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      My muscles trembled and my grip on the bar threatened to slip.  Sweat drained down my face and I was tempted to let go to swipe at it, but James yelled at me from below.  “Higher, Lizzy.”

      I gave him the evil eye and he grinned lazily at me in response.  So I kicked out at his family jewels.

      He jumped back, tsking and wagging his finger at me.  “Not quick enough.”  He sighed dramatically.  “I’m disappointed in you, Lizzy doll.”

      “I’m not…”  I lowered myself and then pulled myself back up, making sure to pull my chin way over the bar, even though my arms burned and my breathing came out in short puffs.  “… your fucking doll.”

      He barked his response.  “Then quit acting like one and get your ass over the bar.  Every.  Single.  Time.”  He checked his watch and growled at me.  “Twenty more seconds, move faster to keep up with the guys.  They’re already at a hundred and fifty.”

      I groaned, reaching deep inside me to push myself harder.  I focused on the wall ahead of me instead of his impatient words.  I only needed thirty to catch up, so I aimed for fifty.

      I felt light-headed and I swallowed down the urge to throw up, but I pushed myself harder, slowly catching up to the guys.  James walked off, seemingly annoyed even though I had upped my output.

      “Time!”  His voice called out across the small gym and we all collapsed on the floor, breathing heavily.  I stared up at the ceiling, my sweat pooling onto the matted floor.  For the zillionth time, I cursed the sparse gym.  Since we didn’t have a big one, or a lot of equipment, James had happily offered to coach us.  He knew how to use our own bodies to train us, along with minimal equipment.

      I hated it and loved it at the same time.

      Christian reached for me, and his finger stroked my arm briefly.  I glanced up at him, giving him a tired smile.  Hunter crawled across the mat, then he lay on top of me, looking into my eyes.  His whole body was drenched in sweat, but it didn’t bother me.  I was just as bad. It dripped down his forehead onto mine.

      “Ready for the cool down?” He wiped his sweat off my face.

      I clasped my arms around him.  “No.” I shook my head but he grinned, a spark lighting in his eyes.  Then he got up and grabbed my hand, dragging me up off the floor to my feet.  “Come on.  It’s only eight hundred yards.”

      “Ugh, you know I hate you, right?”  I sighed, leaning over to catch my breath.  Then I called on my powers, using them to refresh me.  After a second, I jumped up and darted towards the door.  “First one done gets to jump first.”

      I saw a glimpse of his grin, and James’ scowl, before I made it out the door.  Hunter caught the door before it closed and then we were running down the lawn.  I made it to the edge, then turned around, hand bumping him on my way back up.  I focused on the door, using it as a focal point as I sprinted back towards the house.  I could hear him right on my heels and I lunged forward, slapping the house right before him.

      He laughed, then leaned on me.  “Crap, I’m so tired!”

      The rest of the guys passed us as they began their cool down and I checked them out as they ran past me.  Damn they were hawt; I was one lucky chick.  James walked out the door to watch them, and caught me in Hunter’s embrace.

      “Next time, I expect you to pass the guys, Lizzy.  You’re their alpha, you should be the strongest.”

      “Yes, sir.” I fake saluted him, and suddenly his dark blue eyes grew even darker, but he turned his back on me.  “I’ll show you ‘sir’.”

      Without waiting for me to respond, he started jogging towards the rest of the guys.  His light brown, wavy hair was pulled back into a man bun, and I was tempted to pull on it, like Gil in Anne of Green Gables.

      “How about I show you a proper salute, instead.”  I mumbled, flipping him off.

      Hunter laughed, then started dragging me across the patio.  “Come on.”

      “Where are we going? I’m tired.  I just want to lay down in the grass.” My feet dragged because every muscle in my body complained.

      “You’ll see.”  His eyes gleamed with mischievousness, so I gave in and followed him.  He looked like he was heading towards the pool anyway, and that was a welcome sight.

      “I beat you.  That means I jump first.”

      He smirked.  “You would be right.  Except you’ll be strapped to me, so we go together anyways.”

      “Ah.” I puffed out a breath. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “Cuz I liked watching your ass too much.”

      I chuckled, slapping his arm playfully.  When we got to the pool, he leaned over, pulling my laces apart.  Then he lifted my leg for me, since they felt like weights, and yanked my shoes and socks off.  I pulled off my shirt, leaving on my sports bra, while Hunter took off his own stuff, leaving only his shorts, and we jumped into the pool.

      The cool water was refreshing; it was hot already for so early in the morning and Hunter’s arms wrapped around me under water.  When we emerged from the water, I settled my legs around his hips.  He stared at me possessively, as he always did when James was around, and I wrapped my arms around him.

      He nuzzled my neck.  “Are you nervous?”

      I shook my head.  “Not really.  I know that you guys know what you’re doing.  Besides, if anything goes wrong, one of you can just shift and save me, right?”  I’d never been parachuting before but I was eager to try.  I wasn’t afraid of heights like most people from back home.  Here it was common.  I’d yet to meet a dragon afraid of tall buildings.

      Obviously.

      I stared over Hunter’s shoulder, watching the guys as they finished.  James yelled at Christian to hurry his ass up, who came in last.  Instead of pushing himself harder, though, Christian jumped on James, tackling him to the ground.  I laughed, watching them wrestle and Hunter turned to see what I was laughing at.

      Easton and Avery were already stripping, getting ready to join us in the pool.  Easton’s eyes were on us and Hunter took several steps forward, then pressed me against the wall.  He ran his lips over mine, trying to get in a kiss before Easton got to us.

      Hunter and Easton had a thing going; each tried to cock block the other one as often as possible.

      While they both hated it when the other one did it, I found it pretty amusing.

      His lips tasted like pool water, and he leaned over to run his tongue up my neck.  A hand gripped my thigh, prying us apart, and Easton’s head popped up.

      I smiled at him.  “What’s up, babe?”

      “Just Hunter’s dic—”  He didn’t finish because Hunter pushed him back under the water with a growl.  I let Hunter go and just in time because Easton yanked Hunter’s legs out from under him.

      They both emerged from the water, grinning, and Easton left us to join Christian and Avery.  They were splashing James.

      “Shit, stop!”  James was bombarded by water from all three guys.  I watched them, grinning.

      As if James needed any more reasons to get the guys to hate him, he was a spectacular ass towards us during training.  And they took every moment possible to torture him in return.

      As I watched them drench him, I thought of the lake near my house where a lot of the guys and I would go swimming in the summer.  I sighed, just thinking about home. It had been three weeks since Aria had asked me to go home, but we weren’t allowed to leave yet.

      Every day I thought about it, wondering what was going on over there.  I also couldn’t help but think about Aaron.

      Being with him seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Hunter caught my eyes.  “Thinking about home?”

      I scrunched my face. “How’d you know?”

      He shrugged.  “You have that look on your face.  Plus, you’re pulling on your lips; that’s your tell.”

      I froze, realizing that he was right.  I lowered my hand into the pool.  “Is that how you win at poker?”  Hunter conned me into playing strip poker a lot.  Something he was very good at.  And I was very bad at.  I was getting better though.

      He grabbed my waist, pulling me closer and shrugging.  “Maybe.”

      “You won’t tell me just because you want me naked first.”

      He grinned.  “Can you blame me?”  Then he leaned against the back of the pool and turned me around, holding me so that my back was to his chest.  “You want to go back sooner, don’t you?”

      I sat in his lap, brushing at the pool water.  “What if it’s terrible there?  What if Scarface is hurting them? Or even killing people?  Or … something?  I need to at least see them.”

      I felt him nod.  “I would, too, if I were in your position.”

      “Tell me again why we decided to wait?”

      He stood up, then turned me to face him, his hands on my shoulders.  He looked into my eyes.  “Lizzy, if you want to go home now, then just say the word.  It’s your call.”

      I nodded, thinking.

      “But…”

      I knew there was a but.

      “But if we go in there blind, then it could be a big mistake.  If it was just Garrett and your pack, then I’d say let’s do it.  Let’s go now.  But we don’t know anything about the other pack and what they’re capable of.  Most of Ember’s men don’t know enough to tell us much.”  He looked off in the distance, thinking.  “They think that one of them may have some information.  Everyone has mentioned him, in some way or another.  But he’s not talking so they’re still working on him.”

      I sighed.

      “These things take time.  Edward is in charge and I trust him.  He doesn’t use methods that are known to give false information, which means that it takes longer.  They’ll get him to talk, one way or another.”  He took in a deep breath, then let it out.  “Anyways.  I don’t feel comfortable going in blind.  But, you tell me, what do you want to do?”

      I mulled it over and realized that he was right.  I just wished that we knew more about the other pack faster.  I lay my head against his shoulder and groaned.  “Ugh, you’re right.”

      He pulled my head up, clasping my chin to give me a quick kiss.  “Look, let’s let Easton do his thing.  Plus, Andre and the Queen are working their connections so that we have permission to fly a mission in the United States officially.  I don’t have to tell you that that’s not an easy task.”

      I nodded, understanding.

      “So, for now, just train with us.  That way you’ll know what to do once we go in.  Also, if anything goes wrong, you’ve got the training to handle the situation.”  He kissed me again, this time his tongue slid against mine and I wrapped my arms around his neck, nodding in agreement as our tongues tangled.

      I slowly pulled away, agreeing.  “Okay.”

      “Besides, we’re still helping Edward with all of Ember’s crap.  He can use someone else, but he prefers to work with us.”

      “I know.”

      “And I feel better helping him, too.”

      “I got it, I got it.  I want that, too.”  I licked up his face, grinning.

      “Eww, gross!”  He pushed me back, dunking me under the water.  As soon as I came out of the water, Hunter’s tongue ran up my face.

      “Ewe, you’re gross!” I splashed him, grinning, then nipped his chest softly, smiling.  I gave him another light kiss before turning back around to watch the rest of the guys.  James was completely soaked so he’d taken off his shirt, socks, and shoes.  He was sitting on the side of the pool, dipping his feet over the side, talking to Christian.  I glanced at Hunter and noticed the crabby look he was giving James.

      “What’s the deal between you and James anyways?  I mean, I can make a guess, but I’d rather hear it from you.”

      He grabbed my hand and played with my fingers.  “I could ask you the same thing.”

      I stilled; I didn’t want to talk about that.  “I asked first.”

      He glanced at James, then he looked back at me, shrugging.  “Nothing, really.  I just don’t like him that much, that’s all.”

      “How long have you known him?”

      “Most of my life.  His parents and my parents ran in the same circle.”

      I floated closer.  “And…”

      “And, what?”

      “Did he steal your girlfriend or what?”

      He blew out a breath.  “He wishes.”

      “Then what?”

      Hunter was quiet for a moment.  “I don’t know. I guess he just always seemed like he never took life seriously.  He still lives off his parents’ money and doesn’t have a job.  And he always seemed to think pretty highly of himself.  I can’t stand guys whose favorite person is the one they see in the mirror.  It’s annoying.  And immature.”

      I nodded.  “And you don’t think he’s changed.”

      He shrugged again.  “I never had a reason to check.”  He smiled, moving closer to me.  “Why?  What’s going on between you two?  Why did the Queen bring him over that night?”

      His eyes were staring into mine intently and I glanced around, looking for an escape.  Except I had nowhere else to go.  I couldn’t hide from Hunter.

      No one could hide from Hunter once he had his sights on you.

      But I really didn’t want to tell him that my wolf had also claimed James.  Especially since I knew how Hunter felt about him.  I shrugged.  “I’m not sure. She wants him to go with us to Tennessee.”

      “You’re not sure? Or, she wants him to go with us?”

      I lowered myself into the water, partially covering my face and slowly backing away.  Was it possible to disappear in clear pool water?

      “Lizzy.”  His voice came out low and he caught my wrist.  “Don’t run away.  Just tell me.  I won’t be mad.”

      Oh, hell, I was embarrassed now.  How on earth was I going to admit that my wolf wanted another guy?  I really felt like an idiot.  I couldn’t look him in the eyes so I stared at our clasped hands.

      “Hmm,” I tried to figure a way out of this.  My main priority was letting them know I was happy with just them.  That I hadn’t done it because I wanted more men.  “Answer a question first.”  I bit my bottom lip, thinking.  “Tell me how dragon magic works.  You know the, uh, the whole claiming process.”

      He was silent and I looked into his face; I was pretty sure he understood what was going on.  Then he looked over my shoulder and I turned around.  Easton was walking towards us.  I took a second to admire the way his eyes moved over me possessively.

      “What’s up, guys?  What are you talking about?  And, why does Hunter look like he just ate a frog?  Did he try your cookies again?”

      “Shut up!” I splashed water towards him.  I’d tried making cookies the other day, with the promise from the guys that they not make fun of me if it went horribly wrong.  Cooking I could handle, but baking? For some reason I could never get it down.

      Anyway, it did go horribly wrong.  And that day I learned never trust the word of men who choked on cookies.

      They used every opportunity they could possibly find to remind me about it; they were never going to let me live it down.

      Hunter pulled me close, taking me into his arms.  “So apparently our little wolf here claimed James.”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “But it’s true, right?”  Hunter’s arms tightened around me and I felt horrible.

      I sighed, deciding I should just come out with it.  “Fine, yes.  That’s what Aria told me anyways.  But I promise,” I rushed to get out.  “I’m perfectly happy with you guys.  It’s not like I did it on purpose.  I don’t even get that anyways.  What does that even mean?”

      Easton didn’t take the news as harshly as Hunter.  His face was straight but his eyes looked amused.  “Well, magic in general still has a lot of unknowns.  But a lot of times an Alpha, or an upcoming alpha,” he gestured his chin towards me, “is always looking for the best way to strengthen her pack.  So she claims certain dragon shifters for her own, always for the good of the pack.  To make it stronger.  So you may not understand why your wolf does it, but the Alpha inside you understands.”

      I let out a breath of relief.  “So it isn’t always sexual, or anything like that?”

      “Not necessarily.” Easton met Hunter’s eyes, and then they both looked over at James.  “Except in James’ case, he will probably expect it.  If he decides to be a part of the clan, he will expect sex to come with it.”

      “Why?”

      Hunter answered me.  “With his position as cousin to the Queen, James has never had to be part of a clan.  Lots of times dragons may not have a choice, depending on family agreements and stuff like that.”

      “That’s not outdated or anything.”

      Hunter shrugged.  “It’s life here in Aerwyna.  And even though James doesn’t use it often, he has powerful magic; it’s in his blood.  And so there have been several families who have petitioned the Queen to bring James into their clan, or, tried to seduce him into it.  But he’s never agreed to it.  And why should he?  He has no responsibility, no desire for a family.  He’s selfishly single and loving life.”

      Easton cut in.  “The fact that he’s even here says a lot.”  He looked into my eyes.  “I’m pretty sure that has to do with you, Lizzy.”

      I puffed a breath of air through my teeth, snorting derivatively.  “Are you kidding?  He was a big flirt at first but ever since my challenge for Alpha, he’s done everything possible to avoid me.  He won’t even look at me anymore.”  Even now, his eyes glazed over the pool, but they didn’t land on me.  “With the exception to yell at me during our morning workouts.”

      Easton pulled me out of Hunter’s arms to hold me close.  He looked into my eyes earnestly. “Believe me, Lizzy.  He may be acting like an ass right now.  But if he didn’t want to be with you, he wouldn’t be here.” His lips brushed mine.  “He wants you, just like we all want you.  And all you would need to do is make it official.  He’d step up.”

      I stared into Easton’s eyes, loving that he’d grown so open with me.  “But what if it’s not what I want?  What if everyone in the clan doesn’t agree?”  I pointedly looked at Hunter.

      Easton shrugged.  “You’re the Alpha.  You could bring him in, whether or not we wanted it.  Even if it was only to be part of the team.”  He nuzzled my cheek.  “Of course, it would be better if we got everything worked out first.”

      I stood on my toes to kiss him.  He ran his hand up my back to claim the spot behind my neck as his soft tongue brushed over mine.  When I pulled back, he growled and nipped my lip.  I saw James watching us out of the corner of my eye.  I suddenly remembered that James had once asked me to join us, now fully realizing what a big deal that may have been.  Maybe Easton was right.

      I reached out, grabbing Hunter’s arm and pulled him to us.  “I would never bring him in if I knew that you guys weren’t going to be happy.  The team comes first, always.”

      Hunter clutched my side and, even though he didn’t say it, I felt his relief.  Easton, however, didn’t seem to mind either way, as long as everyone felt taken care of.

      Speaking of, I had to get my things worked out with Avery before we left.  We’d done a lot together these past few weeks, and I felt his impatience to go further in the relationship.  But I held off, still uncertain that he was ready to go further.  Or, to put my heart out there for him, even if he thought differently.

      I glanced at the clock.  We had to get going if we were going to make it to the parachuting training on time.  I gave Hunter and Easton a kiss, then called out for everyone to get ready.

      It was just going to be Avery, Christian, Hunter, and me.  Easton wasn’t going with us; he had work to do for Edward.  Plus, he hated flying.  He’d made it very clear that he’d already had all the training he needed.

      Which was true, we were mostly doing this for me.

      Okay.  We were doing all this entirely for me.  It was possible that we’d have to parachute into Tennessee and I needed some experience with it before we went in.

      So while we focused on getting me up to speed with what the guys already knew, Easton was putting together a file on everything he could find out from back home.

      I grabbed Avery’s and Christian’s hand, kissing each of them softly, and we all headed out of the pool.  James stood up, moving a little reluctantly towards the back door to the house.  I hadn’t invited him to train with us, since I was informed that as a formality he’d gone through all that.

      I knew for sure that he was going with us; Aria pretty much commanded it.

      As far as everything else, I had no clue what was going to happen.  Or even what was supposed to happen.  I felt this building pressure to make a decision about him; like both him and Aria were waiting for me to say something.  What it was, I wasn’t even sure.

      James said goodbye to the guys, including giving Hunter a snarky grin, then walked off without saying anything to me.

      And that was part of the problem.  We hadn’t talked about the fact that he’d given me information that could essentially kill his worst enemy.  I’d promised him I would.  And then I didn’t.

      Yeah, that doesn’t make things awkward between friends, or anything.

      I’d take his brush-off personally if I didn’t blame him for hating me.  If someone had killed my sister, I’d have wanted them dead, too.

      In fact, I did know what it felt like.

      If James had had the opportunity to take out Garrett, I’d be pretty pissed if he didn’t take it.

      At this point, I was glad that he was only here to coach us in the morning, and not spend his days, or nights, with us.  Not yet, anyway.

      Sighing, I brushed off my musings.  We all walked into the house, and I turned around, heading backwards towards my room.  “Hunter?  You need a shower?”  I wiggled my eyebrows suggestively.

      Hunter seemed to need special attention any time James was around.

      His eyes darkened as they moved over my body, then he slapped Easton on the back as he ran towards me.  He grabbed me then threw me over his shoulder as we headed towards my shower.  Easton gave me a happy look as I disappeared around the corner.
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      After I got dressed, I went to the kitchen; I was starving.  Hunter was making everyone a protein smoothie and Avery was just finishing up last night’s dishes.  I went to go help him.

      “Hey, Dumbledore.” I smiled, eyeing his sexy beard.  He’d trimmed it today, but it’d been growing long.  Thus, the nickname.

      He didn’t have a shirt on yet, and the combination of his beard with his tats was some definite eye candy.

      His eyes lit up when he saw me.  “Hey, Lizzy.”  He was leaning over the dishwasher, a dish in his hand.  He stood up and I gave him a kiss, running my fingers over his sexy face.

      “Let me help you.”

      He shrugged.  “Fine with me.”  He handed me the dish and I put it in the dishwasher.  Then I realized that that was the last one.

      “Oh.”

      He smiled, pulling me into his arms and I looked into his eyes.  “You going to wear a chute today?”  Since Avery was the only one out of the four that could shift just his wings, he often jumped without a chute.

      “Nah.  I’ll just jump without a shirt on.”

      “It doesn’t hurt you, somehow?”

      “Not really.  It actually feels pretty good.”

      “Just keep your pants on this time.”  Christian walked up, chuckling.  Last time they’d trained on this together, Avery accidentally shifted too much and ended up shredding his pants.  They landed on Christian’s head on their way down.

      “Shut up.” Avery punched Christian’s shoulder.

      Without blinking, Christian leaned over and I kissed him.

      “Hey, Pinky.  Looking good this morning.  I saw that you beat Hunter, that must be a record.”

      I frowned, growling playfully.  “Actually, that’s twice now.”  I counted every single one.

      He touched my chin.  “Oh, I know.  We’re all keeping track of how many times you beat him. Besides,” he grinned, “you never let us forget it.”

      “Damn straight.”

      It was true, and also a big deal.  No one beat Hunter, except Avery while they were running.  But I was catching up to him.  “I think today he just wanted to check out my ass.”

      “Hell yeah.”  Hunter handed me and Avery our shakes, winking at me.  Then he grabbed two more and handed one to Christian.

      As we chugged them down, Easton joined us, holding a stack of papers.  “Got one for me?”

      Hunter pointed to the counter and Easton grabbed his.

      I finished mine: blueberry and chocolate, delicious.  Then I rinsed out my cup and began to clean out the blender.  By the time I was done, the cups were piled on the counter.  The guys started out the door, except for Christian, who helped me rinse the cups and start the dishwasher.  Then he led me outside and I saw Edward talking to the rest of the guys.

      I looked at Easton.  “Is he here for you?”

      Edward looked at me.  “Actually, I’m here for you.”
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      Edward led me to his car, an antique black Chevy Impala, and opened the door for me.  “Can I drive you to the landing strip?”

      “Sure,” I got in and he started up the Impala; it roared in response.  As we drove, he lay his head on the headrest casually, asking me about our preparations to leave.  He’d always acted super comfortable with me, probably because my dad had shared way too much information about my upbringing.  He knew plenty of embarrassing stories about me that he didn’t mind talking about in front of the guys.

      Yeah, that was a lot of fun.

      After about fifteen minutes, he began to fidget on the wheel and I thought he might be getting to the point real soon.  I decided to try to help him out.  “So, have you and Easton found anything interesting yet?  About Garrett and the new wolf?”

      He nodded.  “Actually, that’s one reason why I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Oh?” My stomach started to churn.  This was probably something bad.

      “Yeah.”  He looked ahead, slowing down to turn onto a dirt road.  In the distance, I could see a lone utilitarian building with a large bay.  This must be where the planes were docked.

      “Easton found out that Garrett sold the house he was living in.  About a month after you came to us.”

      “He did?”

      Edward nodded, keeping his eyes on the road.  “Garrett built a new house.  Actually, he’d already started construction on it before you came to us.  Did you know about this?”

      I shook my head.  I’d had no idea.  “When?”

      He was silent for a moment before he answered.  “He signed the contract to begin construction two weeks after your birthday.  But… not your last birthday, the one before that.”

      I bit my lip, thinking about what he was implying.  “So he’d been planning his takeover for a while then.”

      Edward nodded, and his confirmation brought on a tightness in my chest.

      “Bastard.”  So he had been planning to kill my dad for a whole year.  I remembered now that that’s when he’d gotten more vocal about challenging my position as Fated Alpha.

      That asshole.  I was going to go in and take everything from him, just like what he’d done to me.

      I took in a deep breath.  I just had to be patient, for just a little bit longer.

      Edward continued.  “His new place is really large.  At least twenty-thousand square feet.”

      “What the hell?”  My parents’ house had been about eight thousand, and it had been large enough to house any wolves that needed a place to spend a night or two, and more.

      “He’s hired a lot of security for the place, and the land around the house extends out pretty large.  We don’t know what he’s doing with something that big.”

      I was quiet, my mind churning, trying to decide what the hell he needed something that big for.  “So it looks like we’re going to go in clandestine.”  I was glad we’d waited now.  Everything had changed; I couldn’t trust anything from my past.

      Edward nodded.  “Yes.  There’s also another large property next to it.  Built at the same time, but the owner is a shell company.  We suspect this may be the black wolf you told us about.”

      “Alright.” I took in a deep breath, steeling myself for what we might find when we got there.  “Sounds like a plan, then.”

      We pulled up to the building, and Edward parked the car.  “Easton and I thought that you shouldn’t call Shayne before you guys go in.  Just in case.”

      I nodded.  “I agree.”

      He nodded in return.  “Good.”

      I put my hand on the door handle, but he put his hand on my arm.  “Also…”

      I took my hand off the handle to let him continue.

      “We’re having a hard time getting one of Ember’s guys to talk.  In difficult situations like this, Christian’s powers can be useful.  I wanted to make sure it was okay with you first.”

      “Why?”  It was weird that he was asking me, seeing as he hadn’t asked my permission before.  That was Christian’s job.  There must be something different about this one.

      “Well,” he tapped the steering wheel, “it looks like someone might have messed with his mind.  If Christian goes inside, it could be dangerous.”

      “How so?”

      “When Christian connects with another person’s mind, it’s almost like a computer.  Something could pass from their mind to his.”

      I stared at a black plane that was just taking off.  It looked like a small cargo plane.

      “What does he say?”

      “I haven’t said anything to him about it.  I wanted to talk to you first.  If I have a difficult case that I want to bring to any of your guys, I go through their leader first.”

      If he was coming to me, he must really have a reason.  And I understood what he meant.  This was my team, and I needed to protect him.  Strategically speaking, anything bad that happened to Christian would weaken the team.  But my heart was also fiercely protective of him.  Just talking about it made me want to put a magical bubble wrap around him and force him to walk around with it everywhere.

      “Has he done it before?”

      Edward shrugged. “Sure.  Of course.”

      “But this one is different?”

      Nodding, Edward met my eyes, and I could see the apprehension in them.

      “Is there any way I could help?  Maybe protect him somehow?”

      Edward’s eyebrows lifted.  “I didn’t think about that.  I’m sure we could figure out something.”

      I nodded.  “Alright. Let’s do it.”

      “Good.”

      I turned to get out, but he touched my arm.  “There’s one more thing.”

      “Oh, okay.” I turned to face him.

      “Lizzy, I, uh…” Suddenly he seemed nervous again.  “I know I’m not your dad.  And no one could ever replace him.”  I bit my lip, holding back the rush of emotions that seemed to come every time someone mentioned my parents.  “But I do know dragons, and I thought that I could give you a bit of advice.”

      I nodded my head.  “Please do.  I would love it.”  I forced a smile.

      “I know that you had… a love interest back home.”

      I froze.  “Whatever could you mean?”  Whenever I was caught in something, my southern accent always came out.  Something Hunter had picked up on pretty quickly.

      Without warning, he laughed, and I blushed, not understanding why he was laughing.

      “Sorry.”  He took in a deep breath and put his hand on my shoulder.  “I’m sorry.  Your face just looked so much like your dad whenever he got in trouble, I couldn’t help but think of him.”

      “Oh, I…”  I didn’t know what to say.

      He chuckled, then kept talking.  “You know your dad knew about Aaron, didn’t you?”

      I was shocked.  I really thought we’d kept it from him.  Why didn’t he ever say anything?  And how in the hell did I not get into trouble? He was such a stickler for the rules.  I was amazed he didn’t put me in a chastity belt the minute he found out.

      “I honestly had no friggin idea.”

      He nodded.  “Yeah, he knew. I think it had been going on a while by the time he found out, but yeah, he’d known for a while.”

      “Why didn’t he say anything?”

      He shrugged.  “I guess he was young once.  He remembered what that was like.”

      I let out a breath, still surprised.  “Well, I never…”

      He rubbed my arm.  “Of course, he didn’t want Garrett to know.  But he liked Aaron, and hoped that once you came into your powers, that it would work out.  Despite Garrett.”  He paused again.  “But the thing is, I don’t know how you left things with him, with Aaron.”

      I couldn’t speak.  I didn’t even really know how things were with him myself.  Was he married? Or not?  And if he wasn’t, did I still have the same feelings for him?  I wasn’t sure.  But Edward was looking at me, still expecting an answer, so I realized that I had to come up with something.

      I shrugged.  “I don’t know.”  Good one, Lizzy.  Fucking eloquent and to the point.  “I mean.  He tried to help me escape, and he stood up to the pack for me.”

      “Do you know if he’s still alive?”

      I froze, the thought not even occurring to me before now, and all the blood drained from my face.

      He rushed to comfort me.  “If he was alive before you escaped, then I’m sure he’s still alive now.  I just wasn’t sure with everything that happened…”

      I shook my head, starting to worry now.  “No, he was alive.”

      “Were you still together?”

      I shrugged, trying to brush off my panic.  “Things were waning.  But yeah, we were definitely still together. The night before, we had sehhh…” I cut off, not wanting to get into too many details with him but he nodded, like he understood.

      “I thought so.” His hand tightened on my arm in a gentle squeeze, then he released it.  “One thing I’ve come to understand about wolves is that they see relationships differently than us dragons.  I take it you took a while to understand the whole sharing concept.”

      “Kinda. I mean, I know wolves have done it in the past, but that was a long time ago.  So I could understand the why.  It took me a bit to accept that it would happen to me though.” I looked away, thinking about it.  Honestly, just like Easton had told me, once we got it out in the open, and worked through our issues, it worked out fine.  There was a little jealousy, but it was only when someone was feeling particularly vulnerable.  And that just let me know that I needed to spend more time with them, to help them feel more secure between the two of us.  It didn’t happen often though.  “So what does Aaron have to do with this.  I mean,” I realized that what I’d just said sounded stupid, so I tried to clarify, “how would the guys see it?”

      “Dragons understand that they’ll have to share.  Especially in the past couple of decades, with our reproduction problems and all that.  That makes it sound so clinical, but the truth is, it’s actually really complicated.  Sometimes the woman loves one guy more than the rest.  Or maybe, she doesn’t love any of them.  Every situation causes different complications.  And even though they’re used to it, that doesn’t mean that it’s easy for them.  There are no set rules, and everyone has to work out what’s best for the group.”  He paused.  “I suppose you know about Sophia?”

      I nodded.

      “When they put that team together, everyone knew that the purpose going in was somewhat of an experiment.  Love wasn’t a factor.  It was presented almost clinical.  And I think, in a way, this brought them closer together outside of Sophia. No one was expected to have feelings for each other.  And, of course, they aren’t robots, emotions were involved, but it was just a lot more simple.  But with you, Lizzy, it’s different.  I can tell that they all care for you.  Feelings are involved this time.  And they’ll see Aaron as an outsider.”

      He paused, gathering his thoughts and I could tell that he was struggling to put into words what he was trying to tell me.

      “Just spit it out.  That’s what Hunter tells me.”

      He smiled, but pushed on.  “As an outsider coming in, you may see it as being able to add anyone into your group.  But to them, they are almost one person.  They know each other well.  They’re a band of brothers.  So you being with anyone, outside of the group, may be seen as cheating.  Especially since your group has already been established.  If Aaron had been there from the beginning, it would be different.”

      I let this wash over me.  “But, what about James?  Aria practically forced me to take him in.”

      “Well, your case is a little bit different.  Just the fact that you’re a wolf makes it different.  But you’re their Alpha, and you deserve that title, because you earned it.”

      I nodded.  Damn straight I did.

      “James isn’t exactly an outsider.  And if your Alpha needs to bring him in to make your clan stronger, than you can force it, if you want to.  But Aaron, or anyone from the pack, would be different.”

      I rubbed my forehead, feeling a headache coming on.  I realized that the guys were hanging around across the way, waiting for us.

      “I’m not really sure I understand the difference.”

      “Look,” he took my hand in a soothing motion.  “You can do anything you want, Lizzy, since you’re their Alpha.  But that doesn’t mean that if you do, you’re going to have a happy pack.  So if you’re worried about that, which I’m sure you are, keep that in mind.”

      I nodded, thinking.

      “And honestly, I believe that if you still have feelings for Aaron and you think that he could bring something to the pack, then maybe you can work it out with the guys.  And, of course, the same goes for James.  But your Alpha isn’t going to claim Aaron like it would James, because that’s dragon magic only.  So you have somewhat of an excuse for James.”  He took in a deep breath, and I was starting to feel a bit weird that I was having such a hard time getting what he was telling me.  “Just.  Just before you do anything, make sure you work it out with the guys, okay? Don’t run up to Aaron and kiss him or something.”

      I burst out laughing and my face turned red, only because I’d just had a dream about that very thing the other night.  “No problem. I think I understand.”

      “Good.”  He kissed the tips of my knuckles.  “Now I’ll let you go.  I can see that they’re waiting for you, kid.”

      I gave him a hug, then waved goodbye after I got out of the car.  I shut the door and headed straight for my guys, considering his words.  I was going to have to talk to my guys about this before we left.  But, I needed to figure out how I felt about it, first.
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      “What’s one thing about yourself you wish you could change?” I sat on a bench across from Avery, and our plane was slowly gaining altitude.  As part of my agreement with him, I could ask him any question and he had the choice whether or not to answer me.  It was part of the whole trust and being open thing.  So far, he had answered everything.

      “My eyes.”

      “What’s your greatest hidden talent?”

      His eyes sparkled, like he wanted to make a sex joke, but instead he answered.  “Painting.  It’s been a while, but I used to paint.”

      “I didn’t know that! What kind of paint? And what was your favorite thing to paint?”

      “I mostly used acrylic, but sometimes I tried other things.  And landscapes.”

      “What is one thing that brings a smile to your face, no matter what kind of mood you’re in?”

      This time he didn’t hold back. He grabbed my chin and pulled me close, growling.  “The thought that one day soon, you’ll fuck the shit out of me.  I can feel it through my powers, Lizzy.  I know you want me as bad as I want you.”  I grinned, not denying it, and he closed his mouth over mine.  Heat blazed through my chest and he pulled back, letting me go.

      “What’s one thing that’s a total turn on?  I need to know, for research purposes only, of course.”

      “When the girl is bossy.”

      I raised my eyebrows.  “Seriously?”

      He nodded.

      “Sometimes, I have, uh… control issues.”

      I smirked, but didn’t say anything, allowing him to continue.

      “It’s a turn on to just let go, let the girl boss me around.”

      “What’s the one thing you’re proud of?”  I kept on going.

      He didn’t answer right away, but thought about it for a minute.  “My kid.  I mean, I know that she was never born, but I can be proud of that, right?”

      I nodded, meeting his eyes.  “Absolutely.” I hesitated for only a second before I asked the next question.  “What’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever done?”

      “Leaving you.”

      “I agree.”  I nodded.  “When was the last time you cried, and why?”

      “The same day I left you.”

      I opened my mouth to ask another question, but no words came out.  My eyes stung; I was holding back my tears.  “You cried that day, when you left me in the woods?”

      Nodding, he swiped at the tear that leaked out of my eyes.  “I did.”  His voice sounded rough.

      “Okay,” I fanned at my face, trying not to let any more tears fall.  He grabbed it, not letting me move on to the next question, but held his hands on both sides of my face.  He stared into my eyes with an intense focus, and my whole body was tuned into him.  “I’m serious, Lizzy.  I am sorry for the way that I acted.  It was dumb and childish.  I should’ve been open with the whole team from the beginning, but especially to you.  I didn’t feel that I could’ve approached you from the first time I opened my assignment because I thought someone might have been watching me.  And that’s a valid concern.  But when I couldn’t discover who it was, I should’ve contacted you.  If I could go back and do it all different, then I would.  I swear to you, that I will never do anything like that again.  I love you, Lizzy.  I want to be with you.  I will do whatever it takes to be with you.  To show you my trust.”

      I gave up on not trying to cry.  Tears were streaming down faster than he could catch them.

      “Okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Please, just say you forgive me.  Say you’ll let me make it up to you.”

      I nodded.  “Yes, of course I forgive you.”  Avery had done nothing but try to make it up to me these past few weeks.

      He smiled, his face lighting up, then looked over my shoulder and I turned around.  Christian was pulling off his shirt.  Avery leaned back in to give me a soft kiss and warmth washed over me.  “Thanks, love.”

      I smiled and he let me go.  He looked up at Christian.  “You flying with me?”

      Christian nodded.  “Sure.  Why not.  It’s been a while since you and I’ve been together.”  He smirked.  “Plus, if you shift all the way, I won’t have to worry about dodging your shredded pants.”

      Avery jumped up, pulling off his shirt.  “That sounds awesome.”

      Hunter sat down next to me and took a picture.  He’d brought his camera and had been taking shots all morning.  He also had a video strapped to his helmet that was recording everything.  “It’s time.”

      “Oh, okay.  What do I do?”

      “We’ll let them out first, then I’ll hook you up to me.  Then we’ll jump out.”

      Suddenly, Avery’s pants flew across the plane, landing on Christian’s face.  Christian growled, then, grinning, threw them out the door.

      “Hey!”

      Christian smirked.  “Serves you right.  Maybe you can catch them.”

      Avery jumped forward, then stopped at the edge of the door, watching his pants fly through the air.  “Not funny, Christian.”

      Christian shrugged, grinning.  “Seemed right to me.”  Then he turned to me, his face lit up.  “See you.”

      Nudging Avery aside, he jumped, head first, into the air.  I ran towards the door, with Hunter close behind me.  He clasped me tight as I looked out, watching Christian.

      Christian fell several feet and just as I began to get nervous, he shifted.  The sun glinted off his gorgeous black scales and his wings extended far beyond my view from the plane.  Avery approached the door again and I stepped back to let him by.  I saw the flash of his smile before he jumped and he hollered as he fell.  Avery was a little bit more flashy, and he did a couple of somersaults in the air before shifting, and it was almost strange to see his whole body shift, instead of just his wings.

      Hunter passed me my goggles and helmet.  I put them on, then he connected us, first at the shoulders and then at the hips.  While he went over everything, I stared out the door, admiring Avery.  The black and red design of his wings made it look like the landscape was on fire, and I couldn’t help but stare in awe at his beauty.

      “You ready?”

      “Yes!”  I nodded while Hunter double, then triple-checked to make sure we were attached properly.  I trusted him completely.  He must’ve gone over his parachute ten times before he led us to the door.  I stared out at the landscape, catching glimpses of Avery and Christian as they flew while Hunter yelled at the pilot that we’d meet him back on the ground.  Then he clasped me tight.  “Just remember, keep your mouth closed.”

      Without hesitation, I took a step forward and we dropped out of the plane.   I squealed as we fell through the air, loving the rush of adrenaline.  The air roared against my ears and occasionally, I felt Hunter’s hands on me.

      We fell for a while and I watched the patchwork of land below me.  Avery flew by us and he caught my gaze.  Dragons were so fucking beautiful.  I couldn’t stop staring at him and Christian as they followed us through the sky.  I watched the way their bodies moved, so graceful through the sky, noting the intricate way their scales shifted to make the air pass more smoothly.  Everything about them was the right mixture of elegance and power, and their magic vibrated around them in bright pulses.

      Avery did a nose dive, turning in a circle as he did it, and I grinned.  Show off.

      I was grinning so big when I realized that my mouth was dry.  Now I understood why Hunter had reminded me to keep my mouth shut.  Hunter checked his wrist a few times until he made a waving motion and Avery and Christian moved further away.  As soon as Hunter felt comfortable, he pulled the cord and our parachute burst out.

      We drifted a lot slower now until we hit the ground.  Hunter had told me to just put my legs out; we’d come to a stop on our butts.  Avery landed a short distance from us, his pants in his hands, and then Christian came next, shifting a second before he landed.

      I turned my head towards Hunter.  “We’re going again, right?”

      He laughed.  “As soon as we go over emergency protocols, yes.  We’ll go all day if you want.”
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