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Chapter One

 

“Take one … long … breath in … and hold.” Shiloh’s voice had a gravelly timbre, reminiscent of stones grinding together, right before taking a breath. He sat tall with his legs crossed, tucked underneath his thighs.

I sat beside him on the prickly pollen-infested grass. I had been scratching the same itch at my thigh for the past ten minutes. I took a deep breath. Shiloh thought it would be helpful to meditate, to reduce the chances of my magic going supersonic on the pack, like it did three months ago when I accidentally put them to sleep. I hadn’t minded the meditation, finding it quite helpful, especially since it was done during the mornings. But today, Shiloh wanted me to meditate on the grass in early spring weather, when there were more bugs flying around and the pollen had doubled. Not to mention less than fifty feet from the pack home in the backyard. My pack was loud, which seemed to be on purpose by the way they unnecessarily kept slamming doors and laughing overtly.

“Now release your breath … and let all the air leave your lungs.” Shiloh sounded like one of those hypnotherapists on YouTube I tried listening to once. Overwhelmed by pack needs and my own, I was desperate enough to try guided meditation. Let me just say, I was the percentile that got nothing out of it. 

“When you take another breath … think about all the muscles in your body and how heavy they are.”

I snuck a peek to see if he was really into meditation, and when I opened an eye, Shiloh looked actively intoned. I wiggled my hips, taking a deep breath and mentally groaned at the itch that wouldn’t go away. I shut my eyes and focused on his breathing but all I could think about was scratching, sure my skin would be enflamed if I wasn’t a werewolf.  I gave into my irritable impulse and scratched. 

His raspy tone was smoother as if he’d deepened into the meditation. 

“Release again … and this time … picture those heavy muscles getting lighter.” I could hear Shiloh exhaling and mimicked his sound, knowing I wasn’t in the headspace to have the same passion he had. “That weight is all the pressure of being a responsible Omega.”

I had a lot of pressure as of late, since I found out I was also fae. And that came with a new father and secrets I had to uncover. I frowned, thinking of the nine months I had left to find out what fae family had destroyed mine and also find a way to reclaim my family's independence, or I’d be enslaved to a fae Queen for the rest of my life. Then there was telling my adoptive mother the truth, which I delayed on purpose, chickening out. I told her I wanted to wait until my brother Devon returned home from the military so I could tell them as a family, and that gave me a pass. But he was going to be home tomorrow. Then there was adapting to Malcom, the father who gave me up to his only human daughter, who turned out to be my sister. 

My life was a soap opera.

“Inhale … and take all those thoughts you aren’t supposed to be focusing on.” Shiloh’s voice was louder than before, snapping my attention back to the present.

Right. We were meditating. 

Shiloh didn’t say anything for a while and I peeked over to find him watching me, inscrutable, with his hands resting on his knees. 

“Good job, Bonnie. We’ll do this again tomorrow.”

I stifled my groan. I liked it better when I only had to learn how to fight, which Tato would expect me to be ready for in another hour. 

“Thanks. Today was very revealing.” I was terrible at relaxing so close to pack. Thinking of them had opened the door to me thinking of everything else. 

“It will take time.” Shiloh was sweet in reminding me to give myself some grace. 

I tended to be hard on myself when I wanted to get something done right. 

“I know I should be patient with myself.” I sighed and watched as Shiloh stood gracefully without using his hands or rocking up to his feet. I was not as technically skilled as Shiloh and rocked up forward, standing as I called to my core strength to lift me up. It was a move Tato taught me to use if I was knocked down and needed to quickly recover back to my feet. 

Shiloh pointed to my belly and pressed the palm of his hand against it. 

“Remember … to pull on your magic, think about it being stored in your stomach and you will see it clearer in your mind.”

I gave him a goofy, crooked smile. “You’re the best.”

He huffed. “Tell my stubborn sister that.” His native tongue came out sharper and I noticed pain and exhaustion lingering in the depths of his mahogany brown eyes.

I looked at the left side of his face and asked the question that came to my mind from time to time. 

“When did you get that scar?”

Werewolves didn’t scar easily, having fast regenerative healing. 

Shiloh smiled but it did not reach his eyes. 

“I am an old wolf. Perhaps it was before I reached puberty and took my first shift. Perhaps after.” He bowed and walked toward the house without saying another word. 

There was still a lot I wanted to learn about Shiloh, but I knew enough to tell he was lying. It wasn’t my place to question or push him and decided not to ask again. 

I looked up to see Rikki walking out onto the back deck. My brows arched, taking in her new hairstyle that was wet and slicked back, water dripping down to her collarbone. Her fresh haircut stopped at her mid-jawline; both sides shaved. She was wearing a black sports bra and shifted slightly so that I could get a better look. I stared down at her six pack and the waist cut underneath her black loose shorts. Her fingers tugged at the hem of them, as if trying to straighten the briefs she wore underneath. She’d been training twice as hard as the pack the past three months, readying herself for trouble ahead, and it had paid off. I could also see that her confidence, which had been shaken since I’d joined, had restored. It wasn’t easy dealing with the many challenges we’d faced and having a mate like me make a lot of mistakes that led to her being questioned. 

I didn’t bother walking over, continuing to admire my mate from afar. Though Rikki’s body faced my way, she didn’t look at me, but something told me she knew I was watching by the way her soft pink lips curled into a smile. I swallowed, blowing out exaggeratedly as if I was overheating in a sauna. Sexually, I was. Rikki’s arms reached over her head, tight muscles flexing as she tilted her head back and howled using her human voice. 

In response, the pack members that were here did the same thing and I joined; the insecurities I had previously about being a part of the pack were gone. I knew a few pack members were still concerned I’d screw things up again, which I couldn’t blame them for feeling but mostly everyone had finally begun to trust me. Or more-so, I’d finally begun to trust them. 

Rikki wanted to run, hunt, and feast as one. The full moon was not for another nine days but Rikki had made it a priority to bond with the pack more, without the moon as a reason to hunt. The pack spilled out of the house, some sharing in the blast of synchronized passion to shift and stripping their clothes away. I smiled, feeling the impulses my pack had. They were excited with hunger, sex, and the need to kill. I could feel my pack’s needs as if they were palpating onto my flesh and replacing my own heartbeat. I let out a shaky breath, and looked toward the deck to find Raine, the human I’d rescued in a werewolf lab, and her newly born son beside Shiloh, standing protectively close to her. Her son, Jamison, had been born a few weeks ago. Izzy was holding Remy, the first werewolf cub that was born into the pack as Ric kissed his mate on the lips. 

They would join us at the den once we were finished with the hunt. 

I shut my eyes and focused on my breathing to try and tune the pack out enough to release my wolf, who hadn’t run in a week. When I opened my eyes again, most of the pack was naked and in the middle of their shift. 

Rikki was already in the body of her wolf, her strong muscular form next to me within seconds. I crouched and nuzzled my face into her dark fur, breathing in her wild earthy scent that centered me. My wolf now clawed to get out and hunt beside my mate. I was still a bit shy when undressing in front of the pack, but it did not stop me from removing my shirt. 

“Hurry up, Collins!” It was Lloyd standing bare, purposefully trying to embarrass me with his manhood hung for all to see.

I lowered my head. “Oh, God!” There was no way I would be able to get naked around him now. I heard Greenly chastising him and I rolled my eyes. 

Rikki tilted her head, aware of my discomfort and positioned her body to at least cover my lower half as I forced my mind to block out Lloyd and undress. I turned my back and shook my arms as I let my wolf take over. 

There was no pain, more like warm water running down my skin, soothing me from any discomfort. The air was nippy, providing a breeze, like being in a hot tub during winter. I went from standing on two legs to four, closer to the ground but able to sense and feel everything more around me. I shook my long body, ashen gray fur protecting me from any chance of cold. My claws sunk into the soil, and I lifted my head to see my sister and Malcolm coming up beside me. 

My wolf had been more guarded than me the past two months, unable to shift and allow Malcolm to see my wolf up close. Today would be the first time he’d be able to run beside me. But he needed my mate’s approval more than mine. 

Rikki slinked between us with ease, Malcolm moving a few feet back, coming across submissive when she turned and let her gold eyes narrow onto his. Where I was unsure if I could trust him to stay and become the father he claimed he wanted to be, Rikki was concerned that Alexis had done her damage on him, and he was here as a spy.

Alexis, or as I’d known her several years ago when we were together, Rachelle, had been spelled inside a cave prison she’d made into her own little castle. She was a black witch and vampire; Malcolm had served her for most of my life. Though she had released him, Rikki was not taking any chances that would tempt him back into old habits. 

I did not mind my mate's instinct to protect me. She looked fierce but also beautiful and easy to look at. There was no life worth living without her, and I was grateful to have such a patient and supportive mate. 

Rikki moved toward the front of the pack as they waited to be led. I moved beside her, as her mate and the Omega. When she tilted her head up, she howled and veered away with a speed that ignited the bond for a hunt. 

I didn’t fall asleep afterwards like I normally did, being able to stay awake and aware. There was still a lot of time in the day to bond and share memorable moments. The pack were mostly dressed in the clothes we stored in a few chests that we kept here. Izzy and Raine arrived soon after we finished our hunt, with the two pack cubs. The sun was out, light clouds and a soft breeze shuddered the few leaves in the trees around our pack den. 

It wasn’t often that we hunted during daylight but with hosting our first supernatural summit in two days, Rikki had wanted to make sure we were all grounded and at our best when the night came. The idea of having a summit had been born when Kayla came to help us face the fae Queen. Kayla was half vampire and werewolf and after finding out I was also fae, it was important that we be open to all supernatural to attend. It was a way for us to build alliances so that when threats came knocking or, in most cases, barging their way through, we could have each other's backs. But there was a lot more to it and it was an exciting experience to be a part of. 

Tato knelt by the fire ring of stones, placing wood strategically in the center as he worked to make a campfire. It didn’t take long before fire crackled and helped contain the wild energy around us. I sat along a log that was frequently used as a place to sit, beside Cecelia and Rosemary, as we talked about our hope for the summit. 

“Good job, babe!” Rosemary cheered when Tato stood proudly at the fire he’d made.

He turned, walked over and kissed her fully on the lips before heading over to Rikki as she spoke with a few in our pack. 

“How’s the mate bond going?” I asked, wanting new details on their relationship. Tato had been guarded for a while, eventually opening his heart to Rosemary and it seemed he never looked back after. 

Rosemary was glowing, auburn hair falling around her face, as her green eyes locked onto Tato, not caring who watched her drooling over her mate. I’d known Rosemary for a couple years before I was introduced to the supernatural world. I’d been a paramedic and she’d always been Nurse Summers. 

“He’s a good man and a confident wolf. And I’ll always love him.” Rosemary spoke, never taking her eyes off him. 

It was Cecelia who caused Rosemary to turn to us and roll her eyes. 

“And I’m sure it doesn’t hurt that he’s good in bed.”

We all laughed. 

I could feel Rikki moving around, trying to give the pack some attention, like a parent not wanting to neglect a child. Wherever she moved, my eyes always seemed to follow, enticed by the way she walked and oozed dominance. When I first met Rikki, I thought she was a bit rigid and strict but in the past months, I’d found that part of her was exactly what the pack and I needed. Not so much the rigid part but I understood her better, and therefore I loved her more for it. But she’d also loosened up in ways, being more playful and expressive to the pack. She was our leader, yes. But we were also family. 

She was speaking to Toni and Ric when she casually glanced my way, making me aware that she’d noticed me staring. I blushed and turned my head back toward the conversation Cecelia and Rosemary were having. 

“What did the Alpha say about you and Toni having cubs?” Rosemary asked, softly. 

It was an uncomfortable topic and one I had not expected to come up, looking to Cecelia for a response. Having a cub born into a pack was very rare these days. It took an Omega to have a pregnancy reach full term without an unborn wolf ripping its way out or a female werewolf shifting on a full moon and having a miscarriage.

Cecelia paused and looked awkwardly at me and then at her mate, who we were all sure could hear the conversation if he wanted to. 

“I’m sorry,” Rosemary reached out and touched her hand. “It was inappropriate of me to ask.”

Cecelia smiled. “I get it.” She wasn’t angry and the discomfort seemed to slip away after taking a breath. “We’ve both wanted this, so I know the eagerness to want to know.” She looked at me again. “I’m certainly not putting you on the spot and we don’t have to discuss this right now.”

“You can share, if you want,” I offered.

I appreciated Cecelia giving me the option, and also reached in to squeeze her hand. I’d disliked Cecelia when we first met, finding her rude and dismissive to even her own pack. I now understood the fierceness she had to protect her pack from someone who could bring trouble their way. And trouble had followed. But we’d clicked one day and never looked back, building a real bond of our own. 

Cecelia looked nervously at me when she answered. She was not a nervous woman except when it came to having cubs. 

“Your mate told us when you are ready, you’d let us know.”

This was the first time I heard this. Perhaps, Rikki thought it was best for me to hear it from Cecelia, giving me the space to make my own choice without leaning on her for an answer. My eyes widened a fraction, not sure what to say. I was still learning how to control my abilities and find my balance. And the thought of having another life to worry about gave me a bit of anxiety, but I hated that their future cubs would come down to when I was ready. But what did I expect, when I was the only active Omega in the pack? Shiloh was an Omega too, but he wasn’t in the pack, and I suspected he only hung around because of Raine and her newborn son.

“Again, there’s no pressure to talk about this. When you’re ready, I trust that you will let us know.” Cecelia’s words were sincere, but I couldn’t shake the guilt lingering in my mind. 

I smiled and was relieved when my sister, Braelin, came up and offered me some smoked salmon and crackers. She kissed me on the cheek, and I shifted to make room for her to sit. If there was one thing I was thankful for, since being plunged into the supernatural world, it was gaining a sister. The two brothers I grew up with had cared about me, but I had always felt like they did things more out of obligation. But now with my life the way it was, perhaps it was me always feeling like the outsider and keeping them at arm’s length. But with Braelin, her love was strong, and I knew she would always be there for me.

“And what about you?” Rosemary turned the attention onto my sister, sporting a wide grin. “How’s your love life been?”

Braelin’s brows arched up to her forehead, finding the question frightening. If there was one thing I had learned about my sister, it was that she didn’t get personal about anything. And she was very good at deflecting or downright avoiding questions about her personal desires altogether. Braelin looked my age and sometimes younger than me, depending on how she changed her look, but she had been alive for a little over seventy years and a werewolf for over fifty, turning after she and our father were attacked by a werewolf. 

She narrowed her brown eyes at Rosemary and looked appalled by the question. I tugged at one of her twisted locks playfully, trying to get her to relax before she got up to run. She took a breath and smiled, forcing herself to make small talk. 

“Nothing to report,” Braelin said, stuffing another smoked salmon, cracker combo into her mouth. 

Evidently, Rosemary was not going to drop the subject. 

“Really, because according to Jr., you are his mate to be.”

Braelin rolled her eyes. “As I’ve told him, straight to his face several times, he is not my mate and never will be.”

“But why?” It seemed more wanted in on the conversation; Nelia walking over as she sat on the hard soil, the campfire warming her back. “He’s tall, a dark chocolate of yum, and has the most charming personality. Besides, he might be one of us soon.” Nelia looked at me for confirmation. 

I smiled, giving nothing away. It would be Rikki’s decision, and one I would not pressure her to make. I trusted my mate and though she had shared her pros and cons of turning him, she had yet to inform me of her choice. 

“Then you can have him,” Braelin snapped. 

“It doesn’t work like that, and you know it,” Cecelia said. “You can sleep with whatever unmated wolf you desire, but to claim as a mate, our wolves have to mutually be aligned. Or at the least, for werewolves mated to humans, the wolf has to still be a part of the decision making,” she continued. 

Braelin sighed. “Fine then!” She couldn’t keep the bite out of her voice. We all knew it wasn’t directed onto anyone but herself. “My wolf hasn’t claimed him.”

“Have you tried listening to your wolf?” Nelia asked. 

Braelin stood. 

“Come on! They are asking because they care and want to see you happy.” I tried convincing her to stay but I could tell her decision was already made. 

“Let’s talk later,” she said before kissing my cheek again and walking off. If she wanted to talk, it was most likely about our father. 

The conversation eventually drifted back to softer topics, until I noticed Rikki approach and looked up to smile at my mate.

Rikki was respectful, greeting the women around me. She extended her hand, and I took it as she guided me away. I quickly waved goodbye to them as they grinned with curious fascination. Rikki didn’t talk, her fingers firmly gripping mine. 

We walked for several minutes, the woods denser further ahead. We weren’t on a path, and we avoided thick thorny bushes. I was getting better at using my nose, a musky odor sharpening as we moved closer to whatever wild animal was nearby. I scanned the trees, searching frantically, and had to remind myself I was now at the top of the food chain. 

“Cougar!” Rikki pointed off to the right at the area about thirty feet away and I looked up at one of the thicker branches to see a cougar hiding at the top. “It’s waiting to see what we will do,” she whispered. 

The pounding in my chest relaxed as I watched the cougars’ eyes soak in our presence, very still but ready to run if we moved toward it. Goosebumps rushed up my arm. It was exciting to experience life this way, something I never considered important before. 

“Come on. We’re almost there.” Rikki’s smile was warm and affectionate, squeezing my hand as I let her guide me.

I could hear the sound of running water as we walked and was eager to reach wherever Rikki was taking me. I noticed a clearing of trees ahead; my eyes widened when we came upon a large pond with a waterfall coming from a cliff face twenty feet high. The water was so clear; the stunning ambiance with large boulders and native plants enhancing the worthy sight. 

“Rikki!” I turned to her, shocked she’d kept this place hidden from me for so long. 

She smiled. “I know!” She stepped in to kiss me. “I think we’ve all been on edge for too long.” Rikki sighed. “I have! I know I haven’t been as open as I should. I’m just trying to do better. Besides, it was winter and too cold to come enjoy this place,” she said.

I cupped her cheek, finding her honesty endearing. 

“Thank you.”

Rikki took a step back and removed the shirt and shorts she’d put on after arriving at the den. She looked, wow … I needed to touch her soon. 

She was giving me a furtive arch of the brow, guiding me toward the water.

“Are you crazy? It’s still cold,” I rushed out, resisting getting into the water. 

She reached in to remove my shirt and I let her, knowing I did not want to touch that freezing water. My breasts enjoyed the breeze that brushed along my nipples, but the look of the water made me hesitate. I was aware that I no longer felt the cold air anymore but there was a difference between that and going into icy cold water. It was forty-five degrees with slight wind in Oregon.

“Trust me. Our body heat is impeccable in cold water.” Somehow, I knew that wasn’t entirely true. But she was being cute and free with me so, I couldn’t say no. 

We’d had a rocky two months since I’d decided to leave the pack with Jaleel when he’d come to our home with my brother as his version of a peace offering. I told myself I was leaving to protect the pack, and it caused a fracture within our bond, something I’d been working diligently to rectify. I loved my mate, and I never wanted to see that pain in her eyes again. 

Rikki closed the distance between us, and I put on a brave face to let her slide my shorts down. She took pleasure in undressing me and I had to admit, it felt nice. I squealed when she picked me up and I hitched my legs around her waist as she walked us into the water. I looked down to see that she was already knee deep, preparing myself for the cold.

I looked back up, hunger in her eyes taking me in. My breath caught before her lips were on mine. She moaned into my mouth, and I could feel the vibration of her need as she sucked my bottom lip. 

One of her hands slid down to my ass and then up the side of my thigh, squeezing me in the perfect spot. 

I whimpered and let out a harsh shuddering breath at the same time she dipped us both shoulder-deep under the water. It was cold, as I expected, but the feeling of her body pressed against mine as her nails dug into the flesh of my back, it all felt too good. Our bodies together contained our heat, the water feeling like an aphrodisiac rather than a mood killer. 

Our lips parted, Rikki working kisses down to my jaw and up to my ear, nipping on the lobe. I closed my eyes, dizzy with need as my clit pulsated. She knew how to touch me. How to love me. 

Rikki raked her fingers down my back, my breath hitching, the sensation sliding down between my legs. We kissed for what seemed like hours, our tongues taking turns sliding into each other's mouths. I’d been too swept away to notice her moving us to a large boulder that lay partially in the water. 

She propped me on top of it, my ass not bothered by the smooth hard surface, and I leaned back, her mouth closing around my nipple. I scraped my fingernails through her new haircut, and she shuddered, letting out a deep sigh. I was so wet, and I needed her soon. I couldn’t contain my erratic breaths and groaned when Rikki’s thumb brushed across my bottom lip. I sucked it into my mouth, our eyes locking, while her other hand stroked over my hip to my waist. 

Rikki knew what I needed, moving her mouth back to my nipple before lowering down between my legs. I opened myself to her, needing to feel her tongue on me. I trembled when she caressed my thigh with her mouth, tongue, and teeth torturing my body. I was ready to touch myself if she didn’t do it soon. 

And just as I made up my mind to reach down, she was on my clit, sucking it into her mouth. 

“Uh, Rikki! Fuck!” I gasped, colors exploding into my mind as I forced myself to keep my eyes open and watch her pleasure me. Her tongue licked over my clit then found the perfect spot, as if to say, come for me. The pressure built and I felt partially embarrassed by how fast I was about to come. I shuddered, lifting my ass up as I lay back on the palms of my hands.

“Uh baby, I’m coming!” I moaned, writhing as Rikki’s tongue continued to work its magic. My orgasm came just as she slid two fingers inside me. I let out a moan, reaching up to bury my fingers inside her hair and I cried out, consumed. Wave after wave, I crashed into euphoria, until I dropped against the boulder. My blood roared in my ears as I waited for my heart rate to return to a reasonable pace.

It took me a moment to find my words. 

“Well … damn,” I said hoarsely, throat raw. I was still sensitive between my legs, but I wouldn’t have minded experiencing that again. But more than that, I wanted to relish in kissing and making love to Rikki before getting my next round. 

I sat up, no longer worried about the cold and slid into the water beside my mate, kissing her soft and unhurriedly, and tasted myself, sucking her tongue into my mouth. 

Rikki cupped my jaw, forcing me to look up, her eyes meeting mine. 

“I love you!” She spoke so matter of fact, and I blushed. She wasn’t someone who naturally expressed her feelings with words, and it meant a lot to hear.

“I love you too.” I ran my thumb up the column of her neck and kissed her again, ready to touch her, but was stopped. 

Rikki’s body stiffened, her head jerking up.

My eyes widened from her sudden move, aware that she sensed danger, the muscles in her arms flexing under my touch. She glanced around, looking through the trees, and for several beats I waited, hoping she’d tell me we were safe. But I knew my mate and she wasn’t a paranoid leader. There was someone or something out there. 

I worked hard to catch the scent but couldn’t find it. Perhaps it was someone who knew how to disguise it and Rikki was able to sense them. 

The sound of Rikki’s growl deep in her chest told me trouble was coming, and it wouldn’t be an easy fight by the way she overheated so quickly. 

And in a harsh breath, Rikki said the word I was afraid to hear. 

“Shift!”

 


Chapter Two

 

Rikki moved us toward the center of the pond, grabbing my arm as she yanked me out of the water. Her eyes were a royal gold, fangs partially shifted into her mouth. 

“Bonnie, shift now!” she snarled, then used her human throat and howled, calling for our pack. Her body shook as she looked at me, speaking to me, not as my mate but my alpha. 

I tried to focus on my wolf, mind frantic and scared by the intensity of her gaze. I could feel my wolf pacing, clawing, saying let me out. The problem was my body was still recovering from my shift earlier. I wasn’t used to shifting more than once in a day. And not with so much anxiety flooding my nervous system like it been left without oxygen for too long. My head pounded and I squeezed my fists, screaming at my body to let go. My eyes couldn’t help but search for the threat coming through the trees. I could feel them now. Maybe five. No, six. My head was scrambling. 

“I don’t have time to shift, but you have to.” Rikki stepped in, grabbing me and bit my arm.

I screamed on the next breath as my body stiffened, every muscle tightening passed its limit. The pack magic forced its way inside and my wolf called, snarling here I am. My eyes burned and jaw popped, the first signs of me shifting and I dropped harshly to my knees.

Rikki used her human throat and howled as I watched something big lunge from one of the trees and directly toward Rikki, large claws trying to rake across my mate's face. 

I tried to watch and make sure she was okay, but my vision blurred dramatically, as if I’d suddenly put on the glasses of someone with bad vision. I heard something splash loudly into the water from behind, but I was consumed by the pain and need to shift. My bones were breaking and reshaping, my shift partial when I felt something slam hard against my back. I flew forward, my face imploding into the hard soil and waited for whatever it was that attacked to come finish me off.

I heard a roar, followed by loud splashing again, scooting to my knees as my shift came a lot faster now. It was meant to be painful, but the quickness and force of the shift caused me to experience more pain than I was used to.

When I turned toward the pond, I was now on all fours and could see Rikki cornered by three … wait, those were not werewolves. My snout lifted to smell them and from their size, I knew they weren’t normal cougars. They were twice the size of a mundane cougar, and they smelled like magic; a different kind of shifter. Rikki stood, waiting for one of them to make the first move, unafraid and ready to kill.

The cougar shifter from behind leaped first, faster than I’d seen any feline move, and that was my cue to join in. Rikki allowed the cougar to leap onto her, splashing down into the water and going underneath, and I ran to the cougar closest to me that was propped on one of the boulders near where Rikki and I had been before our interruption. It turned, very long fangs exposed, and it ran for me. I felt unprepared, not experienced or trained in fighting cougars, and leaped to my left when its claws came inches from my throat. 

The third cougar rushed behind me, and I knew if it reached me, I’d be in trouble, unable to fight both. They were too fast, and their claws weren’t something I’d ever joke about. I dodged two more strikes. I considered allowing my wolf to take over when I saw, from the look of it, Tato and Lloyd, who were the fastest in our pack. They both rammed into the cougars I had been facing, a scramble happening before my eyes. 

Now that help was coming, I looked back toward Rikki who was still underwater as the cougar over her continued to jerk in and out the water as if trying to tear off my mate's head. 

Toni leaped forward, blocking me before I could run and help my mate, his white fur brushing over my body and forcing me to stay put. Two more wolves came into the clearing and headed for Rikki to help, while one assisted Lloyd as he snarled when the cougar raked its claws down the side of his body. Blood poured out of Lloyd, and he writhed, tumbling to his side as he tried to get up. By now, half of the pack was here and focused on taking out the three cougars when I sensed danger from behind. I’d thought I’d detected six cougars and looked toward the trees, Toni doing the same as he circled me, trying to make sure I was protected. 

I didn’t know who to focus on, my mate seemed too far from me. I was unable to see her with all the fighting going on around me. I growled when I heard movement in the trees and as I expected two more cougars came out, running straight for me. 

Toni leapt in front of my body, shoving me back and met them head on. I could feel the collision as if it were my own body being attacked. I scurried back, trying to give Toni a safe distance to fight, but the second cougar that had come out was faster and able to maneuver around Toni, a few feet from me.

Its long fangs dripped with saliva as it moved gracefully, trying to circle me and find a weak spot. My wolf snarled and I knew I was losing control and focus. The cougar launched at me, and I tried to pivot but it was faster, and its claws tore into the flesh over my shoulder. I growled out in pain, and it moved again, fangs coming for my neck. I shifted my front legs up, blocking the cougar from tearing into me as we flipped over into the dirt. I leaped to my feet, running toward the water, thinking of how cats typically hated it, or at least that’s the story I wanted to believe. It reached me before I could get in the water, not that werewolves could swim. Its claws came within inches of my neck. I had moved just in time, calculating the chances of its attack. 

The cougar was too consumed with attacking me that it didn’t sense Toni coming up from behind. He leaped on top and buried his teeth into the back of its neck and shook violently. 

I was relieved for only a beat as the cougar that Tato had been fighting rushed toward me and knocked me into the water. I was only a few feet deep as I twisted to my feet, trying to dig my claws into its belly, but it was fast swiveling around, the pain in my injured shoulder flaring. I looked up to find a cougar leaping directly at me and froze, unsure of where to go.

Just as it was mere inches from my body, Rikki slammed into the cougar, her arm immediately curling around its neck and squeezing, cutting off its circulation. The cougar squealed frantically, clawing to get Rikki off its body, but my mate was too persistent and agile. I looked around to see that most of the cougars were darting back into the woods, running as they were now outnumbered by my pack. 

There was one dead cougar several feet away with Toni standing over its lifeless body. 

The pack didn’t try and follow the retreating cougars, all attention on my mate as she squeezed even tighter, forcing the cougar onto its side, until it was incapacitated. 

Braelin moved to my side, licking my wound as a show of affection and relief, our father several feet behind. My body hurt all over, but I had to be strong and make sure my mate was okay too. I had to make sure my pack was safe. The pack crowded into the pond that now felt too small as Rikki slid off the cougar and hovered over it.  

We watched the cougar’s body shudder and shift into the body of a man with shaggy brown hair. He had an olive skin tone with a slender form. He took a few gasping breaths as he looked up, nervous to find Rikki and the pack surrounding him with nowhere to run. 

His eyes darted around but he didn’t move to sit up.

Rikki continued to hover; her canines now shifted back to human ones so that she could speak. “Who sent you?” she asked calmly, though I knew she was far from it. 

He continued to look around, slowly propping himself on one elbow. 

Rikki reached in and grabbed him by the jaw and dug her claws into his skin, drawing blood that dripped from her fingers. 

“Who. Sent. You?” Every word was felt as the man shrieked under her gaze. 

“I don’t know,” he said quietly, looking everywhere but at her. 

I limped closer to see him better and his gaze instantly fell on me as if he recognized me. Rikki noticed and snarled, squeezing his face hard until he winced. 

“I don’t … know,” he choked out, stuttering between words. “We were assigned. I only follow orders.”

“From whom?” Rikki bellowed. She wouldn’t ask again. “And why do you look at my mate?”

I was tired and my body wanted to sleep, the pain in my shoulder was not going away as I’d hoped. Braelin moved closer as if sensing my discomfort and allowed me to lean on her. Cecelia moved to my other side, and I was thankful for their comfort. 

The man opened his mouth to speak but before he could utter a word, Rikki spoke first. 

“If you lie and say your Alpha, I’ll kill you … painfully,” she finished. “I know for a fact that cougars do not operate as a pack.”

He hesitated and then spoke. “We were all assigned to kill …” he swallowed and whispered, afraid to say the words. “… to kill you and your mate.”

The way Rikki’s jaw popped, I half expected her to rip his throat out, but she controlled herself. “By whom?”

He rushed out, “I swear, I don’t know. I wasn’t the lead on the assignment.”

Toni walked beside his Alpha and knelt down, making sure he wasn’t standing over her. No wolf should ever stand over their Alpha. He looked to Rikki and then the man. 

“Do you know why you were assigned to kill my Alpha and her mate?” he asked coolly. 

The man looked to me and then Rikki before answering. “All I know is that … you guys are causing trouble. Something about a summit that could disrupt something or someone.”
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