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TALIA

In six days, I was marrying the next Alpha of the Northwood pack. Maddox Brady. My fated mate. 

Lights flashed around me and the room spun with the beat of the heavy techno music the DJ was playing. I didn’t dare get up from the stool where I teetered, lest I fall flat on my face. Yet, despite my intoxication, the simple fact was, I’d never been happier. I loved Maddox and couldn’t wait to marry him.

“Another round of tequila shots!” I called to the bartender, though I wasn’t sure he’d bring them. He’d said something about cutting us off earlier, but surely, he’d been joking?

“You can’t handle another round, Talia,” said Nyssa, my best friend.

I leaned forward on my stool and straightened my pink and white sash. We all had them. Mine read, ‘Bride-to-be’.

“This is my last night as a single lady!” I sang the words, amazed at how loud I could be when the music thumped around me like a drum in my ear. “Gotta make every minute count.”

Nyssa laughed. “The mating ceremony’s not for another week, Talia. You’ve still got time.”

“Here, I got you another one,” Celia whispered, handing me a small glass of clear liquor. My other best friend had come through for me.

I took the drink, my hand wobbling as I brought it to my lips. I snorted, then tipped my head back, throwing the shot down my throat.

“Wow.” I grimaced at the burn and handed Celia back the glass. Then I took a deep breath and focused on the warm feeling of the alcohol spreading through my veins. 

Oh, yeah. That has to be the last one. Or I’ll never make it home.

Thank goodness the wedding was next week and not tomorrow.

Then again, if it was tomorrow, I would never have gotten this smashed.

“Are you excited for the wedding night?” Nyssa asked me, wiggling her eyebrows up and down.

Celia snickered, while I rolled my eyes. They all knew I couldn’t wait to finally consummate my relationship with Maddox.

My fated mate.

My true love.

The future Alpha of our pack.

“Of course, she is!” Celia answered for me. 

Celia was my oldest friend. We’d known each other practically from the day we’d been born. Her mom and mine were friends from way back, and we’d been raised together as more sisters, than anything else.

Celia turned to me with an eyebrow raised. She was by far the most sober of us. “You never told us what the real reason was.”

I leaned forward on the bar stool, careful not to crush the peanuts lying on the surface of the bar top, then squinted at my friend. “For what?”

Celia glared at me. “For waiting this long to have sex with him!”

I gasped at her forwardness, then put a hand over my mouth and giggled.

I shook my head, not wanting to answer.

She jabbed me in the arm with her finger and I swayed on my seat. “Whoa...”

“Come on, Talia! You can tell us!”

Nyssa nodded. “Yeah. I want to know why, too.”

I hefted my top for the tenth time, trying to cover up the ridiculous amount of cleavage this outfit showed off to the room, and shrugged. 

“We just... decided to wait.”

I didn’t want to admit it hadn’t been my decision. Maddox had been adamant though. We needed to get married first.

Celia pulled another stool over to the bar and huddled closer so she could hear me better. The music was loud, and the people dancing and drinking on this warm summer night were even louder. 

I closed my eyes, enjoying the heat of the room and the warmth in my blood. As the next Alpha’s mate, I was watched constantly when we were at home. In the pack. In town. At formal gatherings. 

I tried to be as perfect as possible. For Maddox. For the current Alpha of the Northwood pack. And also, for my dad.

But tonight was my bachelorette party. I could finally let down my hair and not worry about anyone else and what they might think of me.

The steady beat and thump of one of my favorite songs came through the speakers. I jumped to my unsteady feet, wobbling on the tiny heels Nyssa had made me wear. 

“Let’s dance!”

I pulled my two best friends to the dance floor. They were my entire bridal party and all I needed. I began to sway and twerk and giggle away.

This wasn’t my last night of freedom, of course. But it was one of my last nights as a single woman. Soon I would be a mate, a wife, and the future Alpha’s mate, with all the responsibilities that came with that position.

And I couldn’t wait.

“Is Maddox doing his bachelor party tonight too?” Celia asked, dancing forward to whisper the question into my ear.

I twirled toward her. “Doesn’t matter, ’cos I’m here with you!” 

I grabbed her hands and spun around, almost falling on my ass, but managing to stay on my feet. 

Just.

We laughed and danced, and drank more, thanks to Celia. 

Close to dawn, we all caught a cab back to the pack, then staggered into the house I shared with my father. 

“Your dad doesn’t mind if we stay over?” Celia asked, throwing her dress to the floor and crawling into my bed with her underwear still in place.

I dragged the curtains shut, blocking out the rising sun. “’Course not. You guys are family.”

The girls smiled as they settled on either side of the bed.

I took a drunken moment to appreciate how lucky I was to have these two in my life. As an only child, these girls were the closest thing I had to sisters. 

I stripped off my own clothes, relieved when my short skirt and too-obvious top were in a pile on the floor. I enjoyed being pretty like every other girl, but boobs and legs on show everywhere was not usually my style.

“The house is really quiet. So is the rest of the town,” Celia whispered, her eyes closing as she nestled into the pillow she’d landed on.

I crawled onto the king-sized bed and slid under the covers between my friends.

“Dad’s out. He said there was some pack business thing they had to do today.”

Nyssa huffed out a laugh as she rolled over. “You’re the future Alpha’s mate and you still don’t get told anything, huh?”

“Yeah...” I lied and closed my eyes.

I knew where they’d all gone, which was probably half the reason I’d drunk so much tonight. But we’d gotten on the water around two a.m., and now that I was well on the way to sober thanks to my wolf metabolism, the anxiety had set back in.

Maddox, my dad, and the rest of the men in our pack had planned an attack today. On a neighboring pack they considered a major threat.

The Long Claw Pack. Their Alpha was legendary for his strength, as was his son, Galen. Though I hadn’t met either of them.

Personally, I hated the wars the wolves fought amongst themselves. It didn’t make sense to me when we had so many other natural enemies. We all had our own territories, so why wolves constantly fought for more power, was beyond me.

And I hated the fact that the men I loved put themselves in danger like this.

I rolled onto my side and let exhaustion sweep me away. I tried not to dream about the dangers my family were in. After all, my dad and Maddox were my whole world.

***
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GALEN

My eyes sprung open at the sound of running footsteps thumping through my dad’s house. 

The door to my bedroom flung open and I sat bolt upright in bed.

“We’re being raided.” One of my betas, Tommy, pushed the door wide. “It’s those fuckers from the Northwood Pack. They’re here.”

I jumped out of bed and rapidly pulled on some old jeans. One of the fifty pairs I kept for moments like this: when I knew I was going to shift, and probably destroy the clothing in a split second.

“Go,” I told Tommy. “I’ll be there straight away.”

Tommy ran out the door again. 

I didn’t bother with a sweatshirt. This was going to be a fight, not a conversation. I didn’t need to dress properly.

I chased after Tommy, ducking into my dad’s room on the way, where he lay in his bed, fast asleep and as pale as the sheets he lay on. He had a light sheen of sweat decorating his brow.

Dad hadn’t been well for months, so there was no way I was waking him now. If he knew they’d come, he’d want to join the fight, and in his current state, it was highly unlikely he’d survive. He could barely stand, let alone shift and defend our territory against a bunch of strong wolves.

I wasn’t ready to be Alpha of my dad’s Long Claw Pack. Not yet. 

And I wasn’t ready to live in a world without my dad in it. 

“Galen!” Tommy hissed from the front door. “Come on!”

I hightailed it out of my dad’s room and reached the front door. “What do we know?”

“The Northwood Pack is about to attack. Our scouts have seen them coming through the woods.”

“How many are there?” I asked, already mentally preparing for the fight we were about to have. 

The neighboring pack had always hated our borders, though I wasn’t sure why. There was bad blood from way back before I was born, and no one had ever mentioned what happened back then.

But why attack? And why now? 

Had they heard my father was dying and our pack would need to fight without our Alpha? That was the most likely explanation for this timing.

Assholes.

They thought we were weak without my dad. We’d just have to prove them wrong.

“At least thirty strong,” Tommy said. “Maybe more.”

I nodded once. They’d brought most of their pack. The men anyway. 

I hope their Alpha is with them. I’d love to take him out. Or his pussy of a son. Maddox.

“Let’s go.”

I was next in line to my father, born from a long line of Alphas. I could lead our men in this fight. And, victorious, or not, I would never abandon them.

Tommy and I ran through the town, waking up our fellow pack mates and shouting out orders. “Lock the doors. Make sure your families remain safe.”

All our women were strong fighters, if need be, but it was their job to protect our children if something happened to the men. 

It was our role to protect them, so that hopefully they’d never have to fight to save their babies. 

I called out to my Betas. “Let’s get to the forest edge.”

Our town was built well and was only vulnerable from two sides. 

I had at least forty men, so I could afford to divide our forces.

“Split up! You five go to the east.” It was unlikely the neighboring pack would attack that way. Their lands lay to the south. But I didn’t want to leave any of our borders unmanned, just in case. “The rest of you follow me.” 

We ran to the south side, where the forest butted up against the town. My heart pounded like a war drum in my chest. Adrenaline zinged along my veins. 

The only question in my mind was whether I needed to shift straight away, or later. We didn’t carry weapons, but my claws were razor sharp, as were my teeth.

“There!” someone cried, and I squinted into the darkness of the forest. 

The sun was only beginning to lift its head. Whisps of red and orange hues rose about the horizon, lighting up the blackened sky.

Deep in the forest, wolves stalked toward us. They’d already shifted, their beady yellow eyes standing out against the darkness around them.

Well, I’m not getting caught out with my fragile human body. They’re clearly not here to talk. That’s for damn certain.

I let go of my humanity. My wolf rose inside me, growling loudly as it took over. 

I dropped to the ground onto all fours. My whole body vibrated as my skin sprouted fur, and I transformed into the huge beast of my forefathers. 

My black wolf form.

And then it was on. 

They charged, and every man around me shifted. The dawn filled with the snarls of the wolves from two packs—mine, and theirs.

There was no warm-up, no formalities, as the neighboring pack ran out of the woods toward us. This was going to be a fight to the death, and I damn sure wasn’t going down today. Not on my land. Not on my father’s death watch.

I flew at the nearest wolf rushing forward, my mouth open, teeth ready.

He snapped in my face, missing his mark as I twisted. I tore around the side of him, ripping my teeth through his fur and tasting blood on my tongue.

The wolf yelped and skittered sideways, before teaming up with another gray wolf near him and coming back for a second try.

They both faced me, their lips raised in matching snarls. I charged, aiming for the new wolf, and head butted him, then bared my teeth to the one I’d already injured.

He should have run when he had the chance.

This time I grabbed him around the throat, my ears burning with his whimper a moment before I tore out his throat. Blood gushed into my mouth.

His neck snapped as he fell to the ground, his head tilted at an odd angle, and I turned to growl at the other wolf.

They’d come onto my land, into our town, to what? Kill us all? Even the women and children?

Not today.

The other wolf started to back away, before lifting his head and howling. It was a high-pitched sound that set my fur on edge. He was calling for help.

I charged, my mouth open, and sunk my teeth around the wolf’s neck and shook him. Hard.

Enough to warn, not kill. If he came at me again, I wouldn’t give him a second chance.

He scrabbled into the dirt to get away from me, and I let him. 

He whined as he backed away, toward the forest.

I backed up a few steps also, watching as their pack rejoined forces and grouped together near the forest’s edge once more. 

Where was their leader?

There. A large black wolf who met my eyes. He was still in challenge mode, but he was wavering. I could read the uncertainty in his expression.

I stepped over body after body of dead wolves to get back to the rest of my pack. The guys, my betas, were blood-smeared and panting, but looked mostly okay.

I stood at the head of the Long Claw Pack and growled at the intruders that had come from the Northwood. It was their call. Would they regroup and try again, or would they turn tail and retreat? We wouldn’t chase them if they chose the latter. 

The large black wolf howled once, and as one, the whole pack turned away. Their Alpha, the one in charge, had called an end to the fight. 

Good decision.

I let myself begin to relax. They were leaving.

Then suddenly, a large gray wolf growled and broke away from the retreating group, running around their pack to head straight at me.

This lone wolf was trying to take me out? Seriously?

But he wasn’t alone for long. As he ran, others followed, until he’d managed to pull several wolves away from the main pack. They were all coming toward me now.

I shook my head as I faced them. 

Idiots.

They’d just lessened the numbers of their main group by ten, all the while bringing the party to me. Perfect.

I dug my feet into the dirt and launched at them. 

Then the whole pack came at us. They’d obviously decided to join the second wave.

We fought hard, and I killed two more of their wolves before the other side called another retreat.

I stared after them as the remaining wolves ran for their lives through the woods, back the way they had come. In that second attack, they’d lost at least five more pack members, and I almost growled at the stupidity of it all.

I let go of my shifter, rising from my animal posture to stand on two feet again.

My naked skin was covered in sweat and my heart thumped loudly in my chest as the adrenaline took time to dissipate.

“Should we go after them?” Markus asked, having transformed back to human beside me. He was huffing and puffing from exertion. 

Blood poured down his chest from a wound in his shoulder.

I shook my head. “We will avenge this attack, but not today. Right now, we patch up our injured, and burn the bodies of their fallen.”

They’d gotten what they deserved, coming onto our land to try and kill us while we slept. They had twelve dead, if I counted correctly, and many others of them had been injured. A huge hit to any pack. They were weaker now. There would be no coming back until they regrouped, which gave me time to plan our attack. 

I glanced around at my own pack members. Several injured, and two dead. 

There would be justice. Our pack would have its vengeance.
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TALIA

My father limped into the house after I’d said goodbye to a still hungover Nyssa and Celia.

I’d barely slept all morning, worried about my father and Maddox and how they were doing during their attack on the neighboring pack. But even so, I’d not expected them to be back so soon.

“Dad!” I ran out to greet him as he practically fell through the front door. “Let me help you.”

I put my arm around his waist and partly carried him to the couch, where he dropped onto the cushions. He was bleeding from wounds in his leg and chest.

Not life-threatening, by the looks of them, but not pleasant. “I’ll get the first aid kit.”

“Thanks.” He groaned as he hoisted his leg up onto the couch.

I grabbed a bottle of water and the box of supplies I kept on hand in the kitchen, then rushed back to my dad.

“What happened?” I asked, wincing at the blood gushing onto our couch. “That’s gonna need stiches.”

“Thanks, Talia,” he said, lying back and getting comfortable on the cushions behind him.

I sighed and pulled up a stool. That meant I needed to do the stitches for him. Dad didn’t really like going to the doctor in town. I’d done this before, but I still didn’t like it.

I threaded the needle and flicked the lighter so I could burn the end to sterilize the metal. With a shifter’s metabolism, infections were rare, but for the few seconds it took to do the extra step, I figured it couldn’t hurt. I liked to be thorough.

“Can you tell me what happened, Dad?”

He sighed, a heavy, world-weary sigh. “I did something stupid.”

My head flew up and I stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“I tried to go for the young Alpha.”

I bent my head to the task, carefully, but firmly holding the torn flesh of my dad’s leg together so I could slide the needle through.

“What was the mission, exactly?”

“To take out the old Alpha, and his son Galen, if we could.”

“But why?”

Dad shrugged. “Pack politics aren’t my thing, Taley, you know that. Let’s talk about something else for a minute. You’re about to get married. That’s the most important think that can happen in your life.”

I glanced up. “You really think so? The most important?”

Dad nodded solemnly, then winced as I continued to sew up his leg wound. The chest laceration would be next, but it wasn’t bleeding as much. “Yes,” he said. “Everything else is easy to fix if you make a mistake. Wrong house, wrong job. But choosing a mate... or having Fate choose one for you... that is the biggest decision of your life. It shapes who you are, who your children will be, and how you live your life.”

That was the most I’d heard my dad say in one go in a very long time. 

“Is that how you felt about Mom?” I asked gently, concentrating on my stitching and not looking up at my dad.

He usually didn’t like to talk about her, no matter how much I asked.

“Yes,” he said simply.

I risked a glance at his face to see a soft smile playing at the edges of his lips. 

“She was... incredible,” he said with a sigh. “The most amazing woman I’ve ever known.”

Hot tears gathered in my eyes, and I blinked them away, trying to concentrate on my sewing task. “Why don’t you ever talk about her?”

He groaned, shifting slightly in obvious discomfort. “I don’t know... too painful, I guess.”

I sniffed, trying my best to hide the emotions I was feeling and the tears that were still gathering, ready to flow. 

I coughed to clear my throat and tied off the thread. I was done with my sewing. 

“Because she died?”

I faced him squarely this time, and my dad stared straight at me. “Yeah.”

“I know you never wanted to talk about it before, but how did she die, Dad?” Every time I’d brought up the topic, he changed the conversation, or flat out refused to talk about it. 

“You almost done?” Dad asked, indicating his leg. 

A punch of disappointment hit me in the chest. I was going to be left wondering again, it seemed.

“Ah, yeah. I might just wrap it up lightly. And the chest, too. Hang on.”

I pressed gauze to the fresh stitches and wrapped tape around the leg wound, then spent a few minutes cleaning and taping the gash on his chest. It was shallow and didn’t require stitches the way his leg had. For a human, this quick patch-up job wouldn’t be adequate; nowhere near it. Neither would my stitching have been. 

But my father wasn’t human. He was a strong, huge, wolf shifter. And as far as I knew, my mother had been the same.

Not that I remembered her particularly well.

Once I was done, he lifted his leg and swung it off the side of the couch. He panted and cursed a little, but then smiled at me. “Thanks.”

I nodded and made to get up from my stool.

Dad reached out for me and grabbed my arm. “Can you stay a bit? Sit with me.”

He had never asked me to do such a thing before. 

“Yeah, of course. Is there something you need to tell me?” My heart sickened. “Is Maddox okay? He came back from the fight, didn’t he?”

I jumped to my feet and stared out the window, my stomach suddenly churning. 

Several pack members stood around talking, but no one was coming this way. No one even seemed to be looking at our house.

That was a good sign. 

“Maddox is fine.” I relaxed slightly at his words. Then he added, “He didn’t get too close to the front of the action.” I couldn’t help but notice the disgust in his voice when he said it.

Conflicting emotions rose in me. The instant desire to defend my mate, and the knowledge that dodging action in a fight was a cowardly act, in shifter terms.

It was a cowardly act, in any language.

“You know his dad doesn’t let him do anything dangerous, when he can help it,” I said, and swallowed hard against the acid that rose in my throat.

Our Alpha only had one son, like most shifters in our pack. One child. One son. And the Alpha made sure to keep his heir safe.

Other pack members thought that was the wrong thing to do. They believed that the only way to harden up a wolf shifter—especially a fighter and someone who would one day be a leader—was to throw him into the fray. Experience bred the best generals. But that wasn’t my decision to make.
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