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      The Talon Pack is near and dear to my heart and diving into my wolves and their magic always makes me remember why I write romance in the first place. Writing Mitchell and Dawn’s story was almost bittersweet for me because it felt like a new series inside of two bigger worlds.

      And because of that, I have a few people to thank. I couldn’t do it without them.

      To Dr. Hubby. Thank you for being the one who I could lean on no matter what. And thank you for listening to me rant about this book. Often.

      Thank you Kennedy Layne and Stacey Kennedy for pushing me five to seven days a week to finish this book. Without our coffee chats I don’t think I’d be as sane as I am. And yes, girls, I heard that giggle, I’m perfectly okay. LOL

      And to my readers…thank you again for being there for me.

      Without you dear readers, I couldn’t write the worlds I love. People keep telling me paranormal romance is dead but we know better, don’t we?

      Shifters forever!

      Long Love the Pack!

      

      ~Carrie Ann
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      Her fated mate can’t claim her. But she’ll show him what they could have.

      Mitchell already watched one mate die. He won’t do it again, so he refuses the bond.

      Only fate has other plans, and he can’t help but fall for Dawn and watch her thrive in this new world.

      Dawn grew up in shadow but that only made her stronger. She will fight for her mate because she knows though he’s the dominant wolf, she’s strong enough for them both.

      There is a new enemy coming for them, one that wants the power the Talon Pack has amassed. They will stop at nothing to destroy them.

      But Mitchell and Dawn will fight for their people.

      And hopefully…each other.
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      Death was but a whisper away, and yet Mitchell Brentwood couldn’t breathe. With a slow blink, he moved to the side as a fist came at him, his opponent struggling to keep up with Mitchell’s moves. As the youth was only a teenager and still learning while Mitchell was the Beta of the Talon Pack, he didn’t blame the pup for not being fast enough.

      He’d just train the kid until he sweated and cursed Mitchell out and then maybe the teen would be ready for whatever came next.

      That was how Packs worked—always ready for the next battle, the next fight.

      An odd thought for a wolf without a war to face.

      He’d spent his life preparing for conflict or fighting an unseen master he’d never thought to find his way out from under, and now here he was, training young wolves to help them control their beasts, yet…alone.

      His cousin Kameron punched his shoulder and frowned at him. Well, if one could call it a frown considering the man rarely if ever showed any emotion—no anger, no disappointment, no sadness, and certainly not a smile. While some called Mitchell a hard-ass bastard, they called Kameron the cold-ass one.

      “What?” Mitchell growled. The punch hadn’t hurt since Kameron hadn’t put any heat behind it, but he still wasn’t expecting it. And considering he and his brother, Max, had been raised with the rest of the cousins as if they were brothers, it was the principle of the thing.

      “Your mind is wandering, and you’re not paying attention.” Kameron’s gaze was on the juveniles in front of them and their training and not on him, so he flipped his cousin off. “Saw that. I’m pretty sure the kids saw that, too. Good job, oh fearless leader.”

      “Suck me,” Mitchell whispered so low that only Kameron could hear. Since the trainees in front of them were also wolves, they had exceptional hearing, so he had to be careful how loud he spoke when he didn’t want others to listen in.

      “No, thanks, cousin. Why don’t you find yourself a woman to do that? Maybe if you finally get laid, you’ll wipe that perpetual scowl off your face.”

      A familiar ache pulsated deep inside, and it took everything within him not to let the pain cascading through him show on his face. He’d spent years perfecting that ability, yet each time it seemed to grow, increasing in need and dread.

      Mitchell lashed out, kicking Kameron on the back of his knee. And though Mitchell was one of the best fighters in the Pack, he wasn’t the best. That title belonged to their Enforcer—Kameron. While Mitchell was the Beta of the Talons and in charge of the day-to-day needs of the Pack, Kameron, as the Enforcer, was in charge of their defense. It only made sense that his cousin would be a slightly better fighter—it was genetic. So instead of his foot making contact, Kameron leapt out of the way so gracefully that he could have been a dancer in another life instead of a soldier.

      Then, they fought.

      Well, not really, as they weren’t landing their punches or kicks, but they’d spent decades learning each other’s moves and weaknesses. Even though neither of them was the Alpha or the strongest wolf in the Pack, they still fought like what they were—some of the best.

      The younger wolves around them stopped what they were doing to watch the older wolves fight, and Mitchell didn’t fault them for that. There was a reason he and his family were the highest in the hierarchy of the Pack, and they were damn good at what they did to protect their people. After a few minutes, they were both sweaty, their shirts sticking to their skin. Kameron’s mouth twitched as if he were smiling. For his non-emotive cousin, that was big.

      “Maybe you should think about your dick and get off mine,” Mitchell said with a sneer.

      “Why does everything you’re saying today sound so dirty?” Kameron asked, wiping his face with the bottom of his shirt. A few sighs sounded from some of the women in their training group, and Mitchell held back a snort. There was always someone lusting after Kam, as if they wanted to be the one to melt his icy exterior.

      Not too many panted after Mitchell, and he was just fine with that. He’d done his best to make his asshole persona permanent for a reason.

      “You’re just a pervert,” Mitchell finally answered as he rolled his shoulders. “You can’t help it, though, you’re from that line of the Brentwoods.”

      Kameron flipped him off and almost smiled again. Two times in one day, that had to be a record. “Like your line is any better.” He shook his head and turned to the others, watching them. “Okay, that’s a wrap for the day. Let’s cool down. Then you guys get to hear what your next assignment is.”

      Mitchell nodded. “You guys did good. All of you are learning to not only use your bodies as tools, but you’re controlling your beasts more and more.” The same could not be said for some of the older wolves in the Pack. That was why tomorrow’s training sessions would be with some of the dominants, who were already on shifts around the den. Even though the Pack wasn’t at war, that didn’t mean they could slack off in their training.

      It had been a year since the final battle with the rogue human factions that didn’t know if they wanted to control the wolves or wipe them from existence. The Talons and their allies, the Redwoods, had lost many and endured countless other horrors that left horrific memories that would never fade. But in the end, a great sacrifice had saved them all. Mitchell still wasn’t sure how he felt about the fact that he hadn’t been strong enough to protect his people. It was the sacrifice of the others—the pain of others, including his brother, Max—that had won the war. Mitchell had only been there to fight.

      But there wasn’t a battle to be fought with claw and fang now. The humans came out on the good side in the end, and now they were in a time of peace. A calm where the wolves were no longer stuck within their wards inside the den, afraid to go out in public for fear that they’d be attacked by those anxious of what they didn’t know or understand. Now, his people could go out and do what they’d done for hundreds of years before the Unveiling, before the wolves were forced out into the open, revealing their secrets.

      Almost all of his Packmates had jobs outside the den. Hell, most of them had lived on the outside before everything crumbled down around them. When they’d been at war, things were a little tight within the wards, but they’d made it work because there hadn’t been another option. So, while many of the wolves had shifts within the den depending on their strengths, they also had jobs and lives outside the Pack’s domain.

      It was how it should have been all along, and his people were just now getting used to the fact that this was how it would be again. Only this time, many of them weren’t hiding in plain sight. There wasn’t a national register for the shifters, as Washington had nixed that idea after the asshole senator, McMaster, was killed, but there were still some non-government sanctioned websites out there that had lists of names and information on shifters. His cousin and Alpha, Gideon, growled daily about the mere existence of it, but there was nothing they could do about it. In this age of technology, even humans had all of that information since it was out in the public for anyone to see. The wolves could only control so much.

      So, yes, Mitchell’s people could go out and have jobs like they had in the past, but now they had to deal with the added pressure of being a wolf in human’s clothing. At least, that’s what others called them. Mitchell knew he was more than that. He was both—a wolf and a human, not just one or the other. That was how all shifters were, and they struggled with that balance every day. Hence the training sessions for juveniles and young adults like they just had. Adding hormones to the mix usually just made keeping control of one’s wolf that much harder.

      And yet, with all the talk of peace, Mitchell had a feeling there was something else coming. He’d spent most of his life either at war or fighting battles within his own Pack, yet he felt his sense of knowing wasn’t because he missed the tension and anxiety. He just knew there was no way that things could suddenly be perfect and harmonious after everything that happened.

      Something was going to change their peace, and Mitchell would be ready for it.

      Not matter what it took.

      “You headed over to Gideon’s?” Kameron asked, rubbing the back of his neck. “I have to go help one of the soldiers with a problem on the outer perimeter, but Gideon said he wanted to see us at some point.”

      Mitchell nodded. “I planned to stop by.” Plus, it would give him a chance to see his new niece. Though Gideon and the others weren’t technically his brothers, making the newest additions to the Brentwoods second cousins or something like that, everyone had taken to calling Max and Mitchell uncles anyway.

      Max didn’t have a mate, and after the attack that had scarred his brother in more ways than one, Mitchell wasn’t sure that Max wanted a mate. And as for Mitchell…well…he knew for a fact that he wouldn’t find his mate. Ever.

      There were just some things set in stone, and Mitchell being alone for the rest of his unnaturally long life was one of them.

      “Let him and Brie know I’ll stop by before dinner,” Kameron said before lifting his chin and heading to wherever he needed to be.

      Mitchell sighed and made his way over to Gideon’s since he didn’t have any other plans for a few hours. He figured he might as well see what his Alpha needed instead of sitting alone in his house, wondering what the hell to do. And, damn, he needed to stop sounding so depressing. It had been easier when he had battles and strategy to plan, or when the den was bursting at the seams with people. Since it was his job to ensure that every Pack member had a roof over their heads and was situated enough for their wolves to remain calm, he had plenty to do when everyone was forced within the den under their failing wards.

      Now, the wards were rebuilt thanks to his cousin Brandon and his two mates, and people had started moving back into their homes outside the den. That meant there was less for Mitchell to do. And he hated it.

      As he made his way to the front of Gideon’s house, he heard the giggle of a sweet one-year-old and pushed all those thoughts to the side. Gideon and Brie’s daughter, Fallon, toddled over to him, though she almost tripped a few times. He bent down to pick her up, brushing his lips over the top of her head when he pulled her close. She patted his mouth with her tiny hands and babbled incoherently. He was pretty sure a few of the things she said were actually words, but he couldn’t make sense of them.

      Only Gideon and Brie could understand their daughter, the same as how his cousin Ryder and his wife Leah could understand their son, Bryson Roland. In the past year, there’d been three new Brentwoods born into the world—well, two Brentwoods and a Jamenson since his cousin Brynn mated a Redwood wolf named Finn. They’d had their daughter Mackenzie a couple of months ago, around the same time that Bryson was born. Still, the fact that there was three more was a whole hell of a lot, considering there hadn’t been an addition to their family in over a century. They were wolves after all, and lived ages longer than humans. They could spend lifetimes alone before eventually finding their mates, and some even waited longer to have children, preferring to spend time as a mated couple before adding to their family. The fact that the Brentwoods kept finding their mates in such quick succession would have worried Mitchell, but it wasn’t as if he would find his mate. Not with everything he’d been through in the past.

      “I see,” Mitchell said solemnly, nodding his head as Fallon continued her conversation. He thought he heard something about a puppy, but that could have been any number of people in their wolf form, so he honestly didn’t know.

      “You’re good with her,” Brie, his Alpha’s mate, said with a small smile. He hated the way she always seemed to see too much of him. She was a submissive wolf mated to the Alpha of their Pack. And while it might not make sense to outsiders, it made all the sense in the world to those inside the wards. She protected the Pack in her own way, her worth and contribution to the Pack’s needs something none of them even knew they were missing until she showed up and took care of them.

      If he weren’t such a jerk, he might have been nicer to her, but he needed to keep her at a distance. He needed to keep everyone at arm’s length.

      “She’s easy,” he said with a shrug before handing Fallon over to her mother. “Gideon said he wanted to talk to me,” he added instead of saying hello.

      Brie ran her hand down Fallon’s back as the little girl started to doze off. It must have been near her naptime, or the little girl wouldn’t have started to fall asleep so easily. She was usually a burst of energy and babbles.

      “He had to go meet with Kade, but he told me he texted you.” She rocked back and forth as Fallon fell fully asleep in her mother’s arms. The little girl would one day be Alpha—a first for the Talons, and maybe even all the Packs as Mitchell hadn’t heard of a female Alpha before. It wasn’t that they weren’t strong or capable because, hell, female dominants were tougher than most men he knew. No, it was because becoming the Alpha, Heir, Beta, Enforcer, Omega, or Healer wasn’t something someone could fight for or try to attain. Those titles were bestowed—he held back a mental cringe at that word—upon them by the moon goddess. The goddess had made the first wolf, the first shifter, and also determined the hierarchies needed for a Pack. Mitchell hadn’t learned until recently that those first goddess-touched were Talons. In fact, the first wolves who made the Pack were actually reincarnated as the triplets—Kameron, Walker, and Brandon.

      Mitchell still wasn’t sure he quite believed that and, hell, didn’t know if he wanted to, but it wasn’t his business, so he chose not to think about it.

      “Mitchell?”

      He shook himself out of those thoughts and held back a curse as he pulled out his phone and saw that he had indeed missed a text from Gideon. “I didn’t feel it vibrate and didn’t have the ringer on since we were training. Sorry to bother you at naptime.”

      Brie just smiled and shook her head. “You’re never a bother. Do you want to come in for something to drink? I’m headed to the maternal council meeting in a bit, but I have an hour or so.”

      Mitchell was shaking his head before she’d finished her sentence. He preferred being alone to having Brie so close where she saw too much of him. And it always hurt him when he remembered exactly who she reminded him of.

      He quickly pushed those thoughts from his brain and did his best not to rub at the three jagged scars on his chest. He’d been too in his head today and needed to do something different, or he’d end up drowning himself in a bottle of tequila later and be of no use to anyone.

      “I need to pick up a few things from town. I should get on that. Do you need anything?” The den was pretty self-sufficient and had enough land to remain that way for years, but they’d been trying to do more outside the den walls since the end of the war. Mitchell was only doing his part, he reminded himself. He wasn’t running away. Not again.

      “Can you pick up a bag of coffee beans from that shop down on First?” she asked with a bright smile. “I know I can get beans in bulk online or even at another store, but now that I’m allowed caffeine again, I seemed to have found myself a new craving. If it’s out of your way, though, I can pick some up later.”

      Mitchell nodded even as he went through his memory to see if he’d ever actually been inside that shop. He knew that Brynn loved that place and still went there with her mate, but he didn’t venture into coffee shops much. Too many people, and way too many scents for his wolf nose.

      “Just tell me what kind you want and how much, and I’ll pick them up.” He made a note in his phone when she told him the name then gave her a nod and walked away.

      His wolf had begun prowling inside him, and he wasn’t sure if it was about Brie or what she represented. Either way, he needed to get far enough away that he could calm his wolf and forget about the pain that he lived with every day.

      Because the one thing they didn’t talk about when it came to mating was that if a bond broke, a wolf could still feel it. Mitchell felt the echo of what had been, the life he’d been promised, with every breath.

      But he’d lost all that, and had learned to live like he was now.

      His mate was dead.

      And wolves like him didn’t get second chances.

      Ever.
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      Dawn Levin’s feet hurt, and her hair smelled of coffee and, for some reason, hazelnut, but since that meant she had a job and therefore a paycheck, she didn’t care. Her wolf stretched her legs before curling up for a nap inside her, and Dawn held back a smile. She’d gone running late last night under the crescent moon since she wasn’t able to sleep, and her wolf had wanted to play. So now, at least one of them was partially satisfied for the time being.

      The human part of her, well…at least she had a job and a relatively stable roof over her head once she went back to the den.

      She filled another order, pulling two shots of espresso as she frowned. Was her home technically called a den? She wasn’t sure, but her family had always called it that since they didn’t have another word for it.

      She was a Central Pack wolf. A wolf who technically didn’t have a Pack at all since the Centrals weren’t yet recognized by the moon goddess or many of the other Packs in the country. Before she was born, the former Alpha and many of his followers had done horrible things and ended up killing most of the Pack in the process.

      Dawn had been taught the violent history at a young age like the rest of the children she’d grown up with. The elders hadn’t wanted there to be secrets. They’d also wanted any hotheads within the Pack to learn from past mistakes.

      “Dawn, hurry up. We’re running behind.”

      She winced at her boss’s words and went back to making foam. She could usually do most of her work in her sleep, but with her brain going in a thousand different directions today, she apparently couldn’t quite keep up.

      The door opened and she looked to see her friend and fellow wolf, Sam, walk through holding his empty canvas bag. He was their delivery boy and jack-of-all-trades. She liked the fact that she had a Pack member who ventured out of the den every so often, but she knew she still did more than others. Sam was learning to be more human these days since her Pack had hidden themselves even more after the Unveiling, but now she had a friend she got to see every day outside the den, as well.

      “Hey,” he said with a wink. “Got anything for me?”

      She nodded and gestured toward the end of the coffee bar. Since her boss was still watching, she didn’t talk to Sam before he headed out, but she knew she’d see him back at the den. He was older, and their wolves far different, but they fit together nicely on the fringes of a Pack that wasn’t a Pack.

      “Vanilla latte with two pumps of vanilla,” she called out, pulling herself from her thoughts, and set the drink on the counter before going back to the long line of cups waiting for her. She needed to keep her head on her work and not on a past she couldn’t change.

      Only it was never that easy since she lived with reminders of that past every day. Her people were on the verge of becoming a true Pack, recognized by the other Packs and the moon goddess. No one knew why they knew, but there was a knowing in the air, and the other Alphas around them apparently knew it, too. She wasn’t sure what it all meant except for the fact that things would change soon. Dawn just hoped it would all be for the best.

      Her Pack didn’t have an Alpha or a Healer, or anyone that could truly help their people in times of need. That meant there hadn’t been any matings since her parents mated before the Centrals fell. And without matings, there were no more babies or growth.

      Therefore, a maternal dominant like Dawn had no purpose other than to smile and make coffee and hope that any income she had would be enough for their meager coffers.

      And that was enough of that. She went back to focusing on the coffee orders. She was just finishing up the last of the rush when the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Her wolf perked up, causing a mix of fear and anticipation to slide over her skin.

      Him.

      She knew it was him.

      Only one person in the world made her feel this way.

      Someone she’d never truly spoken to.

      Mitchell Brentwood. Beta of the Talon Pack.

      And pain in her ass.

      Why this wolf was in her coffee shop, she didn’t know. She’d been working as a barista for a few years now and had seen many of the Talon Pack members walk through the door, yet Mitchell wasn’t one of them. The only reason she even knew who he was came from the fact that he visited her den often these days. He met with her brother at least once a week and had been there when the wards fell that fateful day. But he’d never spoken to her.

      And for some reason, that pissed off her wolf to no end.

      He was too damn sexy for his own good, as well. All dark and handsome with hair a deep shade of brown, light brown skin that didn’t look as if it came from the sun but from genetics, and even darker eyes that bored holes into her.

      Her wolf scratched at her, either wanting out or wanting to growl at the man waiting in line, but Dawn did what she did best and ignored it. She had a job to do and bills to pay.  Thinking about why a wolf annoyed her wouldn’t help any of that.

      Of course, as soon as she thought that, Mitchell met her gaze and raised a brow. Yes, she was a Central wolf working as a barista at a coffee shop downtown. It wasn’t as glamorous as some of the other jobs wolves had, but she only had a home-schooled high school education, and that wasn’t enough for some places.

      So, instead of focusing on why this wolf set her on edge, she went back to making drinks, only to stop again when the familiar scents of her best friends walked through the door behind Mitchell.

      Aimee, Dhani, and Cheyenne were human and some of the best women she knew. She’d met each of them over the past seven years working outside the den. And while she felt she could tell them almost anything, they didn’t know she was a wolf. At first, it was because nobody knew about the wolves, and then, after the Unveiling, well… she’d been afraid to tell them who she truly was.

      But everyone knew Mitchell Brentwood was a shifter. He’d been on the front lines during the battles and was televised all around the world. And while they may know his title, nobody knew exactly what the position entailed. The Talons and Redwoods had done their best to keep as many of their secrets and traditions as close to the vest as possible. Information like that in the wrong hands could spell catastrophe. The evidence of that was in the Unveiling itself, after all.

      Once again, she shook off those thoughts and smiled at her friends, ignoring the way Mitchell followed her gaze. She really hoped that Mitchell wouldn’t take the opportunity to speak to her for the first time. She didn’t want to have to answer the hard questions from her friends about how she knew him.

      While Cheyenne and Dhani went to grab their usual table, Aimee came over to the counter where Dawn was working and smiled. Of her friends, Aimee was the sweetest. While the others could be sweet, they also had an edge to them that Dawn and Aimee lacked. She figured that’s why they all meshed so well; they each brought something different to their friendship and always looked out for one another.

      Of course, Dawn would probably be a better friend at the end of the day if she actually told them who she truly was, but she couldn’t. While she knew that none of them were bigots, she was still worried about how they would feel about her once they knew the truth. She’d hidden for so long, she didn’t know how to open up. What made it worse was that if and when she actually told her friends about her other nature, she’d have to explain to them about her Pack’s  past. She wasn’t part of a true Pack like the famous Talons and Redwoods. And she wasn’t even a lone wolf like some others out there. Her Pack was somewhere in between, with a legacy shamed by disgrace. And even though she hadn’t been born when everything occurred, she still carried that shadow.

      “Hey, you,” Aimee said as she pulled up in front of Dawn. “We called in our order ahead of time since we knew you’d be busy.”

      Dawn looked down at the drinks in her hand and smiled back at her friend. “Working on them now, actually. I didn’t look at the names since I was in the zone.” Or at least she should have been. “I’ll have your drinks ready in a minute if you want to wait here and keep me company.”

      “No problem.” Aimee leaned over the counter and let out a small sigh.

      Dawn knew that sigh, it meant that Aimee was feeling a lot more tired than she let on, but Dawn couldn’t say anything about it. Not when Aimee got all secretive and pasted a smile on her face whenever Dawn mentioned it. And despite all of Dawn’s enhanced senses, she couldn’t figure out if Aimee’s exhaustion came from working too hard at the diner or if there was something else going on.

      “I’d take a break with you guys, but we’re in the middle of our rush,” she said, changing the subject while pulling two more shots of espresso. She sucked in a breath as Mitchell made his way to the front of the line and ordered coffee beans rather than a drink. She didn’t know why she was suddenly disappointed that she wouldn’t be making him anything, and she silently cursed herself for even thinking that.

      “Is that Mitchell Brentwood?” Aimee asked, her voice low. But it wasn’t low enough, not for a wolf. Because Mitchell turned sharply at Aimee’s question and frowned at Dawn. “Crap,” Aimee muttered, her face going beet red.

      “Looks like it,” Dawn said with a false sense of cheer. “Nice to see you, Mr. Brentwood,” she added, trying to get his attention off her friend so she wouldn’t be so embarrassed. Why she called him by his last name like that and not his first, she didn’t know. Apparently, that’s just what she decided to do in the rush of things.

      “Dawn,” Mitchell growled low with a nod of his head. He nodded at Aimee before taking his bag of beans and walking out of the shop.

      “What. Was. That?” Aimee asked, her voice low. “He knew your name!”

      Dawn swallowed hard, annoyed with herself for the tingles going up and down her spine at the sound of her name on his lips. Just because he was a very sexy shifter and her wolf seemed to be confused around him didn’t mean she had to act like a wayward teenage pup and swoon over the man.

      “I have a nametag,” Dawn said, hoping her voice didn’t sound as squeaky to Aimee as it did to her.

      Aimee raised a brow. “Okay.”

      Dawn cleared her throat. “Anyway, here are your drinks. Tell the girls I said hi and that I’ll be by for movie night tomorrow. Promise.” She’d skipped the last two get-togethers because of Pack issues, and had missed a lot more things right after the Unveiling, so she’d promised herself she would do her best to be a better friend.

      Even if that meant telling the girls everything.

      Goddess, she hadn’t lost them, but she knew she was losing more of herself every day that she kept the secret.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Aimee said sweetly. Dawn knew Aimee would tell the others about Mitchell’s sudden need to speak to Dawn for the first time as soon as she got back to the table.

      Dawn had a feeling things were going to get complicated. She just hoped she’d be strong enough to keep up.

      

      A couple of hours later, when her shift was over, she texted her family that she was okay and headed to her second job at the daycare center. Even though the wars were over and wolves were supposed to be safe out in public, there were always fanatics. The number of hate crimes against wolves and witches was down from where it had been at the peak of the Unveiling, but they hadn’t been eradicated completely.  People feared what they didn’t know, and were scared of anything different even more. So she texted her family every time she left one place for another just so they knew she was okay. She couldn’t do much for them considering the strength of her wolf and her talents, but she could at least alleviate some of their worries.

      Sometimes, it was difficult being the youngest member of the Centrals—or what was left of the Centrals. Children only came from mated pairs or triads.  When the elders and some of the other wolves left the Central den all those years ago to hide from their Alpha’s wrath, they hadn’t been able to take many people with them. Anyone left bonded to the Pack within the den died because of the Alpha’s actions. Those left were forced to stay where they were, hidden in the forest without a true Pack. And because her Pack couldn’t form mating bonds anymore, there were no new couples to create children. Yes, some of the other mated pairs could have children well into their hundreds of years, but no one else after her parents had been blessed with a child. She honestly wasn’t sure if it had been on purpose or not, and was too scared to even ask.

      It just made things worse for her wolf. Wolves were either dominant or submissive—with varying degrees within each subset. She was neither. She was a maternal dominant. That meant her wolf’s true calling was to be a protector of children. Her wolf needed to nurture and care for the young of the Pack. Yet without any pups within the den walls, a part of her always felt broken. Her wolf yearned to find its place among her people, to fulfill its duty, but the way things were going, her wolf may never find its destiny.

      Hence why she volunteered at the local daycare. She didn’t have the certification to be a full-time member and caretaker, but she could at least be around human babies enough to satisfy her wolf’s desire to take care of pups. It wasn’t ideal, and she knew her wolf wasn’t completely happy, but it was the best she could do under the circumstances. Maybe when the moon goddess finally blessed them, she’d find her place.

      Maybe then, she’d be more than a sad wolf with no true calling.

      At that thought, a shiver washed over her, and she looked over her shoulder, feeling as though someone was watching her. The hairs on the back of her neck rose again, only this time, it wasn’t because of the odd anticipation she felt when she saw Mitchell.

      No, this was something different. Something was coming, but she had no idea what. Just as quickly as the feeling washed over her, it faded away, leaving her alone and confused. She shook it off and increased her pace as she made her way to the daycare center. She’d spend an hour there at most and then head back home. There was no use being careless and spending too much time out on the streets alone, especially when she felt as though someone may be watching her.

      Her Pack was on the verge of change, and she knew not everyone was happy with that. No one knew who would become Alpha or goddess-blessed, though the Pack had a feeling it would be her brother. As for Dawn, no one thought much of anything about her. She was just who she was.

      “You’re being an idiot,” she mumbled to herself. Annoyed, she quickly called the daycare center and told them she wouldn’t be able to volunteer today. When her wolf was on edge like this, she knew better than to ignore the signs.

      She needed her family and the relative safety of her den. With her wolf closer to the surface now, she headed to her car and drove the short distance to her den. There was one major city near the three shifter dens—the Redwoods, Talons, and Centrals—with a few smaller towns dotted around, as well. She knew of one other Pack, the Aspens, that lived a few hours south, but as far as she knew, she’d never met them. Thankfully, most of the area around where she lived was either owned outright by the other major wolf Packs, or it was considered a nature preserve.

      She drove through the wards that surrounded her den and parked next to the small house where her family lived. The Centrals had been in hiding for so long that they hadn’t built up their den like others had. So, she still lived in the home she’d grown up in with her parents and her brother, Cole—most likely their future Alpha.

      As soon as she got out of her car, her brother walked out, a frown on his face and his arms open. They were close in age—both in their mid-twenties—and had grown up with only each other to lean on. While she might not understand the path her brother was on now, she knew he’d always be there for her.

      She leaned into him, inhaling the scent of his wolf that spoke of power and strength. Her wolf calmed. Dawn hadn’t needed to say a word, yet he’d been there for her. That was Pack. That was family.

      And maybe one day soon, the bonds that she’d only heard about that slid through wolves and anchored them to the moon goddess and each other would wind through her, as well.

      But for now, she had her family. That was all she needed.

      And no matter what, she wouldn’t think about the scowling wolf who’d spoken directly to her for the first time that day. He didn’t fit into her plans—no matter how much he intrigued her wolf.
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