like most of my hobbies lately, it’s a nice distraction.

      When my pile is about half as tall as me, I start bringing the pieces over to the side of my house, six or so pieces at a time. My fingers hardly even feel the splinters now—I’ll have to go over them later with a magnifying glass and tweezers. Once the wood is all packed away, I head inside, nearly tripping over Raya and West’s rubber boots in the process.

      They’d been over here this afternoon, playing in the mud out back while Adrienne helped Phoenix with some pack business.

      Not like I know what’s going on anymore—not since I stepped down as his enforcer five years ago.

      How could I risk her life by risking mine?

      Swallowing the ache in my throat, I kick my shoes off and send a quick text to Phoenix telling him his trolls left their boots here.

      I’m sure they’ll be looking for them in the morning. It’s supposed to rain all night and tomorrow.

      I’m glad I had a bit of a reprieve to chop wood.

      I glance over the mail, my eyes skimming the bills and notices. Running a hand over my weeks-old beard, I sort it into piles—trash and ignore.

      If it’s important enough, they’ll send a reminder.

      My aching hands begin to unbutton the dark blue flannel I’m wearing when there’s a knock on my door.

      “I texted you,” I call out, assuming it’s Adrienne or Phoenix here to grab the boots. “It’s supposed to rain tomorrow, so you’re welcome for reminding you,” I add.

      When they don’t answer, my brows furrow. I leave my shirt hanging open and walk to the door, my feet padding quietly in socks.

      “Also, I forgot to tell you that West loved my grilled cheese,” I say. I pull my door open and start speaking without looking up. “Raya wouldn’t touch hers, though. Fucking kids—”

      It’s the scent that nearly knocks me over—it’s the scent that has me snapping my eyes up to my guest so fast, I swear it cracks.

      “Hi, Kaz.”

      Deirdre.

      I stare at her, unsure of what to say. She—

      She’s the last fucking person I ever expected to show up at my door.

      As my eyes rake over her appearance, my wolf begins to wag his tail for the first time in years.

      She’s… goddamn beautiful. She looks like she used to, but also different. Taller, maybe? She’s wearing tight black jeans and a white sweater that shows off her new curves. Her hair is shorter—to her shoulders, and wavy. Her once pale skin is golden, and her cheeks are a rosy pink.

      She’s not a kid anymore.

      She’s a full-fledged woman.

      Seven years.

      That’s how fucking long it’s been since I’ve seen her.

      “What are you doing here, kid?”

      The instant my old nickname leaves my lips, she winces.

      “I thought we could talk.”

      I want to slam the door in her face, or tell her to leave. I want to hug her. Kiss her. Press her body against this doorframe and make her realize what she was missing for all these years.

      Instead, I take a step to the side and let her through the door, then close it behind her.

      She sets her purse down on my couch and turns slowly. “Gods, it’s strange to be back here.”

      I bite my tongue and button my shirt up. When she turns to face me, her eyes snag on my bare abdomen.

      “Still lifting weights, I see,” she teases.

      I shove my hands into the pockets of my pants. “Yep.”

      We stare at each other for several seconds.

      Does she expect me to offer her a drink or something?

      Or what about the shredded remains of my heart?

      Taking matters into her own hands, she walks to the kitchen, putzing around like she didn’t disappear completely from my life. She grabs two tumblers, and I raise my eyebrows when she pours us both straight bourbon.

      When she walks back over, she hands one of them to me. I take it, nostrils flaring at her close proximity. She doesn’t move away. She’s mere inches from me, and when she raises her glass to her lips, I watch.

      Enraptured, yet again.

      We both drink quickly, and I grimace as the alcohol burns through me. She sets her glass down on the coffee table behind her, and when she faces me again, I watch in slow motion as she places a palm on my chest.

      “I owe you a massive apology.”

      Clenching my jaw, I wait for her to continue.

      “There’s no excuse for what I did, except that I was young. And scared. My whole life got flipped upside down, and then at the ripe age of eighteen, this wonderful, kind, perfect man was willing to give me everything he had to offer… and all I wanted to do was run away. I’m sorry, Kaz.” She takes a step closer, and I sense her intentions before she realizes what she’s doing.

      Grabbing her wrist, I push her away from me. Not enough to make her stumble, but enough to get my point across.

      “And, what? You think you can come here and pick up where we left off seven years ago?” I ask, my voice menacing.

      “No, that’s not what—”

      “Do you know how it felt to know you were alive only because I was still alive? Do you know how many nights I wondered what the fuck I could’ve said or done to make you stop talking to me?”

      “It wasn’t you—”

      “No,” I bark. “You don’t get to come here and expect me to understand after seven years of no contact.”

      “Like I said, I was scared—”

      “And you think I wasn’t?” I bellow, chest rising and falling rapidly. “You think I wasn’t terrified to fucking death about being in love with someone underage? You think I wasn’t terrified of the bond between us and what it would mean if something happened to me? That my actions could affect you?”

      “Adri told me you stepped down as enforcer—”

      I grunt. “Yes, well, when I was shot by a free range wolf, I decided it wasn’t worth putting myself in danger anymore.”

      Her eyes go wide. “You stepped down… to protect me?”

      I rub my lip with my hand. “I stepped down for a lot of reasons.”

      Her eyes flick to the wall of my living room.

      The wall now painted with a mural of the night sky.

      One of the many fucking hobbies I’ve taken up.

      “I want to start over. I want to… try… this thing between us,” she says softly. “There’s no one else. There’s never been anyone else.”

      I laugh cruelly. “Yeah. Same. It’s kind of hard to fuck random women when my mate is off gallivanting around who knows where.”

      She winces again, and I know I’m being unfair. Even if I could sleep with someone… I wouldn’t.

      “So you’re mad because I was traveling?”

      I practically break my teeth as I clench my jaw so hard.

      I’m mad because you left me.

      I’m mad because I waited for you.

      I’m mad because my heart still beats even though I wish it didn’t.

      “I’m mad because you stopped picking up my calls! You just… stopped. And it fucking hurt. It nearly killed me. Adrienne told me you were fine, plus my heart was still fucking beating, so I figured you never wanted anything to do with me.”

      “I’m sorry—” she says, choking back a sob.

      “Get out.”

      My words make her physically sag, and her face pales. “What?”

      I lift my arm and point to the door. “Get. Out. Of. My. Fucking. House.”

      Her eyes flick between mine, but I don’t waver. Pressing her lips together, she walks over to her purse and snatches it up angrily.

      As if she has any fucking right to be angry at me.

      When she gets to the door, she turns to face me. Her cheeks are wet, and… fuck. I’m not equipped to handle Deirdre on a normal day, but especially not when she’s crying.

      “You’re different,” she says weakly.

      And then I remember the pain. The aching chest. The raw throat. The constant fear that I’d get killed on the clock and take her down with me.

      “I’m not going anywhere. Finish your work out there, and I’ll be waiting for you here when you get back.”

      It was supposed to be a couple of months.

      “People change over the course of seven years,” I reply, walking to the door and holding it open for her.

      She stomps past me, her tears turning to anger. “I suppose you’re right. I guess I should’ve known there was a time limit when you said you’d wait for me.”

      I hollow my cheeks as I cross my arms. “You said you were coming back.”

      “I changed my mind,” she growls, baring her teeth.

      “Well, so did I.”

      My words hang between us, and then she spins on her heel and marches to her car. I watch from the doorway as she turns the engine on and drives away, leaving a plume of dust behind her.

      I slam the door closed and walk into my house.

      Everything hurts.

      My chest, my arms, my head…

      I rip my shirt off without bothering to unbutton it. I quickly step out of my jeans and underwear, then peel my socks off before walking to the back door. I nearly explode into my wolf form as soon as my feet—and then paws—hit the ground.

      Once I’m a couple of miles away—deep in the woods—I let my wolf howl.

      With anger, frustration, or agony… I’m not sure.

      She never should’ve come back.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for reading Adri and Phoenix’s story. I hope their conclusion was satisfying, and I hope this snippet for Dee and Kaz’s spinoff makes you excited for their book! Because, yes… THEY ARE GETTING A BOOK!

      

        

      
        To follow the news on their spinoff, you can subscribe to my newsletter here:

      

        

      
        www.authoramandarichardson.com/kenewsletter
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