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      Thank you all for picking up Tattered Loyalties! I do hope you enjoy Gideon and Brie’s story. In case you didn’t know, this book is also set in the same world as The Redwood Pack series. It’s set thirty years after the end of the series and has a few familiar faces.

      However if you’re new to the series, then welcome! You do not need to read the other series to jump into this one. Thank you so much for reading!
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      With one look, he knows she’s his fated mate. One problem? She’s the daughter of his rival Alpha.

      Gideon Brentwood is the new Alpha of the Talon Pack. He must rise from the ashes of his former legacy and fight against this new enemy who seems to know too much about them.

      Only as soon as he spots Brie in the distance, however, he knows she’s for him.

      But she’s a submissive wolf and he’s as dominant as they come. He knows he’ll break her even if he holds back.

      Yet Brie isn’t going to back down and Gideon’s wolf can’t say no. The human half of him will have to learn control once again, because if he doesn’t, the Pack will lose more than it’s Alpha.

      They’ll lose everything.
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      He really needed to kill this bastard.

      Gideon Brentwood rolled his neck, enjoying the slight crack that came when he stretched it just right. He had enough tension in his shoulders to make him feel as though the world rested on his shoulders. He didn’t feel like killing today, although the prospect of the fight slid through his veins and pumped adrenaline into his system.

      His wolf craved the fight, the dominance.

      The man just wanted this to end so he could get on with his day.

      He was so freaking tired of doing this over and over again. They never seemed to learn.

      The lone wolf in front of him had tried to lay claim to the Talon land and had challenged Gideon’s role as Alpha.

      Stupid wolf.

      The moon goddess gave him his title, but he had been fighting to keep it every day since.

      The slice on his chest burned, but he shrugged it off. He was the Alpha, and this lone wolf couldn’t hurt him if Gideon put his head in the game. The fact that his head wasn’t in the game told him how tired he was of all the challenges.

      He smelled the rotten odor coming from his opponent and heard his labored breathing. The wolf had been rangy and dying before he’d set his first paw on Talon land, and Gideon would be forced to end his life if the intruder didn’t back down. Goddess, he hated his duty, hated this role he’d been forced to take, but if he didn’t do it, who else would?

      His cousin Mitchell and his brother Ryder stood back, their gazes on the fight. They wouldn’t be jumping in and helping unless the lone wolf pulled a trick or dark magic out of the air. He didn’t need them there and this wasn’t their fight, but his wolf appreciated their presence anyway.

      The taste of blood was seconds away, and he knew, without a doubt, that he could either kill or maim the intruder—challenge or no, this wolf was a coward—in front of him.

      The first possibility weighed heavily on his mind.

      The second would be par for the course.

      “Yield,” Gideon growled, low, deadly.

      The wolf yipped at him but didn’t lower his head fully, nor did he meet Gideon’s eyes or challenge him in that respect. Gideon wasn’t sure the wolf had enough energy to do so in the first place.

      He let out a breath. “If you don’t yield, I’m going to have to kill you. You get that, right? You’re not strong enough to beat me, and I can’t let a wolf who challenges me go without punishment. You know our ways. If you yield, I won’t have to kill you.” It was a technicality, but one he’d greedily use if he needed to.

      He was tired of the death, the pain, and the loss of the little parts of his soul that were stripped away with each kill, each justified death. He’d killed the one man who should have protected him, and now he had to deal with the day-to-day responsibilities and consequences that came from that one decision.

      It haunted him with each breath, each step he took, even though thirty years had passed since he killed the wolf who’d tried to kill them all.

      Now Gideon was once again faced with a decision that might ultimately take the last piece of his soul away. It wasn’t as if he truly needed it. He was Alpha. He could function and rule without those facets of his psyche he’d once relied on and had thought were the most important parts of him.

      Through absolute necessity, he had become a man who would not hesitate to kill and would make any sacrifice in order to keep his people safe.

      The wolf in front of him growled again, and Gideon sighed.

      There would be no retribution this day. No healing and forgiveness. He would do what he had to do in order to protect his family and his Pack.

      He’d deal with the consequences later.

      He always did.

      The lone wolf leaped at him, and Gideon rolled out of the way, coming to his feet in a swift movement. He didn’t need to shift fully into his wolf form. One: That would take too long. He might be the Alpha and able to shift faster than any of his other wolves, but that didn’t mean he had the time to spare right then. Two: He was dominant enough that he could partially shift his hands into claws and keep them there without losing control like so many other wolves did.

      He let his wolf come to the surface, fully aware it was begging for a fight. In the twilight hour, he could see the glow from the rim of gold around his irises, reflected on the fur of his opponent. Gideon’s eyes only lit up when he was ready to fight or fuck. And since it had been way too fucking long since he’d had a woman, he knew the fighting was the reason. He needed this to end soon though, or his pent up aggression from the lack of the former would roll over and he’d be screwed. He couldn’t waste any more time on this lone wolf, sad as it was.

      The wolf struck again, this time swiping along Gideon’s side. Two lucky shots from the bastard. He was going to win—that was never in doubt. The question was how much he’d get hurt in the process. Now he just had to see how long he’d need to draw the process out. At this point, he was merely tiring out the bastard. Yeah, the lone wolf was getting a few hits in, but that was because Gideon was off his game.

      Though that would be one way to do it, he didn’t want to prolong the fight. It wasn’t fair to the wolf to make him suffer any more than he had already. He didn’t know this wolf, didn’t know why he was without a Pack and trying to fight the Talons. It didn’t matter. Gideon would protect what was his no matter what.

      He growled softly then bent at the knees, letting the wolf think he had the advantage. The lone wolf pounced again, his large, menacing teeth bared. Gideon struck the other wolf with his claws around the neck, piercing its flesh. It let out a small whine then went limp when Gideon twisted.

      The wolf had been as good as dead before he stepped on Talon land.

      Gideon knew this.

      It didn’t make the kill any easier.

      “That was the second lone wolf in as many months,” Mitchell, his cousin and Beta, remarked casually as he made his way to Gideon’s side. Mitchell and his brother, Max, had been raised with Gideon and his brothers, so he was practically a brother.

      “I don’t like how close he got to hurting you,” Ryder, his Heir and brother, said softly. Ryder always spoke softly, unless there was something that needed to be growled, though Gideon wasn’t sure why. It was just the way his brother worked.

      Gideon looked down at the two gashes on his side and chest and shrugged. “They’ll heal well enough. He didn’t get too deep.”

      “I don’t know why you let him get that close to begin with,” Mitchell snapped. His brother squatted down near the lone wolf’s body and let out a sigh. “Why the hell did he challenge you? It makes no sense. From the smell of him, he clearly wasn’t healthy or strong enough to fight even our weaker dominants. Why fight our Alpha?”

      Gideon raised his hand to run it over his face then paused. Shit, he still had blood on his hands—literally and figuratively. He needed to go home and shower to try to wash away some of this piss-poor day.

      Piss-poor decade it seemed like.

      “I don’t know, Mitchell,” Gideon finally answered. “Could be lots of things. Maybe he wanted to go out fighting an Alpha. Maybe his wolf took over and had to challenge. Maybe someone made him do it. I just don’t fucking know anymore.”

      Ryder knelt down by the body and let out a breath. “I’ll bury him. I don’t like the fact that we don’t know who he is or if he has family somewhere. He might be lone, but that doesn’t mean he’s alone.”

      That made a twisted sort of sense. Just because a wolf didn’t have a Pack didn’t mean he didn’t live with a family. Packs were there to protect, nourish, and comfort. The bonds made between members, as well as the Alpha and the other members of the hierarchy, helped not only control the wolf inside but also formed a unit that spoke of something more than friendship and family.

      Sometimes wolves were born outside of the den or left over the years for one reason or another—banished or not—and ended up Packless. Gideon wasn’t too fond of the numbers being so vague, but the world was shifting faster than he could blink. It wouldn’t be long before they couldn’t hide their existence anymore, and the fact that there were wolves out there not under the protection and rule of an Alpha worried him.

      A lot worried him these days.

      “I’ll help you bury him,” Gideon finally said to Ryder. “I took his life. I’ll help lay him to rest.”

      Mitchell and Ryder gave him long looks then nodded. It didn’t matter if they said he couldn’t help. He was Alpha, and this was his responsibility in more ways than one.

      They dug the hole deep enough that no critters could find the body and said a prayer to the moon goddess. The wolf might have challenged Gideon, but that didn’t mean he deserved eternal damnation. Gideon wasn’t conceited enough to think he had the right to judge.

      “I’m going to go get cleaned up,” he said once they finished their work.

      Mitchell pulled out his phone. “I’ll make sure Walker is there for you when you show up.”

      Gideon closed his eyes and let out a curse. “I don’t need the Healer. I’m fine. Don’t make him waste his powers and energy on these superficial cuts.”

      Ryder raised a brow. “Walker’s your brother, our brother, so yeah, he’s going to want to make sure you’re okay. Plus, the Redwoods are coming to the den for our meeting. You forget that? You don’t want to smell of blood and weakness in front of another Alpha and his Pack. It doesn’t matter that Kade and the rest of them are our friends. They aren’t Talons.”

      Gideon looked up at the sky and prayed for just a moment’s rest. Was that really too much to ask for?

      “Did you forget about the meeting?” Mitchell asked from behind him.

      Gideon sighed. “No.” Yes. “Let’s get this over with so I can go make nice with the others,” he growled.

      “I thought Kade was your friend,” Ryder added as they made their way through the forest to the center of the den. His brother kept looking over his shoulder, as if he was afraid Gideon was going to keel over any minute. He might be the eldest brother, but he wasn’t weak. Ryder, though, tended to worry about those close to him more than he cared about himself. Luckily, his brother was also a wolf and turned away from Gideon in time to make sure he didn’t trip on their way through the den.

      The Talon Pack den was located in central Oregon with their territory reaching into northern California. Most of the Packs across the United States were far older than the country itself, so their boundaries had to do with landmarks rather than arbitrary lines. They shared a neutral territory with the Redwoods, who lived in western Oregon. Thanks to the humans’ national initiatives, the wolves’ forests had been untouched and safe from human eyes for centuries. The den might have been surrounded by wards infused with wolf and witch magic so humans were repelled from the area, but without the trees and the ability to hide from prying eyes, they wouldn’t be as safe as they were.

      Or at least as safe as they used to be.

      That was one reason they were meeting with Kade and the other Redwoods in their den today. It used to be that only the right people knew about the fact that shifters existed. Now, though, far too many people knew and some were…searching. Human patrols were getting too close to their den as well as the Redwoods’ den, and no amount of magic would save them if technology found them. The majority of the population might not know about shifters, but those who did and weren’t on the wolves’ side, were on a hunt. Those military and even civilian patrols hid themselves as well, so normal humans remained unaware of a potential war on and within their borders.

      As it was, too many of the wrong people knew about the existence of wolves. The military had long since known about them and had even used them as soldiers when they could. Some higher-ups in the government knew about them, but not everyone. If certain factions ever found out...well, Gideon didn’t want to think about that. He knew he would be forced to face it eventually—sooner rather than later if the feeling in his gut was any indication—but he wasn’t sure how his people were going to remain safe once the secret was out.

      In the thirty years since the Central war had ended and the Redwoods and Talons had formed a treaty, they had been forced to learn to rely on each other through thick or thin. The fact that they were running out of land and methods to conceal their existence meant they would have to rely on each other once again.

      Gideon wasn’t sure if they would ever be ready to come out to the humans, but at some point, they might not have a choice in the matter.

      Cameras and satellites were far too precise and could track them with the click of a button. Magic went only so far, and he was afraid they’d strained their powers enough as it was.

      If they were going to come out to human society, they were going to have to do it their way.

      That is, if they could decide on what that way was.

      After all, there were more than just the two Packs in the United States and far more than that all over the world. In the past fifteen years since they’d formed the Northwest Council, they’d done their best to open the lines of communication in ways that no one had ever thought possible, and with their Voice of the Wolves, Parker Jamenson, they were at least trying to maintain peace within their own dens.

      For some reason, Gideon didn’t think the next battle he fought would be claw against claw. No, the next would be far worse.

      He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. He didn’t have time to think about the end of the world, his world, right then. He pressed his hand against the keypad to unlock his home then walked through the door. He needed to wash off the blood of decisions that were beyond his control. He was in the middle of a world that didn’t make sense—one where rites and rituals of the past warred with the technology and unknowns of his present.

      He was almost afraid to see what his future would be.

      “Took you long enough to get here,” Walker remarked from his spot in Gideon’s kitchen.

      Gideon snorted then peeled off his shirt, ignoring the aches and pains. The fabric stuck to his cuts and dried blood, but he was healing well.

      Walker clucked his tongue like a mother hen then rubbed his hands together. “I will Heal these wounds so you’re in top form when there are other wolves about. I don’t want to hear any lip from you.”

      Gideon raised a brow. “You’re the one being lippy. Remember, I’m the Alpha. And, hello, I’m the eldest brother. You’re the baby.”

      Walker snorted then pressed his hands to Gideon’s wounds. At the sharp warmth, he sucked in a breath then released it slowly.

      “We’re over a hundred years old, Gideon. At some point, being younger or older shouldn’t matter. And, I’ll have you know, Brandon is younger than me. So there.”

      Gideon smiled at the familiar remark. “You’re like five minutes older than Brandon, and Kameron is another five minutes older than you.”

      Walker rolled his eyes then narrowed them as he examined Gideon’s skin. “You’re Healed but don’t go getting sliced up for a couple of days. There’s only so much skin I can knit together at a time.”

      Gideon nodded his thanks then headed back to his shower. He was starting to itch from the blood and mud coating his body, and that wasn’t a pleasant feeling. He probably should have been used to it considering how many times he’d been covered in it over his life, but he also hoped he never did.

      “Any idea what we’re going to talk about?” Walker asked as he leaned against the bathroom door.

      Gideon shrugged out of his clothes then stepped into his shower letting the hot water pound down his back. His muscles ached from the fight and the tension of the unknown.

      He closed his eyes and spoke loudly over the hum of the water. Walker probably would have been able to hear him with his sensitive hearing, but he didn’t want his brother to have to strain. “We’re going to talk about plans to come out to the public. Or, at least, plans to make plans. Then we’re going to make sure our underground tunnels are in shape since the connection between the two packs is relatively new.”

      No one knew what would happen once the humans found out about the existence of shifters and demons. They’d been planning for years, though, on the eventual outcome of protecting themselves from people who didn’t understand and feared what they didn’t know. It wasn’t like underground tunnels were the perfect way to save his people, but it was only one of their many steps. They needed to be able to hide their most precious and those unable to protect themselves quickly in case the wards went down. They also had other procedures in place, but he needed to talk to Kade to ensure that as much as they could do was being done.

      He let out a breath and quickly soaped up, knowing he was running late. Between the lone wolves trying to find a way to stay alive, his Pack watching him more than usual for some reason, and this meeting, he needed a damned weekend off.

      He was the Alpha, however, so he knew that would never happen. Alphas didn’t get weekends. Or vacations. Or sleep apparently.

      He shut off the water and got out so he could get ready for the meeting. Walker had left him alone, thankfully, and he quickly pulled on a long-sleeved cotton shirt and jeans. With any other Alpha, he’d put on something a little more formal, but this was Kade and his family—Gideon could go with a little comfort and be okay.

      When he walked out to his living room to pull on his boots, he sighed. He knew they were there, of course, but his wolf wasn’t in the mood to deal with his entire family in one room.

      “I suppose just meeting me at chambers would have been too much for all of you?”

      “You love us, brother dearest,” Brynn, his sister and the lone Brentwood female, teased from her perch on the edge of the couch.

      Gideon pinched the bridge of his nose. “No, seriously. Why are you all here?”

      “Because you need us,” Brandon, his youngest brother and the Talon Omega, said from the couch.

      “Do I really need you here?” he asked, knowing he was fighting a lost cause.

      “Of course,” Max, his cousin, answered. “We’re all going to the meeting anyway. Why not go together?”

      “We’re one big happy family,” Mitchell said dryly.

      “What they aren’t saying is that we’re worried about you,” Kameron, his brother and Enforcer, added in.

      Gideon growled while Ryder closed his eyes and cursed.

      “Really, Kameron?” Ryder put in. “I thought we had a plan.”

      Gideon stiffened. “A plan? Why the hell would you need a plan to deal with me? Why are you here?”

      Brynn stood up and walked toward him. She brushed her long, dark brown hair—the same color as the rest of the Brentwoods—behind her shoulders and blinked up at him with the Brentwood blue eyes.

      “You’re our brother, and you’re hurting,” she whispered. They were all wolves so they could hear her clearly. “You had to kill a lone wolf who threatened the border and wouldn’t back down. Now you’re having to make decisions that, as we see it, won’t have an easy outcome. So, Gideon, brother mine, brother ours, we’re here for you. Even if we annoy you to no end. We’re here.”

      Gideon narrowed his eyes, even as his heart warmed at her words. Yeah, his siblings and cousins were there for him, but some things were meant for only the Alpha. If he had a mate, he’d be able to lean on her just a little, but since the goddess hadn’t blessed him, he didn’t have that option.

      At this point, he wasn’t sure he ever would.

      On that depressing thought, he led his family out of his home and headed toward the meeting room. He wanted to get this over with. It wasn’t as though they were going to get anything done anyway. They couldn’t. Not with the rest of the Packs in the US keeping silent. Parker, the Voice of the Wolves, was on a mission at the moment searching for the other Packs and trying to convince them to talk to Gideon and Kade, but Gideon didn’t hold out high hopes. Parker was a Redwood, and though he’d been adopted into the Redwood family, he was the biological son of a mass murderer. Corbin had been the Alpha of the Centrals and had almost destroyed their world.

      Some wolves just couldn’t see past that, and Gideon was worried that might hurt their chances of finding a way to make all of the Packs work together. However, he could work on only one problem at a time—even if it felt like he was working on a hundred at once most days.

      They made their way as a group to the other side of the den where the Redwoods would be entering the woods. They had to go past the sentries at the wards to be let through, but most of them had done it before. Actually, on second thought, Gideon wasn’t sure who Kade was bringing.

      The Redwoods were in the middle of a shift in hierarchy. The younger Jamensons were taking over for their parents slowly but surely. That meant that Kade could be bringing any number of his powerhouse to the table. It didn’t really matter since Gideon had met most of them and liked those he’d met. Not that he’d tell them that. No, he was still the grumpy, badass Alpha to the outside world.

      It worked for him.

      Kade came up first, a small smile on his face. With so many people and coming into a different den, the ceremony of walking to a meeting was a little ridiculous, and both of them knew it. It had to be done though.

      Kade had brought his mate, Melanie, as well as both sets of Betas, Omegas, and Healers with him. He’d left the Enforcers at home to protect the den with countless other wolves apparently. Interesting, but it made sense. As the younger generation came into their powers, they were learning from the older generation. It would be interesting to see how the whole lot of them reacted in the future when the older generation, Kade’s brothers, had to step down fully.

      He’d also brought his Heir, his son Finn, with him, which made sense, as well as another wolf. A younger woman who, from the look of her, was a Jamenson, but Gideon wasn’t sure he’d ever met her. Her long chestnut brown hair flowed over her shoulders, blowing slightly in the wind. She wasn’t small. No, she was at least of average height, but where most of the wolves in front of her were all muscle and strength, her body held curves and a softness he didn’t see in most wolves.

      Odd, he thought he’d met most, if not all, of the Jamensons. He wondered how this one had slipped by him.

      Her cheekbones angled high, and her plump lips thinned into a line when she looked at him. She tilted her head and blinked up at him with bright green eyes, and he froze, his wolf howling.

      Shocked, he almost took a step back, and it was only because of his strength as Alpha that he didn’t.

      Mate.

      That scent, that pull on his wolf.

      Mate.

      “Gideon, Brentwoods,” Kade said, his voice deep, “I think you’ve met most of us before. Probably not Brie, though. Brie, these are the Brentwoods. Brentwoods, this is Jasper and Willow’s daughter, my niece, Brie.”

      She smiled softly, but her eyes were on only him, not on the rest of the Pack or her family. In fact, he was looking only at her, not at Kade or the others.

      Holy shit.

      He’d just found his mate, and she was a fucking Redwood.

      And from the way her wolf reached out to his seeking protection yet wanting to comfort as well, she was a submissive as well.

      A Talon Alpha and a Redwood submissive?

      Yeah, fate royally sucked.
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      No matter how many times she’d thought of this moment, nothing like this had ever crossed Brie Jamenson’s mind. When she was a little girl and pictured finding her mate, she thought it would be all sparkles and happiness. Then she’d heard the story of how her parents had been mated and her image of mating had changed a bit. The start of their mating hadn’t been so romantic. It had been more of a way to save each other’s lives, but they loved each other more with each passing day.

      When she was seventeen, she’d seen the shadow of a man and the long lines of his body. He’d been turned away from her as she stared out the window with her cousin Gina. She’d even commented on how hot his butt was. She’d never seen his face, but she’d known who he was.

      Her mate.

      The one wolf in the entire world that could complete her in every cheesy and romantic way possible. He’d be her protector—she’d be his as well—even if she protected in a different way. They’d grow together as one, learning about each other slowly yet combusting all the same. When she saw the back of him, she’d been on pins and needles to find out his identity and start her journey as a mated wolf. It hadn’t mattered that she was young, she thought, because her mate would let her grow and be whoever she wanted to be. That’s what mates did. After all, she had her parents and uncles and aunts to show her how wonderful mating could be. She wouldn’t accept anything less. Before she figured out who he was, she’d had images of white dresses and flowers in her hair. He’d run his hands through her hair and then get down on one knee, before taking her as his to complete the mating ceremony.

      Then her cousin Gina had told her exactly who that man was.

      Gideon Brentwood.

      The Alpha of the Talon Pack.

      The exact wrong person for a girl like her.

      Luckily she’d never told a soul about the wolf that could have been hers when she grew older. Gina never suspected—at least Brie hoped not. It wasn’t like she had the same mating urge the others in the den had when they found their mates. Those wolves hadn’t been able to hold themselves back and had pounced in the best ways possible. They’d been growly, on edge, and in need of the other person. Some people had found themselves in compromising positions, but Brie would never find herself there.

      Apparently, she’d been too young to truly feel that. She knew deep down that the Alpha would have been the one to entwine with her soul and stand by her side until the end of eternity.

      Too bad that would never happen.

      She wasn’t like the other wolves around her. She wasn’t dominant and didn’t hold a position in the hierarchy. While her cousins were all slowly coming into their powers and bonds, she had been left behind. It wasn’t as if she ever thought she’d become something more than she was though.

      She was strong.

      She was fierce.

      She was also a submissive. Meaning her wolf didn’t want to fight if it didn’t have to. There were other ways to find ranking within the den and other ways to show strength. She used her nurturing instincts and the strength of her heart to love completely, but she wasn’t even a maternal wolf who had the inner strength necessary to protect the pups of the Pack.

      She was just Brie.

      There wasn’t anything wrong with her—she knew that. Yet she was the exact wrong person for an Alpha of a Pack. The Alpha needed a mate by his side who would fight tooth and claw to protect the Pack. She might have the skills to do that because she’d forced herself to learn at a young age, but her wolf wasn’t as strong as the others. She was smaller, softer, and needed to protect in other ways.

      While dominants needed to protect, submissives needed to soothe and care. That’s where her strength lay, and it would never be good enough for an Alpha.

      So she’d spent the better part of fifteen years hiding from the Alpha of the Talon Pack and ensuring they never had to meet. Many things could have happened when and if Gideon ever saw her, and Brie hadn’t wanted to face either the mating urge or risk the pain of rejection when he found her lacking.

      And he would find her lacking.

      It wouldn’t be his fault. His wolf and Pack deserved more than a submissive wolf. It wouldn’t be smart to have a submissive in the role of Alpha female. She’d never heard of it, and honestly, she didn’t think she could do it. It wasn’t that she was afraid of failing. It was that she was afraid of hurting others because of her own selfishness in wanting a mate at all.

      So instead of facing what could happen, she’d done her best to never let it occur in the first place. Fifteen years of her wolf aching and not wanting another wolf hadn’t been easy, and she knew her mother and others had felt something was wrong, but it was the best for everyone. At first she hadn’t been old enough for Gideon, and then it had gotten easier to stay away.

      Or at least that’s what she told herself.

      This night, though, she had no choice. Her uncle Kade, the Redwood Alpha, had wanted her by his side when they went into the Talon den to talk about what they could do for their future. The world was changing, and the wolves needed to change with it. He wanted a submissive to calm down the dominants in case things got too intense. The Omegas would be able to release some of the tension by taking those heightened emotions and siphoning them through their Pack bonds, but even those wolves were far more dominant than she. Her presence could soothe egos and wolves simultaneously.

      That’s what her uncle hoped.

      He might have thought differently if she’d ever shared with him the true reason she never ventured onto Talon land. She should have told them she couldn’t come and even the reason why. Yet she hadn’t been able to hold herself back from this meeting. Maybe she was weak.

      Now she stood by her family outside her den and in front of the Talons…in front of Gideon.

      She’d seen pictures of him over the years of course. She hadn’t been able to stop herself. Her family had met with him numerous times, and her cousin Gina had mated a former Talon wolf, Quinn, so she’d been able to observe through their eyes the role of the Talon Alpha. But none of that prepared her for the shock of seeing him in person.

      Her wolf howled, pushing at her with more determination than she’d imagined was possible.

      He was big. Way big. She’d grown up with large men, so she shouldn’t have been surprised at his size, but the touch-starved woman within took note. He had to be a few inches over six feet. With his wide shoulders and chest, he had a look about him that spoke of power and strength. That wide chest tapered down to a slender waist and hips, but his thighs were wide, all muscle, and looked strong as hell. She forced her gaze up even as she blushed, knowing what her gaze had also trailed over.

      Since her parents, uncles, aunts, and cousins were standing near her, she refused to acknowledge anything else she might have seen. While his body looked fierce as hell and spoke of his dominance, it was his face—his eyes in particular—that told her he was an Alpha. It was as though the wolf was always near the surface. Her uncle was slightly different, but that might have been because he had her Aunt Melanie to keep him steady. The gold rim around Gideon’s eyes told her of a strength she’d never seen before.

      A strength she was sure she’d never see again once she left.

      His black hair had been pulled back so it was away from his face, enhancing his sharp features. He wasn’t beautiful, but he was handsome in a brutal sort of way. A way that seemed to make her wolf very pleased. She met his gaze and sucked in a breath. She was a submissive and shouldn’t have been able to meet his gaze at all, yet her wolf pushed her enough to make it happen. It was as if her wolf knew that the man in front of her would never hurt her. That was a lie though; he could. He could hurt her heart, her soul, her dreams—but her wolf didn’t understand that. Her body nearly trembled under the power, and at the same time, she wanted to bare her throat, crawl up his body and never let go.

      Those vivid green eyes didn’t blink. Instead, he looked right at her.

      Could he tell? Did he know that she’d been chosen by the moon goddess for him?

      Oh, goddess. What had she been thinking? She shouldn’t have come with her family, even if her uncle had ordered her to. There was always a way out of these things. There were other submissive members of the den who could have accompanied the Redwoods to the Talon den.

      Kade might have wanted it to be comprised of as much family as possible because he could trust them implicitly, but there could have been another way.

      Instead, she’d risked it all because she’d wanted to see Gideon. She’d held back for so long that she’d been weak.

      And now she’d have to deal with the consequences.

      “Brie,” Kade said.

      She blinked and pulled her gaze from Gideon, her heart hammering in her ears. What had her uncle said? What had she missed when she’d been staring at the Alpha like some schoolgirl who’d found her first crush?

      Only she wasn’t a girl, and this wasn’t a crush. This was an eon’s worth of connection and promise in a single look. Yet that promise would come to nothing because it couldn’t. If she uttered a single word that pushed her toward what she couldn’t have, she’d be lost.

      “What?” she asked, her voice breathless. Oh yes, that was going to make everyone think she was okay. Now they probably thought she was either going crazy, or worse, frightened of all the dominant wolves around her. Unlike some of the submissives in the Pack, she was never truly scared of those with stronger wolves. It was more of a strong embrace of power that surrounded her when they were near. Her wolf knew that they would be protected and fought for as well as the fact that they could also do some good with their own power. Her wolf would then want to ensure that the stronger wolves around her were okay and soothed. A dominant wolf couldn’t truly succeed in protecting if they didn’t protect their own hearts and wolves as well.

      That’s what a submissive was for.

      “I was just introducing you,” Kade said, his eyes narrowed. She knew he wanted to ask if she was all right, but that might show weakness or some other power play in front of the Talons.

      Great. Her first shot at helping the Pack in a political arena and she was losing it because of the man she shouldn’t want.

      Way to go, Brie.

      “Thanks,” she said softly then turned toward the Talons. She made sure her gaze stayed below all of the others. She was the lowest ranked of the bunch, although in reality, submissives weren’t ranked the same way as dominants. There were stronger dominants and weaker ones, and the same applied for submissives. She was one of the higher ranked submissives because of the way she could care for a higher ranked wolf. That didn’t mean, however, that she wanted to meet all of their gazes and force a challenge. The ways of the Packs and wolves were complicated, and even though she’d grown up submersed in it, she still got confused sometimes.

      Submissives were part of a Pack to be cherished and loved, not beaten down like some Packs thought. The Talons were like the Redwoods in the fact that they, as far as she knew, treated their submissives with respect. Unlike the Centrals—the Pack that had fought her own thirty years go and lost—the Talons weren’t rotting from within. That hadn’t always been the case, but that was before her time, and she hadn’t wanted to ask too much about them. If she did, the others might have surmised her obsession with a certain Alpha.

      No, it wasn’t an obsession.

      It couldn’t be an obsession if she never met him.

      Only she’d just met him, so who knew what would happen?

      You’re stronger than this.

      The Talons each nodded at her, and she nodded back. Once they were out of the open area and in the meeting place, maybe they would be less formal. Only then, she’d be in a closed room with Gideon, and she wasn’t sure how she’d react.

      For that matter, she wasn’t sure how he’d react. He hadn’t said anything. He hadn’t jumped across the space between them and picked her up in his arms, swinging her around with a smile on his face because he’d found his mate.

      None of those childhood fantasies had come true.

      Now Brie knew she’d been right in hiding.

      No good would come from meeting her mate. She’d learn to deal as she always had and eventually, in another century or two, she’d find another mate more suited to her. The moon goddess made mistakes all the time.

      Well, she’d heard of it only once, and that was with her Aunt Lexi years before she’d met Brie’s Uncle North. It could happen again.

      The moon goddess was wrong.

      Brie wouldn’t be with Gideon, and that was just something they’d all have to deal with.

      “Glad you could be here,” Gideon said, his voice low, tempting.

      Darn it. She needed to keep strong and not fall into the vice that was his voice. If she wasn’t careful, she’d make an even bigger fool of herself and hurt the purpose of this meeting.

      “Let’s move to the meeting room so we can get going,” Gideon continued.

      “Sounds good to me,” Kade agreed then stepped forward, holding out his arm.

      Gideon did the same, and the two of them did that man-hug, back-thumping thing. She never truly understood it since she liked hugs in general, but whatever the guys needed to do to show that they were friendly, even though they were from two different Packs, was okay with her.

      She took a deep breath then followed the rest of them as they made their way to the meeting place. Gideon gave her one last look then turned away as if nothing had happened between them. For all she knew, nothing had happened. He hadn’t acknowledged her beyond that look. It could have been that he stared at her because she was a submissive and he didn’t know why she was there in the first place. Maybe he didn’t feel her as his mate at all.

      An odd pang echoed in her chest, and she rubbed the spot over her heart. It was silly to be emotional over this. She’d known for fifteen years she would never be enough for the Talon Alpha, so why was she worrying about it now?

      Maybe because I’d never seen him in person.

      She ignored her inner thoughts and pushed on, raising her chin without looking confrontational. It was a skill she’d learned growing up. She’d been a tomboy at heart, climbing on trees and digging in the dirt along with her cousin Finn and the others. She might not have been aggressive when she shifted, but she also wasn’t the girly-girl her mother might have wanted at first. Of course, Willow had dug right into the dirt with her, so really, it never mattered that Brie had grown up with dirt on her nose instead of a sparkly tiara on her head.

      “What’s up with you?” Finn asked, his voice low.

      Brie turned to look at him and shook her head. Finn was Kade’s son and Heir to the Pack. In reality, he shouldn’t have been the Heir yet, but when their grandparents had died in the Central war, everything shifted far earlier than it should have. In fact, Finn had been their Heir since before he started school. Everything changed that day, although Brie had been too young to remember the full extent of it.

      Now she and Finn were in their thirties, relatively young for wolves but adults nevertheless. He looked just like his dad, but Brie could see glimpses of Melanie in him when he laughed. She was grateful for that since he didn’t laugh often. Something had happened to him before he’d become Heir—he was just two at the time—that had damaged him far more than gaining the bonds of the Heir at a young age had.

      Not that they ever talked about it, but since her wolf begged her to, she tried to soothe him when she could. He was her best friend and roommate—even if they were growing farther apart as they grew older.

      “I’m fine,” she finally answered.

      He raised a brow. “You’re lying. Something happened when we met up with the Talons, and now you’re all in your head. If you don’t want to talk about it here, that’s fine, but we will talk about it when we get back to the den.”

      She let out a small growl, low enough that only Finn would be able to hear, but from the look on his face, she’d surprised him. She didn’t growl in human form often—she didn’t need to—but when she did, others knew that she wasn’t going to back down.

      “I’m fine, Finn. Keep your mind on the task at hand and not what’s going on in my head. Got it?”

      He frowned then nodded, turning his attention back to their path. She relaxed and studied their surroundings. Unlike the rest of her family, she’d never stepped foot on Talon ground, so she wanted to soak in as much as she could. With the way they had to constantly conceal who they were from others, she didn’t get out as much as she should have.

      They were walking along the outside of the more populated areas. This way, they didn’t encroach on the Talon pups and families but were still shown a measure of respect since the Redwoods were considered friends and allies.
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