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To all who enjoy the worlds of paranormal romance. 

May your alpha shifters be hot and sexy, 

and your heroines be sassy, curvy, and kick-ass.
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Chapter 1
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Rafe Martin ran his hands lovingly over the surface of the long, polished oak table. Weathered by age and use, it was still a thing of beauty in his eyes. He’d spent long hours making it, taking pleasure in every aspect of the process. 

Now he sat at the head of the table, a bowl of steaming stew in front of him. Smelling the delicious aroma all day, he was eagerly awaiting dinner. He closed his eyes in bliss after taking a huge bite. Dottie could create a fantastic meal from the most meager supplies, but the woman excelled at her stew. It was his favorite, and his aunt knew it.

He heard the commotion long before they approached his cabin. Shaking his head in resignation, he hurriedly got in a few more bites before the inevitable knock on the door. Passing a napkin over his mouth, he downed half of his sweet tea, then opened the door just as the man was going to knock.

“What is it, Riley?”

“Sorry to disturb your dinner, Alpha, but we thought you’d want to see this.”

Rafe looked past him to see two others carefully carrying an injured man. They laid him down gingerly on his front porch. Rafe sniffed the air. He was wolf; whoever had done this meant business. The man was in no condition to shift.

“He’s going to need a healer. Call Miriam.” Turning to Riley, he asked, “Who is he, and where did you find him?”

“Found him in a ditch up the road. Best we could tell, he got dumped. Hasn’t been able to talk much, pretty sure his jaw’s busted in a couple of places, but he managed to get out a name.”

“I’m not going to like the answer, am I?” Rafe studied the injured man.

“Afraid not.” Riley took a deep breath. “It was Tom Sanders.”

Rafe crouched down in front of the injured man and gently moved his head from side to side, noting the extensive bruising and swelling. The stranger moaned.

“It’s all right, fella. You’re safe, and we’re going to see to your injuries.”

An older woman, wearing jeans and a loose t-shirt, with snow-white hair hanging loose around her shoulders, approached the cabin.

“I hear you have someone for me to tend. What are we looking at?” Miriam Baxter, pack healer, winced at the sight of the injured man.

“We have a mess, Miriam. He’s gonna need a ton of help.”

“I’ll say.” Turning to the growing crowd milling around the porch, Miriam picked out two. “Danny, run to my cabin and get the stretcher I keep in the shed. Then you and Steve can carry this fella to my guest room. Handle him with care, boys. He’s messed up pretty bad.” Miriam affectionately patted Rafe on the arm. “I’ll let you know how he’s doing.”

“Thanks, Miriam, appreciate it.” Rafe ran a hand through his short hair, then scratched absently at his beard. “Riley, round up the enforcers and come back here. I’ll call Kyle. We need to talk about this.”

An hour later, Dottie was serving heaping slices of hot apple pie and mugs of coffee to a room full of wolf shifters. Rafe just rolled his eyes and kept his thoughts to himself. He thought Dottie was part magician because he damn well knew he didn’t have any apple pie in his house that morning. Rafe waited until everyone had settled in, then he threw out the million-dollar question. 

“Since it’s probably going to be a while before we get any answers from our guest, does anyone know what’s going on with Tom Sanders’ pack?”

Riley and Mark glanced at Thane, who set his plate on the coffee table.

“We all know Tom has a problem with his temper, but the way I hear it, he’s getting out of control. The fella Miriam is tending isn’t the only one, but he’s probably luckier than the rest because he got dumped in our laps.”

“We gonna pay a visit, Rafe?” Riley asked.

“Since someone made it my business, we most certainly will, but not just yet,” Rafe replied. “I want to talk to our guest to find out what happened to him and what’s going on in that pack. I’m not walking into another alpha’s territory unless I have the full story.” He gave everyone a stern look. “That goes for all of you. No one goes off half-cocked looking for Sanders. Am I clear?”

There were no arguments, not that Rafe expected any. His men were all solid, loyal, and for the most part, level-headed. They were wolf shifters, though, there would always be a wild side to them.

“Riley, Mark, Thane, I want y’all to keep an extra close eye on the perimeters. I can deal with taking in one injured man, but I don’t want this to become a regular habit or a dumping ground.” 

He turned to the big man sitting in the rocking chair. Quiet as usual, Kyle Martin waited for instructions. His brother had always been like that, quiet, unassuming, and as lethal as they came. The man was a gentle giant until it was time to go to work, which made him the best beta Rafe could have asked for. The man had his back 24/7. There was never any doubt about his loyalty and devotion to his older brother.

“Kyle, for now, keep an ear to the ground. Anything you hear about that pack and their alpha; I need to know.”

“I’m on it.” Kyle rose with surprising grace for a man his size. He nodded to the others and left as quietly as he’d come in.

Later that evening, Rafe was walking around the compound. Everyone was settling in, and things were peaceful. He liked this time of night, engaging with the sounds of the forest—crickets chirping, frogs croaking in the nearby creek, and the occasional hoots of an owl. Usually, he would let his wolf run, but it would have to wait this time. 

Seeing Miriam’s lights still on, he headed that way, wanting to check on the injured man. He wouldn’t rush the poor guy for answers, but his curiosity was piqued. If the man had done something to deserve punishment, it would be a totally different story, although Rafe couldn’t think of any crime deserving of such harsh disciplinary action. Then again, he was nothing like Tom Sanders.

Rafe’s dominance and strength were well known among other packs. He demanded discipline and loyalty from his people, but he was fair, always listening to both sides of an issue before deciding judgment. 

He knocked once but opened the door quickly when he heard screams from within. Sprinting to the guest bedroom, Rafe found Miriam’s two sons, Danny and Steve, trying to hold the injured man down without inflicting further damage. Miriam was trying to soothe the man, but it obviously wasn’t working.

“What’s going on?” Rafe asked as he tried to make sense of the scene. 

“Trying to set his broken bones is all,” Miriam grunted. “He won’t be able to shift until I can get him back together again, then have time to heal.” She wiped her brow with her sleeve. “Poor guy isn’t cooperating.”

“Let me see if I can help.” Rafe stood over the injured man, letting his alpha power wash over him. Rafe knew he wouldn’t get the full effect because he wasn’t a part of the Crossroads pack, but he’d recognize the power of an alpha. Sure enough, the man relaxed, falling limply in Danny and Steve’s arms. They laid him down, and Miriam quickly went about her job. Thirty minutes later, it was done.

“Thanks, Rafe. That power roll helped,” Miriam said with a sigh of relief. “I gave him a shifter dose of sedative so he can rest, hopefully, through the night. He should be able to shift by morning if all goes well.”

“Let’s hope so,” Rafe agreed. “I’ll come back then. Maybe we can find out who he is and what exactly happened to him.”
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Next morning, Rafe walked into his kitchen to find Kyle wading through a stack of pancakes. He arched a brow as he fixed himself a mug of coffee.

“Don’t worry, there’s plenty,” Dottie assured him.

“You sure?” He sat down, eyeing his brother. “How soon will you have to make a grocery run?”

“Same as usual, every two weeks.” Dottie slipped a plate in front of Rafe. “Let me know if you want more. I fried the bacon crispy, just the way you like it.”

“Thanks, Dottie.”

Kyle picked up a slice of bacon, made eye contact with Rafe, and bit into the crispy slice with relish.

“Enjoying yourself?”

Kyle nodded and helped himself to another slice of bacon.

Rafe pointed at the plateful of bacon with his coffee mug. “You will leave me some.”

Kyle shrugged. “Of course, Alpha.”

“Why are you here?”

“Dottie cooks for you.”

“I thought that little omega was taking care of you. What was her name? Oh, yeah, Alicia. What happened to her?”

“Busy.”

Rafe set his mug on the table and stared at his brother. “That crap works on everyone but me. Talk.”

Kyle wiped his mouth with a napkin, pushed his plate away, and drank the last of his coffee. Rafe glared at him through the whole process.

“Talked to a guy who’s in with a pack member of the Plantation Wolves. Seems their alpha has been helping himself to all the women in the pack, mated ones as well. He’s passing around the omegas like party favors, and they’re not handling the merchandise gently.”

“Any idea what started all this? Tom’s always been rough around the edges, but I don’t think he’s ever gone this far.”

“Ever hear of a drug called Moonburst?”

Rafe thought about it before answering slowly, “I’ve heard the name, but I’m not familiar with it.”

“Seems to be making the rounds with the younger shifters, and it’s already a problem with a few packs, especially in the larger cities. Somebody’s been playing with animal sedatives and cutting it with a human drug called fentanyl. It’s a lethal mix. If you survive the dose, you get a high that makes you think you’re invincible. It’s also known to be an aphrodisiac, which is how most get started on it.”

“Sanders got a hold of this stuff?”

“That’s what I’m hearing. He’s been sharing with his top boys, and they’ve been partying hard for a while now. How they’re all still alive is a wonder.”

“I don’t get it, but it looks like I’m gonna have to deal with the trash.” Rafe shook his head, sighing heavily. “Want to walk with me to Miriam’s? I want to see if our guest is able to shift and can answer a few questions.”

Kyle gestured toward the door. “Lead the way.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Persistent buzzing penetrated Lyric’s deep slumber, jarring her awake. She jolted upright, crying out in pain. Turning off the alarm, she fell back onto the bed with a groan and took a few deep breaths, trying to will herself to get up. 

It wasn’t as if she had a choice. She needed her job and couldn’t afford to miss even one day. Her meager tips were barely enough to make her rent, utilities, and a few groceries every week. Her alpha made sure he got what he considered his fair share, which left her with nothing left over.

Trudging to the bathroom, Lyric turned on the shower, waiting for the water to heat. She had to time it just right because there wasn’t a lot of hot water. Gathering her clothes, she dropped them on the corner of the vanity and slipped into the shower. 

She hissed as the water hit her back. The lash marks would heal, but they were still fresh enough to hurt like a bitch. They would also scar, just like all the others. The alpha and his friends made sure she couldn’t shift, guaranteeing the lashes would leave their mark. The last couple of months, he’d been extra brutal, taking out his anger on his play toys, as he called the single omegas in the pack.

As Lyric carefully dried off, over her shoulder, she caught her reflection in the full-length mirror tacked to the back of the door. She cringed at the sight of the raw, swollen stripes crisscrossing her back. The tip of the belt had caught her hips and rear, leaving red welts. 

There was nothing she could do about it, and certainly no one she could go to or talk to about it. Sanders would see her dead first.

Dressing for work, she pulled her long, blonde hair into a high, tight ponytail. Glancing at the clock, she realized she’d dawdled long enough. It was time to dash out the door. She’d have to grab something at work for breakfast. Hopefully, Stan would have one of those breakfast wraps she loved so much, which were easy to eat on the run.

Pulling into the diner’s small parking lot, Lyric hurried inside. She had just enough time to throw her purse into her locker and get her apron on before Nancy was yelling for her. The manager was a good person, but she liked to run a smooth operation, and in her eyes, which meant being early rather than on time. Lyric had cut it too close this morning.

“It’s about time you graced us with your presence, Lyric.” She looked down her nose at Lyric and harumphed her displeasure. “Table two needs to have their order taken, and table five wants more coffee.”

“I’ve got it, Nancy.” Lyric hurried to the front, coffee carafe in hand. Seeing to table five’s needs, she scurried to the next table to get their order. And so it began, a normal day at the Blue Star Diner.

[image: image]

By the time her shift ended, Lyric was too tired to think of anything except going home and falling into bed. She wondered if she’d be that lucky. Rummaging in her purse, she pulled out the sandwich Stan had made for her. 

He was one of the few people who seemed to care about her. Unfortunately, Stan was human and couldn’t help. If he tried, he would suffer for it. Lyric knew and continually kept on a brave face, politely refusing his offers of aid, but she accepted the food. Barely making enough to buy decent food, she had no qualms about accepting his generous gifts.

Parking her rattletrap of a car, she limped to her house. Key in the lock, she turned the knob and heard his voice. She trembled, but there was nothing to do except turn around.

“Been waiting for you. What took so long?” Tom Sanders asked. He reached for her ponytail, winding it around his meaty hand.

“I just got off... I came straight home, I swear.” Lyric’s breath hitched, flinching at the contact.

“See that you do.” He got in her face, his fetid breath making her gag. “Gonna need you tonight. Be at my place for seven.” He jerked her head, exposing her throat. “Don’t be late. The boys are looking forward to seeing you again.” He leered as he licked the column of her neck. 

“Ye... yes, Alpha. I won’t be late.” Her body shook, her gaze seeing only the ground.

He released her hair, throwing her against the door. “Get cleaned up. You smell like fried meat and grease.”

Lyric’s hand trembled as she opened the door. Dashing away the tears, she made a beeline for the bathroom. She’d clean herself so he and his ‘boys’ could dirty her again. Lyric stifled a sob. All the soap in the world couldn’t scour away the dirt on her soul. 

Once out of the shower, she sat cross-legged on the living room floor and looked around the tiny area with its rickety furniture and drab walls. What was here came with the place, and at the time, she’d been grateful to stumble up on it. Lyric didn’t have the money to make it look any better. If not for her house, she’d be living in the compound with the other single omegas, and their lives were worse than hers.

Shifting into her wolf, she shook herself, whining at the soreness in her back and hindquarters. She hated subjecting her wolf to the pain but shifting was the only way to accelerate her healing. She had no illusions about the coming night. The Alpha and his gang would use her and the other omegas—they loved taking turns, eventually ending up in an orgy of horny males and helpless omegas.

It hadn’t always been this bad. It used to be reserved for the full moon when the Alpha would dole out omegas to the unmated males. One night of degradation and she and the other girls could go back to their normal lives. 

Since Sanders had discovered Moonburst, everything had changed. The drug’s effect was fast and terrifying. The men became stronger and bolder, thinking they were invincible. The worst part was the drug was an aphrodisiac—their stamina increased five-fold, their erections lasting most of the night. They never climaxed, using the woman repeatedly. Then the fury set in. Not being able to release, they vented their anger on the women, beating, biting, and clawing. Lately, it had gone on night after night. Lyric prayed for death because she knew there was no other escape.

Shifting back, Lyric looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost time. Slipping her key into her pocket, she headed out the door. It was a short walk to the compound, where she would join the other omegas who’d been chosen for the night. Funny how she always seemed to be one of the chosen ones. She gave a mirthless laugh as she shuffled down the well-worn dirt path. Most people thought being chosen was an honor—if only they knew.
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The girls mingled together, quiet and pensive, trying their best to go unnoticed. It wasn’t meant to be, of course. The alpha’s friends were never late to these parties. Being late meant running the chance of not getting the first pass of Moonburst. The booze and women were afterthoughts.

By now, Lyric could time when the drug would take effect. It was fast and hit shifters like a roaring freight train. She recognized the glazed look in their eyes, then the sniffing, as if they’d taken a hit of coke. Next were the crawls—Lyric didn’t know what else to call it. The men would start rubbing and scratching themselves all over, as if something was crawling on them. 

Then the rubbing went lower. They would fondle themselves until they were sporting obscenely huge erections. That’s when the party began. Being a shifter, nudity never bothered any of them, even Lyric. It was part of who they were, but these men, under the influence of Moonburst, made everything lewd and disgusting.

They didn’t make use of bedrooms; taking the women where they stood. Seven men and twelve to fifteen women, on any given night—on chairs, couches, and the floor—they seldom left the main room. It was crude and demeaning, but the women knew better than to say a word in protest.

“Lyric, get your bony little ass over here.”

Gaze down, she shuffled over to the alpha. He had a grin wide enough to split his ugly face in half.

“Take care of Benny. His cock needs some lovin’.”

With a ragged breath, Lyric fell to her knees. Before she could do anything, Sanders fisted her hair, snapping her head back.

“Make sure it’s all tongue and no teeth. We wouldn’t want to leave any marks, now would we?” 

Their laughter drowned out the other sounds she heard in her dreams every night—men grunting and cursing, the women’s cries, when they were hit for no reason or one of the men got too rough. This was their hell, and it would never end.
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Chapter 3
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Rafe woke to heavy knocking on the door. Grabbing his jeans, he pulled them up, zipping them halfway. Clambering down the stairs, he yelled, “Hang on, I’m coming.” The knocking ceased, and Rafe growled low. “This better be good.”

Miriam’s youngest son, Danny, stood patiently waiting on the porch. When the door opened, he lowered his eyes submissively.

“Sorry to wake you, but Mom wanted you to know that guy shifted about an hour ago, and he’s shifting back. She said now’s the time to talk to him.”

“Let me get dressed, and I’ll be right over. Ask your mom to fix some coffee.”

Danny grinned widely. “Sure will.”

Grumbling under his breath, Rafe went back inside in search of a shirt and boots. Not ten minutes later, he was making his way to Miriam’s. He texted Kyle to meet him there. Hopefully, they would at least find out the guy’s name. Best-case scenario would be getting his story.

Rafe walked into Miriam’s house to find a medium-sized gray wolf standing in the center of the room. His coat was coarse, flecked with brown. Spotting Rafe, he started trembling, his legs threatening to give out.

“Easy now.” Rafe eased up to the wolf, crouching before him. “You don’t have anything to be afraid of, even me. We’re here to help you.” The wolf chuffed, seeming to relax at his words. “Can you shift back?”

A short nod and the transformation started. Rafe moved back, sitting in an armchair to give the wolf room to shift. The process was slower than normal, probably due to his many injuries. It would be a few days before the man was completely healed. 

Finally, a man lay on the area rug. Miriam handed him sweats and a t-shirt, which he took with a grateful smile. 
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