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  Chapter 1




  The silvery light of a nearly-full moon should have been comforting. For most people it would've been peaceful even, but it pulled at my anger with surprising strength as I bounded across the arid Southern-Utah terrain.




  Darkly-furred, four-legged shapes ghosted through the darkness on either side of me as we slid between the softly-glowing pillars of trees. Jasmin, arguably the closest thing I had to a best friend, dove through a latticework of light and then it was my turn to feel the undergrowth grasping at my fur in an effort to slow my progress.




  The warm evening breeze carried a host of aromas too subtle for mere human noses to identify. In our four-footed forms each molecule was unconsciously sorted and cataloged, leaving us free to concentrate on the elusive scent of our prey.




  The other pack, a portion at least, was less than a mile away, far enough into our territory for it to be a killable offense if they were caught. They'd become increasingly arrogant over the last few months, but coming in close enough to threaten our families was a whole new level of provocation. Even their leader, Brandon, wasn't usually so bold.




  A stray eddy of wind played across my muzzle, and I knew they'd made their first mistake. I pressed into my second in command for a moment, conveying an order through posture and motion, and then nipped at Jasmin's heels, the two of us stretching out in a full sprint.




  Free from the others, Jasmin and I streaked through the night with a speed the rest of our pack couldn't have matched. Jasmin pressed at my flank, curious at my decision until she caught the scent, and then an answering growl made its way past her fangs.




  The trap was clever, but the other wolves didn't know the terrain well enough. I let my beast bubble up from the corner of my being where I usually kept it chained. Between one moment and the next, I went from running on four legs to two. As my transformation ended, a six-foot tower of muscle and claws sprang from the shadows. I ducked Vincent's first blow and retaliated with a gash that opened one side of his chest nearly down to the bone.




  




  A dark-furred form leaped at Jasmin, but the other wolf mistimed the spring. Most of the other pack didn't appreciate just how nimble she was. Jasmin dodged to one side and then the two of them were circling, looking for an opening.




  Vincent, the other hybrid, attacked with the strength and fury that'd earned him the position of second in his pack, but he hadn't been expecting to face me in this form. As a wolf I weighed in at a solid two hundred pounds, but would've still given up more than a hundred pounds to him.




  Now I had at least six inches and seventy-five pounds on my side of the equation, and he was the one pressed onto the defensive as the fight progressed.




  I caught flashes of action from the other fight as we circled each other. Jasmin sprang at her opponent, catching her behind the shoulders as Vincent reeled away from me in a shower of blood. I'd finally managed a deeper strike on his arm.




  The high-pitched scream of pain as Jasmin began trying to crush her opponent's spine was answered by rapidly-approaching howls. Vincent attacked with renewed strength at the promise of reinforcements.




  I was bleeding in a dozen places now, but the rage insulated me from pain and weakness.




  Both sides of my nature were united in hating Vincent. If I ever did manage to kill him, my questionable humanity wouldn't grieve. The world would be better for his absence.




  I could hear the other pack now, panting with exertion, our friends hot on their heels.




  Vincent overreached in his effort to claim the kill, and I sunk my teeth into the muscled flesh of his shoulder as I finally made it around behind him.




  My claws sank into his arms and legs as I repositioned to snap his neck, and then a hammer blow of weight struck me across the shoulders. Knocked loose from Vincent, I spun around in time to tear Simon from the air as he leaped at me again. It was the perfect opportunity to end a life nearly as evil as Vincent's, but one of the recent arrivals had bowled Jasmin over.




  Leveraging a frame that was more than capable of picking up a small car, I threw Simon into the whirling ball of flesh and fangs. He didn't hit hard enough to snap his neck, but he knocked the other wolf off of Jasmin, and then Vincent was back on his feet.




  The rest of the rival pack, save for Brandon their leader, came streaming past, but they didn't help their fellows swarm Jasmin and I over. None of them even slowed. Vincent took an angry swipe at the last, a small female, and then our pack burst from the trees. A second later, our enemies were in full rout.




  I let my bulk melt down back into my sleeker wolf shape as I joined Jasmin and the rest.




  We quickly chased the other pack out of our territory and halfway through the neutral buffer, but failed to catch even the wounded wolves. Jasmin normally could've run any of Brandon's pack down, but she was limping.




  Isaac, my ever-sensible second in command, brushed up against me, putting slight pressure on my right side even as he dropped his nose in submission. It was a small thing, but it pulled me out of the blood lust, and I turned our course back towards home.




  I should have seen the problem developing. James never has been very level-headed.




  That's a bad thing considering that, as the third hybrid in the pack, he's dominant to all of the other wolves with the possible exception of Jasmin. As the rest of the pack altered course to follow me James failed to change direction. He knocked one of the others over when she wasn't quick enough getting out of his way, and in the next instant nipped at Isaac. Less than a second later both James and Isaac's wolf forms exploded into hulking hybrids.




  Isaac has always been the most even-keeled of us. His ability to carefully pick his battles is what's always allowed him to edge James out when it comes to ranking inside the pack.




  Even so, he couldn't allow James to attack his girlfriend, Jessica, without responding.




  When it comes to no holds barred fighting, Isaac's margin of superiority is much slimmer.




  The two males clinched and went at each other with claw and fang while I was still spinning around. My own hybrid form tore itself free, and I crossed the intervening twenty feet in two long bounds as both James' and Isaac's girlfriends circled each other warily.




  James was on top, tearing at Isaac's writhing form with all of his considerable strength.




  My backfist knocked James into a tree. He rolled to his feet like he was ready to take both Isaac and me on at the same time.




  Dominic, James' girlfriend, abandoned her posturing and wrapped her long feline body around James, calming him with a speed nothing else seemed able to accomplish. Even so, it was still more than a minute before Isaac and James had cooled enough to get them both moving again.




  The girls ran in the middle of the pack, keeping the boys separated from each other as much as possible. I probably should have chosen that moment to reestablish dominance over both James and Isaac, but my shoulders itched the entire time we were motionless.




  The sensation of imminent danger didn't lessen until we were back into our own territory.




  Even then it didn't disappear; it just faded back to its normal level, back to something I could mostly ignore.




  Everyone but mother was waiting for us as we limped across the vast expanse of ankle-deep grass that led up to the house. The parents, those present at least, breathed sighs of relief as soon as we were close enough for them to count noses. Jessica's father, Andrew, took in the bloody gashes along Isaac's chest, and her scratch-free figure with the same worried eyes. He tiredly pushed his wheelchair forward as soon as we stepped into the light.




  Addison, James' mother, looked agitated. She took in her son's condition and then favored me with the kind of look some dominants kill over. She hadn't liked me for as long as I could remember. It had bothered me more when I was younger, before I realized she doesn't live in the same world as the rest of us. She actually still had friends in Brandon's pack.




  She didn't really believe the other pack meant us harm. It was only one of the many reasons why she'd been given the guest residence several hundred yards away from the main house. Nobody really thought she'd go so far as to spy for her old friends, but it made us all sleep a little better to know she wasn't lurking in the next room. James was already conflicted enough. There wasn't any reason to court disaster by giving her an opportunity to make him choose once and for all between us and her.




  Shifting more smoothly than most of us were able, Isaac melted back into his human form. Jess was next; she took Isaac's hand, leading him to her father, who clasped them both in a frail hug before breaking out into a series of racking coughs. The cold night air always aggravated the old shape shifter's wounds. Isaac picked Andrew up out of his chair and after looking to me for a nod of permission, carried him inside.




  I followed the other three wolves, or rather the two wolves and Dominic, the rest of the way to the house. I wasn't looking forward to speaking to Addison, but squelched the urge to transform back to my hybrid form to hold the discussion. I'd already worn too many shapes tonight. The cramps were likely going to be bad as it was. Adding yet another change to the abuse I'd put my body through would be a very bad idea.




  "You split the pack up and let James get hurt didn't you?"




  Donovan, the family retainer, made as if to hush James' mom, but I stopped him with a glance. The last thing we needed was to give her venom additional targets, especially targets that couldn't defend themselves against James.




  "I split the pack up, but that isn't how James got hurt. His injuries came when he jumped Isaac while we were still only a mile or so outside of the other pack's territory."




  Addison's eyes practically glowed at the thought of her son attacking the wolf just higher than him in the pack hierarchy. She was convinced I was holding him back, that he wasn't being given his due. She was going to get him killed at some point, but there was no way for me to convince her of that.




  James looked like he was going to interject something indignant, but I cut him off before he could say anything.




  




  "I was within my rights to break the two of you up, James. The other pack had plenty of time to regroup and return. The last thing you should have been doing was spilling our blood when we were so close to their home."




  I could see comprehension begin to dawn. He'd never thought it through, never realized just how much danger we were in, just how easily the other pack could have appeared out of the darkness and torn into us. He'd assumed I was just too injured to press our advantage, and had resented Isaac stealing his opportunity for glorious, bloody battle.




  Addison hadn't managed to follow the logic, but it wasn't a lack of ability, it was willful refusal. She envisioned a higher place for her son, a place beyond our small pack, wrongly assuming his obtaining it would result in true safety for the first time in her entire life.




  She'd never understood that his achieving her impossible dreams would just set both of them in even more precarious circumstances.




  "You know what my rights are, James."




  Now I saw actual fear streak through his eyes. Fear and resentment. Dominic crowded closer to his side, concern written large on her expression, but obviously making an effort to calm both James and his mother.




  I held James' gaze for several seconds and then waved him away.




  Jasmin met my eyes and then limped into the house, leaving me alone with my sister Rachel and Donovan. I tiredly moved the rest of the way into the artificial lights and Rachel gasped as her human eyes were finally able to make out what Donovan had been able to see since I'd stepped out of the trees.




  "Alec, you're hurt."




  I smiled at my little sister and then looked down to take inventory of my battered body.




  My ha'bit was shredded, the important parts were still covered, but the garment showed the wear and tear from our high-speed chase through some of the thickest underbrush in the area. My skin had almost as many holes in it as the tattered fabric. Vincent hadn't managed anything crippling, but he'd been well on his way to bleeding me out.




  Rachel slipped under my arm, trying to support me as Donovan led the way into the house. The gesture wasn't needed. Rachel was a small fifteen, nearly as slender as Jasmin and lacking the unnatural strength common to the shape shifters, but I appreciated her desire to help.




  Jasmin's wounds had looked like the kind you could tend with your own set of hands.




  Even if they weren't, she wasn't the type to seek help. I'd have to remember to check on her later, but for now I was the only patient in the examination room.




  




  Donovan reappeared with his graceful lurch, carrying a fresh set of towels and some water and then set about cleaning out the worst of the wounds. It'd become a longstanding ritual. I bled from one confrontation or another, and then while he patched me up, he updated me on the state of the family holdings.




  Rachel handed Donovan tools with the expertise of an experienced nurse as he began his ministrations.




  "The Montana situation seems to be resolving itself nicely, sir. Our factor there has managed to secure ninety percent of the water rights we're expecting to need for the first phase of the project, and there isn't any uptick in prices yet. He hopes to be able to come in under budget for the first two phases. With your approval, I'll tell him to put together a proposal for beginning construction?"




  I grunted my assent, and then flinched slightly as his probing fingers found a particularly deep wound. I could see the gash in the overhead mirror, and it was all the way to the bone at one point. In a human it would be cause for concern, possibly hospitalization. For me, the worst would be healed within forty-eight hours. Impervious to all known diseases, and we healed back to one hundred percent from anything that didn't kill us.




  Almost anything. The thought made me glance at Donovan's leg. His immaculately-pressed pants hid a disturbing array of scars.




  Donovan worked through the list of open business items, ticking off of a mental list as he applied butterfly bandages and gauze to hold the deeper wounds closed. I listened, approving his decisions or occasionally confirming previous discussion, until he wound down to the last item.




  "Sir, I assume you remain resolved on the Paige matter? It does bring an element of risk with it. Each additional human in the town represents another set of eyes to be avoided by the moon born."




  "Yes, Donovan, I'm resolved. This town is already starting to implode. It's too stagnant.




  You saw how everyone responded to the new doctor and his family. If we don't get new blood into Sanctuary we're going to have people eating each other at some point. Unless you've found something worrisome in the preliminary background check, we go forward with making it possible for them to move in."




  "Very good, sir. The background check, rudimentary though it's been, hasn't turned up anything concerning. I expect we'll have to make some payments. Brandon's bribed some of the local officials, but we should be able to get the Paige's safely into their new home for less than fifty-thousand."




  Donovan taped up the last gash deep enough to need attention, and then cleaned up. As he turned to leave I reached out and stopped him.




  "The infighting's getting worse isn't it Donovan?"




  




  The older shape shifter, the man that'd been my surrogate father for nearly as long as I could remember looked up to meet my eyes with concern on his features.




  "I wasn't present for the latest outburst, sir. That being said, it does seem as though they are increasing in intensity."




  The weight of the night suddenly seemed to settle fully on me and I wanted nothing more than to go straight to my bed.




  "What would my father have done?"




  "That isn't a fair question. Your father never faced this. At that time the closest rival pack was more than a hundred miles away. Not only that, there were enough of us that exile or execution would have been feasible alternatives for anyone causing excessive trouble.




  Unfortunately in the current situation you need every wolf you can nominally count on, and James represents too great an asset to push away."




  Donovan bowed gracefully and then limped out of the room leaving me alone with Rachel, who hadn't stirred since she'd helped put away the last of the medical implements.




  "Alec, you wouldn't really kill James would you?"




  She deserved an answer, she'd suffered and bled almost as much as the rest of us, but I knew she wouldn't push, so I chose the coward's route and didn't answer. I didn't want to kill part of our extended family, but the pack wasn't healthy, wasn't balanced. We had too many dominants with too few submissives to serve as a buffer between the more forceful personalities.




  "You should have been in bed hours ago, Rach."




  "I tried but I couldn't sleep."




  For the first time I noticed how red her eyes were, and cursed the preoccupation that stopped me from noticing it earlier.




  "What's wrong? Did mother say something?"




  A brave smile met my words, but she couldn't hide the hurt. "No worse than usual. I just didn't react very well to it tonight."




  "She doesn't mean to hurt you, Rach. She's sick."




  "I know. Sometimes I think it would be better if I just stopped visiting her, but she really does seem to do better when we don't leave her in as much isolation."




  




  It was a silent recrimination. I hadn't visited mother frequently enough lately.




  "I'm sorry I've left that for you to take care of. I haven't spent much time with either of you lately."




  "It's ok, Alec. I understand. Brandon's been pushing and he's got more bodies to push with. The pack's being run ragged, you more than anyone. It's just lonely around here when you're all gone."




  I pulled myself off of the examination table and hugged her. It only took a few minutes to walk her to her room and tuck her in, but even once I reached my bed I was unable to fall asleep. I needed to find a solution for Rachel's isolation, needed to chart a course through the coming war with Brandon, and solve a half-dozen other problems. My mind continued to grind away at the worries long after the rest of the house went quiet.




  




  Chapter 2




  The weekend hadn't brought any more excursions by Brandon's pack. The best case scenario would be that the wounds Vincent and Cassie had suffered had caused some of Brandon's wolves to refuse to come up against us again. It wasn't very likely, but I'd been grasping at straws for months now. It was unlikely Brandon's pack was going to just self-destruct, but more and more that was looking like the only hope we had of avoiding everything he had planned for us.




  Donovan's nightly updates had revealed that Brandon had somehow found out about the family's investment in our Colorado mining startup. We'd gone from having all of the necessary approvals and permits on Friday afternoon to having a whole slew of complications and roadblocks waiting for me when I got up Monday morning.




  Someone needed to fly down and smooth things over. My best guess was that Brandon had bribed a certain highly-placed male we'd been working with. It was a rare male of any species that could resist Jasmin, so she was the obvious choice to fix the situation.




  Even so, I wasn't looking forward to telling her she had to go.




  We'd just finished up with History when I got the text from Donovan. I pulled her aside as we exited the room, and flipped out my phone as a distraction. Shape shifter hearing was acute enough to catch sub vocalized speech. As long as we were careful to make sure none of the other pack's wolves were nearby we could carry on an entire conversation with nobody else the wiser.




  "We're having problems in Colorado. I need you to go down there and straighten things out."




  Normally Jasmin enjoyed a chance to get out of town and use a combination of charm and money to undo whatever mischief Brandon's minions had caused. Everyone in school thought we were dating. It was a useful fiction when it came to keeping the humans at arm's length, but Jasmin seemed to miss the opportunity to flirt more than I did. Once she got out of Sanctuary, there was never any shortage of males wanting to lavish attention on her.




  Even if she hadn't had the advantages common to our kind, that still would've been the case. Nature had gifted her with incredible looks and the thin, runway model build most girls had to starve themselves to achieve. Lately though she'd been fighting any assignment that took her out of town.




  "I don't want to leave. Send Donovan."




  "That won't work. Brandon's bribed the police commissioner, and he's launched criminal investigations on our principals down there. Unless we want to get into a bidding war for his questionable loyalty we need someone who can do more than just wave money under his nose."




  "Fine, send Dom. She's plenty pretty enough to flirt her way into his office and bluff him into backing off."




  "It has to be you, Jas. Dominic's too much of a submissive to carry something like that off. You can take one of the jets and be back within a day, thirty-six hours at the outside."




  My logic was solid, but she was far too stubborn to back down without a battle of wills. I could feel the energy bubble off of her as she geared up for a full-blown argument, but I didn't need any extra hints. There were plenty of visual clues that she was mad. Her blue eyes, incontestable proof of her royal ancestry, had gone unnaturally pale. They were already nearly the ice blue of her wolf form, and she was bleeding light so badly it was visible even in this form.




  Visible for shape shifters at least. Humans would see nothing out of the ordinary, but the moon born lived in a world where every living organism gave off a soft glow. In human form the light was dimmer than when I was in my hybrid or wolf body. Normally with these eyes I'd have to work to pick out glow from anyone but Isaac, James or another hybrid.




  She'd made her point that she was pissed, but this close to the full moon I was less willing to deal with her theatrics. I let my beast rise up until I was just a hairsbreadth from transforming. I felt the power rush out and beat against Jasmin with an almost physical force. It washed over her with a fury that left no question who had the power to enforce their will. It still took several seconds of futile defiance before she bowed her head in submission.




  "Go this afternoon, go tonight. It makes no difference to me, but you will be on that plane, and you will do your best to bring things to a successful conclusion. Brandon already over matches us in a straight up fight. We can't afford to let him surpass us economically too."




  




  Jasmin gave me a choppy nod and then turned and stomped off towards our lockers. To be fair she was far too graceful for it to really be a stomp, but the intangible plane gave the impression of unhappy obedience. Jasmin's power still whipped around her, opening a thin corridor of bodies through the crowded hall as I followed along in her wake.




  The humans didn't realize they were moving out of her way, didn't understand why they felt inclined to move, but the vestigial instincts that'd once kept them alive in a world when far more threatening things had roamed, moved them now.




  Just before we reached our lockers I picked up a new scent. It didn't belong in the school, didn't belong to any of the students I knew. Worse though, it didn't taste right. For the briefest moment I smelled sickness, and then it faded back into a normal, if novel, smell.




  The Paiges had a girl our age and Donovan had indicated they'd moved into the old Anderson home during the weekend. I scanned the familiar faces looking for the new arrival, and then felt my muscles tense up as I saw Adriana Paige for the first time.




  She was slightly taller than most seventeen year olds, with straight blond hair and a body that was only slightly curvier than Jasmin's. Her jeans marked her as different from the rest of the student body, nearly all of whom wore shorts all year, but that wasn't what raised every aggressive instinct I possessed to high alert.




  She glowed. Not just the faint glow of a normal person or the slightly stronger glow of a wolf. She shone with the light of a powerful moon born hybrid, and she didn't belong to my pack, so she was an intruder.




  She met my eyes and then flinched slightly as if she'd been struck. It was the action of a human girl not that of a rival shape shifter. The gesture was just intriguing enough to check the urge to attack, to rip out her throat before she could try and do the same to me.




  I pushed my power out, thrusting it at her with more force even than I'd used on Jasmin just seconds before. It was the gravest of insults, not as severe as showing up on another pack's doorstep unannounced, but still the kind of thing that led to fights. Only she failed completely to react to the provocation. As my rage started to cool I realized that she didn't feel like another shape shifter. There wasn't any answering rush of power, no reflexive effort to establish dominance.




  Jasmin had already left for her Literature class, too angry with me to notice the new arrival; but I waited, eavesdropping on her conversation with Britney Samuels as I dropped my History book into my locker.




  "We so have to go down there soon. It's the only place within an hour and a half where you can do any decent shopping."




  Britney's familiar voice was full of eagerness. She finally had a new set of ears to listen to her gossip, a new sidekick to help her flirt, sleep or otherwise scale her way closer to the top of the social food chain. I already thought less of the new girl for letting Britney latch onto her.




  As I closed my locker, Adri's response came floating over.




  "That sounds great; I can't wait to get out of this stupid town."




  My locker door hit with more force than I'd intended. The closest kids edged away from me, but I was too mad to care whether or not they thought I was going to suddenly lose control.




  I'd spent tens of thousands of dollars and called in three separate favors with local officials to get her and her mom past all of Brandon's efforts to block them, and this was what I got? Another self-absorbed Britney-clone who was too stupid to realize insulting Sanctuary wouldn't impress the people who'd spent their entire lives here?




  I stalked off towards my art class, and this time it was my power that crackled through the hall clearing a way between the other students.




  Art should have been a refuge. It generally was a place where I could forget about dominance posturing and pack business. It helped that it was one of two classes I didn't share with Jasmin. Donovan had implied that my father had likewise escaped the burdens of his life by fleeing to the act of creating. Of course his passion hadn't been anything as perishable as painting. Still, painting at least had the simplicity of being something I loved just in and of itself. For all that dad had liked metalwork; he'd still mostly been driven by the hope of discovering one of our people's lost arts.




  Sanctuary wasn't large enough for the high school to have a class dedicated strictly to painting. I'd had Donovan make some discreet inquiries to the school board, but no amount of implied donations had swayed them, so I was currently stuck sitting through a section on sketching.




  Try as I might, I couldn't lose myself in my current piece. The indignity of having helped someone who wouldn't have appreciated the effort even had they known about it continued to worry at the back of my mind.




  When the bell finally rang, I was out the door before most of the other kids finished putting up their supplies. I hurried down the stairs only to pull up short as Brandon turned into the hall six feet ahead of me.




  We'd once been nearly the same size, but he'd put an extra two inches and fifty pounds on over the last year, and now he loomed over my six-one frame.




  "And here I'd been hoping you'd still be limping."




  




  Even sub vocalized, Brandon's words carried his usual streak of disdain. My reply was equally inaudible to everyone else around us.




  "No limp here. It's too bad your pack wasn't two seconds slower though. You'd be down Vincent and Cassie in addition to needing to explain to the Coun'hij why it is your pack is violating our territory."




  I'd expected his pulse to jump at least a little at the prospect of facing the one group that held the power of life and death over every wolf in North America. It didn't vary in the slightest. There was no scent of nervous perspiration, nothing. He was either a dramatically improved liar, or he no longer feared the Coun'hij.




  His silent, mocking laughter implied the latter.




  "I wouldn't be running off to bear tales right now. You'll find that where you're concerned a slightly different set of rules is currently in effect. No aid is going to be provided to a pack that isn't strong enough even to police its own borders. Especially one so busy fighting among itself."




  "I don't know what you're talking about."




  It was a stupid lie, the kind of mistake I hadn't made in all too long, but his revelation had shaken me. If things had changed that much, then our pack was operating under even more of a disadvantage than I'd realized.




  "Don't insult my intelligence, Alec. If all of the blood we stumbled across in the buffer had belonged to you and Jasmin you'd both be dead. Somebody, possibly more than one somebodies stepped out of line and you had to make them bleed to bring the situation back under control."




  He was wrong, not by much but he was still wrong. Donovan said it was his biggest weakness. Brandon tended to assume that everyone thought like he thought, wanted what he wanted, and would act like he would act in any given situation. It was starting to seem like his only weakness.




  "When I inform certain contacts that you've even started sponsoring additional human traffic into the town, over my direct objections and despite the fact that it increases our risk of being exposed to the humans, I think you'll find a blind eye will be turned to almost any activity I choose to undertake."




  "You're wrong. There are limits to what the moon born at large will accept. If pack leaders are no longer sacrosanct they'll have an uprising on their hands."




  "Oh dear, stupid Alec. Always so secure in the nobility of your bloodline. Of course I can't do anything too overt, but that's the very reason why I've been given carte blanch where you're concerned. It was your father's undoing and it'll be yours as well. The Coun'hij can't afford to have a possible focal point for rebellion running around."




  He was right. If I'd chosen to remain safely anonymous rather than rising to rule my pack, they'd possibly have forgiven my descent, but now that they couldn't just execute me at will I'd become too much of a threat.




  "I do hope you've found the Paige's to be all you'd hoped and dreamed."




  His departing barb was too close to on target. I'd been practicing for years to control the myriad signs that stopped the moon born from lying to each other, but the rage from earlier reawakened and provided Brandon with a stronger response than he'd expected.




  He turned back to look at me, flashing a satisfied smile before disappearing towards the cafeteria.




  The fact that I'd just accidentally painted a big target on the new girl's chest continued to bother me throughout lunch and into Chemistry. Considering just how much I currently despised her, it shouldn't have been a cause for worry; but I'd seen Brandon in action before. Adriana Paige was going to be used and discarded before she even knew what hit her.




  Physics was my second favorite class, more because Mrs. Alexander was so absentminded than for any other reason. I slipped into class a couple seconds before the bell rang, only to pull up short when I saw the new arrival sitting in the back of the room.




  Adriana Paige didn't exactly look excited to be in Honor's physics, but the mere fact she'd signed up for the class was enough to raise her stock with me. It was the smallest class in the entire school and I had a sneaking suspicion at least a third of the students were going to drop out at the end of the semester.




  I took my usual seat in the back of the room as Mrs. Alexander used the blackboard to diagram the different parts of an electromagnetic wave. Nothing earth shattering there.




  My attention turned back to Adriana as the explanation wound down.




  She was prettier than I'd realized. A lot prettier. It explained quite a bit actually. Girls that pretty almost never had a difficult go of it in life so they tended towards self-absorbed and lazy.




  Jasmin was an exception to that rule, but she'd paid for her maturity. You don't go through the kinds of horrors she'd experienced without figuring out several times over that the world didn't revolve around you.




  Adriana on the other hand probably resented the move to Sanctuary because it took her away from all of the malls and hordes of cute, admiring boys.




  




  Mrs. Alexander finished her lecture and told everyone to start forming into our usual groups. I should have seen it coming. I'd managed to convince her I worked best alone.




  The fact that there'd been an odd number of students for the first month of school had helped, but with the addition of Adriana that was no longer the case.




  "Miss Paige, you'll have the good luck of working with Mr. Graves."




  Despite my best efforts, I allowed some of my distaste to show. It was only for a split second, but it was sloppy. Joni Winters and Susan Bower giggled nastily when they saw it, and for the first time I realized just how hard the move was for Adriana.




  The emotionless mask that she'd been wearing slipped slightly and for a brief moment she was just a lonely girl who'd been torn away from everything she knew.




  Mrs. Alexander turned back to me with a frown, as if I were the one causing all of the problems.




  "I'm sure you'll enjoy working with Miss Paige, Alec. After all, you can't really expect to do everything by yourself. Occasionally a helping hand is exactly what's called for."




  The elevated pulse that had been teasing my ears suddenly shot up to panic levels as Adriana went completely white. I was the closest to her, but she was still pretty far away and there were desks in the way.




  By the time I realized she was really collapsing, it was almost too late to catch her.




  Without thinking, I sprang to my feet, knocking desks out of the way. It wasn't until I held her limp body in my arms that I realized what I'd done.




  Full moon born speed wasn't used where the humans could see. It was an imperative that'd been drilled into me since before my first transformation. I always moved with human slowness at school, only I'd just surged forward with nearly all of my unnatural speed to stop Adriana from hitting her head.




  Mrs. Alexander was the first to my side. She reached up to check Adriana's pulse as the rest of the class started gathering around us.




  "That was well done Alec. I saw her start to fall, but was too far away to have done anything about it. I don't know how you got there before she fell, but you probably saved her from a nasty concussion."




  Hopefully the rest of the class had either been focused on Adri or looking elsewhere as well.




  "Alec, her pulse seems ok, but you should get her to the school nurse."




  




  I gave Mrs. Alexander a nod of assent, and then started pushing my way through the crowd of other students. I was nearly to the door before I realized that Adriana had returned to consciousness.




  "Put me down, I mean please put me down."




  Her voice was a little breathy, and her heart rate was back up again. I looked down at her, trying to ascertain if she was about to go into convulsions or not, and felt myself pulled into a pair of the bluest eyes I'd ever seen outside of Jasmin or myself.




  I nearly stopped walking, had to shake my head slightly to clear it.




  "You need to see the nurse."




  "I'm fine. That wasn't anything, it didn't mean anything. Please put me down."




  The tone had changed. Even more amazing, her smell had changed. She'd tasted sick just a second before, and now seemed fine. I looked down to confirm what my other senses were telling me and found an emotionless mask looking up at me. It was as if there was an entirely different person behind those glowing features now, and all of her vitals were still too erratic for me to garner anything from them.




  "What do you mean 'you're fine'? People don't just collapse with no warning. You seemed fine and then you were falling. You s...you seemed hurt."




  I almost bit my tongue. I'd nearly slipped up again, nearly told her she smelled hurt. I'd all but come to a complete stop now, completely outside of my realm of experience.




  "It was just the heat here. I'm not used to it. Now please put me down."




  She was actually fussing with her hair now, obviously afraid that it had been messed up.




  Suddenly I realized what had happened. People didn't just bounce back from the level of trauma I'd just witnessed. Not unless they'd somehow tricked their system into stuttering in the first place.




  I wanted to scream at her for having tricked me into nearly outing myself, but I took a deep breath and just barely managed to contain my growing rage.




  "It was all just a game for you wasn't it?"




  Her response was the perfect study of the spoiled, self-centered child I'd initially thought her.




  "You bet. Think they bought it?"




  




  Unsure whether or not I'd manage to get away from her before I finally lost control, I loosened my grip and set her down. I was out of sight while she was still trying to decide which feminine wile to use on me.




  




  Chapter 3




  We'd had another night of peace, but nobody thought it was anything other than a temporary reprieve. Brandon was probably just worried tempers would run too high among his pack this close to the full moon. The last thing he could afford would be for one of his wolves to make a mistake and do something that couldn't be ignored, either by the rest of the moon born at large, or by the Coun'hij itself.




  I should have awoken refreshed after just a couple of hours sleep. None of the shape shifters required much in the way of rest, but I overslept by more than an hour and still felt exhausted when I finally arose.




  There was too much to be done for me to allow several hours of nightmares to slow me down. Donovan and I went through our once-monthly extended business meeting. He brought me up to speed on all of the things that hadn't been pressing enough to bring up in our nightly discussions, and then we identified additional ways the family capital could be put to work.




  Whoever Brandon had managing the tithe he was receiving from the pack was good. He hadn't managed to hit the kind of self-sustaining levels Donovan had achieved, but they were generating a hefty return. In fact, if Brandon hadn't been siphoning so much money off for bribes they'd probably have almost doubled their assets over the last two years.




  Once I finished up with Donovan, I ran Rachel into school, and then there was a full day's worth of homework to work my way through. Just because I was skipping school didn't mean that I could forgo the homework.




  I'd actually contemplated going to school, but my control had been so spotty the day before I just couldn't justify the risk. I didn't like the thought of Rachel being alone at school, but she was adamant about going, and not even Brandon would be stupid enough to attack her. The end result of that scenario wasn't pretty, but he'd lose most of his wolves before the dust settled.




  Rachel was as defenseless as any other human, but Jasmin, Dom, Isaac and I all loved her dearly. Besides, even if the others hadn't, I was dominant to everyone else in the pack. It wasn't the kind of thing I liked to use, but they knew what would happen to them if they let Rachel get hurt.




  Even with such an impressive amount on my to-do list, I managed to finish up my classwork and sneak in some painting time before Jasmin returned from Colorado.




  Predictably she wasn't happy. She stormed into my studio and almost knocked over my latest, still-drying piece.




  




  "I understand that you're not happy, Jas, but if you ruin one of my paintings you're going to be sorry."




  It wasn't often that I saw a repentant expression grace Jasmin's face. I didn't get very long to enjoy it.




  "I got the permits and property rights issues all straightened out. It was the secretary."




  Now that was a surprise. Brandon had certainly economized on his bribes there.




  "I burst into offices of half the city council and no less than three regulatory bureaucrats, but just wasn't getting anywhere with threats or bribes. They were all claiming innocence and didn't seem to be lying. It wasn't until I'd made my second round that I realized he was way more nervous than the situation called for."




  I nodded my thanks as I tried to figure out what the canvas wanted to become. I'd created a border, but was uncharacteristically stuck on where to go with it from there.




  "You did excellent work as always. I appreciate your going out there and handling things."




  Jasmin's anger was back; closer to the surface than before. Damn full moon. It was going to turn this into a much bigger deal than it had to be.




  "You didn't have to send me out there, Alec. Donovan could have handled things. Even Isaac could have handled this one."




  I shook my head as I finally gave up and started cleaning my brushes. "You're missing the point Jas. There was no way to know at the outset just how sticky things were going to be, and aside from Donovan you're my best troubleshooter. Donovan has a number of other duties. I can't tear him away from those lightly, and if things had gotten dicey with Brandon's pack last night you would be missed less than Isaac."




  And there was the rub. Jasmin was as stubborn as any hybrid ever born, but when push came to shove she was still just a wolf. Granted her bloodline, the one we shared, gave her certain advantages, advantages which weren't discussed with those not of the same descent. Even so, she wasn't my second, and never would be.




  Jasmin looked for a moment as though she'd argue with me. "Ok, I get it. I'm not as valued as either of your muscle-bound hybrids. I'll try to keep that in mind. Do you want me to go get Rachel?"




  "No, you just got back. I'll go get her so you can get caught up."




  I was surprised when Jasmin indicated she wanted to go with me, but welcomed the company. A short time later we pulled up to the school.




  




  Rachel was waiting for us. Or rather she was outside where she usually waited for us. The two Sorensen boys were out with her. It took me several seconds to realize the dark item they were tossing back and forth was her math book.




  The rage that had been lapping at the borders of my control all day came within a sliver of breaking loose. I slammed the car into the closest parking spot and was out striding towards them before Jasmin even had a chance to get her seatbelt off.




  With my beast so close to the surface, my power flared up without any conscious effort, lashing out at the pair with enough force that they spun around. The math book fell forgotten to the ground as they turned and ran.




  Rachel retrieved her book and went to the car without speaking. I stood on the sidewalk for several seconds, fighting the urge to run the boys down and tear them in half.




  Nobody spoke until we were back home, and then Rachel turned towards me with tear-filled eyes. "Alec you have to stop doing that. I'm never going to have a normal life if you keep interfering every time someone teases me."




  "Rachel, they aren't your friends. People don't treat their friends like that."




  "You're missing the point. Right now I don't have a chance of even developing a friendship because everyone is so worried about how you'll react."




  "That's ridiculous. Nobody who really wants to be your friend would give me any reason to harm them."




  "Please. No guy in the entire town would even dream of asking me out. You'd totally freak."




  I wanted to deny her accusation, but I'd spent plenty of time around the boys her age. You didn't need especially acute senses to realize that they weren't worth the effort it would take to push them out of a speeding car.




  "See, you can't even argue with me."




  "They aren't worthy of you, Rach."




  "I don't want someone worthy of me. I'm not looking to get married right now, I just want to be able to spend some time with people who are normal, who are human."




  That was truly the underlying problem. It hadn't been as bad before everyone had made their first transformations, but since then Rachel had been on the outside looking into a life she couldn't have.




  "I'm sorry. I know this all hasn't been easy for you. I'll try not to be so menacing."




  




  "That's not good enough, Alec. I want your word as the leader of our pack that you won't take any action to interfere with all of the stuff that normally happens to someone my age."




  Jasmin stirred for the first time as I met Rachel's gaze and finally nodded.




  "I won't promise to forgo any action, but I won't interfere short of anything that will cause you lasting harm."




  I let me beast rise back up to the forefront of my being as Rachel invoked the ritual words.




  "This ye so swear, unto this you bind yourselves?"




  A wash of power surged through me as I opened my mouth. "This we so swear. That we won't interfere with your fellows unless lasting harm is offered, that we will use all resources at our command to avoid becoming forsworn. Unto this we bind ourselves."




  Jasmin completed the ritual in her own flare of power. "An oath sworn, a promise witnessed. We will stand in testimony."




  Rachel hugged me and then bolted from the car, smiling at Donovan as she disappeared inside the house.




  Donovan greeted me at the door, smiling until he felt the lingering traces of power. "You swore an oath. To Rachel, or Jasmin wouldn't have been able to witness it."




  I nodded and Donovan's mouth thinned to a disapproving line. "That was rash at the very least, Alec. What did you promise her?"




  I felt my beast rise to the surface again, and fought to keep from lashing out. Donovan had the best interest of the pack at heart. Not only that, he was right. I'd been unusually impulsive.




  "She's lonely, Donovan. Right or wrong she's convinced she'll never have a chance at real friends until people can rely on the fact that the entire pack isn't going to jump all over them for looking sideways at her. I promised to stay out of all of the teasing, to avoid interfering unless it is something that will bring her lasting harm."




  "And you Jasmin? I'd have thought you'd talk him out of such an ill-advised promise."




  Jasmin's chuckle was a dry, humorless thing. "Unless you've got super powers hiding up your sleeve, Alec is still the boss. I've tried to talk him out of one stupid action after the other for the last two months and he's pretty much established that the only time he'll listen to me is if I'm supporting what he already wanted to do."




  




  Her parting comment was tossed over one shoulder as she disappeared around the corner.




  "If he'd asked me, I'd have said it was foolish to promise the entire might of the pack to ensure that any dweeb in the town can hassle Rachel. I wasn't asked though, so I'll leave you to clean up the mess Mr. Wizard."




  Donovan sighed disapprovingly at Jasmin and then turned back to me. "I must discuss this with Rachel. Once she understands the gravity of what you've promised I'm sure she can be convinced to release you from the promise."




  My beast rose to the surface in a hissing display of power. The promise hadn't been binding on just me. The 'we' in the ritual had included my beast, and it had a very black and white view of a promise. The beast would casually kill for food or to eliminate a rival, but once it had committed to something all other options ceased to exist. The gray areas where humans went when they needed to justify something were anathema to it.




  My beast wouldn't allow me to bring pressure to bear against Rachel to get her to release us from the promise. Since Donovan was one of my submissives letting him do the talking wasn't any different than me doing it myself.




  "You get three minutes, Donovan, and there won't be any blackmail or emotional overtones. You can make your case this one time, and that's it. If she says no and I later find out that you've been trying to bully her into recanting, I won't be able to help myself."




  Donovan looked as though he'd have liked to take offense at my calling his normal, well-reasoned arguments bullying, but this close to the full moon he knew better than to push any of us very far.




  "I'm very aware of the effects of the binding ritual, Alec. I'll be ready at your convenience."




  Feeling more exhausted by the minute, I followed Donovan to Rachel's room, where his efforts were exactly as effective as we'd both known they would be. Rachel wasn't swayed in the slightest.




  Donovan reached the end of his three minutes, bowed ever so correctly, and departed. I had one more duty before I could finally surrender to my bed.




  The alpha of the Chicago pack hasn't ever believed in cell phones. It made contacting him somewhat tricky, but the antiquated land line he'd finally had installed a few years before, usually worked sooner or later.




  This time the phone cut off on the second ring. "Yes?"




  "Is Ulrich available?"




  




  Calling another pack leader was always risky business. There were dozens of different ways to offend someone, and the situation with the Chicago pack was even more touchy than most. "No. This is Shawn, though. Is that you Alec?"




  I felt a brief surge of relief. Shawn was Ulrich's son. We were approximately the same age, and he was decidedly modern American as opposed to his father's Old World upbringing. The odds of me putting my foot wrong with Shawn were much less than with his father.




  "Yeah, it's me. I've got a situation developing over here. Brandon's insinuating the Coun'hij's decided to take a blind eye where he's concerned. It seems pretty far-fetched, but I thought maybe I'd better check and see if anyone else had any clues how the wind was blowing."
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