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XANDER

My sister’s pained screams went on for days, echoing around the village. I paced the dirt track outside the birthing tent beside my father, unease and fear coursing through our blood like a disease. There was nothing we could do with the dark feelings, but pace.

When the screams stopped, I thought I’d be relieved, but the next sounds were almost worse: her heartbroken sobs. I looked to my father, our gazes clashing in a sad wave of understanding. After days of torture, Mikaela’s birthing journey had come to an end—but not with the daughter she’d been hoping for.

When her husband James surfaced from the tent, he carried a blood-covered infant with a mop of dark hair—the color almost identical to Mikaela’s and mine. James sported a grim look on his face. 

“Another son,” he said, without the pride that would have once been displayed at such a statement.

I forced a smile to my face and looked down at the infant in his father’s arms. He was red and squirming, obviously healthy. “Another strong male for our pack.” 

My father took the infant into his arms, cradling him with the confidence of a man who’d held many children in his time. “How’s my daughter?”

My brother-in-law grimaced. “She wants to try again.”

Already? I shook my head, even though I knew it wouldn’t be my decision. “No.” 

What were the chances that, after six sons, she'd be able to birth a daughter? Especially when no-one in our pack had achieved a live female birth in over thirty years.

The midwife stepped out of the birthing tent, her clothes and arms covered in blood. She shook her head as she walked toward us, that same grim look on her face. “Mikaela can’t have any more. It’ll kill her. She barely survived this time.”

My father straightened to his full six-foot-two-inch height, looking every inch the pack’s second-in-charge, despite his graying hair. His blue eyes hardened with purpose. “Then she won’t. Mikaela is far too precious to risk.”

My heart broke for my sister, and my pack. We’d never survive to another generation now. I reached out to the baby, letting his tiny fingers curl around mine. Once upon a time, six sons would have been a great accomplishment for any woman of our pack. Something of which to be proud.

But the birth of my latest nephew marked a significant event: the anniversary of one hundred male children born to our pack. No females. My sister had been the last female born to any of our women, thirty-two years ago. If she could no longer have children, our pack was done for.

Thirty years ago, I’d been the first son of the one hundred to be born, and I was determined to be the one to find a solution to the problem that plagued my people.

James took the baby back into his arms. “I’ll take him back to his mother.”

As they walked away, my jaw clenched so tight I could hear the grind of my teeth deep in my ears. This moment should have been one of celebration. New life had been gifted to our pack, and my sister was alive. 

Instead, there was an even darker gloom surrounding us as people looked to us for answers, my father and I, the lead Beta and his son. 

But just like the Alpha of our pack, we didn’t have any answers.

A strong hand squeezed my shoulder, and I turned to glare at the offending intruder.

“Hey,” Kyle said, withdrawing his hand. “Everything okay, Xander?”

I shook myself, annoyed that I’d inadvertently glowered at him. Kyle had been born only a few months after me, and we’d been friends for as long as I could remember. “Sorry. Just lost in my own head.”

Kyle raised a brow, his brown eyes softening as he chuckled. “Doesn’t look like a happy place to be at the moment.”

I snorted. “It’s not.”

He looked toward the now-silent birthing tent. “Is Mikaela okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah, she is, but the midwife said she can’t have any more children. It’s too much.”

Kyle grimaced. “Well, six kids in what... ten years? It’s a lot for anyone.”

I sighed. “Yeah.”

My sister was as sweet as she was strong. I’d been very happy for her when she’d found her fated mate, James. The moment they’d laid eyes on one another, they’d fallen in love. And, despite both of them only being eighteen at the time, they had married within the week.

But today was full of bittersweet disappointment. I’d known, deep in my heart, that another male child was going to be the outcome, and yet, I couldn’t stop the rush of anger that coursed through me.

“Fuck.” I groaned, scrubbing my face with my hands. “Why am I so disappointed it was a boy? After a hundred straight births, what were the odds?”

Kyle shrugged his wide, muscled shoulders, his blond hair shining in a rare patch of early morning sunlight. All the males of the pack, like Kyle and myself, were built and supremely healthy. Mikaela’s new son likely would be, too. It was only daughters we couldn’t seem to produce.

“Practically a million to one,” Kyle answered, after a pause.

I lifted an eyebrow at him. “Really? Then maybe she did have a chance.”

Kyle rolled his eyes. “I think we’re going to have to face the facts, Xander. There is no way out of this. Unless you wanna go mate with someone from another pack...?”

I shuddered. “No thanks. You’ve seen how those matings work out.”

Kyle frowned. “It could just be bad luck.”

I stared at him. Seriously? The men who’d married women of neighboring packs hadn’t found their fated mates. They just chose someone to fill the dark hole of loneliness we all shared. 

But that pain wasn’t a good enough reason for me.

“Bad luck?” I repeated a little too loudly. “You call it bad luck that every man who has mated outside of this pack hasn’t had a single child? What are we up to now? Twenty failed matings? Or more?”

It wasn’t the fact that I wouldn’t have children that turned me off finding a mate outside of our pack. It was knowing that some of the women had died, birthing babies who never made it. I wasn’t putting another innocent woman in harm’s way over my own selfish need for a wife and child.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d think we were cursed. Not that I believed in magic, but a lot of the guys my age did. 

Kyle frowned. “It isn’t that many. But anyhow, you’d need to go out of the state, because all the local packs have... um...”

“Yeah, they’ve stopped allowing us to mate with their females. I know. We missed the boat there.” Even if I’d been able to get my head around the idea of mating to a woman who wasn’t my fated mate, we couldn’t marry outside the pack now anyway. “Let’s go home. I’m starving.”

It was six in the morning, and I hadn’t eaten since breakfast yesterday. I’d been too worried about Mikaela and had stayed close just in case she needed me.

Kyle and I walked back through the tiny village to the small log cabin we’d built when we were paired up ten years ago. We’d created our home with the same look as most of the other pack dwellings scattered around us, but Kyle always pointed out that the extra bit of vacant land behind ours would come in useful if either of us found our fated mate. He said we’d have the room to extend the cabin, if we ever needed it.

Like most of the Betas in our pack, Kyle was a little too hopeful that this situation with the children would eventually even itself out. 

Me on the other hand, was more skeptical. And I was seriously sick of this shit.

Inside the house, I went straight for the fridge and pulled open the door hard enough to rock the unit. I grabbed some cold roast meat on a plate.

“Starving,” I repeated, as I sat at the table and began tearing at the flesh with my teeth.

Damn, I needed a run through the woods. Every part of me was screaming to shift, or to fuck, or to punch the goddamn wall.

I slammed my fist down on the solidly handcrafted table. “Why the hell do I feel like this, Kyle? Surely you feel this way, too?”

Kyle grabbed some beers from the fridge, bumped the door closed, then brought them to the dining table for us. He sat in the chair with a sigh. “Of course, I do. I want a mate. A child. A girl, a boy. I don’t care. I want a life.”

And that was it. The crux of the problem. For a wolf shifter, family was life. And without females to marry and breed with, everyone born after me, would never know what it was like to have a child.

I tore apart a bread roll sitting on the table and chewed into it. “You want a fated mate? Or any old sort?”

Not that we had much of a choice, but while we were baring our souls, I wanted to know what sort of Beta I had.

Kyle sighed and tipped his beer back, swallowing the rest of it in a few gulps. “A fated mate would be the dream. But... you know those don’t exist anymore.”

He pushed his empty beer bottle across the wooden table. 

I stared at him. “Don’t exist? Of course, they do.”

Kyle groaned. “Then where are they, Xander? Because I sure as hell haven’t met some perfect woman when we’ve gone to any of the pack ceremonies, or full moon parties.”

I grunted and kept eating. Kyle and I had enjoyed more than our share of females over the years. We’d partied through our twenties, but we’d never thought we’d get to thirty and still not have a mate.

I swallowed hard. “She’s out there, Kyle. I know it. One for you, and one for me. We aren’t destined to be alone.”

My father was the lead Beta to our Alpha, and the Alpha had no children. Which meant, more than likely, I would be chosen to step up to be the next Alpha of our pack.

But with no more breeding females, our pack’s days were numbered—unless I broke the curse.

“I want to leave,” I announced suddenly, before taking a swig of my beer and wiping my mouth with my sleeve. “I’ve been thinking about it for years, and I think it’s time.”

Kyle cracked open two more beers, frowning at me. “What do you mean, leave? Like... abandon the pack?”

“Hell no! I’d never abandon the pack.” 

These people were my home, my family. Where my heart and soul resided.

“Then what do you mean?”

“There’s something wrong with the pack, right?” I said, verbalizing my thoughts out loud.

“Well... yeah. But no-one knows why.”

“It has to be something,” I said. “The water, food. Magic, or a curse. This pack hasn’t seen a live female birth since the day I was born, and now that Mikaela can’t have any more children, we don’t have any breeding females, either. Our pack will die out. My newest nephew will be the last of our kind.”

Kyle ran a hand through his shaggy, dirty blond mop. “Even if that’s true, what can we do about it?”

He sighed sadly, but I didn’t feel defeated. Quite the opposite. For the first time, speaking out loud like this, I felt like we had hope.

“We need to find out why this has happened to our pack. I don’t know how, but I was thinking maybe one of the elders would know.” They had to remember a shift, or change. Surely? There had to be a clue. Somewhere.

Kyle lifted his gaze to mine, then looked away again.

A chill coursed over my back. I pointed at him. “You know something, don’t you?”

He slumped in his chair. “Yeah... Maybe. I heard something years ago, when we were kids, but it didn’t make sense to me at the time. Now... I don’t know. It’s been playing in my head over the past few years, and recently I can’t seem to let it go.”

I sat up straighter. If Kyle knew something, I had to know. Now. “Tell me.”

Kyle groaned and slid down in the chair, leaning back as though to get comfortable for a long conversation. “My parents were talking about it one day. You know, all the boys being born, and my mom said she’d heard someone say the Alpha had cursed us all.”

“The Alpha!” I gasped. “Seriously? How?” Our Alpha? Why hadn’t anyone said anything?

“Mom said something about a witch, and the Alpha, and that it was all his fault, but that was all I got.” 

I stood up, filled with nervous energy. I cleaned my plate, put away the empty beer bottles, and poured myself a glass of water. “So that’s who we need to ask.”

“Who?” Kyle asked. “My mom?”

“No.” I pulled off my shirt, readying for a shower. We had to go straight to the source. Why hadn’t I thought of that earlier? “We need to talk to the Alpha.”

The leader of our pack was a lone wolf, which didn’t make it easy to contact him. He only came into the village a few days a week in his human form, and the rest of the month he ran free in wolf form through the forest woodlands that surrounded us.

After I had a shower, and a quick power nap to catch up on the night’s lost sleep, Kyle and I headed to my parents’ house. My father had essentially served as our pack’s leader in our Alpha’s absence for most of the last ten years.

Mom answered the door with a smile on her face. “Hey sweetheart. Are you looking for your dad?”

I nodded. “How’d you know?”

She laughed. “You have that ‘pack business’ look about you.” She opened the door wider and gestured for both of us to enter. “Come in. Come in. I’m just on my way to visit my new grandbaby.”

Mom gathered a basket into her arms and smiled at us, though her eyes were devoid of the warmth she’d shown the first time Mikaela had given birth.

“Give her my love,” I said. 

Mom waved and left, walking off down the dirt path that meandered through the village in the direction of my sister’s house.

“Hey Dad!” I called out as I walked down the hallway, toward his home office. 

He was in the small room, sitting at his desk, as he always was. He’d appeared strong this morning, but now the stress in his face had returned and he looked damn tired.

He swiveled around in his chair when I entered. “Hey Xander. Kyle. Anything wrong?”

I shook my head and stood before my father, not quite sure how to begin this line of questioning. “Um...”

“Have a seat.” My dad gestured to the worn couch behind us. It was a light brown leather and pressed against the cabin wall ready for guests.

We sat, but I was agitated. I glanced at Kyle, who jumped in when it became obvious I didn’t know how to start. “Sir, twenty years ago, I heard my parents talking about the Alpha cursing our pack. Can you tell us about that?”

My dad’s eyes opened comically wide, but he didn’t deny the fact that the Alpha may be the reason we were in this mess.

“Is it true?” I asked, sliding to the edge of the couch and clasping my hands together. 

My father sighed. “I don’t concern myself with rumor and gossip, Xander. And I don’t think this is a topic for us to discuss.”

I gaped at him. “If you thought it was a possibility, why hasn’t anything been said to the pack?”

I couldn’t believe that neither of my parents had ever discussed such a thing with me. Of course, we discussed the lack of a future, but not with any solution or cause.

My dad sat back in his office chair, running a shaking hand through his graying hair. “Because it’s never been confirmed.”

But suspected?

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you know that you’re not telling us?”

Dad glanced away, toward the windows, appearing deep in thought. Finally, he turned to us. “The Alpha will be back in two weeks. I think you should speak to him.”

“We will,” I said. Someone had to save our pack. “But tell us the background, Dad. What happened?”

“It’s not really my story to tell...”

“Tell us anyway,” Kyle said. “You know the Alpha isn’t the most talkative man on the planet.”

My dad laughed, and I couldn’t help the smile that tugged at my lips. Kyle had the knack of lightening any conversation, and it had been far too long since I’d heard my dad laugh.

“Come on, Dad,” I urged him. “Things are getting kinda desperate in the pack now. We’ve gotta come at this from a different angle.”

“Well,” Dad began, “a long time ago...”

“What, like, thirty years ago?” Kyle asked.

Dad smiled at him, fondness in his gaze. “Yes, thirty years ago, the Alpha was engaged to be married to a woman of the pack.”

“You mean his wife? The one who died in childbirth?”

Dad nodded, a shadow casting itself over his face. “Yes. But the thing is, he was fated to another.”

Kyle gasped beside me, and I narrowed my gaze. “To whom?” 

“To a witch from a coven about three hundred miles north of here.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, denial beating at my heart. “No. That’s impossible. Our fated mates are only ever wolf shifters.”

That was what I’d been taught since before I could remember. Had my parents really been lying to me all this time?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




XANDER

Dad’s jaw tightened as he glanced away. “That’s not entirely... true.”

“What the...?”

“The story goes that the witch was so upset by being rejected by the Alpha, that she cursed the pack.” Dad turned around, clicked a few buttons on his laptop, then closed the lid. 

When he turned back around, he had our full attention.

“It’s said that the curse is one of heartbreak.”

I gaped at my father. “Didn’t you think this was something we should know?”

He shrugged. “It’s conjecture. A story told in whispers over the years. How much is true... I don’t know.”

Disappointment hit me with the weight of a thousand hammers. The women of our pack had killed themselves trying to birth the new generation, and now my father was telling me, it may never have been possible in the first place?

Those... assholes. Hiding this for their own prideful reasons.

“What’s true is that our pack is done for,” I said, standing up and clenching my hands into tight fists at my sides. “There won’t be any more children, Dad. With Mikaela no longer able to have babies, there are no more childbearing women available in the pack. And you know that marrying outside of the pack doesn’t work either. None of the men of my generation who married a woman from another pack have been able to have a single live baby. We’ll all be alone, and childless, forever.”

It sounded like that was what the witch wanted.

“If you want to know the truth, you need to speak to the Alpha,” Dad said. “He should be back within the fortnight.”

Two weeks? No fucking way. “I’m not waiting, Dad. We need to find that witch and get her to undo the curse.”

However the hell one did that.

“You’re not going anywhere without me,” Kyle said, jumping up to stand next to me.

A begrudging smile lifted my lips. “I wanted it to be your choice.”

Kyle snorted. “Always is. You’re not Alpha yet.”

The words hung in the air, and no one spoke. Taking over the Alpha role would be a huge undertaking and I would need to fight for the right to lead our people. 

I didn’t want bloodshed; I wanted to earn my pack’s respect. And breaking a years-long curse would be the way to do that.

“I don’t want to wait another two weeks.” I turned back to my dad. “Do you know where the Alpha would be now? We need to find him.”

Dad’s brows furrowed. “He runs the state line, Xander. That’s a lot of area. I doubt you’ll ever find him.”

I turned to Kyle. “Then we need to go north. Find the coven and see if we can track down the witch who put the curse on us.”
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