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Author’s Notes

	 

	The tales of Bonnie and her pack. A werewolf that doesn’t get a break from the things that lurk in the night. I have to admit, writing the Claimed Series leaves me with chills every time. The series was birthed from a real place. Mill City, Oregon is a small town and I have an amazing best friend who lives there. After my many trips to her home, I began to take Mill City in. The mountains, trees, and exclusion were captivating and scary at times. At night, there weren’t streetlights, so it was dark, and I’d picture something predatory jumping out to get me. 

	And, one day I thought, “Wouldn’t it be cool if werewolves lived here?” And the story was born. 

	 

	I’ve been writing stories for years now and have yet to share my older work. Don’t worry, I plan to. Writing for me came from years of being stuck in my head since I was such an introvert in my youth. I wrote poems, screenplays, and monologues, and soon discovered the excitement of writing longer stories. When I think of Bonnie now, as the main character in a very inclusive pack, I can’t help but think of how much I always wanted a pack of my own. I’ve gotten that now with amazing friends like the one from Mill City, but it wasn’t until I met Bonnie that I opened myself up to having a pack of my own. 

	 

	Yes, I know the Claimed Series is a fantasy. But, is it really? Hmm.

	 

	If I can say one thing to all the readers, embrace your pack, find one, or even join mine! I thank you all for finding Bonnie! She’s been going through it but she’s learning. Aren’t we all!

	 

	
Thank you to Triplicity for giving me the platform to show my work. Your support is why I’m still with you! Thanks to my editor Julia Wagner, for not just editing but enjoying my stories! And to the entire team that helped design the cover and turn a story into one everyone will read.

	 

	
I would like to dedicate this book to Mill City, Oregon. It wasn’t until this book that I began to see how much I love your town with its streams, mountains, and trees. Even the cougars…of for this book werewolves! 

	 

	And to my best friend, Tessa, for living there and entertaining my ideas of werewolves living near her. I promise not to let vampires stay too long. They might be coming…

	 

	
Chapter One

	 

	Frozen by muddled thoughts, I lay quietly, trapped between what was reality and what was my past resurfacing. Her fingers were soft, grazing down the curve of my jaw. There were many things I loved about her. Regret squeezed my lungs shut, the fear of never being able to tell her I loved her again. Not saying yes, when she whispered in my ear to marry her as I slept. 

	“My Collins. It has been too long.” There was that consoling soft whisper in my ears again. It had haunted my dreams for years. Tainted any chance at finding love again. Not until…

	The light came to me from lucid dreams. My brows pinched together as my head swayed from side to side. My eyes fluttered open, the light causing me to squint. Tears stained my cheeks. My mouth was dry and pasty from lack of water. I tried to lick my lips and the taste was bitter to my tongue. 

	I used my nose to smell where I was, finding nothing familiar. It took my eyes a minute to adjust, and I stared up at the rough interior of the ceiling, carvings of patterns I could not recognize from any modern décor. 

	My instinct to run and find my mate nearly heaved me forward but I sucked in a breath instead. I squeezed my eyes closed to let go of my urgency to shift. Heat swarmed my belly and it raised to my chest, my wolf announcing itself. 

	Calm. I spoke to my wolf, soothing it. This was different. I’d never been able to talk to my wolf this way. I could feel my Omega grin, pleased that I had easily reached out without the struggle I normally had. In the midst of fear, I had gained a new insight by letting go of my human need to be in control. My wolf was me. And now I was awake and aware of my surroundings, and my wolf was awake with me.

	When I opened my eyes again the bed dipped, and a hand pressed against my forearm. I was not naïve. This wasn’t my pack’s home, and this touch didn’t belong to my mate. It was her. The woman who had haunted my dreams for the past week and the woman who had once stolen my heart were one in the same. 

	Alexis leaned over my body like a lover soothing me awake. Her brown eyes widened when our eyes locked, excited to see me. I expected to feel cold rough fingers, but Alexis’s were warm and soothing, despite the darkness she contained. 

	I shuddered when the tips of Alexis’s fingers brushed over the spot where I’d been stabbed. I grimaced, reliving the dagger that pierced through me. The reptilian vympyrus, Jaleel, had enjoyed hearing me scream out in pain. The silver blade seared through me, and time seemed to slow before darkening.

	I had willingly given myself up to Jaleel after he’d enthralled and kidnapped my brother, Darnell as a successful tactic to force my decision. My brother and I weren’t close and the knowledge of him being my nephew and him knowing the truth about where I’d come from long before I, had only made my reunion with him more difficult. But he was family and I loved him despite his flaws. I could not let my brother or anyone else be under Alexis’s control.

	I wanted to pretend Alexis had been only in my dreams but seeing her now, it was a reality check I could not change. Mahogany brown hair fell over her oval face. One corner of her mouth lifted into a grin when our eyes locked for a second time. Her beautifully light brown skin hadn’t aged.

	I laid on the bed, my gaze never drifting from Alexis. She wore the same face as someone I once knew. She repositioned, giving me room to sit up. Expression blissful and warm, Alexis only watched me with anticipation. Her lips curved into a smile, expecting me to reciprocate her feelings.

	Even if I closed my eyes again, it would not change the outcome. No. I couldn’t hide from this. I scooted upright, still a little weak. I needed food if I was going to recover completely. I wore only a sports bra; there was no sign of injury when I brushed my fingers over my stomach. Being a werewolf had its rewards and fast healing was one to be thankful for. I stared down at myself; no residue of proof of being stabbed.

	My eyes peered around, guarded, and unsure of what was happening. I decided to focus my attention on everything but Alexis. I was on top of silk crimson sheets. The walls were painted a dark maroon with gold feather designs. There were candles meticulously placed at the center of both nightstands alongside the bed, calmly lighting the room.

	I kept my head down. 

	“Where is my sister?” I asked. The last thing I remembered after Jaleel had stabbed me was my sister carrying me. I knew she was here. 

	When I looked up at Alexis, there was no intake of breath or heartbeat to alert me of what she was feeling. I glanced up briefly and gazed at the vein in her neck that carried no pulse. Alexis was dead, or what the supernatural word referred to as undead. Afraid to meet her eyes, I shifted my head back to the sheets and waited for her response. 

	“Is that all you have to say?” Alexis asked, dismayed by my standoffish demeanor. 

	My hands pressed to the sides of my body and gripped the sheets tightly. Carefully, I let out a breath to control my wolf’s potential temper. I didn’t want to be here, and Alexis was a fool to think that I did. 

	How did she expect me to respond? I was hurt and tried not to show it, but I could never hide my emotions from her. 

	“I have nothing to say to you until I see my sister.” I could barely control my tone; my larynx was suffocating from indignation. I did what I could to control my agony, but the hurt came out.

	Alexis moved off the bed with inhuman speed and stood beside the door, arm stretched out in invitation for me to leave. 

	“I’ll take you to her now.” She couldn’t hide her frustration, lips pursed, jaw tightening. 

	I slid off the bed and searched for my shirt, finding it folded on the dresser across the room. My body ached. My ribs were damaged and still healing from the stab wound. I dressed and ignored her eyes on my body. I lingered near the dresser and a brief glance at her was all it took to weaken my brave demeanor.

	Alexis turned and walked out of the room. I slid my shirt over my head, frantic to see that my sister was unharmed. She guided me through a long corridor made of smoothly carved stone, the curved ceiling shaped like a wide U. There were taper candles every twelve feet to keep the ambiance softly lit. The surface was made of stone, no wind to hint that we were close to an exit. I couldn’t smell trees or wild animals and I furrowed my brow, realizing there was no way Rikki would be able to find me and come here without a fight. 

	We reached a spiral staircase. I peered down, tilting my body awkwardly on my tiptoes to get a look as to where we were heading. 

	Alexis noticed what I was doing and stopped on the third step. 

	“You aren’t going to reach her that way.” She sounded amused. Alexis didn’t bother turning to face me and continued down the stairs. I tried not to notice the tightly fitted leather pants she wore that hugged her ass. 

	I shook my head and focused on the obvious. I was in Alexis’s safe place, so this had to be the cave I’d come to when the black witches had given me the blood spell. I’d met my biological father and the urgency to meet him had left me with only more questions.

	At the bottom was a short passage. I was about to question if she was lying about having my sister but as we rounded the corner, I could smell my sister’s anxiety. I walked into a cavernous hall; a dining table made of stone was at the center of the open space with oak wood chairs around it. 

	Wood through the chest could kill a vampire. Either Alexis’s sense of humor or lack of fear made me stare at wood chairs. It was like werewolves sitting with a silver sword in the hand of an enemy. A glass chandelier draped over the dining table with candles replacing what would normally be lightbulbs. Decorative vintage art hung on the walls, changing the dark and dull ambiance into a warm and inviting living space. 

	My sister stood when I came into view. 

	“Bonnie!” Braelin’s posture straightened, relieved to see me. She was seated in one of the chairs. She sneered at Jaleel, who lingered a little too close to her for my comfort.

	I rushed to Braelin’s side and noticed her wrists were bound by silver cuffs. Other than being limited in movement, Braelin didn’t appear to be in any pain. 

	“He hasn’t touched you in any way?” My gaze drifted up to Jaleel for a second, but he didn’t pay attention to me. 

	“I am fine. Did she touch you?” Braelin asked, glaring at Alexis, her hatred not going unnoticed.

	“I just woke up.” I cupped Braelin’s cheek and pressed my forehead against hers in regret. “You shouldn’t have come.” If anything happened to Braelin, the pain wouldn’t be something I’d ever get over. I wasn’t as strong as Jaleel, but I’d find a way to kill him if he touched her. That was a promise I’d keep to myself. 

	Braelin’s brow furrowed. “I was not going to let you leave without me.”

	“Now that you can see she is fine—” Alexis started. 

	“Uncuff her!” I turned, fists bawled tightly, my gold eyes glaring into Alexis’s brown ones. I had not forgotten the eyes that taunted me in my dreams. Alexis was trying to appear human to me. 

	“We both know you have too many servants throughout this maze-like cave,” I said. “It would be pointless for her to attack you head on or try to escape. And she won’t try to leave without me.” 

	Alexis stood unmoving and quiet. Her mouth curved upward, eyes flashing black with constricted sapphire pupils. 

	“Acknowledge me and perhaps I will consider,” she said. Clearly, Alexis was tired of being dismissed. 

	I grimaced and before I could lift my head up, tears welled in my eyes. I sucked in a shuddering breath and felt my lips quiver as I blew out slowly. My jaw trembled with rage, and I let out another frustrated breath. 

	If I acknowledged Alexis, it would mean that she was real. Something I was not ready to do. I looked at my sister before deciding. Braelin’s wrists showed what were close to third degree burns; her skin was peeling and inflamed from the silver cuffs. The longer they stayed latched to her wrists, the worse it would get. I knew Braelin could manage but that was not the point. Braelin shouldn’t have to suffer in the slightest because of me. 

	When I finally looked up at Alexis, a tear slid down my cheek. I wasn’t scared. I was hurt and didn’t know how to release it without screaming. Alexis was as beautiful as I’d remembered. Chestnut eyes, long dark hair that I’d get lost in while twirling it around my fingers. I never thought I’d see her again. Her lightly creamed brown skin still looked as smooth and soft as I remembered. Everything about her was the same, from her petite body to her full lips. She was stunning and I hated her for it. She oozed confidence that I always inspired to have. A black woman who knew how to stand on her own two feet, comfortable in her skin and open to possibilities. That’s one of the reasons that drew me to her.

	“What’s wrong?” Braelin noticed my hesitation and dread in confronting Alexis, as if the tears hadn’t been obvious enough. “Bonnie,” she muttered, and I glanced briefly at my sister long enough for her to see the truth. Her mouth hung open, shifting a glance toward Alexis before speaking to me. “You know her?” she said it as if I’d always known who had been causing trouble for our pack.

	“Much longer than you’ve known her,” Alexis said proudly. She took a step in my direction but halted when we locked eyes.

	I lifted my hand, shoulders tense. I wouldn’t let Alexis act like things between us were rainbows and sunshine. 

	“Is it Alexis or is it…Rachelle?” I asked, not sure if I ever knew her. Evidently, we were going to have this conversation. 

	Alexis pursed her lips, no longer smiling. “Both!” she responded, sounding indifferent, and nodded for Jaleel to give us some distance. “I never lied—”

	“Shut up!” I spat, frustrated and irate. My body trembled, my wolf on the verge of taking over if I didn’t calm down. Alexis moved closer. I shot up faster than she expected and took a quick step back, holding my hand up high enough to align with her face. “I swear…come near me and I’ll punch you so hard that you might actually feel something.” More tears threatened to spill but I held it in long enough to say my next words. “Was I always blind to what you are, or did you have a sudden life-altering change that forced you to leave me?”

	Alexis showed genuine human emotion for the first time since I woke up. Not arrogance. There was regret. Her eyes softened and she tried her best not to say the wrong thing. 

	“Yes and no,” she confessed. I could see regret spreading past her eyes and seeping down to her fidgeting fingers. “I have always been this way, but I did not leave willingly.”

	I snorted and wanted to say something harsh. 

	“You are telling me the almighty vampire witch was forced to leave behind the one person she claimed to love?” I said, doubtful. I ran both my hands through my hair, suddenly in need of fresh air. I had so much rage building inside me that it could devour this entire cave. “What kind of monster are you?” I hissed.

	“Don’t call me that!” Alexis took another step, and I froze. “My love for you was always real.” She closed the distance between us and carefully reached out to touch my face. Her fingertips brushed my cheek, mouth agape as a crimson tear slid down the side of her face. There was remorse in her eyes. “I had no choice. Things were much more complicated back then.”

	I was trapped by her gaze and the softness of her fingers caressing my cheek. She wasn’t enthralling me. It was our past that trapped me. 

	“Leave her alone!” Braelin snarled, trying to reach me but unable.

	I moved my face away, taking another step back. I expected Alexis to move toward me again, but she stood immobile. Her eyes shifted to the floor; I could feel pain emanating from her. How could she be the one hurting? I would not feel sorry for her.

	“I am not a monster.” Though her tone was calm I could tell I cracked an emotion out of her, that even she didn’t want to acknowledge. 

	I decided not to poke a sensitive issue and thought of a memory we once shared. Alexis had never been someone who liked to be called crazy and despite everything, I wouldn’t throw that in her face now. 

	“I’m sorry.” The words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

	Braelin let out a gasp, shocked by my apology.

	I hated this already. In less than ten minutes I was already apologizing to the woman I was ready to fight before I woke up. I hadn’t seen this coming. But how was I supposed to pretend a couple years of my life didn’t circle around Alexis once. But for me, she was Rachelle.

	“Bonnie, please tell me what’s going on?” Braelin wasn’t naive.

	Alexis walked toward my sister, and I moved to the other side of Braelin, watchful of Alexis as she released my sister from the cuffs. 

	Alexis bowed her head and smiled. “I will give you two a moment. But I expect a private conversation with you after.”

	I nodded. I was tempted to say thank you, but I sucked in a breath instead. At the end of the day, Alexis had forced my hand into coming here by threatening everyone I loved. She wasn’t the good person in this story, despite our history. 

	Braelin opened her mouth to speak but I lifted my finger to my lips, signaling for her to stay silent. I wanted to make sure we were completely alone before we started to talk. I could no longer sense Alexis’s presence, and my shoulders loosened. 

	“What’s going on?” Braelin grumbled, rubbing her wrists which were already healing.

	I moved toward the table and took a seat, all energy leaving me. I wondered about that same question too. For the past five years I’d been living with the acceptance of never seeing Rachelle again and here she was now as a black witch and a vampire named Alexis. 

	“She...” I was stuck in memory. Braelin tapped my hand and drew attention back to her, and I frowned. “She was the woman I thought I’d never see again.”

	“Okay, now you’re being vague,” Braelin huffed and took a seat, facing me. 

	“I knew her as Rachelle,” I explained.

	Braelin shrugged. I realized I had never mentioned Rachelle to anyone except Rikki, and that was recent. Even then, I never uttered her name. I had wanted to bring up Rachelle, but it would only bring back the pain and sadness I’d felt and tried to release years ago. I never got over Rachelle and instead accepted that I might not see her again. 

	“Rachelle was my girlfriend.” I frowned, rephrasing my words. “She was my fiancée. She’d proposed and I asked for time. But I was planning to say yes.”

	When my eyes locked onto Braelin’s, there was an unsettling glare that told me she clearly did not approve. She craned her neck to one side and nodded before speaking. 

	“Okay! I didn’t see that coming.” I heard Braelin’s jaw pop, and I knew if I didn’t explain soon, the next time Alexis came in here Braelin was going to lunge. 

	“She wasn’t like this though.” I would have never fallen in love with someone who took pleasure in hurting others. Alexis played mind games and enjoyed creating chaos. Rachelle was nurturing and lively. “Rachelle was sweet, funny, and very human like. I don’t remember or think she ever acted in a way that would suggest otherwise. I mean, I didn’t go checking her pulse to see if she was alive, but still.”

	Braelin stood up, needing space to think. “You don’t care for her still, do you?”

	I cleared my throat, not anticipating that question. I didn’t want my sister doubting who I wanted to stand beside me. 

	“Braelin. I am happy with Rikki and would never consider anyone else.”

	“She isn't anyone else,” Braelin reminded me. “She was a woman you clearly loved and by the simple fact that you aren't behaving how you normally would around a threat, it leaves me to wonder.”

	“And how would I normally act?” I argued, defensively. 

	Braelin snarled. “For starters, not apologetic for hurting her damn feelings.”

	“Rachelle can be sensitive to certain—"

	“Rachelle,” Braelin argued, her eyes a dark gold. “Her name is Alexis. The same Alexis who has been stalking you. Sent ghouls and got a reptilian vympyrus to take you. Killed innocent people.”

	I nodded. “You’re right. Alexis did all of that. And Alexis is Rachelle. I know that.”

	“And you didn’t answer my question!” Braelin said. She sighed, sitting back beside me and taking a slow breath. “You can’t still care for her?” 

	Braelin’s inquisitive gaze told me my response mattered. I didn’t know how to answer the question. It wasn’t like Rachelle ran off with another woman or broke my heart. I thought she’d been kidnapped or worse. I’d been happy and ready to marry her before she disappeared. I couldn’t answer my sister and kept my eyes averted. 

	Braelin sighed, leaning back into the chair. 

	Changing the subject, she asked, “How is she up? I thought she was in some state of hibernation and only able to reach you subconsciously.” Braelin looked me over, searching for bite marks. “Or was that the illusion she gave?”

	I brushed my fingers over my neck, feeling nothing but the scar I received when the ghoul bit me. 

	“Or perhaps, it was your assumption.” Alexis stood under the archway that led to a different passage, a glass of blood in her hands. 

	“Then how are you awake?” Braelin questioned, standing protectively in front of me.

	Alexis smiled, finding Braelin amusing. “Synthetic blood from your bloodline. I have merely been bound here, not unconscious.” 

	“What do you mean?” I asked. Braelin and I stood, not comfortable having our backs to Alexis. There was no point in Braelin attempting to shield me. If Alexis wanted to come near me, she was more than capable.

	“You have been given time with your sister. Don’t I deserve the same courtesy after so much time apart?” Alexis asked, eyes lingering on me like a lover ready to be reunited. 

	I dropped my eyes, conflicted by how I should act around her. I knew Braelin was right. My past with Alexis made it hard for me to put a huge wall up between us, but she had answers I needed to know. And the love we shared had been special and not something easily forgotten.

	“I’m not leaving—” Braelin’s eyes went wide as her mouth shut forcefully from Alexis’s magic. Her hands rushed up to her mouth and nose, bumping into the chair. The muscles in her neck strained and I moved to see what was wrong, realizing Braelin was unable to breathe. 

	“Whatever you are doing, stop!” I screamed at Alexis, who had her attention strictly on my sister. Rushing over to Alexis, I stepped in front of her, blocking her view. Her eyes darted at me and whatever magic that possessed my sister released her. 

	“You don’t want me to call you a monster and yet you act like one,” I pointed out. 

	Alexis’s eyes beamed with rage, her stance straight and demanding. For a long moment, neither of us spoke as I listened to my sister regain her composure. 

	Not shifting a glance, Alexis called out a name. “Jaleel.”

	The reptilian vympyrus stepped into view on command. “Yes, sire.”

	“Take the werewolf,” Alexis ordered.

	My eyes widened. 

	Alexis took a seat, placing her glass on the table. 

	“She will not be harmed as long as she does not resist,” Alexis assured me.

	Braelin stood firm and guarded. “I’m not going to leave you with her.”

	“I will be fine. But you won’t if you fight them on this,” I said.

	Alexis wore a smug grin. “Yes. I am more than capable of keeping her safe. More than your Alpha can.”

	“Don’t insult my mate. That’s the quickest way to stop me from acknowledging you.” I had no intention of hearing Alexis bad-mouth Rikki or anyone I care about. I shut my eyes and blew out slowly. “Please Braelin. Go.” I wasn’t asking her as a sister but as an Alpha’s mate. 

	Braelin sneered, eyes narrowed on Alexis before she nodded once and was guided out by Jaleel. 

	Alexis sat with her legs crossed and eyes closed, consuming the rest of the blood in her glass. When she was finished, she placed the glass on the table and licked her lips. 

	I stood, guarded both physically and emotionally. I struggled not to forget that she was the vampire witch who had brought harm to my pack and allies. But all I could do was stare at her, nauseated and bewildered. Alexis tried to pretend my reaction to her wasn’t valid or reasonable, but I could see through her stiff posturing she carried regret and sorrow. 

	It had been five years and the way I had felt about her wasn’t mild or fleeting. It was a wound I had placed a big Band-Aid over when it should have healed with gentle care. When she looked at me, for a heartbeat I saw the woman I fell in love with, and I needed to shut my eyes. I couldn’t see the vampire witch that Braelin wanted me to hate.

	“Not happy to see me?” Alexis whispered.

	I sucked in a breath, baffled by her question. My jaw popped and I knew that was my wolf ready to shift. 

	“Are you serious?” There had to be some part of Alexis that knew what she had done was wrong. A tear managed to slip out and I quickly wiped it away, not wanting to cry in front of her. It wasn’t about weakness. I had no intention of allowing her to think my tears were for her to console. “You just opened me up completely and tore my heart out. Which part of your freaking mind has this delusion that I’d be happy to see you?”

	Alexis sneered and shook her head as if not interested in hearing my grievance. 

	“You lived well, I see!” she muttered.

	 I snorted, mystified by her reaction. My fingers dug into my hips, staring at her in consternation. 

	“Will you stop with this...facade?” I moved my hand up quickly, gesturing for her not to speak as her mouth opened. She was quick to defend herself without taking the time to listen. If there was one thing I was good at when it came to our relationship, it was making Alexis see beyond her own bullshit. 

	“You’re acting detached. As if I have no right to want to punch, scream or fucking...” I bit my tongue, wanting to let my wolf out and kill something. I wasn’t violent but she was bringing that part of me out. I couldn’t let her have that power over me, but she did. I let out a growl and shook my head frantically. So much time wasted on thinking she’d been kidnapped and murdered. At that time in my life, I’d been deemed broken by my own thoughts. My emotions were scattered, seeing her standing before me now. 

	“I can’t believe you.” I squeezed my eyes shut, my head spinning out of control. There was so much I wanted to say but nothing could come from my muddled thoughts. “You tried to kill people that I loved.”

	“I didn’t try anything!” Alexis sneered. “I sent ghouls after you, yes. But if I wanted your pack or Alpha dead, they would be.”

	“She’s my mate,” I reminded her. Alexis didn’t reply and I rolled my eyes. “What about the humans? Or taking my brother?” I questioned.

	Alexis nodded. “That was Jaleel being a bit too ambitious. Once I found out about him taking your brother, I told him to bring him back to you. And he did...unharmed!”

	She was unbelievable. Alexis had an excuse for everything.

	“I have never lied to you,” she stated. She spoke quickly, spotting my reaction. “I never shared the truth of what I was...but I never stated a lie.” Alexis stood, leaving her glass on the table. “Therefore, I am not lying to you now.”

	Alexis closed the distance between us, giving me one of her famous smiles I used to adore. I shut my eyes, not wanting to fall for that trick.

	“I have a right to be upset,” I said. Part of me wanted to find the women I knew and had searched months for. But, thinking about Rikki, I wouldn’t mislead Alexis into thinking my heart was open for her to snake her way in. She was dangerous and a threat to everyone I cared about. That was a fact I needed to remind myself of.

	“I may not like it, but I won’t disagree,” Alexis replied.

	I opened my eyes to find her seated back at the table. She was staring down at her empty glass. I hadn’t even felt or heard her walk away from me. “I understand your bitterness towards seeing me. And I acknowledge that our reunion wasn’t under the best approach.” Her eyes shifted my way as she spoke. “I even admit that I am not the same woman you fell in love with. I have done terrible things.”

	“Like keep my father prisoner?” I stated. I wasn’t sure if she knew that I’d met him recently when searching for clues to who was stalking me. After meeting the witch coven, High Priestess Mira and being spelled to slip into an astral plane, I’d nearly fallen off a cliff and been rescued by a man I never thought I’d meet. 

	Alexis nodded. “Your father knows exactly why he is bound to me.”

	“Should there ever be a reason?” I retorted. 

	“In this world, yes!” Alexis stated. “I never wanted you to see this side of life, where things lurk in the dark, but you’re here. And this is the reality of the supernatural world. Debts must be paid, and it can be done in many forms.”

	A thought came to mind. “You knew who I was when we first met!” I accused. “Sought me out.”

	Alexis stood again. “You must be hungry.” As if telepathically called, Jaleel walked into the open space. 

	I pursed my lips, annoyed by her ignoring my question. 

	“Why am I here? Clearly, you don’t need my blood,” I waved my hand toward her empty glass. Alexis continued to ignore me. “Rachelle!” I finally snapped, using the name I knew her by.

	Her eyes darted to me, and Jaleel stood in anticipation of what his master might do. Alexis turned to face me. “It is too soon for me to answer those questions. Because those questions will lead to more you are not ready to know.” I frowned as she continued. “I want you to trust me. At least, the version you once loved.” I averted my eyes, not sure what to say. “Or perhaps...some part of you still loves,” she added. 

	This time I narrowed my eyes at her. “I only want the truth.”

	“What is that saying?” Alexis thought for a moment. She tilted her head, grasping for the word that couldn’t form in her mind.

	Jaleel grinned in reply. “She can’t handle the truth,” he slurred.

	Alexis grinned. “Exactly.” She walked up to me and reached for my hand, but I pulled away. Her expression went blank. “If you think me impossible to understand or harsh, then fine. I have lived too many centuries and had to be this way to survive. But you will care for me again because you will see that I still love you. Despite your disdain in how I claimed you, I have no doubt you will understand that I did this for you.”

	Alexis looked at Jaleel and he sneered, looking at me. 

	“My apologies for manipulating your human nephew.”

	I snorted, seeing that he was very much up to date on my family’s dynamics in referring to my brother as being my nephew.

	Alexis lifted her chin and Jaleel continued. 

	“And for stabbing you. I was only making a point,” he clarified. 

	“What point was that? How much you like sticking daggers into others or that you like brainwashing innocent people?”

	Jaleel didn’t like my response. He looked ready to say something, but Alexis interjected. 

	“Perhaps you’d like to see your sister. The feast will be in one hour.”

	“Feast?” I questioned.

	Alexis smiled and before I could ask more questions, she was gone, moving at a speed I barely captured. 

	Jaleel stood watchful of me. “This way!”

	Arms crossed over my chest; I took a moment to get over my own anger. There was no point complaining to Jaleel or trying to find Alexis. I needed to be patient, something I always struggled with but liked to think I’d gotten better at.

	Jaleel was unbothered by my emotions, waiting for me to follow.

	When I sighed, that was the signal he needed to know I was ready. I rolled my eyes, knowing I wasn’t done asking questions. Alexis would tell me what I wanted. It was only a matter of time. 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	After walking up what felt like several flights of stone stairs, Jaleel opened the wooden door, and a gust of wind blew through my unkempt hair. The two braids I had needed a makeover but that was the last thing on my mind. 

	Braelin stood from the chair, rushing to my side as Jaleel slammed the door shut. There was an opening that exposed the nighttime outdoor atmosphere but from the distant trees and mountains, I could tell we were too high to climb down or up. We could jump from a greater distance than any human could but after a few hundred feet, our risk of splattering was greater than landing on our feet. It was the perfect caged room. The only furnishings were a full-size mattress on the floor and a chair pressed into the corner of the wall at the opposite end. The open ambiance that led outside of the cave looked like a perfect place to sightsee if we were willing guests, taking a tour, versus prisoners. 

	“Are you okay?” Braelin asked. She managed to scan my body like a bite detector without hovering too close like she normally did.

	I nodded. “Yeah,” I lied. Inside, I was freaking out. I had pretended to be strong when I first saw Alexis, but my insides had crumbled and melted all at once when I realized who it was. After all this time, Alexis had been alive and well. Or Rachelle. Part of me didn’t know which name to use. 

	“No, you’re not,” Braelin said softly. She sighed and pulled me into a hug. 

	I didn’t want to be comforted, feeling guilty. I’d brought trouble to our pack again. But as Braelin’s arms curled around me, I couldn’t stop myself from crying. There was so much pain bottled inside me in such a brief time. And most of all, I missed my mate. I hated the torture Rikki was under, knowing I was the cause. Our relationship had finally reached a point of deeper understanding and I’d been excited to explore more of it. I hadn’t seen this setback coming. 

	“We will get back to your mate!” Braelin promised. “Just work on your meditations. I know that is the key.”
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