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	Chapter One

	 

	Karissa

	 

	The room was bathed in the soft, amber light of early evening, casting long shadows across the walls, the heat of the day still lingering in the air. I straddled Danni, her body warm beneath mine, her back pressed firmly against the headboard. The deep brown of her eyes searched mine, filled with a hunger that mirrored my own, but tonight, it was not about the urgency of need—it was about us, the connection we fought so hard to preserve.

	I kissed her slowly, savoring the taste of her lips, the way her breath hitched as my fingers slid across her bare skin. She was all sinew and muscle beneath my touch, her strength palpable even in this moment of tenderness. My hands moved with a will of their own, mapping the familiar territory of her body, every curve and line igniting a fire in me that burned hotter than the setting sun outside.

	Her breath was shallow, and mine quickened to match. I kissed the hollow of her throat, her pulse quickening rapidly under my lips, and I could feel the pull of the bond between us like an electric current. My hands wandered lower, tracing the length of her, my mouth not leaving her skin as I moved down her chest. She sighed, her hands finding my hips, fingers tightening in a way that sent a shiver straight through me.

	“Danni,” I whispered, my voice thick with the need I could no longer hold. She responded without words, her hands sliding up my back, pulling me closer, as if she couldn’t bear the thought of any space between us.

	My body reacted instinctively, arching into her touch, and I let the moment consume me. The world outside disappeared, leaving only the soft rasp of our breaths and the steady thrum of her heartbeat beneath me. My wolf stirred, sensing the primal energy between us, the bond we shared as mates.

	I pressed my lips to hers again, this time more demanding, more insistent. The kiss deepened, our bodies moving in a rhythm that was achingly familiar yet never losing its intensity. Every brush of her fingers against my skin sent sparks through me, igniting something wild and uncontrollable. I could feel her strength, the power she carried as an Alpha, but here, in this moment, she was mine. And I was hers.

	I wrapped my arms around her neck, pressing my forehead to hers, our breaths mingling as we paused at the sound of footsteps approaching our door. 

	I squeezed my eyes shut, holding my breath, as I prayed they would turn around. The footsteps stopped short of our door then paused for the longest minute. 

	Danni brushed her lips over my neck, and I shuddered.

	“They’re still—” I began to protest, but the footsteps faded away, and I rolled my eyes.

	“I told them to leave,” Danni explained. She’d used the pack link to reach them telepathically.

	A low moan escaped me as Danni’s teeth grazed my neck, and I pressed myself down with a teasing grin. Danni’s mouth found my breast, her tongue warm and slow as she circled my nipple before taking it between her lips. A shudder of pleasure ran through me, my body responding to every touch. I buried my hands in her hair, pulling her closer, needing more of her. My breath hitched, and I could feel the heat rising between us.

	She was perfect, the way she knew exactly how to touch me and make every nerve in my body sing. The world around us blurred, nothing mattered but her lips, her hands, her skin against mine. 

	Then, suddenly, Danni’s body tensed beneath me. I felt the moment she hesitated, her head pulling back just slightly, breaking the spell. 

	“What—” I barely had time to ask before I felt the link snapping open between us like a floodgate.

	Are you done yet? Pete’s voice rang in both of our minds, the telepathic intrusion unmistakable, his tone all too casual as if he were merely asking when dinner would be ready, not barging in on something infinitely more personal.

	Danni froze, groaning in frustration as her forehead dropped to my chest. 

	“Pete,” she muttered, her voice tinged with disbelief and irritation. He knew Danni was not a fan of his unimportant interruptions and yet he did it anyway.

	I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up, though it was far from amusing. 

	“He didn’t just force his way into our minds.”

	“Oh, he did,” Danni replied, her breath warm against my skin as she tried and failed to shake off the moment. Really, Pete? she shot back telepathically, her tone sharp. Pick a better time.

	Just doing my job and informing you that Annette is here, Pete chimed back smugly. But, uh … take your time.

	Danni groaned again, the connection snapping shut as she cut him off, and I could feel the heat of her frustration blending with mine. 

	“Well, that’s one way to kill the mood,” she grumbled. 

	I pressed a kiss to her forehead and sighed as I slid off her. 

	“You just need to focus on strengthening your telepathic link with the pack, so you can control when they can reach you.”

	We owned a new estate given to us as compensation for Jericho’s wrongs against our shifters, and our room was the sole one on the ground floor. The property had three levels, multiple bedrooms, and ten acres for our wolves to roam and build upon. We’d chosen this room specifically because of its isolation from the other rooms and living spaces that our pack would frequent. 

	I walked into our bathroom to turn on the shower and caught my reflection in the mirror, my nipples still taut from my aroused state that was left unsatisfied by the interruption.

	“I’m sorry we couldn’t … you know,” Danni murmured, wrapping her arms around my waist and nuzzling into my neck, breathing in my scent, a habit of hers that I couldn’t help but love.

	“We asked Annette to come, and we can’t delay.”

	We were still adjusting to being mates and part of a pack, and while there were a few bumps along the way, Danni had proven to be an incredible Alpha, with me by her side as her mate and sentinel of our home.

	Four months had passed since we relocated to the estate and rescued shifters and a few humans. Since then, there had been no encounters with vampires or other shifters. Our pack was still not very strong, mostly consisting of young cubs, so we operated cautiously to avoid attracting too much attention. 

	My auntie Elaine had also joined our pack after leaving my uncle, a decision that I could see weighed heavily on her. I knew it had nothing to do with missing my uncle and everything to do with leaving her pack and daughter, Jessi. My cousin was nineteen and had chosen to stay with the awareness that she’d have a place to come to if she decided to one day. My uncle was a lot of things, but he loved his daughter and would never harm her.

	“We’ll be fine.” Danni turned me to look at her, sensing where my thoughts were wandering. “We’ve been comfortable long enough and we’re overdue for more members in our pack.”

	“I look forward to seeing that day.” I kissed Danni’s cheek and tugged her gently to follow me into the shower. 

	We didn’t take long and quickly dressed. 

	Danni opened the door and we stepped out of our room, the cool air of the hallway brushing against my skin. The long corridor stretched before us, dimly lit. Our footsteps echoed in the silence, a rhythmic sound on the polished wooden floors. The air held a subtle mix of cedar and something distinctly earthy—Danni’s scent, grounding me as we walked side by side.

	The hallway led to the heart of our home, the den we had transformed into the operative meeting room. Once, this space had been filled with worn-in couches and cluttered shelves. Now, the room had taken on a more serious tone, a reflection of the responsibility we shouldered as leaders. 

	As we neared the heavy oak doors, I could hear the faint hum of voices inside; Annette and Pete, no doubt already waiting. Danni glanced at me, her expression calm but focused, and I gave her a nod in return. 

	She pushed the door open, and we stepped into the room. A long, rectangular table dominated the space, made of dark wood that gleamed under the overhead lights. At least a dozen chairs lined the table’s edges, though today only two were occupied. The soft glow of the projector illuminated one end of the room, casting a faint blue hue against the wall as it powered up, ready for the meeting.

	Annette sat with her arms folded, her gaze distant but thoughtful as she looked at the maps and charts pinned across the back wall. Pete lounged next to her, tapping his fingers on the table, impatience radiating off him in waves. The air in the room felt charged, a low hum of energy that reminded me of the tension running just beneath the surface of our pack.

	He met Danni’s eyes and smiled sheepishly. I could see her instinct to rip into him for the disruption, but I watched Danni clench her jaw and let out a breath, choosing to be nice. She was doing that for me. Danni’s connection with Pete had become a lot healthier, but there was still never a moment that he was able to keep himself from irritating her.

	“It still looks strange in here,” I murmured to Danni as we walked further in. She smiled slightly, though her eyes were already sharp, assessing the room, our people, the plans scattered across the table.

	“It’ll take time,” she replied under her breath, squeezing my hand briefly before letting go.

	Annette rose to her feet as we entered, her face softening. 

	“Danni, Karissa,” she greeted us with a nod.

	Danni’s gaze assessed Annette briefly before smiling back. 

	“Thanks for waiting,” she said. I could hear the shift in Danni’s voice, her Alpha mode engaged. “I’m calling the cubs in here.”

	Pete raised an eyebrow, but didn’t argue, standing up and stretching lazily. 

	“Sure thing, Alpha,” he said with a wink before nudging Annette to take a seat. “Can’t leave them out of the fun.”

	The teens began to arrive, Jasmine first, followed by David and the few others. As for Emil, who was the youngest, only fourteen and still timid after losing his sister, he’d stayed in the room. The teens were between sixteen and eighteen. After risking their lives to save the others, they deserved to be a part of the change happening. My auntie walked in last, with a soft smile on her face. She took care of the teens in our pack as they needed some parental guidance just as much as their Alpha and sentinel. 

	Once everyone was seated, I looked to Danni to begin. She waved her hand toward Annette and smiled. “I appreciate you coming here to share with us the change happening in our area.”

	Annette nodded and pressed a few keys on her laptop, bringing up a city map on the projector screen. Many areas were highlighted in red, indicating a rise in something that seemed concerning. 

	“These are hot spots where rogue gangs have been forming with a rise of violence since the ancient awoke. And when I say hot spots, I mean, every night something is happening here.”

	“How long has this been going on?” Danni asked.

	“A few months. But it was noticed now because four nights ago, humans were killed as collateral for the first time. And one specifically was attacked by a werewolf and is in the hospital as we speak.”

	My eyes widened. “Bitten?” I asked.

	Annette nodded. “Several bite marks from what I hear.”

	“Damn.” Pete looked at me, and I was sure the memory of the night he was attacked and left alone and confused had reentered his mind. 

	“Before you ask, I only found out about the human attack last night. Hence, why I called this meeting,” Annette explained. 

	I nodded. “Do you know the human’s name?” 

	Annette nodded. “I have that for you, along with the hospital and room number.” Annette slid a piece of paper across the table and Danni took it. 

	“Who’s creating these gangs?” Danni asked.

	Annette shrugged. “I have no clue.”

	Danni narrowed her brow and gritted her teeth. “There are a few who’d cause this much havoc. Hansel or Johnson.”

	“Or maybe they’re working together,” I added. 

	Danni frowned and looked at the cubs. “While you all were roaming the streets, was there anyone who … tried to recruit you to take part in any fights or join their cause?”

	Jasmine shook her head, brown eyes shifting to David as if he had the answer. 

	“It was always just kids on the street. The adults ignored us and did their own thing. But we would have heard about rogue gangs forming whether they clued us in or not,” David explained.

	“So, this was recent but organized?” Danni commented.

	There was a different highlighted color on the mapped screen, and I pointed to it.

	“What does the hue of orange mean?” Danni asked, her voice was steady but laced with tension, arms crossed tightly over her chest.

	Annette leaned forward in her seat, her brows pulling together. “That’s where one or two people at a time have been going missing for a week or two … then come back.”

	She traced the orange clusters scattered through the city, each mark small, but unmistakably patterned. “They come back… different.”

	I felt my stomach knot. “Different how?” I leaned closer to the screen, narrowing my eyes. “Do they come back injured? Wiped clean?”

	“No. That’s what’s so damn strange,” Annette said, her voice hushed now, like she was afraid to speak loudly. “They remember everything. Where they live. Who they are. But when asked where they were?” She hesitated, looking at both of us. “It’s like trying to remember a dream you were never part of. It’s foggy. Slippery. The stories are vague—like they’ve been told what to say, not actually lived it.”

	“Conditioned,” Danni muttered.

	My gaze darted to her.

	Annette nodded slowly. “Exactly. And the longer they’re back, the more erratic they become. Like someone still has a string tied to their thoughts.”

	A chill slid down my spine. “And why are you showing us this now?”

	“Because …” she said, tapping the clusters again, “this isn’t random. These disappearances are getting closer to your territory. But more importantly, they’re all human. Not a single shifter.”

	Danni’s jaw clenched. Her posture had changed, slightly widened like she was ready to defend something, even here in this room. 

	“So, someone’s testing. Playing with human minds. And if they perfect it—”

	“They’ll come for us next,” I finished, feeling the weight of the truth drop like a stone between us.

	“And they could already be close to it,” Annette added. “One of the humans who returned was found two nights ago … standing at the edge of one of our protected gates. Just standing there. Silent. Unblinking.”

	My eyes flicked to Danni’s, and I could see it. The war brewing in her mind, connecting dots faster than the rest of us. We never considered a human as a threat or an issue until now. But that was something to figure out. 

	“It’s Hansel,” Danni said, and the words didn’t come as a question. Her voice dropped, low and sure.

	David frowned. “Hansel? But he’s gone, right?”

	“No,” Danni said. “He’s never really gone. He plays the long game, and this?” She gestured at the map. “This is exactly like him—indirect, invasive. He’s manipulating humans because he can’t manipulate shifters … yet. So, he’s learning. Tuning his magic through them.”

	Annette’s face paled. “Mind control magic that specific would take weeks of reinforcement—maybe even blood ties or trauma to anchor it in place.”

	“He doesn’t need trauma,” Danni snapped. “He is trauma. He knows how to break things down piece by piece.”

	“But why?” I asked. “What’s the endgame here?”

	Danni turned slowly, her eyes locking with mine. “To make the pack vulnerable. To isolate me. He’s using the humans like puppets. And once his magic works, he’ll try it on a shifter.”

	“He’ll move in on us if he masters manipulation,” I finished, a knot building in my throat.

	“He wants me back,” Danni whispered. “He wants me to come to him. But he knows I won’t … not willingly. So, he’ll make the world around me unstable enough that I won’t have a choice. He knows magic has never controlled me. But if he can find a way to push past my Alpha magic to control you all, he’ll fight dirty and hope I give myself up to save you.”

	“And the moment he thinks he can take you—”

	“The pack will fall,” she said, without hesitation. “Because I’m the center. If I collapse, so does everything we’ve built.”

	Silence gripped the room for a moment.

	David’s voice was thoughtful. “Do you think Aniya is helping him? Vampires can manipulate.”

	Danni shook her head. “No. Aniya isn’t scared of us. She wouldn’t play games—she’d make a statement. A bloody one. Hansel, though? He gets off on the slow unraveling. And this?” She motioned back to the map. “This is his signature. Quiet chaos.”

	Annette looked toward me. “I didn’t want to alert the others yet. But if he’s moving like this, your pack could be exposed soon. We need to be ahead of him. Watch for behavioral changes, especially in anyone who’s been outside of the house.”

	I nodded. Summer had come to place a protection spell on the house. She was an acquaintance of Danni’s from her time as Hansel’s wolf assassin. My heart was pounding, not just with fear—but with clarity. 

	“We can’t let him get close. Not to Danni. Not to any of us.”

	Danni reached for me, brushing her fingers against mine again, grounding me. “We won’t. But we need to be ready. Because the moment he sees that we know?”

	“He’ll stop playing.”

	Danni gave a firm nod. “Do not leave here without someone with you. We can’t afford any risks.”

	A murmur of agreement passed through the room. With a final glance exchanged, the meeting began to dissolve, chairs scraping against the floor as the others stood to leave. Danni, however, remained seated, her gaze fixed on Annette, who had yet to move.

	As the last person approached the door, Danni cleared her throat; a quiet, commanding sound that made Annette pause. The tension in the room shifted at once, like a taut string waiting to snap. Annette sank back into her seat, her shoulders rigid.

	Pete, sensing the change, glanced back from the door, then silently closed it behind him, leaving the three of us alone in the dimly lit room.

	The air hung heavy with unspoken words as silence filled the space between us. Danni leaned back in her chair, arms crossed, her gaze never leaving Annette. I stayed still beside her, feeling the weight of the moment pressing down on all of us.

	Finally, Annette broke the silence, her voice low but determined. “I know what you’re going to say.”

	Danni arched an eyebrow and crossed her arms, while trying to sound casual.

	“Do you, now?”

	“Yes,” Annette sighed, rolling her eyes as if trying to brush off the gravity of the conversation. She shifted in her seat, slouching slightly, her tone almost defiant. “It’s hard leaving behind a rogue life.”

	Danni stood slowly, crossing the room with purpose. The glow of the projector flickered as she reached out and switched it off, casting the room in deeper shadows. Her back was to us for a moment before she turned, her eyes sharp, her voice low and steady.

	“Do you know what makes us different from you, Annette?” she asked, the question hanging in the air like a challenge.

	Annette tilted her head, arms crossing defensively. 

	“No,” she replied bitterly.

	Danni stepped closer, her presence looming with the weight of her authority. “What makes us different,” she began, “isn’t just the pack we are a part of or the loyalty we command. It’s the choice we made to stop running. To stop living on the fringes, or for others, in the illusion of safety and a sheltered life. We protect what’s ours.”

	Annette’s eyes flashed with something. Either anger or guilt. 

	“And you think I don’t want to feel that connection?” she shot back.

	Danni’s gaze didn’t waver. 

	“I think you’re still deciding. And if you can’t commit fully, you’ll always be one step away from running.”

	The words hung between them, and I watched as Annette’s defenses began to crumble, her tough exterior cracking just a little under Danni’s unwavering stare. She wasn’t used to being challenged like this, not after a life of fending for herself. But here, in this room, there was no running. No hiding. 

	“And what makes us all the same … one way or another, is that at one point, we were judged, isolated, discarded, and abused by the system and chose to live outside of it in a new way,” she continued.

	“It’s time for you to choose,” Danni whispered, her voice soft but firm as she knelt beside Annette. Her hand, warm and strong, covered Annette’s trembling one, a gesture of both comfort and insistence.

	Annette’s eyes drifted down to her hands, her defenses wavering. She had always been a survivor and had found a way to keep going without relying on anyone. But now, in the safety of our pack, there was a chance for something more and to stop living in the shadows as a lone rogue. 

	“You don’t understand,” Annette murmured, her voice barely audible. “I don’t know how to do this … to trust anyone like that. Being on my own … it’s all I’ve ever known.”

	Danni’s grip tightened gently, not out of force, but reassurance. 

	“I didn’t either,” she said, her eyes softening as she looked at Annette’s. “We’re not asking you to change who you are, Annette. But being part of this pack means that you’ll always have people who have your back. You’ll have us and we’ll have you.”

	Annette swallowed hard, her breath hitching in her throat. 

	“And what if I mess it up? What if I can’t live by your rules? I’ve been a rogue for so long …”

	I had been sitting quietly, but now I leaned across the table, my presence calm but resolute.

	“You’re not just a rogue anymore,” I said, my voice low but full of conviction. “You’re stronger than you think. And if you join us, you’ll still have a place to do your own thing. But you must trust us, and more importantly, trust yourself. Besides, you know we won’t be living by any rules that would ever limit you, only ones to keep us safe. It will be exactly what it should have always been, living by our own standards and morale.”

	Annette’s gaze shifted between Danni and me, her inner struggle visible on her face. The silence in the room felt heavy, every second stretching out as she wrestled with the decision that would change her life.

	“I don’t want to run anymore,” she finally whispered, her voice breaking with emotion. “I’m tired of it.”

	Danni smiled softly, her hand still resting over Annette’s. 

	“Then don’t. Stay. Let us be a part of your life. We need you just as much as you need us.”

	For a moment, Annette sat frozen, her body tense with uncertainty. But then, slowly, her shoulders began to loosen, and she nodded. 

	“Okay,” she said, her voice a little stronger. “I’d rather be a part of this pack then allow my fears continue to control me.”

	Relief washed over Danni’s face as she rose to her feet, offering Annette a hand. 

	“I have never been one to beg, but for you … I would have.”

	Annette took her hand, standing slowly, the years of being alone falling away. There was still fear in her eyes but also hope.

	“You’re one of us now,” I said, stepping forward and resting a hand on Annette’s shoulder. “We’ll face whatever comes next together.”

	Annette exhaled deeply, her tension finally beginning to ease. 

	“Together,” she repeated, as if testing the word on her tongue.

	Danni nodded, her eyes steady on Annette’s. 

	“Together.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Danni

	 

	We skipped the ceremonial welcome for Annette since I used my Alpha magic to connect her to the pack. There was more than one way to link a shifter to a pack. One, through bite and the other through pack magic. I didn’t want to be invasive with a bite when Annette was still nervous about joining. 

	Soon, she’d see her freedom was still hers and she’d be stronger with us in her corner. Annette liked living alone and was nearby, so I wasn’t concerned. As she prepared to leave, I sensed three wolves approaching, with Karissa heading to the door first. Annette trailed behind me, and we reached the main room just as there was a knock. The pounding on my door was insistent and vexatiously loud. 

	Chasity, one of the teens who was taken by the vampires, rushed down the stairs to answer but halted when she noticed someone approaching in the hallway. Elaine followed closely behind her from the kitchen.

	The other teenagers hurried down to join Chasity, gathering midway on the staircase. Jasmine hovered at the top of the stairwell, her hands gripping the railing, with David standing steadfastly by her side. 

	It was our first time having guests, and an unanticipated one piqued everyone’s curiosity. The earthy distinct aroma was familiar to me. I turned to Elaine, silently asking if she wanted to go upstairs.

	Our uninvited guest could hear us and with the impatience of a stubborn toddler, he rudely pounded on the door. I crossed my arms, standing next to the door until he stopped. The teens smirked, sensing the tone of the conversation I was about to have with our visitors. I opened the door several seconds after he stopped, stepping forward to block them from accessing our home.

	Karissa’s uncle Christof stood on the porch, with her best friend Jenkins and her brother Tanner standing a foot away. They tried to look past me, eyes landing on Karissa and Elaine before scrutinizing the others in our home. 

	Christof’s golden eyes locked onto me, his chest heaving with barely contained rage. His lips curled into a low, menacing snarl as his fists clenched so tightly that blood trickled from where his nails dug into his palms. The sight of Elaine with us, confirming his worst suspicions, only seemed to fuel his fury. After a brief pause, he cleared his throat. 

	The betrayal, anger, and resentment were evident on his face when he saw his mate among my pack. He might have envisioned her departure as temporary, mocking her for it, but he certainly expected her return, pleading to be accepted back. She’d been gone for four months and, by the confident look I suspected Elaine showed, Christof could see that she had no plans of ever returning.

	“Where is Jessi?” he shouted, pointing at Elaine with remorseless accusation. 

	On instinct, I shoved him back, his body flying several feet backwards onto the grass like something only seen in action movies. Tanner stepped forward but it was Jenkins who stopped him from making the mistake of his lifetime. 

	Tanner shoved Jenkins away, ignoring the warning but before he took another step that would earn him a broken leg, as I planned to kick his knee inward, it was Karissa’s voice who halted him. 

	“Don’t!” Karissa rushed to my side, staring her brother down. 

	He froze, gaze shifting to Karissa’s eyes. After a few heartbeats, he took a step back, turning to find his Alpha back on his feet, ready to charge me in what would be a failed attempt at a tackle. 

	“Even I’ve earned the famous toss across the room for point. Something we are all aware of … not to do.” Jenkins was trying to lighten the mood with humor, but I could see he was trying to distract his Alpha before he made any sudden attempts at attacking me.

	“Is this what I get to look forward to?” Annette joked, moving to the bottom of the stairs to lean against the railing. “I could get used to this sort of entertainment.” She crossed her arms over her chest, smirking. “You just laid your hands on another Alpha, and one who is highly respected among the wolf council.” Annette shook her head in astonishment, more impressed than worried. 

	I shrugged. “No alpha should ever consider themselves too important to be humbled in situations like this.” I turned my attention back to Christof and pinned him with my gaze. “You come into our space, demanding attention.” I stepped forward, narrowing my eyes. “Well heed this, I’ll do more than shove you next time.”

	“I approve that message.” Annette grinned. 

	Tanner snarled, his anger aimed at Annette. “He is a recognized Alpha and has been for over—”

	Annette’s chuckle cut through his words, waving her hand out dismissively. 

	“Who cares?” She looked between each of us and snorted. “Certainly, no one standing in this house.”

	Tanner’s eyes brightened gold, shocked by her words. 

	“You have known me as a lone wolf for years. Do not act so surprised when I find this funny as hell,” Annette said. 

	“And what?” Tanner retorted, his scowl obvious. “Now you’re cool with hanging out with a pack?”

	“No!” Annette said, her grin widening. “I have joined this pack.”

	Tanner’s brows furrowed, hurt in his expression. I was beginning to see that there was old history between the two of them. 

	“You said you’d never be a part of a pack.”

	“And I truly meant it,” Annette confessed. “This pack isn’t bound by the tyranny of the wolf council.” Annette looked at Christof who was back in his original position. “And unlike your titled Alpha, mine is authentic and just. You can’t say the same.”

	Christof growled. “You believe you’re tough just because you’ve created something impossible. With only a handful of followers, do you really think that makes you an Alpha?”

	“Any wolf who walks into a room and pisses all over the ground, claiming dominance by instinct alone, is no Alpha,” I hissed, my voice sharp and unyielding. My eyes bore into him, challenging every ounce of arrogance in his stance. I leaned closer, my tone dropping to a low, menacing whisper. “You want to know why I’m certain of that? Because a real Alpha doesn’t need to mark territory to prove their power—everyone around them just knows.” I grinned but it didn’t reach my eyes. “But the scouts and hunters mark the trees. You sure you are an Alpha?”

	Christof opened his mouth to speak, expression skewed in disdain, but Elaine spoke first. 

	“Did Jessi run away?” she asked.

	Jenkins answered. “The Alpha thought she was taken and brought here.”

	Karissa frowned. “What’s really going on?”

	Christof held his hand out before Tanner or Jenkins said anything else. 

	“I’d much prefer to discuss this inside.”

	“I’m sure you would,” I said. 

	I’d have them standing outside through a thunderstorm or bunch of rabid vampires attacking. When I made no room for them to enter, Christof huffed. 

	“How long has she been missing?” Elaine let her voice sound high-pitched as if fearfully concerned but I could sense her excitement at seeing her daughter soon. 

	Karissa had told me Jessi was nineteen when I first met her and quite intelligent for her age. If she had run away, she would know not to show up right away to avoid running into her father. 

	“Since late last night,” Christof answered. 

	“Well, I haven’t seen her,” Elaine said. 

	“But you clearly expect to see her soon,” Christof snapped, “because you don’t look too worried.”

	“She isn’t here. But even if she was, she’s an adult and can leave if she wants,” I muttered. 

	“Actually, you’re mistaken,” Christof said with a smirk. “According to wolf law, my daughter needs to petition the council in order to be transferred or exiled from her pack obligations.”

	“Unless they depart by their own choice and remain unfounded. Furthermore, if the Alpha is aware of a member’s departure and does not request their return within a month, they are not obligated to come back.” Karissa had thoroughly learned the wolf council law during her tenure as a Sentinel and kept all that knowledge. “Given the way you seemed prepared to remove my aunt from our house, you would have likely demanded her return as well.”

	He refrained from giving an answer. 

	“You are required to contact me the second she shows up.”

	“Which is it?” I asked.

	Christof’s face twisted in a mix of disdain and confusion, his golden eyes narrowing as if he couldn’t quite believe the audacity of my question after his forceful demand. His brow furrowed deeply, and a sneer curled at the edge of his lips, his frustration barely contained. The arrogance in him bristled, but there was a flicker of uncertainty, a moment where he seemed rattled by my defiance.

	I shook my head, unsurprised by the blatant hypocrisy. 

	“See,” I muttered, sarcasm dripping from my voice as I grasped the doorknob, feeling the cool metal under my fingers. My eyes flicked to my pack inside the house, taking in their quiet, steady presence—each one loyal, strong, and standing behind me without question. The contrast to Christof’s arrogance couldn’t have been clearer. I gave them a sideways glance, my lips twitching in irritation, before turning back to him. “You say I’m not an Alpha, but here you are, demanding I follow your precious wolf council laws. Funny how that works, isn’t it?” My voice sharpened, laced with annoyance. “If I’m not really an Alpha, why are you so desperate for me to fall in line?”

	I looked at each of them standing on our porch and back up at the teens watching in fascination. 

	“Engaging in a conversation is not difficult. Except when you’re carrying a load of resentment and prejudice, you can’t keep your story straight—just like him.” I paused, a slight smirk tugging at my lips. Why not turn this into a teachable moment? “Is there anything else you would like to say before I shut this door in their faces?” I was asking Elaine and Karissa. For better or worse, they were family. 

	Both shook their heads. I turned to Christof and the other two, took a threatening step forward, and stood firmly in the doorway, speaking with adamance. 

	“The next time you have the itch to visit, call first for approval. I can’t promise I won’t kill you the next time you show up without permission. A risk I’m sure you’re not willing to take.”

	“I want my daughter back with me. If you don’t—

	I slammed the door in his face. He was naïve, coming into our space and assuming we’d be compliant. The first time he’d met me, there was not one ounce of gullible, pushover energy seeping out of me. I pursed my lips, coming to one conclusion. He’d come here tonight out of desperation. That meant he was losing control of his pack. 

	“Was that your old Alpha?” Jasmine directed her question at Karissa.

	“Unfortunately,” Karissa answered. 

	I reached back for the doorknob and counted to three in my head, opening it in time for Jenkins to be standing in the doorway. 

	“I come in peace.” Jenkins’ hands shot up in surrender. He gave me a lopsided smile. “Since I haven’t technically left yet, can we speak?”

	I gave Karissa the choice. She’d missed her friendship with Jenkins but was hesitant to respond. Karissa studied him for the longest second and I knew she was struggling to decide if she could still trust him. 

	“What do you need?” she asked, standing beside me. 

	He looked torn, hesitating to choose his words. He swallowed nervously and smiled though I could see it was hard to do. 

	“I told him that I would use our connection to convince you to do the right thing,” Jenkins said jokingly. 

	No one laughed. 

	He sighed. “You know I respect you and what you both have done.” He looked around and smiled, coming across a lot more genuine. “And your home is …” He smiled. “The rumor is this house was gifted to your pack as a peace offering from a vampire.”

	If he was digging for information that was already common knowledge, I wasn’t going to help confirm anything. 

	He wasn’t shocked by my lack of response. I didn’t believe in owing anyone an explanation, especially when it wasn’t their business to know. 

	“I’ll get to the point,” Jenkins said. “I am not here to ask you to tell me when or if Jessi shows up,” he whispered, aware that his Alpha could be listening in. “She’s better off here.”

	“You helped her leave?” Karissa asked.

	Jenkins offered a strained smile, his eyes flickering with unease. 

	“It’s like I’ve been walking a tightrope, stuck in this grey area,” he said, his voice heavy with conflict. His fingers flexed as if trying to grasp the right words. “I want to be loyal to my pack—they saved me when I was at my lowest, and my Alpha has always been there. But now … I also find myself loyal to you.” His gaze shifted to Karissa, searching for understanding, the weight of his divided loyalty pulling at him.

	He was being sincere, and I’d give him the chance to speak. Jenkins had never given me a reason to distrust him—except for his loyalty to a man who, in many ways, reminded me of Hansel. Men like Christof and Hansel were the same breed—drunk on power, always hungry for more control over others.
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