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            THE ALPHA KINGS’ DAUGHTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty Years Later…

      *Trisha*

      

      I groan as my phone alarm goes off and give it a slap, missing it the first time before my brain finally clears from sleep, and I hit it again before it gets louder. I don’t want to wake the whole castle, after all, or anyone in it, really.

      I know the guards are always down the hallway, but luckily, it’s pretty easy to get around them. Mom and the Dads couldn’t keep the hidden tunnels in this place a secret forever, and now that I know about them, they’re my best tool when I need to sneak off for an adventure.

      And today I really need to get away. Mom has been after me about my birthday coming up—well, all four of our birthdays since we were all born on the same day. But she keeps bothering me about finding out who my mate is like she did with my four dads, and the whole idea is tedious.

      There’s far too much to explore in this world for the Moon Goddess to hook me up with someone who’s going to be overprotective, making me sit in a castle forever, just staring at the world outside through the windows. Life is meant to be lived, and I’m going to live it to the fullest.

      The idea of getting away sounds better the more I wake up, so I hurry over to get dressed and grab the bag I’d packed and run a comb through my dark, super curly hair before taking one last look around my room. This time, I plan to be away a bit longer, and honestly, there are a few things I’ll miss, like the strange crystal wolf figurine I found last time I explored the castle tunnels. I don’t want anyone to take it, so I wrap it up in a towel and hide it behind some books on my bookshelf. Not that anyone would steal from the four Alpha Kings’ daughter, but I figure it can’t hurt to play it safe.

      The tunnel entrance is right outside my room, so I need to get past the guards. They aren’t exactly standing right outside my door, but still, it takes some good timing to sneak by quietly and head around the corner where I can take off the wall panel. I’ve gotten pretty good at putting it back up without it looking like anyone’s disturbed it. The tunnel is pretty dark, but I brought my flashlight, though I keep it set on dim so it’s not too much of a beacon in case anyone else is down there.

      No one ever is.

      The place is like a maze, and it’s a bit dusty and covered in cobwebs in some places, but I manage to find my way toward the outside entrance, which means I just have a quick sprint before I’m past the side gates. I hate that my wolf hasn’t awoken yet because that would make it so much easier, but I’ve managed to get out on my own dozens of times before.

      I remember when my siblings and I were about eight years old. The healer gave us blood tests and told us that we wouldn’t get our wolves until we were twenty-one. Apparently, the test to determine that was new at the time. Since everyone gets their wolf at different times, that test has made things easier.

      With one more turn before I hit the main exit, I figure I’m in the clear… at least, until I come face-to-face with a brick wall of a man with his arms crossed in front of him.

      I sigh. “Dad.”

      This one is my biological father, Tristan, probably the worst possible person to find me here. I have four dads, which is hard to explain other than my mom has four mates, so they’re all my dads. For simplicity’s sake, my siblings and I just call them by their first names or just “Dad.”

      “Trisha.”

      He doesn’t need to say much more. I just march out the side door, the one that leads into the hallway instead of to freedom outside, as he follows me.

      “Your mother is waiting for you in the library.”

      So, he’s already told her in the mind-link, and by now, half the castle knows I’m in trouble. There’s nothing worse than having one mother and four different fathers all telling you what to do, especially when those four fathers are the Alpha Kings of Dark Forest and the mother is the Luna Queen.

      I turn into the library to see Mom sitting on a sofa, and my other dads, Mark, Eli, and Reece, are all standing there with their arms crossed the same way Tristan was before. They’re really good at being intimidating, being the Alpha Kings. Mom has told me often of the contest they had before I was born. Back then, she was their breeder, which I can’t even wrap my mind around no matter how hard I try. She’s always been a Luna Queen to me.

      But back then, whoever got her pregnant first was going to be the Alpha King, according to the deal by the old Alpha King, who wasn’t even supposed to be on the throne, but Mom ended up pregnant with all four of us—me, my two brothers, and my sister, at the same time, but that’s a whole other story.

      Over the years, my dads threw the idea of just one king aside and just ruled equally, along with Mom. It works, because everything seems to be running so smoothly… too smoothly, to the point where it’s boring here, and I feel the need to get out there. I want to see the world beyond my kingdom and find some people I can help who really need me so I can make a difference in the world, all on my own.

      I just need to get out of the castle once in a while to make that happen.

      I don’t even start to argue with the dads. That’s a lost cause. I look straight at my mom, Luna Queen Rose. “Mom, this is ridiculous,” I complain. “I’m twenty years old, and there’s no reason why I should sit here staring at the walls when there’s so much out there for me.”

      She looks at me sympathetically, which is how she usually looks when I’m trying to tell her that my dads aren’t being fair. “I know, sweetie,” she says. “We just all worry about you, that’s all. All this sneaking around means we don’t know where you are or who you’re with, and your dads and I worry about that.”

      “If I tell you I’m going, you all just tell me no,” I say. “You’ve told me so many times that I have what it takes to be a leader, to help people out. Just sitting here in this castle isn’t helping anyone.”

      “Maybe we could send you with an entourage up to the northern territory,” Mark suggests. “They need some supplies up there.” He looks over at Tristan, who I can’t help but notice has that look on his face like there’s steam coming out of his ears. “What? I’m just making a suggestion.”

      “You’re not helping, Mark,” Tristan says.

      I look at Mom, who has her hand over her mouth to hide a smirk. “That could be a good idea, actually,” she says. She looks at me. “Sweetie, we just really don’t want to ever lose you again.”

      “Mom,” I say calmly. “I was an infant. Yes, a missing baby is cause to panic. I’m twenty—two zero. That’s two decades old—and the dads have been training me to defend myself, even without my wolf yet, since I could walk.”

      Mom looked at Tristan and sighed. “She has a point, dear.”

      Tristan shakes his head, and his arms are still folded in front of him like a statue that won’t budge. And I know he won’t. “Little flower, I—” He stops and looks at me. “Trisha, give us a moment, please.”

      I just shake my head and spin on my heels, walking out of there and straight back to my room. I don’t even feel like arguing that I have the right to be there. It’s so unfair when it’s five against one, well, maybe four against two since Mom sounded like she was being reasonable.

      “We’re still getting a handle on those rogues,” I hear Tristan say as I’m walking down the hall. “Maybe after her birthday, but before that when she doesn’t have her wolf, it’s too dangerous for her to keep leaving the city alone.”

      I cover my ears. I don’t even want to hear anymore. I’ve explored the city from top to bottom, and it’s out of options for me. Yes, I love the kids at the orphanage, and I don’t want to be away from them for long, but I’ve already gotten that place set up with all the resources it needs. I just have this feeling that there’s something out there waiting for me.

      I groan as I see two figures approaching—Matthew and Ethan. I’m sure my brothers already know that I was trying to sneak out.

      “Trisha, what are you doing?” Ethan asks. “You know we’re suppressing an uprising of the rogues. All it takes is to have one of them recognize you, and they’ll snatch you up in a second for ransom.”

      “I’m not going to get snatched,” I insist.

      “We always recognize you in your disguises,” Matthew says.

      “You’re my brothers,” I say. “You see me all day every day. Out there, no one is going to notice me even if I don’t wear disguises if I just dress like everyone else.”

      “But Trisha—”

      I wave them off and walk away before Ethan can say another word. It’s bad enough having four dads. Having two brothers backing up everything my dads say is unbearable.

      I slip into my room and plop on the bed, staring at the ceiling. I recognize a knock on the door, three light taps followed by a heavy one. “Come in.”

      Reeva peeks her head in first before coming in all the way and shutting the door. “I heard.”

      I sigh, looking at her. She’s got a book in her hand as always. “It’s okay. I’ll just spend some extra time at the orphanage. Katie drew a picture of me the other day. Maybe I can figure out how to find her a home.”

      Reeva plopped on the bed beside me. “Please don’t keep trying to sneak off,” she says. “I’d miss you if I didn’t have you to talk to.”

      “You’d do fine,” I insist. “And I’m never gone long. I just need to find someone.”

      “Is it the dream again?” she asks.

      I nod. “I just can’t get it out of my mind.” I turn to look at her. “Someone’s calling me, and I can’t tell who. I have to find them, no matter what.”
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            ANOTHER ALPHA KING

          

        

      

    

    
      Damon

      

      “Father, I really think you ought to—”

      “Nonsense, son!” My father, Alpha King Rohan, bellows from his spot out on the castle balcony. He’s very good at bellowing, especially when he’s got an idea in his head.

      That’s never a good thing.

      “My spies are going to do a perfect job of infiltrating the Dark Forest realm,” he continues. “They’ll fit right in. No need to worry about anything, my son. Your daddy has got this.”

      He smiles the way he always does when he thinks he has a good idea, which unfortunately is all too often. “Thinks” is the operative word. And I know that the idiots he’s chosen for the job are going to screw everything up.

      “Father, Hans and Brutus don’t know the first thing about spying,” I say. “Pick someone else from the kingdom—anyone, please.”

      “Pshaw,” he says. He looks at me like he’s just seen me for the first time and changes the subject abruptly, as he always does. “My boy, have you found a mate yet?”

      I shake my head. “Father, I’ll be twenty-one next month.”

      “Ah, good.” He comes up to me and slaps me on the arm. “Well, there’s time for that then. Carry on.”

      He storms by me and runs down the stairs.

      I have no idea where he’s going other than to get us even deeper into shit, so I just let him run off and stroll out onto the balcony myself. I see the team of idiots loading useless garbage onto the vehicles that will soon be bound for the docks.

      I shake my head, looking around. From the high perch, I can see the entire city and far off into the distance, where the billowing clouds meet the snow-covered mountains that border the inland pass. It’s not possible to see all of our Green Mountain realm, but I can admire all the progress we’ve made in modernization, mostly in spite of my father.

      Looking in the other direction, I can see the ocean, and across the wide blue expanse lies our enemies, the Alphas of the Dark Forest realm. It’s hard to imagine what’s over there on the other side of those unfriendly waves, and whether they’re readying ships to come attack us or minding their own business is anyone’s guess.

      But wondering isn’t enough for my father. He’s been obsessed with the other realm since the day my mother passed away. She was his true mate, and most of his soul seems to have died with her. At first, he screamed for nights on end, shifting and running off into the woods. The guards would report to me what they’d found the next day, and the sight was never pleasant.

      But it was even worse when he stopped screaming and grew quiet, sinking into himself and developing a whole world within his mind that did not match the world around him.

      It was then that his obsession began with the Dark Forest realm. Somehow, it’s their fault that my mother was taken from us. His downward spiral has increased until he lost all the wisdom he’d ever had and became a shell of a man. Where once he was brilliant, now he’s a bumbling idiot just like Hans and Brutus.

      I guess it’s his way of bottoming out.

      “Red wine! Why the hell don’t we have any red wine to go with the venison!”

      I close my eyes as if that will drown him out as he screams at the cook downstairs. It won’t.

      “Incompetent fools! We’re celebrating our newest accomplishment!”

      I gaze at the “accomplishment” as they give each other a swift high-five and pile into the backseat with stacks of baggage strapped onto a trailer behind them.

      “I’m pretty sure that spies travel light.” Having no one to hear me, I turn around and go back to my suite in the heart of the castle, imagining the end game in the war my father is instigating with his idiocy.
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        * * *

      

      I arrive at the campus early the next morning. I always hate leaving Father alone—Goddess knows what stupid decision he’ll make next—but I have a responsibility to fulfill in my training.

      The university is larger than most cities in my realm but for good reason. It houses not only the best programs in every subject imaginable, but it also has the Alpha training program for every pack in the realm. Though my future position as Alpha King is different from everyone else’s and requires special training at the castle, I still show up on campus as often as I can. Getting to know the other Alphas in the realm is an important part of my future, one that I take very seriously.

      “Future Alpha King Damon.” Alpha Axel approaches me and offers his hand, which I shake. He’s in his late thirties, a well-tested warrior with the respect of everyone in the program.

      “I do wish you’d call me Damon and not all those titles, Alpha Axel.”

      His amber eyes twinkle as he laughs. “I doubt your father would approve.”

      “My father approves of nothing but battling Dark Forest warriors on the other side of the ocean,” I say sadly.

      He nods. “The kingdom sorely misses our Luna Queen. I take it the Alpha King hasn’t given up his quest to begin a war?”

      “No.” I sigh. “So, we need to keep all our warriors in top shape for the mess he’s starting. I can’t stop him, Axel.”

      He puts a hand on my shoulder. “There is no healing a lost mate.”

      “And that’s why I’ll never go there,” I say.

      “Aye, but the realm will need a Luna Queen once you take the throne,” he says. “And you’ll need an heir. Don’t give up hope for that. Not all mate bonds are tragic. Look at my parents. Sixty years together and still in wedded bliss.”

      I shake my head, and he snickers. “Well, Future Alpha King Damon, my students are waiting for me. I take it you’re here for the warrior training?”

      “Yes. It’s as good a way as any to assess the leaders of the other packs.”

      He nods. “Don’t be too rough on them.” He laughs as he walks away, and I give him the finger.

      “Now, is that any way for a future Alpha King to behave?” A familiar voice has me spinning around.

      “Braden. Are they still letting the likes of you on campus?” I give him my best scowl, and he approaches with a fake bow.

      “Alpha King, I beg your forgiveness, my great Alpha King, but none can be as great as you,” he says.

      “Jackass.” We both laugh, and I hit him on the arm.

      “Just keeping you on your toes,” he says. “Where’s Alessandro?”

      “Gone for a few weeks. I sent him ahead of those other clowns to Dark Forest,” I explain.

      “Oh, a real spy.” He laughs again, but I feel a headache coming on thinking of my father’s ideas.

      “Well, Father forced my hand,” I say. “It’s either see what’s going on for myself or get stuck trusting Hans Fralig.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah… no. That dude’ll do anything for a pile of gems.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      He tries not to laugh as we head toward the training grounds. “The Starlight pack boys are here.”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “Oh? They’re never on campus. Good. It’ll give me a chance to check them out. Father thinks they’re great, which means I can’t trust them to throw a stick.”

      “I wouldn’t give them the stick to throw in the first place,” he says. “They’ll as soon poke your eye out with it.”

      “I’d like to see them try.”

      He laughs. “Oh, I’d pay money to see you shift and tear them apart.”

      “But I won’t for now. Till we work on better relationships with those northern packs. I don’t want to see the ore up there go to waste. We can’t get trade treaties by tearing up all their Alphas.”

      “You’re right,” he agrees. “But it would still be fun. So, have you been seeing that Alisa girl again?”

      “Who?”

      “Alisa, the redhead with the big… you know,” he says.

      “You really need to stop thinking with what’s in your pants,” I say as he shrugs. “And I’ve never seen her to begin with. What makes you think I have?”

      “She’s bragging to all her friends that she’s bagged the future Alpha King,” he explains.

      “Bagged me? If I’ve ever touched her, it was because she bumped into me in a crowd.” I frown at him. I have to be a little more selective as a future Alpha King, so I don’t let just any woman close to me. If I have a choice, I’d rather forget the whole mating and heir thing altogether. But since I can’t for the sake of my kingdom, I need to at least stay away from the hussies. Braden, on the other hand, likes to play the field. I guess it’s easy when you only have your own pack to worry about.

      “Well, you’d better set her straight,” he says.

      “Eh, it doesn’t matter,” I say. “If the whole kingdom thinks I’m taken, at least they’ll leave me alone.”

      He laughs. “My man, you’re not going to get an heir that way. You know, that old Alpha King in Dark Forest held a contest with a breeder. Turns out that one woman ended up having heirs for all four of the winning contestants at once.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I say. “They’re all four the Alpha Kings now I hear, and they made her Luna Queen. Can you believe it? A breeder as the Luna Queen.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. I heard she’s nice.”

      I look at him and shake my head. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Well, a nice lady as Luna Queen—we could use that here, don’t you think?” He wiggles his eyebrows, and I just glare at him.

      “I suppose a breeder could be my Luna Queen if she just leaves me alone except for when I need her.”

      He laughs. “Well, that’ll win you points with her. You want to be kind to your mate.”

      “I don’t need points, and I don’t need to be kind,” I say. “I need to run a kingdom. Now, let’s get to the training grounds.”

      I turn, and he follows me. I feel a pounding sensation in my gut. But I ignore it.

      The last thing I need is a mate.
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            LAUNCHING AN ADVENTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      *Trisha*

      

      I’ve been staring at the ceiling for half the night, gazing at the rays of moonlight that slip through the curtain dancing on the ceiling. I don’t have my wolf yet, but I feel like she’s already restless.

      I understand my mom’s point of view. I’ve heard a thousand times about the kidnapping when I was a baby, how some crazy woman snuck away with me and how they were lucky to find me.

      I don’t want to scare her again, but this is different. I just don’t feel like I belong here, not right now, and something about that moonlight is tugging on my heartstrings, begging me to leave the castle.

      My sister doesn’t want me to go, but she seems to at least understand that I’m hearing some sort of calling from somewhere far away. Every time I drift off to sleep, I see him in my dreams. It’s strange because he always looks like someone different, or at least, there’s been three different versions of him that I’ve counted so far.

      Sometimes, he asks for my help. Other nights, he’s just there, and something in my heart pulls me toward him as if I’m lost until I find him. Every time I leave the castle, I try to close my eyes and feel him in my heart until I can feel his direction.

      But then, I always get caught.

      My brothers and my dads—they’ll never understand me, and I’ve given up trying. I know they mean well. But my mother went far away from her home, and that was where she found them, and look at how their lives all changed.

      Reeva seems to think that it’s my mate in my dream, but I don’t think so. The idea of a mate just sounds so repulsive—always having someone demanding to know where you were. I get enough of that from my family.

      I just have the feeling that it’s someone calling to me for help from far away.

      I sit up, throwing off my covers and running into my bathroom to change. I grab my bag, which is still packed and in my closet, and this time, I grab the wolf statue that I’d hidden before and throw it in.

      It’s later in the night than I usually leave, which seems to be an advantage because the guard looks like he’s drifting off. I open my door a bit wider than the small crack I’d used to scout out the hallway and slip out, not even breathing until I’m in down the hall in the library that has the other passageway entrance.

      I use the knob to open it up and slip in, stopping to listen for several minutes to be sure one of my dads isn’t standing guard. I guess they figure I wouldn’t try again so soon because the coast is clear, and I slip out the back of the castle wall at a point where it’s only a quick sprint to the forest. In seconds I’m there, clear of the castle but still quiet and cautious so I don’t get caught this time.

      There’s just one more obstacle—the city walls, which are heavily guarded. People come and go at all hours of the night, so there are plenty of guards on different shifts. There’s no chance of finding them asleep and sneaking by. I’m going to have to bribe them.

      I duck into an alleyway near the entrance and dig through my bag. For a second, my hand hits the wolf statue, and I consider using that. I pull it out, looking at it and noticing for the first time that it has some type of carvings on it in the moonlight. I decide not to let go of it until I know what those are for sure. It might be worth more money than I’d need to bargain my way out of Dark Forest City.

      Putting it back in my pack, I reach for my gold, grab a few coins, and head for the gate. I take one last deep breath before passing through.

      “Miss.”

      I wince, having almost made it by before the guard called me back.

      “Yes?” I say without turning around.

      He walks over in front of me.

      Great.

      “You look a bit young to be off at night,” he says. “It’s dangerous out there. Do your parents know where you are?”

      Happy that he hasn’t recognized me, I paste on my innocent face. It’s lucky that I didn’t wear anything that looked royal, though I rarely do anyway.

      “I need to pick up some medicine from my aunt in Belshire,” I say. “Mom is sick and the pharmacies in town are out.”

      He looks at me for a while as if measuring my honesty, so I do my best to read ‘innocent girl’ in my eyes.

      “Belshire’s awfully far to walk,” he says.

      “I-I’m going to shift and run,” I explain. I figure that since I’m almost old enough to shift, I probably look the part.

      He nods but just keeps standing there, not saying anything but not letting me leave either. I narrow my eyes.

      Greedy bastard.

      “Oh,” I say, still feigning innocence. “Is there a toll for the gate? Here.” I hand him the gold. “Is this enough?”

      “It’ll do,” he says, putting it in his pocket. He steps back, and I turn around and walk forward, trying not to break into a run.

      Once clear of the gate I step into the forest, leaning against a tree and taking off my shoes to feel the soul of the forest in me. For some reason, I’m more in touch with things that way and feel like I can find whoever it is I’m looking for.

      A vision of the docks comes to mind. I shiver a little, and not because I’m cold. Ships run up and down the coast all the time. I’m not afraid of that. But some ships go over the ocean to a whole other realm.

      If the man calling for me is way over there, I’ll be a long way from home.
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      *Ethan*

      

      “Dad, I can’t go running off on some assignment when Trisha is missing,” I say.

      The whole house is in upheaval, and it’s barely 5:00 in the morning. I hate the look of worry in Mom’s eyes and just want to be part of the search crew. She can’t be far.

      “We have a whole castle full of people looking for your sister,” he assures me.

      Alpha Eli, my biological father, does not look any calmer than my mother. I know he’s right, that there are whole armies of warriors who can search for Trisha, but I just need to feel like I’m doing something to help.

      “Unfortunately, this is an emergency assignment that can’t wait,” he says. “We always find your sister, and she’s never far. But we have a problem up to the north at the resort.”

      I’ve heard the story of that place many times, where my father and aunt were trapped for a few days with some rogues who had taken over an abandoned resort deep in the forest. Their leader was apparently insane from the loss of his mate, and the people were nearly starving.

      Dad didn’t abandon them, though. As soon as he could, he sent a team to fix up the place and make them all members of our pack.

      “Your aunt Kelly sent a distress call yesterday,” he continues. “She wouldn’t send that unless she really needed the help. I’ve had a contingent of warriors getting ready all night, and I need you to lead them.”

      I sigh. I’d met Aunt Kelly only a few times, but she always acted like she’d known me forever. Ever since I could remember she’s lived at the resort with her mate, running things and reporting back to my dad. There haven’t been any problems until now.

      “It’s at the very edge of the territory,” he says. “That far out, the Stone pack, led by Alpha Drake, has a long history of questioning the authority of the Alpha Kings, back long before King Gene and even his father’s reign. If they’re causing trouble now, that could mean war if we can’t get a handle on this now.”

      I take in a breath. I understand the importance of maintaining the crown’s power. If every pack just did whatever they wanted to, there would be nothing but war in the whole realm, which I understand was the way it used to be when King Gene was in charge.

      I need to go to keep things peaceful in our realm. That, and I need to protect my aunt if she’s in danger. She’s a really nice person who seems to care about others quite a bit.

      I nod. “I’ll be at the front gate in thirty minutes,” I say.

      “Make it twenty,” Dad replies.

      I nod again and make my way back to my suite at a fast pace. I have to stop halfway there, though, as the former Alpha King and Queen are taking a stroll down the hallway, and I have to give them a quick bow.

      Former Alpha King Edward nods and Former Luna Queen Marcella gives a slight curtsy. The couple is getting very old but always looks so happy. I’ve grown up in the castle with them around, and they always seem to have time for children, to tell a story or look at something we’d made.

      Theirs was a terrible story. The former Alpha King Gene, their son, had stolen the crown from them and kept them prisoner separately to keep their minds foggy. They are true mates selected by the Moon Goddess herself; that is clear in the way they look at each other.

      But for my entire life they have both been free, enjoying life in the castle with no responsibilities. Though King Gene had no right to assign the throne to anyone, King Edward has accepted my dads’ rule. In fact, he has encouraged it, especially since they had rescued and reunited him with his mate.

      Once I pass them, I head down the hall and into my room, quickly assessing what things I need to bring, knowing that the warriors likely have all the provisions necessary even if we need to fight a battle.

      I’m a few months away from getting my wolf, so I will take a back seat to those warriors while still guiding them on. All four of my Alpha dads have trained me in combat strategy from an early age.

      Satisfied that I have everything I need in the bag and still worrying about Trisha, I head toward the front gate.
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            WHICH SHIP?

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      My unofficial aunt and uncle, Shelby and Sam, are riding with me in the SUV on the journey to the resort. Sam was once Beta for the corrupt Alpha King Gene, though Sam has always been an honorable man that I count as family.

      I’m not crazy about having my aunt in harm’s way, but there’s no stopping her from coming to see my biological aunt Kelly, mostly because Kelly’s daughter is pregnant, and they haven’t seen them in so long.

      Her son, Isaac, is set to be the Alpha in this territory once we handle the problems here. Apparently, descendants of the original rogues who took over when the place was abandoned think they can waltz in and claim it as their territory.

      Not with my four fathers in charge.

      A tall man greets us on the outskirts, his hair the same shade of red as mine. He waits as our driver parks and meets me at the door almost before I have a chance to step out.

      “I’d know that hair anywhere,” he says with a laugh, holding out his arm amiably. “Cousin, it’s good to see you again. It’s been a long time.”

      I shake his hand firmly. “Why we don’t see each other more often, I have no idea. It’s good to see you, although I wish it was under better circumstances.”

      “As do I,” he says, nodding. “I hate to bother the Alpha Kings’ army, but I thought it best that we don’t let these rogues think they can encroach on the crown’s land.”

      “That’s true,” I agree.

      “Oh, where are my manners? I’ve never introduced you to my future Beta, Katherine—” He nodded toward the woman at his side with short dark hair. “And you probably remember my father’s Beta, Andrew.”

      “Good to meet you, and good to see you again,” I say. I haven’t seen a pack with a female Beta before, but this woman seems certainly capable, her physique powerful and her stance confident. She nods lightly, just once, at her introduction, and I return the gesture.

      “Well, let’s get back to the compound,” Isaac says. “We’ve had a good day without any attacks so far, so we won’t need to get to skirmishing with rogues tonight.”

      “My warriors will be disappointed,” I say.

      He laughs and pats me on the back. “Your warriors and I will get along well. Come, we have a dinner prepared for you.”

      “You didn’t need to go to any trouble,” I said. “I have a lot of warriors to feed and plenty of rations. I could dine with them.”
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