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Chapter 1


Nessa





I thought I had gotten away. 

Dad had insisted that I take the motorcycle, a nice dual-sport Yamaha. Liz, the youngest, was supposed to go with Ben. He would put her onto a Greyhound, and then hitch rides south. Dad decided that I could handle myself well enough to do this on my own. And he’d sent me out in the afternoon, before the rest of us planned to make their break, making it look like I was just running an errand.

The panniers held a set of clothes, a blanket and food. And I was wearing Mom’s ring, the one she had left behind before disappearing.

It had taken them only one day to catch up with me. Dad had thought he’d be able to buy us three days, but we had underestimated the Hunters. Badly.

I was a block away from my motorcycle, holding a bag with some food, protein bars and a few sandwiches. No weapon. And those five men were crowding me, pushing me towards a van.

Before I could do anything, one of them had a knife on me. I froze.

“Get into the van,” he hissed. “Don’t even think of making a scene.”

Actually, that was a good idea. I called up my wolf for strength, twisted away from him, slammed my fist into the stomach of a second man and started screaming.

“Help! Help me!”

Curses erupted around me, with one of them trying to wrap his arm around my throat. I ducked away from it, twisted some more and shoved my way between two of them, still screaming.

I was ready to run, but one of them tripped me and I fell, landing flat on the pavement and banging my chin on it. Stars danced through my vision, even as I tried to get back on my feet.

Rough hands grabbed my arms, pulled them back, lifted me, holding my wrists.

I struggled, shaking and kicking, and just as I took a deep breath for another scream, someone clapped a hand over my mouth. It stank of cigarettes, and I almost gagged.

They were dragging me towards that van again.

I could see people standing there, watching us, and one of them had her phone out. But she was filming us, rather than calling for help.

I kicked and twisted, because I knew only too well that once I was in that van, chances of my survival would rapidly diminish.

Roaring filled my ears as an arm tightened around my throat again, and I wondered how long I could keep fighting.

And then more men appeared, men in black leather jackets, wearing sunglasses and hard expressions on their faces. The hold on my throat eased.

“Let her go!” The speaker had red hair and a very menacing voice. All of them pushed towards me, and the men who had attacked me retreated.

The one holding my wrists pushed me hard, and I stumbled forward, only to end up in the arms of a man with wild black hair.

“Easy,” he said, as he kept me from falling.

Something about them felt familiar, and with a shock I realized that all five of them were wolves. I turned around, feeling safe in that wolf’s arms and watched the Hunters pile into the van and drive off.

The man holding me released me, then picked up the bag with my groceries.

“Where’s your bike?” the wolf with the red hair said, extending a hand to me. How did he know I was riding a bike?

The leather I was wearing, of course. How stupid of me.

“Just down the block.” I was proud of myself for keeping my voice from shaking.

“Let us take you there.” His smile was winning, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I took his hand, and he guided me just a few steps to where their bikes were parked. I managed not to stare because these were big, beautiful bikes, black, gleaming and clearly made for travel.

My mind began to wrap around the concept of a traveling wolf pack, and it excited me.

“Here.” The one with the red hair stopped at the biggest bike of all of them, and swung onto it. “Sit behind me.”

So I did, doing what Dad had taught me about riding as a passenger, wrapping my arms around his middle. I could feel him chuckle.

“That’s right, hold on tight.”

The entire group swept down the street with the engines thundering, my wolf leading them, and I realized that was the roar I had heard. When they stopped next to my bike, I felt ashamed of riding such a rough one. I swung down knowing that I was blushing.

The one with the black hair held out my bag with groceries, and I almost laughed at the absurdity of all. I took it and quickly stashed my purchases in one of the panniers.

“So, where are you going, sweetheart?” That was the leader again, sounding curious, not imposing, and yet it was impossible to deny him an answer.

I sighed, not wanting to explain anything. “South.”

“On that?” He frowned at me.

I nodded. “Only one I have.”

The one with the black hair smiled. “Reg, why don’t we escort her a little ways?”

“Now that is a very good idea.” The one with the red hair smiled, as well. Reg, I repeated to myself, telling my brain to remember his name.

I pulled on my helmet and saw several of the men frown. That was when I realized they were not wearing any, but I kept mine on defiantly. Dad had explained why he expected all of us to wear it when riding the bike.

And he was still my pack leader, and you didn’t disobey your leader.

Soon, we rolled out of town, with Reg in the lead, the one with dark hair beside me, the rest behind us. I was delighted when Reg stayed on the country lanes instead of going to the highway.

We rode for an hour or so, before Reg pulled off into a parking lot and shut down the engine. Everyone did the same, and we all got off and stretched a little. I took off my helmet and shook out my hair.

“Time for a break,” Reg said. “And time to get to know you a little better. What’s your name?”

“Nessa,” I answered, and all of them smiled. The one with the black hair tilted his head a little, and I knew he wanted my full name. And his brown eyes were so sweet that I didn’t resist. But I gave him the fake one that my Dad had thought up for us. “Vanessa McMorgan. But you can call me Nessa.”

“That’s a very nice name.” Reg smiled as well, interest stirring in his pale blue eyes.

“Thank you.” I didn’t know what to do. He was the pack leader, and it was an honor that he was interested in me. And he had saved me.

“I’m Nicolaos Karagiannidis,” the man with the black hair said, interrupting my thoughts, still smiling that soft smile.

“We call him Nick.” Reg grinned. “And I’m Reginald, but I consider using my full name an insult.”

All of them laughed. Quickly, Jim, Connor and Alberto introduced themselves and I felt a lot more relaxed. This was a powerful pack, and I could tell they were all eager to protect me.

Of course, I was the only female within that pack for now, and that meant things could get interesting. On the other hand, I had a task and didn’t want to keep Ben and Liz waiting.

“So why are you going south?” Reg asked after a while.

“Moving den.” I didn’t want to elaborate, and it seemed I didn’t have to. All of them nodded with full understanding.

“Do you have a place to run to?” That was Nick, asking the most important question of them all.

I shook my head. “Just a meeting point with my siblings. We’re running separate.”

“Smart.” Connor nodded. “Any deadline?”

I shook my head. “Just trying to get there. I’ll probably be last.”

Nick frowned. “Really?”

“The others plan to get rides.” I didn’t want to give away details and pointed to my bike. “Dad thought this was the best way to slip under their radar. I left first, pretending to get stuff.”

“Ah, shame they found you anyway.” Reg looked compassionate. “We know these guys, and when Jim saw them grabbing you, he alerted us.”

“Thank you for rescuing me,” I said quickly, realizing I hadn’t even thanked them properly.

Reg puffed his chest out a little. “You are very welcome. It was a pleasure.”

I had to smile at him, he was working so hard to put me at ease.

“Now, you need to know that we don’t have a den,” Nick explained. “We just roam where we want to go.”

It sounded wonderful. I took a deep breath. “Would you mind roaming southwards for a little?”

Reg laughed. “Why not? We usually go south in winter, it will be fun to see those places in summer for once.”

The whole group joined in the laughter and I looked into smiling faces. My heart lifted.

I had found wolves. Protectors. Maybe friends.








  
  

Chapter 2


Nick





That girl could fight, and that impressed me more than her cute face or her long, light brown hair. I was glad we had rescued her. Of course, Reg had first dibs, being our leader, and I could tell he was interested. 

Although I didn’t want to admit it, I was, as well. All of us were, quite naturally. We were an all-male pack, roaming around without a den, and that was only possible because we didn’t need one for pups.

Nessa wouldn’t last long. Reg never allowed any female to disrupt our pack, and I just hoped we could get her south before he lost interest. It wasn’t likely.

And that bothered me more than it ever had. Of course, the other wolf girls Reg had found and then sent away had been softer, city girls, easy to hand off when his interest waned.

This one wouldn’t be. She had a kind of sass that I really liked, but it wasn’t what Reg appreciated. And once she found out what we did for a living, things would escalate. It was a good thing our funds weren’t running low yet.

Soon, we were rolling south again, and this time, Alberto got to ride next to her, and I was taking last place. I didn’t mind, it meant I could watch the group, see dynamics develop and keep an eye on Nessa.

She was doing well with that bike. It certainly wasn’t meant for long-distance travel, and the fact that she had it revealed that her pack had been living in the countryside, where such a bike made sense. It also meant that her pack leader had been fairly desperate, if he sent her out this way.

Most people would assume that her family should just have fled in their car, and they would have been wrong.

These days, with internet, message boards and chat, it would have been extremely simple to spread the description of their car as well as a picture of their license plate to all Hunter groups. They would have been tracked practically immediately, and several groups would have tried to take them out. Capturing and then slowly killing a whole family was many a Hunter’s dream.

No, their pack leader had made good decisions, but maybe he had waited too long for them to run. I could only hope Nessa’s siblings were safe. In my mind, I imagined two more girls looking like her, and grinned to myself. Maybe it would be fun meeting them.

Just for that I would do my best to get her to safety. Of course, it was also the honorable thing to do.

I cared about honor among wolves, not so much for dealing with humans. Most were indifferent to us but many of them were jealous of our wolf abilities, and jealousy easily turned into hatred. I had seen too many of our kind get killed.

With an effort, I pulled my mind from those dark thoughts and made myself focus on Nessa instead. Watching her handle her awkward machine was a joy, and much more pleasant to watch than replaying old and painful memories.

We stopped twice more, once to get gas and once to grab some food from a fast food place, before Reg took us to one of the regular places we used as a camp for the night. This one belonged to a farm where we were always welcome after Reg had accompanied the owner to a bank a few years ago to negotiate a new credit. With his help, she had gotten much better conditions.

So we rolled our bikes into the shed we had put up, stripped off our clothes and shifted. Nessa didn’t show any kind of shame or hesitation, and I admired that, as well. After all, she was in the company of five males, but she moved as if it didn’t bother her at all.

And she turned into a beautiful wolf, mostly brown with some reddish highlights and a lovely dusting of white on her nose and around her eyes.

She ran with us easily, obviously familiar to working in a team. She also mingled, not favoring any of us over the other, which I thought was really smart. Of course, Reg did his best to stay at her side.

We knew this region well, and so Reg took us to the little pond where deer always came to drink. He had persuaded the farmer to let a few areas of her property go wild, for the environment. Little did she know that we used those places to hunt in wolf shape.

We divided up, with Reg, me and Nessa lying in wait while the others drove the deer towards us. When they came crashing through the brush, I realized there were two. Reg went for the young buck, I went for the older doe. Any parts we didn’t eat would go to the farmer and into her freezer.

I jumped my prey, tripping the doe. She kicked me once but I managed to get to her throat before she got up again, and death was swift.

While I was lying there, clamping my teeth on the deer’s throat, I saw Reg bungle his attack, grabbing one leg of the buck, but only succeeding in tearing the skin on it. Nessa raced after it, reached it in two huge jumps and neatly grabbed a foreleg, making the buck tumble over her, breaking the leg.

Reg went for the kill, and I could tell that he was angry at himself. I silently congratulated Nessa for that trick, it took speed and skill.

Alberto and Jim changed back to human shape, shouldering the deer while we ran back to our shed. We had butchering gear there, as well as a fire pit, and there was enough food for everyone to eat their favorite choice.

“That was well done,” Reg said to Nessa after we all had shifted back and dressed again. She blushed a little at his praise, and I liked that.

“It’s something we practiced,” she finally said, but left it at that.

“Smart family.” Reg smiled at her, and yes, I could tell he was trying to draw her to him. Which was his right as the leader, but I found that it bothered me.

It had never bothered me before. Strange.

I put that out of my mind, helping Connor butcher the deer while Alberto and Jim started a fire. Deer was best when aged a few days, but we didn’t much care, most of us would eat it raw. I knew Reg would take half a deer over to the farmer, and she would hang that in her meat room before freezing it.

He had groomed that relationship for years now, and always spent at least a night at her house. In her bed, too, I was certain, but if that bought us a good camp it was a good enough deal.

It was how Reg managed places all over the southeast for us, finding women who welcomed him and our gifts, in exchange for a place to park our bikes and sleep. It usually was a very straightforward deal, and since everyone profited, it was all good in my mind.

Having a female in the pack would upset that system in the long run, and that was why he never kept them around for more than a few weeks. Most of the females would try to get possessive with him, and he hated that.

I hoped that Nessa wouldn’t. She was the first female I was starting to like.

Which was bad news. It would cause trouble, and so I told myself firmly to keep my thoughts and my hands away from her.








