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      *Adam*

      The massive gray wolf is right in front of me now, and in these seconds as I run toward them, a lifetime of emotion flashes in front of me.

      Alpha Tristan has given me the go-ahead to take him down. Now, all I have to do is leap in and take him out. 

      Alastor’s minions have backed away, and his clear focus is on the truly intimidating Alpha in front of him. He doesn’t even sense me coming. 

      But all my senses are as sharp as steel, taking in a thousand mental pictures of my surroundings through scent, touch, sight, and even that basic-level sense I call instinct, which now readies my body to fight. 

      The scent of the pine trees is sharp and clear, as is the metallic smell of blood from the battle around me. Other scents from forest life are still faint, but the wild animals have left this place, probably at the onset of the battle. 

      I feel my muscles alternate from tense to relaxed as my paws rhythmically beat against the soft forest floor. My heart beats hard and steady, pumping the blood and adrenaline throughout my veins.

      My mind steadies as I home in on my target, and I allow all my anger, hate, and rage at this man who has taken away my birthright flow through my body. My mind and body become one with this attack.

      In the final seconds before my front paws leap off the ground, several things happen. 

      I feel an overwhelming warmth that I can only describe as coating my brain with a tingling sensation. In that instant, I feel more powerful, as though nothing could stop me. I know this to be the support of my beautiful mate, Shelby, who watches from a short distance, her soft chocolate fur standing on end in anticipation as she silently cheers me on.

      The huge gray wolf in front of me turns his head toward me in that last second, and his eyes go wide, flashing with the realization that he has made a grave miscalculation in both sending away his guards and underestimating this cohesive, disciplined army of friends. Hatred and desperation come next to his eyes as he tries to turn and brace for the blow, but his arrogance has left him no time to defend himself. 

      I fly at him, claws extended and jaw wide open, aiming for his jugular. Right before I strike, I catch one last glimpse of his right eye, and in it I see… acceptance.

      The blood flows over my teeth, its distinct coppery taste flooding over my tongue. Alastor loses his footing and stumbles back, and I go with him, landing on top of him, my teeth pushing one last piercing slice into his neck as his life fades away. 

      The forest goes silent and still as the rest of Alastor’s wolves sense his death and stop fighting, some taking fatal blows as they reel in shock from their leader’s death, others backing off in surrender and gratitude that the evil bastard is finally done with.

      This one… was all mine.
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        * * *

      

      *Kelly*

      It all happens so fast. 

      Huge guards burst through the partially open steel door, half in wolf form and half in human form. Instinctively, I reach out my arms and pull in the two girls, bringing their heads in defensively against me and using my hands as protective shields. 

      The guards make quick work of us, one by one ripping the girls out of my arms and throwing them up against the wall. Each one screams as she is grabbed roughly by one of the human form guards, who quickly bind their wrists and ankles to the wall while their wails of pain fade into tears. 

      I am so upset by their plight that I barely feel my own body slamming up against the wall, and I am quickly restrained in the same way. 

      The guard in human form who is handling me moves his face in close. I can smell his stale, putrid breath against my neck. I look him straight and steady in the eye, and he smiles with filthy, crooked teeth as his disgusting eyes lower to look at my body. 

      As he starts to reach out his hand, another shifter quickly snaps at him. “That’s enough,” he says. 

      Instantly the creepy shifter backs up. His smile fades for a second but comes back again as he looks at me and slowly takes backward steps. 

      “Now,” says the guy in charge. “It seems we have a little problem… with the help.” For the last phrase, he turns his gaze toward Kara, who closes her eyes in a wince and tilts her head to the ground. But he’s back looking at me in an instant. “Do I need to get graphic about what will happen the next time any of you act up?”

      I shake my head but say nothing.

      He nods. “Good,” he says. “I’m sure you understand the ramifications of leaving employees such as Randolph here,” he adds as he nods toward the creepy guard, “in charge of young ladies.”

      The look he gives to the girls then sends shivers up my spine. “Understood,” I say simply. I figure the less I say right now, the better. 

      “Excellent,” he says. “I think we’ve been a bit generous with food and water as well. I think we’ll slow that up a bit now until you all learn to behave.”

      I nod. It’s not like I have a choice with my arms chained above my head again, this time a bit tighter. 

      Without another word, he nods toward the other guards, who pile out the door. The clank of the steel door’s lock sounds a lot more permanent now. 

      “Kelly?” asks Heather after a few minutes. “We ever git’n outta here?”

      “Of course we are,” I say. Right now, I’m not allowing myself to second-guess that answer. I have to believe that we’ll survive and that Eli is on his way to rescue us right now. 

      I turned my attention to Kara, who is quietly weeping in the corner. I wish I could reach out to her, and anger flashes through my veins as I try in vain to break the chains off me. 

      “You’re going to be okay,” I tell her. “I have lots of people out looking for us, and I promise you, they’ll find me. And when they find me, we’re taking you along.”

      “But how will they find you?” she asks. “I don’t even remember where we are. It’s been so long….”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say. “My brother is a powerful Alpha, and he has a strong alliance with three other powerful Alphas. One of them is going to be the new Alpha King, so I promise you that when they come and rescue us, these people will pay for what they’ve done to us, and what they’ve done to you.”

      It’s too dark now with the door shut to see her, but with my wolf’s senses, I can make out her shadow against the wall to my right. I feel her let a breath out, and my heart breaks as she seems to be resigned to our fate. 

      “But they need to hurry,” she says. “Mr. Donovan said they won’t feed us for a while. That means he’ll give all the food and water to the guards, and we get nothing. How will we last here with no one feeding us?”

      She has a point, and it’s very difficult to keep up my positive energy for her. Eventually, we could starve to death, or we could die from dehydration if they don’t at least give us some sips of water once in a while. The thought of that creepy guard coming down here and getting close to the girls makes me sick to my stomach, but if we have to endure his proximity to get them some food and water, then we really have no choice. 

      “I just know it’s going to be okay,” I say. “I promise you, I have a lot of people out looking for me. Eventually, there’s going to be some clue about where we’ve gone. If anyone can find me, it’s my brother. He’s strong and smart and tenacious. He won’t give up until he finds me, and that means he’ll find you, too.”

      I can feel her nod in the darkness. I relax against the wall and see if I can slide down into a sitting position. Miraculously, it’s actually possible, and I don’t even have my hands tied in an awkward, uncomfortable position anymore. The handcuff fasteners themselves are much tighter, but these chains seem longer somehow. 

      “We’re going to be okay,” I tell Kara and Heather.

      And I just have to believe that it’s true.
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      *Rose*

      It’s almost dark outside when I open my eyes. I vaguely remember falling asleep, but it seems like it was much earlier in the day when I did that, so I’m astonished that none of the babies have woken me up.

      Yawning, I sit up and note that the sounds coming from outside are not nearly as loud now as they were before either, and I have to wonder if the battle is over.

      It seems crazy that I could fall asleep with a war raging on outside of my window and four babies sleeping in my room, but giving birth and then taking care of four babies, even with help, is exhausting. I’m so lucky to have help, like the healers and nurses from Mark’s pack.

      And Retta. She’s been unexpectedly helpful.

      Sitting up, I look at the closest bassinet, Trisha’s, and see that my baby isn’t in there. I think that’s strange, and a little alarm goes off in my head, but I remind myself that someone probably just took her to change her diaper or rock her.

      But then my eyes go to the next bassinet, which belongs to Reeva… and my other daughter isn’t here either.

      The alarm bells in the back of my head are frantic now as I look to see neither of my sons is here. I throw the blankets off of my legs and practically leap out of bed. “Retta?” I call, both with my mouth and in my head, using the mind-link. “Where are the babies?”

      “Oh, are you awake?” she says back in my head quickly enough. “Don’t worry! I just moved them to another room in the castle so that you could rest. I’ll bring them back in just a minute.”

      “Where are they?” I’m already walking out into the hallway to the room where the babies were kept before. I notice there are no guards in the hallway now like there have been since the war started. I know that Mark told some guards to stay there and not move until he came back. I spin around a few times and see no one. 

      Walking into the old nursery, I see that there’s no one here either.

      And Retta isn’t answering me very quickly.

      “Retta? Where are you? Where are my kids? And do you know where the guards are?”

      Again, the mind-link is silent. I continue to walk down the hallway, opening the doors that are unlocked and wishing I had a key for the ones that weren’t, but when I knock, no one answers.

      Then, I come to a door a few down from mine and notice something red on the floor, just a tinge of it, red liquid that seems to be coming from inside this room.

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up as I recognize it as blood. All of the horrible possibilities flash through my mind, like, what if this is the blood of one of my babies currently flowing toward my bare toes?

      As Retta says, “Stop panicking, Rose. We’re on the second floor in one of the spare bedrooms.”

      I try the handle of the door. It’s locked, but I refuse to stand here knowing blood is flowing out of this room and do nothing. I pull a bobby pin from my hair and twist it into the lock. Luckily for me, it opens.

      What I see is possibly the most revolting sight I’ve ever had my eyes settle upon.

      Bodies. Six of them. All male, all but one of them wearing the uniforms from Mark’s guards.

      All of them have had their throats ripped out, and their eyes are open in wide, horrified, terrifying looks.

      I cover my mouth with both of my hands, to keep from screaming but also to keep from puking.

      Are these the guards that were stationed outside of my door?

      “Retta! Tell me where the fuck you are right now!” I demand, backing up against the wall behind me.

      She is silent, and I know why.

      I never should have trusted that bitch! I should have known that she was here to hurt me and my babies.

      “Retta!” I scream in my head and with my mouth, as I spin around and run back to my room. I get dressed as quickly as I can, putting on shoes so that if I step in anything, at least it won’t get on me.

      Rushing back into the hallway, I yell, “Help! Everyone, help! The babies are missing and the guards are dead!”

      I run down the hallway, still shouting, and Retta still has said nothing.

      One of the nurses practically runs into me. “What did you say?” she asks, her eyes wide. She momentarily realizes how she’s addressed me and starts to apologize, but I wave that off.

      “No, there’s no time! Start looking for my babies, now.” 

      She nods and starts looking, but I don’t think they are still in the castle.

      I see one of Mark’s higher-ups coming toward me in a rush. “The guards are in a room down by mine. You’ll see–” Before I can finish the sentence, a shrill scream hits my ears. “Follow that noise.”

      I rush off, heading for the stairs, thinking I at least need to check to see if what Retta said was true, even though I’m certain it’s not. Every person I run into wants to know how they can help, so I tell them to start looking for the babies.

      But even before I reach the rooms on the second floor and start checking them, along with a maid who has a master key, I know in my heart my children aren’t here, and it’s taking every ounce of my energy to keep from losing my fucking mind!

      When we reach the very last room and there are no babies, I want to crumple on the floor and cry.

      But that’s not the kind of mother I am. I will find my children. I will bring them back, and when I do… Retta and whoever the fuck she is working for will pay.

      In my head, I call out to the Alphas, all four of them, even Eli, who is probably almost out of my range. “Guys, I don’t care what you’re doing or where you are, but you need to get back here right now!”

      It’s Mark who answers first. “What’s wrong?”

      I don’t even know if I can form the words without breaking down. I had one job… and I failed. I failed my Alphas, I failed my babies, and I failed myself.

      All I can say is, “She took them.”
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      *Reece*

      There’s a lull in the fighting as everyone who is loyal to Alastor is finished off and the rest have surrendered, then I hear the panicked voice of my love wailing in my mind.

      The three of us Alphas look at each other and instantly, I know that Tristan and Mark are thinking the same thing. 

      ‘Darlin’?’ I ask in the mind-link. ‘Are you saying—’

      ‘I’m saying the babies are gone, and she took them!’ Rose screams. 

      Still in wolf form from battle, we all tear away from our warriors and run toward Mark’s castle. I don’t think any of us even send word to our troops, but they must know that if we all run off like this, it’s because Rose is in trouble. They can handle the surrendering warriors that used to belong to Alpha King Gene’s battalions. 

      My heart feels like a rock and the knot in my stomach makes me want to vomit, but I don’t. I just keep running faster. My mind can’t work out who ‘she’ is right now, but that’s not important. Someone has taken my daughter and the rest of Rose’s babies, and whoever it is, that person is as good as dead right now.

      After a few seconds of running, I can’t feel my heartbeat, or my muscles, or anything in my body. I thank the Goddess that it’s all moving by instinct now because I need to get to Rose as fast as I can. The rest of me is just… numb. And I know the other Alphas are feeling the same way. 

      It seems like forever before we reach the castle entrance, and all the guards split apart to give us a wide path; no doubt Mark has sent word ahead. I’m impressed that he can hold his mind together so well in this crisis. I know I can barely think straight. 

      ‘Where are you, little flower?’ I hear Tristan call in the mind-link, which he’s opened for all of us to hear. It’s easier if we’re all on the same page instantly rather than talking to Rose and then relaying it to the other Alphas. I guess his mind is sharp in crisis mode as well. 

      ‘Second floor,’ she answers him, ‘by the… I don’t know. You’ll see me.’

      And we do. As soon as we fly up the grand staircase, there she is in the hallway, running from room to room slamming open doors. Only now I take it all in; the whole castle is abuzz with servants and other pack members everywhere doing the same thing—frantically looking for our pups.

      We all shift back to human form and just as instantly, people are there with sweatpants for us. Tristan is the first to embrace Rose, and tears stream out of her eyes. But instead of looking hopeless and upset, there’s a strong, determined look in her eyes. My Rose is now a mother, and nothing comes between a wolf mother and her pups. 

      “Darlin’,” I say as I pull her in tight, holding her firmly but securely against me. There’s no time for a kiss or any more affection because I hear the updates Mark’s pack members are reporting to him behind me.

      And this looks bad—very bad. 

      No one can find the babies, and there’s a pile of dead guards down the hall from the room that not long ago was a nursery for my little girl and her brothers and sister. I hear the reports of all the blood and cringe at the news that Rose had been the one to discover it.

      “Darlin’?” I say. “Are you sure it’s okay for you to be running around like this?”

      She pushes me back and instantly shoots me a look that makes me regret the question. Of course, she’s not going to just lay there while others look for our pups, but I am worried that it’s too soon to be up and around like this after giving birth to four pups at once. 

      She seems to realize this as her look softens. “I can’t just lay there,” she says, repeating my thoughts as though she’d heard them aloud. “Reece, my babies! Our babies!” It’s now that the tears flow freely from her eyes, and I pull her in again tightly.

      “We’re going to find them,” I say. “We will find them. Who took them?”

      “That bitch Retta!” she says. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted her.”

      “I’m so sorry,” says Mark. “I should have never—”

      “That doesn’t matter right now,” says Tristan, interrupting him. “We have to focus on the search.”

      “Right,” says Mark. “Tell us what happened, baby.”

      “I… I was asleep,” says Rose. “I woke up and the babies were gone. She answered me in the mind-link… Retta… for a few minutes, and then silence. She said she was in a room up here, but she wasn’t.”

      “Okay, darlin’,” I say. “That means she was still nearby. Then she either went out of range or just stopped answering you on purpose.”

      “I’ve got scouts following tracks they just found,” says Mark, “out back.”

      “Go!” screams Rose, and she starts to run with us.

      Tristan holds her by her arms to stop her. “Little pearl, I’m sure you need to stay here.”

      “I’m not staying here when my babies are in danger!” she says, practically screaming.

      “Miss Rose,” says a nurse who’s standing nearby. “You’re going to need to constantly pump without the babies here, and we need to be by proper storage and a proper way to sterilize the equipment.”

      “She’s right,” Tristan says, running his hand over her cheek. “Little pearl, you know that the other Alphas and I are going to do everything in our power—and beyond—to find those pups and bring them back to you. We need you to be ready to feed them, and we need you to be healthy to care for them when they get back.”

      The look on her face breaks my heart. I know she wants to go looking for the pups every bit as much as we do, but Tristan is right.

      “We’ll find them,” I say. “I promise.”

      She nods, her expression a mix of fear and sadness that makes that lump in my stomach grow. I squeeze her hand one last time before the other Alphas and I shift again and run toward the back of the castle. 

      We will find them. 
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      *Eli*

      “What is it?” asks Brent. He’s driving, and we’ve been following a trail that had some fresh-looking tire tracks off the main highway. Luckily, it’s a dirt road, so the tracks are still plainly visible. 

      But suddenly, I’m not feeling so well. It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever felt. It’s like some sort of a seed has hatched right in my stomach and is growing, but it’s not really a seed, it’s more like a rock, and it’s getting heavier and heavier very quickly.

      At the same time, my heartbeat feels strange. It’s beating out of rhythm and feels like it’s going to tear out of my chest. I double over from the pain and Brent pulls the SUV over and stops.

      “Alpha?” he asks. “What is it?”

      “I… I don’t know,” I say. “All of a sudden I’m sick.”

      “Did you eat something?” he asks, and I can see the worried look on his face. 

      Two other warriors are in the backseat, and they also express concern. 

      I shake my head. “I’ll be fine,” I say. “I just need a minute.”

      “Alpha,” says Seline, one of the warriors. “I think you need to contact your mate.”

      “What?” I ask. I’m not sure what being sick to my stomach has to do with Rose.

      “What you’re feeling could be your mate in distress,” she explains. “Please, try to reach her.”

      I’m horrified at the thought that something could be wrong with Rose, so I try to reach her through the mind-link. We’re pretty far away from Mark’s castle, though, and I think I’m out of range because I get no answer. 

      I’d better be out of range. 

      “She’s not answering,” I say. “But I think we’re out of range. Why do you think this has something to do with my mate?”

      “Because, Alpha,” she says, “I have had the same thing happen to me while my mate was in battle. He was gravely injured, and I was at home, but I felt his pain the moment it occurred.”

      This has me even more panicked about what might be happening to Rose right now. But the road I’m on… it could possibly lead to Kelly, and she’s somewhere waiting to be rescued as well. 

      My heart tears in half trying to choose which path to pursue. If I make Brent turn around, that’s like giving up on Kelly. But if Rose’s in danger, that means the pups are in danger as well. I have to try to be there for them. 

      “Go,” says Brent. “We’ll go ahead on this path and keep looking for Kelly. But a feeling that strong… you need to pursue it and see what’s happening with your mate. I’ll have Sean meet you at the highway to drive you back. You’ll get there faster.”

      I nod, already opening the door. Within seconds, I’ve shifted and am running back down the dirt road we’ve been exploring toward the main highway, trusting Brent to have my ride ready for me. 

      I have no idea what’s wrong with Rose, but nothing will keep me from her side.
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      *Retta*

      These babies are remarkably quiet as I lug them through the forest. It’s almost as if they don’t even mind that I’m stealing them away from their parents, from their home, from everything they’ve ever known.

      Not that they know much of anything. They are tiny babies, after all, only a few days old, and I seriously doubt they know much about who their mother is, where they’ve been, or much else.

      But in a way, I feel bad about this….

      Not the kind of bad that’s going to make me turn around and stomp my way back to the castle, but bad nevertheless.

      After all, Rose is not who I thought she was.

      I suppose I am exactly who she thought I was–stuck-up, manipulative, bitchy as hell. Yes, all of those words seem to describe me pretty well, even though I’ve been pretending to be something else the last few days.

      I knew she would fall for it, though. Even though I always thought she was under the impression she was better than me and the other kids at school because her parents were our pack leaders, and apparently I was incorrect about that, I’ve always seen her as trusting and naive.

      As I wander through the forest as fast as I can go with two babies strapped to my back and two babies strapped to my front, I think about all of the times in high school when we invited her to parties and other social gatherings. We had hoped she’d show up so we could pull pranks on her, but she never even came.

      After speaking with her the last couple of days, I realize now that’s because her parents wouldn’t let her, not because she didn’t want to. She wasn’t allowed to do anything fun like that, and it turns out she spent a lot of her free time cleaning, working, and otherwise trying to appease her parents.

      Of course, she’s also a lot more intelligent than I realized. I suppose it’s possible that Rose realized that if she had come to one of our parties we would’ve done something cruel to her. 

      I spent a lot of time in high school trying to come up with ways to put her in her place and punish her for being the Alpha’s daughter without realizing she probably would’ve rather been anyone else in the world.

      And none of those schemes ever came to fruition because she was too busy scrubbing toilets….

      I can’t think about any of that now. I’m not taking her children simply because I have despised her for most of my life. No, I’m taking her children because I’ve been paid handsomely to do so, and even though now I’m having second thoughts about all of this, I continue to rush through the woods even as I hear Rose’s voice in my head.

      I just hope she doesn’t realize that if she has one of her Alphas command me to stop it will be a lot more difficult for me to do so. Their influence over me won’t be as strong as my own Alpha’s, but it would still make me hesitate.

      Any amount of hesitation is a good way to get caught red handed. I can hardly believe I was able to slip out as easily as I was. When I told the other people caring for the babies to help me move them to another room silently, they had done so. When I told them that I would stay with the babies while they went to rest, they did so without hesitation, they were all so tired. And they believed that Rose and I were good friends, so I could be trusted.

      When I’d slaughtered all of the guards in the hallway so they wouldn’t see me taking the babies… well, I’d had help for that. I’d given a little treat to one of the guards and told him about all of the money “we” would be getting once we took the babies. I’d known the moment I looked at him that he was gullible. Once the others were dead, it was pretty easy to kill him.

      I’d just bitten off his dongle, and then, when he started to bleed out, I’d slashed his throat. Easy as pie.

      Killing isn’t something I have no experience with. I’ve killed a lot of people since I left my home pack. It’s the only way to survive in some places.

      If my new employer hadn’t tracked me down, I might still be in no-man’s land, offering my services and killing those who don’t want to pay fairly….

      One of the babies starts to fuss, so I pick up speed, hoping to lull her back to sleep. It’s the one with the curly black hair. I am really smitten with that one. I’ve never really liked babies before, but this one is so cute and has quite the personality. I can’t remember her given name, but I know it starts with a T. I like J names better, so I’ve taken to calling her Jennifer.

      I think… since my new boss wants to kill all of the babies anyway, I may ask if I can keep this one. I don’t know if I’ll raise her or sell her, but she’s just got too big of a personality to be slaughtered….

      I see a part in the trees ahead of me and know I’m almost to the road. I can hear Rose screaming and threatening me in my head now, but I press on, and then a car comes into view, and I smile because I’m almost home free.

      ‘Retta! Stop right now!’ a loud male voice says in my head, and my feet freeze in the grass a few feet from the car.

      It’s an Alpha, and I’m compelled to do as he says.

      Of course, it doesn’t always work on other packs, or else wars would be easily won by the loudest Alpha who would just tell all of the warriors on the other side to stop fighting…

      “What are you doing?” my boss shouts from the car. “Get in here!”

      My feet begin to move again. Not an Alpha, but close enough. I climb in, seeing there are no baby seats or anything. I can’t lean back with these babies on my back.

      “Help, please?”

      From behind the steering wheel, there’s a loud sigh, and then she takes the two boys off of my back and practically tosses them into the back seat. They wake up and start crying.

      “Hey!” I shout. “You can’t do that. They’re just babies.”

      “Babies we are going to be killing in a few minutes.” Her eyes are cold and dark.

      I realize then that I don’t want to kill any of the babies. They are just babies, after all. I have held them, rocked them, changed their diapers, and sang to them. None of them ever yelled at me, called me names, or otherwise did anything to offend me.

      Babies are like dogs. So much better than real people….

      She takes off driving so quickly, it’s all I can do to keep the boys from falling. I manage to scoop them up and place them on my lap, shushing them, but the red-haired one is practically the same shade as his hair, he’s so mad.

      “What’s the matter with you? Did you get attached?” my boss barks at me from the driver’s seat of a stolen car that has the emblem of the crown on the door.

      “No,” I tell her, but that’s not true. I stroke the black curly hair of the little girl I now call Jennifer. I am attached.

      I don’t want Rose to have her babies, but I don’t want to kill them either. 

      The only problem is, I’m not in charge here, and I have very little influence over my new boss….

      Luna Barbara.
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