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    Chapter 1. Akira 
 
      
 
    It was time. Today was the day. The winter was finally here. This year, the Wolf would be mine. An honour that was only granted every seven years. And this year, it was my time to shine. At least, it was supposed to be. 
 
    I vividly remembered the coldness from that day like it'd just happened. The wind had howled as the whole tribe had gathered in half a circle around the ancient altar. The first snow had only fallen yesterday. 
 
    The winter was here. 
 
    My whole family had respectfully bowed their heads for me as I approached the stone altar. I'd always been the youngest, the forgotten one. But the Guardians had chosen me. And now, finally, it was my turn. 
 
    If everything had gone right, I would've gotten my wolf and the Great Wolf would've gotten me. If only. 
 
    With the Winter Stone stolen, there was no way the ritual could take place. No ritual, no shift, no Winter Wolf. Simple. Just my luck. 
 
    I angrily gritted my teeth at the sour memory and groaned as I felt the straps of my backpack dig deep into my shoulders. If I didn't get over this stupid hillside, I would have to make a two days detour. And two days was a lot of time, time I didn't have. 
 
    I dug my bare fingers in the cold snow as I ran up the slippery side screaming as a madman. My feet slipped, snow shrieked, birds fled. But I made it. Exhausted, I fell down on top of the hill and I happily threw a handful of snow into the air. The frustration had been worth it. I mentally patted myself on the back, congratulating myself for shaving off two days of harsh walking.  
 
    As I stared at the night sky, it became quite clear that sundown wouldn't be far away. I groaned as I thought about the falling night. When the dark fell, the forest turned from calm to frightening. I needed to hurry because there wasn't much time to set up camp. 
 
    I had no time to lie in the snow. I needed to find a clearing, get a fire going, and find suitable branches to set up my tent.  
 
    Reluctantly, I heaved the lumpy backpack on my shoulders and orientated myself back towards the East. Step by step, my feet disappeared into the fresh snow as I left a trail behind for nobody. 
 
    I insisted that retrieving the Winter Stone was my duty as the next Guardian. I need to prove everyone I did deserve to be chosen. And returning our most valuable possession was my chance. The Elders protested and told me the Winter Stone was too valuable and that its fate shouldn't rest solely in my hands.  But when they asked if there was anyone willing to join me, nobody had risen to the occasion. 
 
    Instead, a bunch of angry eyes prickled into my back. The same eyes I'd felt since the very moment the Elders announced I would become the next Winter Wolf.  
 
    Not that that would happen anytime soon without the Winter Stone. Our ritual was worthless without the ancient magic stowed away in the artefact. Magic that was given to us directly by the Great Wolf, a revered spirit and common ancestor. 
 
    So I'd kissed my mother goodbye, hugged my grandparents and left on my journey to the East, deep into enemy territory. There was only one tribe dumb enough to steal the Winter Stone and leave such clear tracks. Yes, without a doubt, the Coyote Clan was behind this. Our distant nephews and long time rivals. They would do anything to spite us and after many attempts, they finally seemed to have succeeded in stealing our most important relic. 
 
    With a burning hatred in my chest for the Coyotes, I stomped through the forest with more resolve until I finally found myself at a deserted clearing. 
 
    There was a heap of rocks that would more or less protect me from the howling wind and a relatively flat spot where I could sleep without the blood rushing to either my head or toes. Not bad. 
 
    I dropped my backpack and with a branch, started sweeping the snow away from the floor, hoping to expose enough terrain for a campfire and my tent. That was the easy task. Finding enough dry wood to get a fire going would prove much more difficult. And not to mention, a sturdy long branch that would support the hides I brought with me. With the whole forest covered in a thick bed of snow, finding dry wood was like finding water in the desert.  
 
    It took me close to nightfall to find enough suitable branches and the darkness had fallen before I managed to spark the first bunch of tinder. 
 
    A small flame danced in my hands as I carefully fed it more wood, my breathing hitched in my throat as I prayed for the twigs to catch fire. I really didn't want to get caught a whole night in the looming forest with no fire or warmth to protect me. 
 
    "Come on," I breathed, shielding the small flame from the icy wind. "Just burn, please." 
 
    Relief flooded my chest as the fire spread in my hands and hungrily devoured some of the smaller branches. Ooof. My camp was now accompanied by a warm fire and with my heart at ease, I fell down on a big lump of wood. 
 
    From my pack, I conjured a strip of dried elk and with the fire happily dancing away, I chewed on the jerky as it filled my mouth with savoury goodness.  The flames were slowly warming up my cold bones and the meat was filling my stomach. Not a bad situation. A small fire, a tent that looked like it could break any moment, and a wooden stump with maggots crawling out of it. Ahhh, home sweet home.  
 
    But I smiled. I was alone and there was no one here that could look at me with mean eyes or whisper behind my back. I was sick of hearing I wasn't worthy of having my wolf released. 
 
    Not that I blamed them. I wasn't exactly sure why they picked me, even if they were short on candidates There were only four more people in my age group that still had a wolf inside them. We were going extinct. Chances were extremely low that the next generation would still possess wolves. If that was the case, I could very well be the last Guardian of our tribe. I could be the last Winter Wolf. No pressure or something. 
 
    But it seemed to have sent my peers in a blind fit of rage. But I could understand that. I'd been passed over the last two times and I felt that rage before. That white hot rage and heavy disappointment. Last time, I assumed it just wouldn't happen for me. I was almost too old. And in seven years, anyone who was passed over, would be as well. Their wolves would be locked inside them for the rest of eternity. A cruel fate.  
 
    If I didn't find the Stone, it would be my fate. And my families. Becoming the Winter Wolf wasn't just an honour for you, it was an honour for the whole family. If you shared blood with someone that became a Guardian, your own wolf would be able to the Winter Wolf. You'd be just a little bit stronger, a little bit more connected to anyone and everyone.  
 
    So my family rejoiced when they heard the news. My grandparents had embraced each other and tears had flown as their wolves would finally be able to talk to each other after sixty years of marriage. My uncle and my two nephews had come to visit me in deep gratitude. Although my uncle married a human, both his sons had inherited a wolf. Something quite unheard of. But as they were both passed over, their hopes of ever connecting with their wolves disappeared. So when I, the baby of the family, became nominated by the Elders, hope returned to them. When they announced that the Winter Wolf would go to me this year, they howled in happiness. 
 
    And I couldn't wait to meet all the wolves in my family, wolves I had been surrounded by from the first breath I took in this world. Wolves that had taken care of me and protected me with all their love. I would finally be able to talk to them. If I worked hard enough, I could even become the bridge between everyone in my family. It would change the face of my family. 
 
    But with the Winter Stone stolen, those chances were stolen as well. So I needed to find that stone and bring it back home. Not just for me, but for them.  
 
    All I needed to do was cross the dark Aladwin Forest, the one that my grandparents always forbade me from entering because it is so easy to get lost in. And if I somehow made it out of the maze of trees, I needed to cross the vast deserted wasteland that was rumoured to be the home of the Puma, a sly and mysterious creature. And after I made it through the desert, I needed to cross enemy lines, fool all the Coyotes I passed, penetrate their inner city and steal the Winter Stone back. Oh, and of course, get back. And I needed to do it before Spring arrived. Piece of cake. 
 
    I groaned loudly. Spring would arrive in less than three months. I was so thoroughly fucked. 
 
    If I put the Winter Stone one day too late on the altar, we would all be stuck waiting for another seven years. I would be too old, there were no younger wolves in my family left, so with my failure, any hope for my family would die. 
 
    I needed to be successful here. I had no other choice. I just needed to remind myself this was a marathon, not a sprint. I needed to keep my eyes on the prize. Don't stray. Don't do anything stupid. Don't get distracted. Don't die. 
 
    I glared at my pack and wondered if I should have another strip of meat or should ration myself. Would eating all my rations now count as something stupid? But as I savoured the taste of the elk in my mouth, I decided I deserved another piece. Marathon, not a sprint, right? I needed energy. 
 
    But before I could, a sharp howl cut through the eery night. It would've spooked me, except that I recognised it as unmistakably wolfish.  
 
    I threw another glance at my hot fire and as I contemplating staying right where I was, the next howl made me shiver to my bone. This wasn't a regular howl, it was from a wolf in pain. A wolf lost and separated from his pack. A wolf that needed help. 
 
    I was help. I could help. I needed to help. 
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    Chapter 2. Howling in the night 
 
      
 
    The wolf was howling into the night and I could feel my own wolf stirring inside of me. It didn't matter if it was an animal or a wolf stuck inside a human, wolf was wolf and they were all my kin. 
 
    I ran into the dark night as I let my wolf guide me towards the cries of the wounded animal. She was like a compass that directed me straight towards his cries. 
 
    It was dark and the night was usually not my friend, but tonight it seemed like my wolf was helping me out and improving my eyesight. 
 
    I scanned the white landscape for any movement of the hurt wolf but also for any other predators that might roam this hillside. Pumas were very unlikely, but I didn't feel like running straight into the den of a black bear, even though they were supposed to be our allies. I was sure that would cost me greatly. 
 
    After running around in the winter night for almost half an hour, I finally saw a heap of fur lying next to a dead tree. I hastily ran towards it, my heart pounding from my chest as I prayed this was the wolf I was chasing. 
 
    It was. 
 
    He growled as I approached and it became clear he was distressed and in pain. I held up my hands as I slowed my breathing. I hoped if calmed myself, he would know I didn't form a threat. 
 
    His lips curled up in a snarl and he flattened his ears as I approached him.  
 
    "Calm, boy. I'm not here to hurt you," I whispered into the cold air, hoping that he would understand from my tone that I was trying to help him. 
 
    He bared his teeth at me once more but didn't seem to run away. I wondered why. 
 
    A glint caught my eye and I noticed the piece of metal clamped around his paw.  
 
    This time I was the one growling. Hunters. And not any kind of hunters, cowardly hunters.  
 
    "I'm not going to hurt you. Please stay still," I told the grey wolf, asking myself in how much trouble I could get. If he didn't understand I was trying to help, he would lunge at my neck and with his sharp teeth, rip out my throat. Instead of retrieving the Winter Stone, I would bleed out here, all alone in the middle of the Aladwin Forest, miles away from my hometown. 
 
    But if he did understand, I could help him out of the trap and maybe this would appeal to the Great Wolf so he'd guide me on my travels. 
 
    I threw another look at the grey wolf and the pearls of blood staining the white snow red and I knew that I needed to take this risk. This was one of my brothers and he was in pain. 
 
    "Please don't bite me. I'm here to help," I repeated again, slowly crouched down next to his hind legs. His ears had perked up, but his lips were still curled in a nasty snarl. He seemed ready to attack at any moment, but so far, he was keeping still. 
 
    I tugged on the metal clasp and as I felt the wolf stir, I quickly retracted my hand before his teeth found my wrist. 
 
    "Calm down!" I yelped as I felt my blood rush through my ears. "I know it hurts, I will be more careful. I'm sorry." 
 
    The wolf relaxed and his head fell down as he kept me under his watchful eye. I carefully extended my hand again and clicked the metal pin loose, contracting the beak and teeth of the metal contraption. 
 
    The grey wolf quickly pulled his leg out of the trap, a splatter of blood painting the white landscape. He howled in pain and tried to run away from me, but to no use. He jumped a couple of metres away from me, but as soon as he was out of my immediate range, he stopped to lick his wound. 
 
    I followed the beautiful beast, my hands out so I wouldn't spook him. "Steady, I'm not here to hurt you. Please let me help you. You're hurt." 
 
    The wolf jumped a couple of steps away from me, from the twitch in his right leg, I knew he wasn't going anywhere. I approached him and as he tried to run away, he sank through his legs and fell down on the cold snow. He was panting and his ears were flat on his head. He wasn't just in pain, he was scared. Scared of what I might do. 
 
    He must not realise I had a wolf inside of me, otherwise, he might realise I was an ally. If I could let him know I was one of his kind, he might be less reluctant to let me help him.  
 
    So I dug deep and channelled my wolf. She was already asleep, so I nudged her. 
 
    Yes? She answered and as she did, I could see the grey wolf tweak his ears. I didn't know if it was possible but he seemed to react to my wolf waking up. 
 
    I approached him again and this time, he didn't run away. Instead, he cautiously watched me from the corners of his eyes. He didn't snarl when I picked him up, so he must've understood something? He was quite heavy and pretty big, so most of his upper body was resting over my shoulder as I carried him to the camp. 
 
    Luckily, I could trace my footsteps back into the snow because I had blindly run into the forest without really paying attention to where I was going. 
 
    I felt the sweat pearl on my back as I heaved the wolf back to my camp. Once in a while, he yipped in pain, but most of the time, he seemed to be quite happy to be carried. 
 
    In my camp, I carefully placed him close to the fire so he could warm up and rummaged through my pack, wondering if I had some piece of cloth that I could miss. Most of the things I brought with me, I really needed, but I decided that the fabric holding my dried jerky together could probably be repurposed. I opened my water bottle, wetted the cloth and carefully tried to clean out the wolf's wounds. He whined in pain but didn't make any attempts to bite me, so I knew he had finally understood I was trying to help him. 
 
    He whimpered as I secured the cloth around his leg but after I was done bandaging him, he gratefully licked my arm and I patted him between the ears. 
 
    "See, that wasn't so bad, was it?" I grinned as I realised I'd never been this close to a wolf before. Which was ironic, since my whole tribe was centred around the wolf. Heck, we actually had wolves stuck inside our bodies!  
 
    "You're a nice little wolf," I smiled and laughed as the wolf growled at me.  
 
    "Okay, okay. I'll take the little back," I teased, surprised that he somehow understood me. 
 
    He softly growled, but it didn't sound threatening. It was more a happy sound, like the canine version of a purring cat. He gave a last lick at his wounded leg and then muzzled his head on my lap. His eyes slowly closed and I could tell that he was falling asleep. I grinned as this meant that he trusted me enough to let his guard down, so I wiggled my butt down more comfortably as I let myself relax as well. 
 
    The flames in the fire were happily dancing as I watched the sparks fly around in the cold air. The wolf cuddled up against me was providing me with an extra, unexpected heat source that I wasn't going to say no to. 
 
    I patted the beast against his ears as I studied him a bit further. It was obvious that he was male. I could tell from his flat snout, his broad legs and his wide stance. He had a dark patch of fur that ran down his back and one white paw, like he had fallen in a bucket of white paint. 
 
    I knew his eyes were amber coloured and deep and although I might've been kidding myself, it seemed like he understood human language to at least some degree. He stirred in my lap and let out a little whine. Probably a nightmare. 
 
    I should probably move myself and the wolf underneath my tent, but it seemed like a cold and wet spot, compared to the dried patch of ground I was sitting on right now. 
 
    I cursed at myself for not setting my tent closer to my fireplace. Why didn't I do that? What an idiot. I should probably stay close to the flames so I wouldn't freeze to death. 
 
    The furs I brought were lying further away in my little tent, so I laid flat on my back and stretched my arms as far as I could, hoping not to wake up my new companion. I grovelled a little bit on the cold ground and waved my hands in the air aimlessly, until finally, I reached the tip of one of my blankets. I pulled it towards me and nestled myself under it, hoping that my fire would stay lit and it wouldn't rain. 
 
    With my new wolf friend wrapped around me, I cuddled under my blankets. I knew I needed to take off at least some of my clothes, but I was just so nice and toasty. So without another thought, I found myself drifting off into dreamland.  
 
    The next morning I was awoken by what sounded like barking. I rubbed my fists in my eyes as I wondered who had brought a dog with him and why the hell he was trying to wake me up. I was about ready to throw a stick towards the loud animal as I felt a wet snout pressed against my cheek. 
 
    "Ieegh!" I pushed myself up from underneath the furs and immediately regretted not moving back to the tent. The fire from last night was reduced to a barely smouldering pile of ashes that couldn't grill a grasshopper. I should've gathered isolation for my bed instead of chasing wolves into the night.  
 
    Priorities, Akira! I told myself as I cracked my stiffened back. I was about to stretch my arms when I felt a rough tongue lick my hand. 
 
    "Blegh!" I yelled again as I finally remembered I wasn't alone anymore. One by one, I cracked my fingers as I looked at the dark wolf strutting through my camp. He had a slight limp, but he was definitely in much better shape than yesterday. 
 
    "Hello, boy. I see you’re already awake," I grumbled, annoyed that he didn't let me sleep in. But then again, I probably shouldn't be snoozing in the middle of the forest. 
 
    From the moment that I slightly moved my furs, the cold air crept underneath and I shivered as it grazed over my bare legs. I groaned as I stood back up and again, cursed at myself for not taking off my jacket. I had brought enough furs with me to keep me warm enough and sleeping in all my clothes was just a rookie mistake. Now instead of having my vest to put on, I'd have to warm myself up with jumping jacks or another kind of exercise. 
 
    A howl pulled me out of my concentration and I briefly watched the wolf dribble through my camp with his snout against the forest floor, like he was looking for something. His adventure seemed to stop at my backpack and with his head tilted and his dark amber eyes peering into mine, he gave me an intense look. 
 
    I chuckled and decided that I'd warm myself up by gathering more firewood. But first, breakfast! 
 
    Shivery, I bundled up my furs and dropped them near my pack. I pulled open the strings and dug around for a chunk of bread and some of my dried elk. The cloth that usually kept it all together was now wound around the wolf's leg, so I had to dig around my belongings for anything edible. 
 
    I conjured a piece of bread and a couple of strips of jerky. I sat back down on my log and chewed on the stringy meat as I stared at what was left of my camp fire. The grey wolf bumped against my legs and let out another whine as he licked his lips, his eyes fixated on the dried meat in my hands. 
 
    I counted out all the rations I brought with me and tried to figure out how many days it would last me. I had brought enough jerky with me that was supposed to last me two full months, but I seemed to have slightly miscalculated. Because I hadn’t touched the stinky freeze-dried vegetables and only eaten meat, I had gone through my dried elk twice as fast as I predicted. After only two weeks, more than half of my meat had already disappeared in my tummy. And if I was going to share my rations with a hungry wolf, the rest of my rations would probably only last us another week. 
 
    The wolf softly whined again and as his deep eyes stared into mine, I couldn't stop myself from giving in. For as long as I had food, I would share. I knew this was stupid, but then again, I couldn’t get myself to starve another being, let alone another wolf. 
 
    I threw a strip of elk at my furry companion and he gratefully jumped at his breakfast. His long tongue snapped it from the ground and with the piece of meat between his teeth, he hobbled away and devoured his share. 
 
    The jerky disappeared in seconds and he let out another whine as he eyed my piece of elk. 
 
    "Sorry, boy. This is mine. A girl has got to eat," I said, but as he cutely tilted his head, I caved. I pulled the chewy meat in two pieces and threw him the biggest part. "There you go, but this is all you’re getting."  
 
    I quickly shoved the last piece of meat in my mouth before he could beg for more and swallowed it with a mouthful of water. I wiped my mouth with my sleeve and stowed my metal water container back in my pack. 
 
    I dusted off my pants as I stood up and gathered my furs. I approached the wolf to check on his wounds and happily noticed that they had stopped bleeding. I removed the cloth from his leg and he licked his wound a couple of times before looking at me. He looked almost gratefully. 
 
    "Come on, boy, go play!" I grinned as I jumped a couple of times up and down, hoping it would encourage him to run. But he just lazily looked at me, licked his paw again and let his head rest on his front legs. 
 
    I gave him a little shove, hoping it would make him get him on his feet but with a small whine, it became clear that this wolf wasn't going anywhere yet. 
 
    The cold air blew through my campsite and I wondered if he could take care of himself or if leaving him alone would be a death sentence. But as he was still limping around, it seemed unlikely that he’d do well on his own. I threw another look at the hurt animal, cursed at myself, and dropped my furs next to my log again. 
 
    Why was I such a sucker? Spring wouldn’t wait for anyone, especially not for me just hanging around in my camp. But then again, I shaved off a couple of days by going over the slope instead of around it. If I didn’t think too hard about it, I could just pretend I was putting those days to another use. And taking care of a wounded animal couldn’t be bad for my karma, could it? 
 
    "You owe me one," I grumbled at my companion. He twitched his ear and I swear, it looked like he winked at me. 
 
    I threw one of my furs over him and decided to not stray too much as I gathered anything that I could use as tinder or firewood. The first snow had buried most of the dead branches under a wet bed, but luckily, I managed to find a couple of logs to burn and an ugly looking mushroom that could serve as tinder. 
 
    It took me at least twice as long to get a fire going, but my effort wasn't in vain as a small whisper of smoke rose from our campsite once more. The wolf opened his eyes, inspected the fire I made, and went back to sleep. Lazy bastard. 
 
    "Yeah, don't help me," I scoffed at him, kicking some snow out of the way angrily. It was his fault that I needed to stay another night here, instead of travelling further towards the East. 
 
    But if I was staying here another night, I was definitely moving my tent and setting it up with a proper bed.  
 
    I remembered seeing a fallen pine tree not far from where I found the dark wolf, so I traced my footsteps back to that site. Next to the abandoned metal trap, there was indeed a whole heap of spruce branches. I grinned as I hacked down with my knife.  
 
    They were prickly, but at least they would keep me off the cold frozen ground at night. 
 
    Back in my camp, I decided to move my tent closer to the fire. If I managed to move the wolf inside the tent and make myself a bed with the spruce tips, I would have a relatively comfortable bed.  
 
    "Thanks for watching the fire for me," I mocked the wolf who was still sleeping next to the fire pit. He opened one eye, threw me an unimpressed look and went back to ignoring me.  
 
    I shook my head in dismay and decided to spend my energy on my temporary home. The whole tent came down with just a simple tug. Pathetic. 
 
    The wolf was lazily lying on the ground as he watched me reset my camp and only got up somewhere in the late afternoon. 
 
    With his nose on the ground, he traced his steps back to my pack and loudly sniffed it. As expected, he was hungry again and seemed to remember where I kept my elk meat. 
 
    “You’re right, it is time to eat again. I’m quite hungry myself," I agreed with him as I had just finished a drying rack for some of the wetter branches. 
 
    I threw a dried piece of jerky at the wolf who was quite patiently sitting a couple of meters away from me. He cautiously sniffed at the meat before hungrily chewing down on what was supposed to feed me tomorrow. 
 
    "Idiot... Feeding strays instead of yourself... You’re never going to make it to the East this way," I mumbled under my breath as I watched the flames of the fire dance in the cold night. 
 
    But then I looked into the amber coloured eyes of the canine and felt the wolf inside me nod in content. Of course, we were going to take care of a lone wolf. How could we not? 
 
    "Here, boy," I smiled as I poured some of my water down on my plate and carefully pushed it towards him. He looked at me with his dark eyes and I could swear he was saying thank you. 
 
    I briefly touched the amulet hanging around my neck. It was warm under my touch. My mother had carved it for me on my fifth birthday. That was the day I found out I was the only one of my brothers and sisters that had inherited the wolf from my mother's family. As the youngest of the family, I was already the apple of their eye, but the wolf gave me an unfair advantage. 
 
    That was the last day my oldest brother let me ride on his shoulders. My sister had shoved me down in anger and I could still hear the harsh slap my mother had given her. She later told me she heard ringing in her ears for two more days. 
 
    When I turned nine, my grandparents took me in. They both possessed the wolf, but neither of them had had the honour of releasing him. They only had two children and both my mum and my uncle possessed the wolf as well. My mum had feared that after her first six children, her bloodline would die out with her. And then I was born. 
 
    She always called me a gift straight from the Great Wolf and had named me Akira in his honour. Both my grandparents cried the day the Elders announced that for the 34th Winter Cycle the honour would befall on me and my family. Their wolves would stay locked up, but if I became the Winter Wolf, I'd be able to communicate with all the wolves in my family.  
 
    And once I mated, I would be able to talk and listen to the wolves of my mate's family as well. It was the greatest honour. This would make me an invaluable pillar in our community. And a well fought over treasure. 
 
    I already heard my father whisper about whose family would be the most beneficial to mate with. My mother tried to shush him by explaining that only my wolf could choose the right partner for me. 
 
    But that just sent him into another blind rage because it reminded him of my mum's wolf as well. My father loved my mother with all his heart and even though I knew my mum loved him, he was not her mate. He couldn't be because he possessed no wolf. And he knew that if the day ever came that her wolf found her rightful mate, she would leave him in a heartbeat.  
 
    But I didn't want that. I just wanted my mate and nobody else. If my wolf ever got released, there was no way I could mate to someone that wasn't meant for me. It would be impossible. I would either find my soulmate or remain alone for the rest of my life. And if I did, my family line would die with me. 
 
    I twirled the amulet between my fingers as I watched the grey wolf stare at me. He seemed rather curious and not at all afraid. I wasn't sure if I should take that as a compliment or an insult. 
 
    "Where is your pack?" I tilted my head as I studied the beautiful animal. But the wolf just blinked and twitched his left ear. 
 
    "Alright then, be that way." My body was growing stiff from the hike and the cold. I stretched my limbs, threw on one more log for the fire, and grabbed the fur for inside my tent. 
 
    "Goodnight, Wolfie." I waved as both I and the night fell. 
 
    The next day his paw looked much better and he obviously felt much better. It was quite clear as he ran circles around me, happily yipping at my pack for more meat. 
 
    "Shhh!" I shushed the noisy wolf, hoping he'd stop barking at an old tree. "You'll chase all the animals away!"  
 
    But Wolfie didn't care. He just cheekily jumped up and down as he started to chase his own tail. 
 
    "Should've never fixed your damn paw," I grumbled as I heard my stomach rumble in hunger. The wolf had turned out much hungrier and needier than expected. We only had a couple of measly jerky strips left and I couldn’t afford to eat them all just to still my hunger. Even my latest calculations had been off and I could almost see the meat disappear in thin air. Except that it disappeared into our stomachs. Well, mostly the wolf’s. 
 
    I knew I still had a whole bunch of freeze-dried vegetables in my pack, but I wouldn’t touch that stuff unless absolutely necessary. I'd prefer to have a mouthful of meat than a plate of cardboard mush, and would only force it down my throat after ran out of meat. But at the rate this was going, that would be much sooner than anticipated.  
 
    The only way I could prevent myself from eating mushy vegetables was by adding more meat to my rations. But that meant going out on a hunt on my own. 
 
    Of course, I had hunted before. How could I not? But then again, I'd never gone out hunting in this state. Without the safety of home a few miles back, without hunger clouding my good judgement, or without anyone to guard my belongings. 
 
    I listened to the forest, but it was so dead quiet. The snow isolating and muffling all sounds definitely didn’t make it easier for me to gauge how many animals were in my perimeter. With the night falling quicker every night, the amount of daylight I had was limited. And I desperately needed that daylight. 
 
    I wondered if I trained the wolf, he would help me hunt. It might give me a slight edge over the other animals or he could help me track. I had always been lousy at tracking, even with footprints in the snow. 
 
    I felt my stomach rumble again and as it did, I stared hungrily at my pack. There was enough meat in there to still my hunger now or last me a couple of more days. It was obvious which choice I should make, but I could already feel the hunger cloud my mind. That was what hunger did. 
 
    I knew that well enough. It was one of the things my grandpappy had always warned about. If I went out on a hunt now, I might stray too far from my camp and get caught in the night without a fire, I might jump off a ledge to chase an animal and break my legs, or maybe run head first into a tree and knock myself out. It all sounded like stupid things to do, but with my stomach driving my body instead of my head, it all sounded far too plausible as well. Hunting was a tricky business.  
 
    I pulled up my nose at the thought of cardboard vegetables, but decided to refrain from going out on a hunt. It might just be the last thing I did. And honestly, I didn't feel like killing myself just because I was too stubborn to eat my vegetables.  
 
    I threw a dirty look at the grey wolf jumping up and down in the snow. "Doesn't mean I’m not in the mood to kill, though." I pulled up my nose as I polished my bow.  
 
    Instead of going out for a hunt, I decided to collect some fallen branches from around the camp. I could stand the hunger for a while, and I didn’t mind having to share my camp with a loud wolf, but I'd be damned if I was cold. 
 
    When I returned to my camp, there was a chiselled, naked man casually lounging around. What. The. Hell? 
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    Chapter 3. Aspen 
 
      
 
    I shrieked and threw my bushel of firewood at him.  
 
    "Who are you and what are you doing in my camp!" I yelled at him as I covered my eyes. Oh no, now he could attack me! I quickly opened my eyes again, was met with —for the lack of better words — ding dong that burned my corneas and decided that covering up was still the better choice. If I died now, that was probably for the best. Then I wouldn't have to see him in all his “male glory”. In fact, just kill me now. 
 
    "Relax, it is just me," he called, his voice low and hoarse and oddly sexy. 
 
    With one hand covering my face, I felt around for my bag. Without really looking at anything, I threw it in his general direction. "Cover yourself up!" 
 
    "Alrighty, if you don't want a peek at the goods, your loss." I could just hear the smirk in his voice. After some ruffling, I decided to slowly peek through my fingers and was happy to report that at least he was somewhat covered up. But damn, that was one smooth chest. 
 
    Focus! Don’t go crushing on strangers, Akira!  
 
    Especially not naked, wolf-stealing strangers that were obviously trying too hard to look cool. 
 
    "Who are you and what did you do with my wolf!" I yelled at him as I pointed one of my longer sticks at him. As long as he didn't point his stick at me, I was good. 
 
    "Pumpkin, I told you to relax." 
 
    "I will not relax!" I bellowed, my concern for my wolf growing with the minute. He was hurt and wounded and couldn't defend himself. I needed to protect my wolf. 
 
    I inhaled deeply. "1... 2...3...4..." I softly muttered under my breath as I calmed myself down. I let out a sharp sigh and turned myself back to the naked Adonis. "I will ask you one more time. Where. Is. My. Wolf..." I spit out, my whole body tense as I prepared to attack him any moment. 
 
    "Princess, relax. I’m the wolf," he grinned, the smirk appearing on his face oddly wolfish and familiar. 
 
    I squinted my eyes and looked at his leg. His calf was heavily muscled, but I could make out the wound that I had been dressing for the past day. But then again, that could've been any kind of wound, for all I knew, he inflicted it on himself. 
 
    "Okayyy..." I muttered as I looked from his leg to his face and back again. So he was obviously crazy and Akira, if you know one thing, never mess with crazy. "Well, that is settled then. Oh, and my name is not baby, it's Akira." I dropped my firewood and strutted towards the fire, poking it up a little more. 
 
    "What do you mean: 'it is settled then'?" he incredulously asked. 
 
    "If you’re the wolf, you owe me at least a week worth of dried meat," I sweetly smiled at him as I broke some sticks for the fire. 
 
    "That's what you took from this conversation? You’re worried about food?" he asked, confused by how unimpressed I was. 
 
    "Baby, relax," I repeated his words from earlier as I threw him a bored look. I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of riling me up again.  
 
    No, don't poke the crazy. 
 
    "Why doesn't this freak you out?" 
 
    "I've seen weirder things." I actually had.  
 
    "Oh, I see... Let me just get a good whiff of you," he mumbled as he sniffed the air surrounding me. "It is because you’re one of those people." 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "I know your tribe, you occupy the West," he added, his face lighting up as he saw he had uncovered my little secret. 
 
    "So that is why you smell so familiar. I knew something was up." 
 
    "Yeah, sure, whatever makes you sleep at night," I scoffed, not liking how he kept turning the tables on me. 
 
    "No, no, no, honey, now I get it. You helped me cause your tribe idolises anything Wolf related. In your eyes, I’m a direct descendant of your God, but you can just call me Aspen," he grinned, his smirk so sexy I wanted to slap it off his face. 
 
    "Don't mistake yourself, you’re nothing special." 
 
    He flashed his eyes. "Oh, but I’m. If I recall correctly, you aren't regular shifters. No, your tribe is the one with the chained wolves. None of you can shift at will." 
 
    I ground my teeth on each other as hearing him say it made it even worse. He was right, our tribe couldn't shift. We hadn't been able for centuries now. We were cursed. The reason why went way back to the beginning of history, where the Twelve Spirits had just begun distributing the Earth. 
 
    The Swan had chosen the coasts, while the Black Bear had taken the great forests for himself. The Puma had settled for the desert, while the Coyote and Wolf quarrelled over the great Wastelands. Eventually, the Coyote settled for the East, while the Wolf had taken the West. It had taken them seven nights and seven days to make a fair trade-off, and while they thought the hardest was over, the worst was yet to come. 
 
    There weren't just lands they needed to distribute, every Spirit was given the honour of picking out a gift for their people. While the Snake picked youth for his people, the Swan chose beauty for his folk. The Boar chose to grant his people abnormal strength in times of distress, while the Eagle gave his tribes the gift of foresight. The Monkey from the Mountains picked for his descendants, configuration, and the Black Bear oddly enough asked for the Eternal Sleep. The Puma took invisibility, a feature the rest would later envy him for, while the Turtle chained his people in an endless circle of rebirth. The Rabbit was granted eternal peace and as the last of the Ten, the Porcupine chose forbidden blood magic. But the Wolf and the Coyote, they couldn't stop fighting. They both had their eyes set on the ancient magic of the Shifters so they could live on eternally in their own descendants. But as it was, both couldn't get this power. 
 
    So they had a face off, one that lasted for many years. And in the end, the Wolf came out in as the ultimate victor. So we were given the rare power of transformation, something the Coyote loathed. As the last of the twelve Spirits, instead of choosing a gift for his people, he chose only for himself. A curse.   
 
    He cursed the Wolf and every single one of his descendants. And so, instead of us becoming a race of shifters, we were now a pained folk with wolves stuck inside us. 
 
    So this bag of muscles couldn't have been able to shift. So either he was crazy or he was lying. Maybe he was a dirty coyote and was just pretending to be my companion so he could lure me into a false sense of security. 
 
    Yes, that must be it. Crazy Coyote, the worst of their kind. And it didn't seem like he was about to leave, no, he was still hanging around. 
 
    I jumped back as I pointed the stick at him again. Better sort this out now before he became even crazier. "Tell me who you are. Or get the hell out of my camp!" 
 
    He rolled his eyes. "This again? I told you, I am the wolf." 
 
    "Impossible. Wolves can't shift. None of us can." 
 
    "Well then, today is your lucky day, pumpkin." He flashed me another smile and to my annoyance, he had perfectly white teeth. That bastard. 
 
    "Don't call me pumpkin. And if you’re a wolf, just prove it," I challenged him, crossing my arms as I dared him to make a fool out of himself. 
 
    "Alright. But you asked for it." 
 
    If you ever thought the transformation from man to wolf was painless and smooth, you were horribly mistaken. 
 
    In front of my very eyes, Aspen's skin split open as all his limbs twisted in a way they weren't supposed to bend. He writhed and groaned in pain as I heard all his sockets loudly pop, his bones one by one realigning from a human skeleton to that of a wolf. He fell to the cold ground as he screamed in agony until he no longer possessed a human face or mouth to scream with. Instead, the forest was filled with a howl that sent a twinge of shivers down my spine as I found myself in the company of a grey wolf.  
 
    He stared at me with his dark amber-coloured eyes, the pain of his transformation still lingering in his eyes.  
 
    Guilt washed over me and I immediately fell to my knees as I hugged the beautiful animal. "I’m sorry I made you go through that," I softly sobbed in his fur, not believing he actually did this for me. 
 
    Aspen the wolf gently licked the back of my hand as he rubbed his soft head against my shoulder. The pain slowly faded from his eyes and he didn't seem to blame me for it. Maybe he was used to it.  
 
    I didn't want him to be used to it. It was never okay to get used to pain. 
 
    He gently nudged against my knee as he dribbled around my seated figure. He wagged his tail playfully against my leg as he ran circles around me. 
 
    "You want to play?" I smiled as I wiped the tears away from my cheeks.  
 
    He happily barked, resembling a tame dog rather than a wild wolf. Then again, he wasn't exactly a wild wolf. 
 
    I grinned as I stood back up. "I guess you won't be able to transform back for a while, huh?" 
 
    He softly whined as he tilted his head at me, his dark eyes sad again. So that was no. 
 
    "Sorry..." 
 
    Aspen nipped at my ankles as he bumped against my hip. I let out a yelp as I swatted him away. "Alright, alright. I'll run with you." 
 
    And so, I ran into the night with my wolf by my side. Having a companion wasn't such a bad thing after all.  
 
    Apparently, it took Aspen the whole night to refill his reserves before he could turn human again.  
 
    Somehow, it didn't seem nearly as painful for him to shift into his human form. Yes, sure, there was some whining and whimpering, but the transformation went much more smoothly.  
 
    And at the end, instead of having a beautiful wolf as my companion, there was a sweaty ball of male lying next to my feet. He was slowly panting as if he ran a marathon, but I wasn't complaining. In the position he was in, I couldn't see his "crown jewels" and I was fine with that. Well... 
 
    No! I was fine with not seeing them. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    "Never been better, pumpkin," he grinned, flashing me his signature smirk.  
 
    I huffed. I liked wolf Aspen much better than man Aspen. "Get up, you sweaty hairball."  
 
    "I'm glad to see you too."  
 
    Why were his teeth so white? "Whatever," I scoffed, turning on my heels as I walked away from him. I didn't plan on waiting for him to get up and do his naked dance again. I was already scarred for life.  
 
    "Oh come on, princess. Don't pout because you didn't get a peek at the goods!" 
 
    Yes, I definitely liked wolf Aspen better. I heard his bare feet hit the snowy ground and briefly wondered how he wasn't hurting himself. 
 
    "Tell me I’m not the man of your dreams!" 
 
    Ugh. What did I care about his feet. His ego probably protected him from any harm. But then again, he was kind of dreamy... In a messed up, gross way. Yuck, what was I thinking? 
 
    I stomped towards our camp and planted my ass down on the stupid hard log. Why did I leave the comfort of home again? 
 
    Aspen was right behind me as he casually strolled into our camp sight, like he was out camping for fun. Why didn't he seem affected by the maggoty logs or the freezing wind? It wasn't fair! 
 
    Stupid wolf. Stupid sexy wolf. With his sexy smirk. And his sexy voice. Arggh, I should just kill him right now. 
 
    But then I would never find out how he shifted. I'd been so amazed by the whole transformation, that I forgot we weren't supposed to be able to shift. Now, if he would just tell me how he did it, I could kill him after.  
 
    "So how did you shift?" I nonchalantly asked Aspen as I threw him one of my smaller bags, hoping he would cover himself up. 
 
    "Wouldn't you like to know, darling." 
 
    "Really? More pet names?" I sighed in exasperation. "Just tell me how you did it." 
 
    "N to the ope." 
 
    Why was he so freaking annoying? N to the ope? Who even says that?  
 
    Being nice to him obviously didn't make him respect me. I groaned as I banged my fists against my forehead. Ouch. 
 
    "Tell me how you shifted," I ordered the practically naked man standing in front of the campfire. The only thing that apparently survived his shift was a small amulet on a piece of string. Apart from that, he was as naked as the day he was born. Luckily, he was now holding a small leather bag in front of his... Well, you can imagine what he was trying to hide. Frankly, he wasn't doing a very good job. The bag was too small. Or his... Thing... Too big. It didn't really matter. 
 
    I directed my eyes towards his waxy chest and immediately regretted that decision. With the dancing fire, the shadows cast on him just made him look even more sexy. I wondered if biting him would be as satisfying as biting in a roasted leg of lamb.  
 
    Focus! 
 
    "I want to know how you’re able to shift. Tell me." I repeated myself sternly. At least, I tried to be. His pulled up eyebrow and the smirk told me I might not have succeeded. 
 
    "Ain't going to tell you my secret, princess. Now, be a dear and throw me one of your furs, will you? I’m kind of on display here." he grinned, the bag falling with a dull thud on the ground I cleared. 
 
    "The furs are in the bag!" I groaned as I couldn't believe him. "Oh, and I’m only going to tell you one more, my name is Akira!" I exclaimed as I covered my eyes hastily. I had already seen enough of his... Thing... Now I understood why some people called it "junk" though. Ugh. 
 
    Aspen casually threw our last log on the fire and as he did, I saw his muscles flex under his shirt. He was just so damn sexy and I couldn't understand why. Almost so sexy I didn't worry about it being our last log, but I did. The rain from last night had really screwed us over. 
 
    I threw another look at the golden boy. Okay, he was sexy enough to make me forget. If our fire went out, maybe he could warm me up. I didn't understand why I was so attracted to him, I mean, he was just a regular guy. With incredible hair. And freakishly handsome features. And muscles that made me swoon. Okay, he was just attractive as hell, but I had been around hot guys before and they never made me feel like this. Well, hot guys might be a little overstatement. I had been around guys before, but they, well, they were no Aspen, that was for sure. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    I jumped up as I heard my wolf's voice clearer than ever. I felt her stir inside me and I instantly knew what this meant.  
 
    Mate. 
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    Chapter 4. Ashleigh 
 
      
 
    The sound of a dry branch snapping echoed through the silent winter night. Startled, I jumped up and grabbed the stick I had been using as a walking cane. 
 
    "Who is there?" I yelled into the darkness as I held the branch out in front of me protectively. 
 
    "Relax, don't stress so much," Aspen said as he stretched his legs towards the fire.  
 
    I turned towards him. "Didn't you hear that? Someone is coming." 
 
    He put his hands behind his head as he made himself comfortable. "Yeah, no need to worry." 
 
    I snarled and poked his leg with my stick, earning an angry look from him. I was about to poke him again as I heard approaching footsteps so I decided that my stick had a better use than to poke a carefree Aspen with. 
 
    From the darkness, I saw a shadow appear, so I hid myself behind a tree as I watched the approaching figure. I tightened my grip on the stick and prepared myself for an attack.  
 
    With my breath held, I listened for the person making its way closer to our camp. The snow creaked and creaked and suddenly, silence. I slowly peeked from behind my tree. 
 
    "What are you doing?" a curious voice suddenly asked, almost making me jump out of my skin. 
 
    With a swift kick, I targeted the woman who was suddenly standing behind me as I buried my foot in her shin. 
 
    "Awww, man!" she howled, as she jumped up and down on one leg in pain. 
 
    I raised my stick and as I put some distance between us, I yelled. "Watch it, lady!" 
 
    She extended her arms towards me as she backed away from me. "Woah, relax. Am not here to hurt you." 
 
    "Lee-Lee! You’re finally here." I suddenly heard from behind me.  
 
    Aspen had gotten up and was now approaching the woman standing in front of me. A grin appeared on his handsome face as he pulled her into a tight hug. I heard her squeal as he happily kissed her cheek. 
 
    Mine. I heard my wolf jealously growl inside of me as Aspen hugged the girl. So they knew each other? Why was she touching him? 
 
    "What took you so long?" he inquired as he took the girl in a choke hold and ruffled his knuckles through her hair.  
 
    "Get off me!" she yelled as she squirmed herself free and stomped him against his arm. "Wasn't my fault, Aspen. A little Danny drama, as usual. They are only a couple of minutes behind." 
 
    He shook his head and scoffed. "Typical. But am glad you’re finally here." 
 
    The girl flashed her perfect white teeth and as if she only now noticed me, she took a step forward and studied me from head to toe. A shiver ran up my spine as her eyes travelled over my body and after she inspected me, our eyes met. 
 
    They were impossibly blue, piercing blue, glacier blue and another shiver shot through my body. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    I confusedly tilted my head as I heard my wolf stir again. I thought she meant Aspen, I mean, I felt the thrill when I was with him, the attraction, he drew me in. He called out to me. But when the girl cheekily winked at me, all thoughts of Aspen vanished from my mind as my wolf howled again. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    I held my hands up at both of them. "Woah, back up a bit here. Aspen, who is she?"  
 
    He smirked as he slung his arm over her shoulders for another hug. Again my wolf growled, but this time, I realised it wasn't because of him, it was because of her. He was touching her.  
 
    "Lee-Lee, this is my baby sister!" 
 
    What? 
 
    "Bro, stop calling me Lee-Lee! I’m only thirteen minutes younger than you!" she protested as she shrugged his arm away and slowly walked towards me. So, his sister, huh? Damn, that was one good-looking family. 
 
    "So who is this lovely lady?" she smiled as she stared directly into my eyes again. I felt myself heat up as she looked daringly at me, one eyebrow sexily raised. Remind me again how I managed to find two freakishly handsome people in the middle of nowhere? 
 
    "Hi, I’m Akira," I hastily introduced myself to the woman who was apparently Aspen's sister. 
 
    The palm of her hand was warm against my wrist as she greeted me the old way. "Ashleigh, but Ash is fine, instead of using Lee-Lee like this moron over here. " 
 
    "Ashleigh," I greeted her, forcing my voice to sound casual, like I hadn't just met my mate. I saw her raise an eyebrow at her full name so I quickly added: "I don't like pet names." 
 
    "Akira," she replied as she held my gaze, her thumb tickling the inside of my wrist. I quickly pulled my hand away and awkwardly dusted myself off. "You said more of you’re coming?"  
 
    Aspen nodded. "Yeah, our friend Danielle and her three lovers should arrive any..." 
 
    "Helloooo, my darlings!" a cheery voice trumpeted through the night. 
 
    "...Second now," Aspen muttered under his breath, as four more figures appeared from the night. 
 
    I softly groaned. Great, more people. Did this forest produce them? 
 
    Appearing from the shadows, I saw a redhead followed by three more guys. Greattttt. If I wanted to be surrounded by more people, I would've brought people from home. 
 
    "This, this is Danny. She is a friend." Aspen introduced the girl who was by all means, way too cheery. 
 
    I extended my arm for a handshake but found myself in a full on hug. "Hiii, it is so nice to meet you. I’m Danielle, but you should call me Danny." 
 
    "Danielle, I don't really like usi..." 
 
    "Danny! I won't take no for an answer!" she sang, my head already hurting from all her happiness. How could one person be this happy? 
 
    "Oh, how rude of me! Boys, introduce yourself!" she chirped as she slapped her own forehead. She pointed towards the first male from the right and he stepped forward.  
 
    He gave me a steady handshake and I felt my hand disappear into his palm. He was massive. 
 
    "Regan," he curtly nodded, his voice incredibly low and calming. He had the same vibe as an oak tree and somehow, it didn't spook me as much as a guy as tall as a mountain should. 
 
    "My lover," Danielle, no, Danny, chirped in. I didn't like pet names, but I decided that I'd rather not have her tell me again. She was just too cheery, what if it rubbed off on me?  
 
    The second guy didn't make any attempts to come closer. Instead he just awkwardly waved at me as he nervously ran his hand through his hair. "H-Hi, hey, my name is JP and it is so lovely to meet you. D-D-Did you know that your brain is 80% water? N-N-Not specifically your brain, I mean, everyone's b-brain. I wasn't implying that your brain had more water than anyone else, n-no-not at all, I just meant that..." 
 
    "JP rambles when he is nervous." Danny interrupted him, as she gently rubbed his shoulder. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and patted his forehead dry as she told him to relax. The slender boy apparently named, JP let out a long sigh and pushed his glasses back up his nose. 
 
    "But between you and me? He is an incredible lover." Danny whispered loudly. Loud enough that everyone could hear, so not at all between her and me. So two lovers, huh? 
 
    Before I could ask more questions about her romantic situation, I was suddenly slapped on my back by the third guy in what I assumed was supposed to be a friendly introduction. To be honest, it felt more like someone trying to slap my heart out of my body. 
 
    "Oh, and that is Darren," the redhead happily said, unaware that I was wondering if I had an internal bleeding. 
 
    "Her lover as well," the shaggy, dark-haired guy grinned as I saw a twinkle of amusement flicker in his eyes. 
 
    So three lovers. No wonder she was this happy. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, boys, meet Akira, Akira, these are the boys. Can we skip the chitchat and poke up this fire? I’m freezing!" Ashleigh suddenly chimed in as she waved away Danny's pleasantries and pulled out some logs from Regan's backpack. 
 
    This guy just walked around with firewood in his pack?  
 
    "I’m starving." Darren declared as he dropped his satchel down by the fire and somehow conjured a rack of dried meat. My mouth started to water from the dry smell alone. 
 
    As I had shared my rations with Aspen when he was still in his wolf form, I had run out of food much quicker as anticipated and I couldn't help but hope that they would share with me.   
 
    Darren started tearing up the meat and distributed it to his comrades who hungrily wolfed it down.  
 
    "Hey Akira, aren't you going to sit down with us?" he called in my direction as he threw a big strip of meat at me. I thanked my fast reflexes as I caught the meal thrown at me and happily sat down on my log as I devoured what turned out to be dried deer. 
 
    "Yo, Aspen! Haven't you been feeding her?" the raven-haired boy called Aspen sitting next to me. 
 
    I threw a stick at his head and interjected. "Him, feeding me? I have been feeding him for the past days!" 
 
    The crystal sound of a babbling brook found my ears and as I turned to find the source, I found myself staring at a beautiful face. Ashleigh. When she laughed, a cute set of dimples appeared in her cheeks and she it made her look a lot less stoic. Gorgeous. 
 
    "Oh my god, that is priceless! Akira, you’re my hero," she chuckled as she briefly touched my shoulder in appreciation. Her attention was quickly drawn back into the group conversation, but I kept staring at where she touched me. Was it even possible to fall under someone's spell just like that? 
 
    I silently chewed on my strip of meat as I watched the group all chatter away. They definitely seemed comfortable around each other. I wondered why I had found Aspen so far ahead of them and why nobody had come for him sooner. 
 
    Weren't they worried about him?  
 
    "Show me your leg!" I heard Danny call from the other side of the campfire as she pulled his leg from underneath his furs. He protested a little as she poked the rapidly fading scar on his body. I guess being a shifter does have its advantages. 
 
    I wondered how that would play out, but I couldn't keep my eyes off of Ashleigh for long. She just drew me in and like a moth to a flame, I couldn't resist her. 
 
    Her raven-black hairs flowed over her shoulders like a dark waterfall and her blue eyes were made from the bluest of all the blues. Her ears moved up and down as she chewed on her strip of meat and the way she moved was vaguely cat-like. She was utterly spellbinding.  
 
    I realised I had been staring at her non-stop, so I quickly tore my eyes away from her. Instead, I stared at the dancing flames of the bonfire and the multiple people that were apparently camping with us. At least, judging from the tent that JP was trying to set up and Darren who seemed to have half a kitchen stowed away in his satchel. He had quite a bad boy attitude, but that just disappeared into thin air as he was happily shining up his pots and pans. Somehow, he must've figured this was the perfect time to set it all up. He seemed so happy with his cooking ware, I didn't have the heart to tell him we were moving camp tomorrow. 
 
    A bit further, Ashleigh was pulling out furs from her pack as she and Aspen seemed to be setting up a tent as well. Great, now I didn't need to share my tent with the clingy wolf anymore. 
 
    I realised I was low key creeping on Ashleigh, but I just couldn't tear my eyes away from her. She was just so utterly stunning. The way the muscles of her back rippled under her shirt every time she bent down and her tight... 
 
    No! Bad Akira. You can look but you can't touch. I stared at the beautiful woman as she turned a couple of branches handily into a simple frame.  
 
    My thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a loud voice. "You showed her your wolf? Are you crazy? You know how dangerous that is!" I heard Ashleigh from across the campsite yell at her brother, who was sheepishly grinning at her. He nonchalantly scratched the back of his head as he awkwardly waved at me. 
 
    She followed his gaze, slapped him over the head with a "Why would you do such a thing?" and barged in my direction. With her finger pointed angrily at me and rage blazing in her eyes, she stomped towards me. I involuntarily took a step back, my wolf flinching inside me as we witnessed our mate approach us with such furiosity. 
 
    "You! What did you do to my brother that he would show you his wolf?" she yelled at me, her finger jabbing harshly into my collarbone. 
 
    "Oi, you’re hurting me!" I called back as I slapped her hand away.  
 
    "I will do so much more than just hurt you," she growled as she brought her face impossibly close to mine. Her eyes had darkened in anger as they bore deep into mine. Damn, she was scary. 
 
    Mine. My wolf growled inside of me, not liking being threatened by our mate one bit. And drawing from my wolf's strength, I found the courage to push Ashleigh away from me. My hands only barely grazed her shoulders, but the effect was instant. 
 
    “You’re so dea... Oh..." Ashleigh stopped dead in her tracks as we touched. As our wolves touched. 
 
    A voice, besides my own, filled my very being as I suddenly heard what was unmistakably my soulmate's. 
 
    Hi. Ashleigh's wolf whispered as she reached out to the wolf in my chest. And while I stood in the cold winter's night with snowflakes decorating my skin, an unrivalled warmth engulfed me as I exchanged my very first words with my mate. 
 
    Mine. My wolf happily yipped back, repeating the only word she seemed to know.  
 
    I finally dared look back up in Ashleigh's eyes and found all the darkness gone. The dark circles around her eyes had made way for a beautiful sparkle. Her pink lips were no longer shouting profanities at me and her slender hands were no longer used to attack me. Her whole demeanour had changed from endless rage to utterly bewildered. 
 
    A gust of wind caught my hairs as they tangled them in front of our faces. A soft finger grazed over my cheek as Ashleigh pushed the lost strands of hair behind my ear. Her eyes flickered happily as a smile curled up one of the corners of her lips. I leant closer to her, a whiff of wild strawberry catching my nose. Wild strawberries, here, in the middle of winter?  
 
    "Hi," she now whispered, our faces so close our noses almost touched.  
 
    "Hi," I murmured back, our hands falling down from her shoulders, our fingers intertwined before they reached the height of our hips. As she was only slightly taller, she had to bend her head down towards me as her glacier blue eyes pierced into mine. The wind got hold of my hair again, but this time she wrapped my dark strands around the beautiful woman in front of me, where they got lost in her own sea of black hairs. 
 
    "I’m sorry, I didn't realise..." she started her apology, but I quickly cut her off. 
 
    "It's fine," I whispered, drawing my wolf to the surface so she could revel in the presence of her mate. 
 
    "No, I need to say this... I can't believe I didn't even feel your wolf," Ashleigh muttered, a pained look appearing in her eyes as she realised she was this close to attacking her own mate. 
 
    I grimly chuckled. "Having your wolf locked up for twenty-one years will do that to one." 
 
    A sad smile made its way to her lips as her fingers briefly touched my cheek again. "You were born in the West," she stated. 
 
    "I was," I confirmed, my skin heating up underneath the light touch of her fingertips. 
 
    "I’m sorry." 
 
    "Don't be... I've never known anything else. Until a couple of days ago, I didn't even know there were wolves out there who can shift without the..." I slammed my mouth shut as I wondered if I could reveal the existence of the Winter Stone. Mate or no mate, she was still a stranger to me. 
 
    "...Who can shift without the Wolf's Relic," she finished my sentence, her eyes never leaving mine. 
 
    "The Wolf's Relic?" 
 
    "Or as you like to call it, your precious Winter Stone." 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. "You know about that?" 
 
    "Everyone knows about that." 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. I always thought our Winter Stone was a relatively well-kept secret. 
 
    "Let's not talk about that now. I think we have much, much more interesting things we can discuss," Ashleigh huskily whispered, her lips so close to mine, I could almost taste the wild strawberries. 
 
    Just a little bit closer... 
 
    "Ashleigh! Don't scare the poor girl away on our first night!" A loud voice suddenly called from across the campsite. Disappointed, we broke apart as I angrily stared at the culprit. Danny. Grr, I'd get her back for this. 
 
    I turned back to Ashleigh, but the moment had passed. She threw me an odd look, grazed her soft fingers over my cheek once more and turned on her heels. I admired the swing of her hips as she made her way back to her brother, who seemed utterly confused by the tent frame. 
 
    Instead of kissing my mate, I'd just settle for observing her every move. She pointed at a branch and gave instructions to a completely clueless Aspen. That boy couldn't set up a tent if his life depended on it. 
 
    With every passing moment, I could see Ashleigh's frustration grow as Aspen's efforts seemed to make their frame less and less sturdy. At last, with a sigh, the frame gave in as their whole tent sank to the ground.  
 
    "Oh-oooh..." I heard Aspen gasp as he slowly backed away from a fuming Ashleigh. 
 
    “You’re so dead," Ashleigh growled, her body tensing right before she launched at him. He dropped the furs that had been wrapped around his waist and with his manhood out and about, he sprinted away from his sister.  
 
    It truly was an odd sight. One naked man running through the snowy trees followed by a mad woman chasing him with a stick. 
 
    I glanced at the rest of the group, who seemed to be done setting up camp. They had all gathered back around the fire, but they seemed unfazed. Danny was giggling as Darren was probably whispering sweet nothings in her ear, Regan didn't even blink at the unusual spectacle and JP was still as nervous as when he arrived. 
 
    I approached them with my arms stretched out in astonishment. "Really? None of you is going to comment on that?" I blurted as I pointed towards a giggling, dancing Aspen and an utterly offended Ashleigh who was shouting all sorts of profanities at him. 
 
    JP glanced up from behind his glasses and shrugged. "L-L-Looks like a regular thing to me." 
 
    Darren looked up, snorted at the sight and went straight back to whispering in Danny's ear, who frankly wouldn't even have noticed if a Yeti appeared in front of her.  
 
    "Regan? Any thoughts on the matter?" I sarcastically asked, wondering what kind of people I had found myself in the midst of. If this wasn't weird, I didn't know what was. 
 
    Regan adjusted his seat and added. "Ash and Aspen always get into fights. This one doesn't even crack their top five of craziness."   
 
    I pulled up an eyebrow. "Really? So what other things have they done?" 
 
    "T-T-The time Ashleigh burned off his eyebrows was p-pretty funny." 
 
    The tall man nodded. "Or when Aspen tied Ash's hair to a tree in her sleep." 
 
    I scratched my head. "That doesn't sound so bad?" 
 
    "Oh, but then he threw a whole bucket of water over her. And when she tried to run after him, the tree took a big chunk of her hair. It took months to regrow." Darren chimed in. 
 
    "Ouch, that sounds painful." 
 
    Regan nodded again. He was a big nodder. "Yes, Ash was livid. We had to tell Aspen to knock it down a peg." 
 
    "So the fights were over?" I asked, simpleton that I was.  
 
    Danny tore herself away from Darren. "Oh dear heavens, no, that was only the beginning. We call it The First Great War." 
 
    "Hmm..." I hummed in disbelief. Surely, it couldn't have been that bad? 
 
    "Oh y-yes. It was a b-bad year. It involved a l-l-lot of angry bees, more burned off eyeb-b-brows, and one time, a m-moose." 
 
    I threw another look at the twisted twins and found Aspen now hidden high up in a tree, while Ashleigh seemed to be furiously hacking it down, slivers of wood flying everywhere. What a weird bunch. How did I get involved with them again? 
 
    Oh right, wolf in pain, sadness, yada yada. 
 
    At least she was making tinder. I could grab it, run away from these crazy people and start my own campfire again.  
 
    "Just ignore them. They will calm down soon," Regan advised as he went back building a miniature house out of moss and sticks. 
 
    "You sure we don't need to go and... I don't know, help?" 
 
    Darren laughed. "Oh no, I made the mistake once of interfering in one of their fights. They both came after me instead. Aspen threw an axe at my head." 
 
    "Oookay..." Staying away from them, it is. I gave my log-chair another shove and decided to let the kids play. 
 
    "Sooo... How do you all know crazy twins?"  
 
    Darren and Danny finally pulled apart.  
 
    "I have known the twins basically from birth. They were my neighbours. They burned down my house once. It was interesting," Regan casually said, like people going around and burning down houses was a regular thing. 
 
    "Alrrrrighty?" I think... 
 
    "I met Ashleigh a long time ago. She tried to cut off my ponytail, so I hit her and we have been best friends ever since!" Danny chirped in, and again, I wondered about the sanity of the group. 
 
    Darren grinned as he folded his arms behinds his head. "I met them both when I started going out with Danny. I thought they were kind of weird in the beginning, but you get used to it real quick. Don't worry about it," he reassured me.  
 
    Well, if Darren could get used to it, so could I, right? I turned to JP who seemed oddly quiet, even for his part. "How did you meet the twisted twins?" 
 
    A smile broke through on his face. "I-I wasn't a very p-popular kid... I g-got bullied a lot. A l-lot. A-Aspen and Ashleigh got rid of my b-b-bullies. I never really had much f-friends in my entire l-life. B-But now I have a family." 
 
    He smiled as Danny kissed him tenderly on his cheek and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    “You’re all my family," JP added, his stutter oddly gone.  
 
    A warm and comfortable feeling fell over our little group and although they all seemed crazy, I got a brief glimpse of why they all stuck together.  
 
    "Aaaaarrrggghhh!"  
 
    A scream echoed through the night as Ashleigh finally managed to take down the tree, and Aspen with it. With a loud crash, the tree smacked into the frozen ground and the naked man tumbled out onto the branches 
 
    "Oww, oww, owww, needles in my butt. Needles in my butt!"  
 
    A laugh clear as water accompanied the screaming and I felt the wolf inside me stir. An intense longing filled my chest as I looked at the female figure hitting her brother with a fan of branches. 
 
    I shook my head in dismay as I decided to just listen to the group and let them cool off.  
 
    "Hi guys," Aspen cheerily said as he ran back to the group, scattering pine needles everywhere he went. 
 
    "Here, pants," Regan rumbled as he threw a set of khaki coloured pants towards the crazy boy. For the first time in days, I actually saw Aspen with pants on. What a change! 
 
    Not a moment later, Ashleigh re-entered the camp and with a wink, sat down next to me. My wolf suddenly wide-awake as she briefly brushed against my leg. I couldn't help myself. I wanted to talk to her. I needed to talk to her. I mean, for god's sake, she was my mate! 
 
    "So... Ehhmmm..." I started, losing my nerve as her crystal blue eyes found mine.  
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Errghmmm..." I coughed, choking on my own spittle.  
 
    She patted me on my back and the moment she touched me, I felt the wolf inside me run rampant as she tried to jump out of my body.  
 
    "Better?" 
 
    "Eghhmmm... Yeahh..." I squeaked, already mortified that I was embarrassing myself in front of her. But then I remembered she had been spanking her brother with a tree not even five minutes ago and I reasoned she was probably used to something. 
 
    Come on, Akira! I reprimanded myself. I wasn't going to turn into a lovestruck fawn. No, play it cool. You got this, girl. 
 
    "So you and your brother don't get along, huh?" I smiled, hoping I sounded casual and breezy. 
 
    She tilted her head as she looked at me. "What do you mean? We are super close," she said, looking utterly confused at me for even assuming otherwise. 
 
    "I... Ehmm... Nevermind."  
 
    "Mmkay," she grinned, as she chewed down on another piece of meat. She still had a lost twig of pine stuck in her long hairs, but it made her even more beautiful. 
 
    I felt my lips curl up in a smile, as I studied her features. Was this really my mate? Was this beautiful piece of art really meant for me?  
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    Chapter 5. Mate 
 
      
 
    As if she could feel my gaze on her back, she brought her head up from her dinner and winked at me. She placed her free hand on my thigh, only slightly squeezing it. Oh my god. She was touching me. Ashleigh was touching me! 
 
    A sudden voice broke our moment. "Yo, stop all the lovey dovey crap!" 
 
    I forced my eyes back up as I was met with a furious Aspen. His usual light eyes were completely blackened as he grabbed Ashleigh by her collar. 
 
    I jumped up as I placed my hand on his chest, not liking one bit how he threatened my mate. I didn't care he and his sister had their own ruffles every now and then, but this seemed more than just a spat. 
 
    "Hey, careful," I warned him, but he wasn't paying any attention to me. And as it turned out, Ashleigh didn't need my protection. She yanked herself free and with a hard shove, had him almost tumbling back. 
 
    "What is your problem, dude?" 
 
    Aspen his eyes blazed as he charged toward her again. "Hands off my mate!" 
 
    What? Did I hear that right? 
 
    "Your mate? You mean my mate!" Ashleigh bellowed back, her hair falling in dark curls down her back as she protectively stepped in front of me. 
 
    "You must be mistaken. She is mine," Aspen growled, surprising me again. Did Aspen really think I was his mate? Because as far as I could tell, my little wolf only seemed to have claimed Ashleigh. I mean, she seemed a little confused in the beginning, but with Ashleigh standing so close to me, it was quite clear.  
 
    "Guys?" I tried to interject, but they were now both bearing their teeth at each other. I threw a helpless look at the rest of the gang, hoping they would come help me out.  
 
    Almost creakingly, Regan got up from his log as he stretched his limbs. It was almost like watching a piece of furniture come to life. With a determined look, he made his way over, the look on his face clear he wasn't up for another sibling fight. 
 
    I thought he would separate the twins, but instead, he swung his arms over their shoulders and pointed them towards me.  
 
    "Akira. Who is your mate?" 
 
    Well, that was no help. Thanks, dude. 
 
    A lump appeared in my throat as both Aspen and Ashleigh's eyes pierced into me. I knew Ashleigh was my mate, no doubt. But the idea of disappointing Aspen and breaking it to him that he was mistaken, nearly broke my heart. I had really grown fond of him, as annoying as he was. 
 
    "... Ashleigh..." I softly muttered. "Ashleigh is my mate..." 
 
    The dark-haired girl pumped her fists in the air with a loud "yesssss!" as she did a little happy dance. 
 
    I threw an apologetic look at Aspen. There were many things I could lie about, but who was and wasn't my mate, was not one of them. 
 
    His amber coloured eyes caught mine. They were bright and innocent, inquisitive. Exactly like in his wolf form. And then his posture changed. He opened up his shoulders, surprising me at how broad he actually was. I could see the muscles roll under his shirt as his eyes blackened. 
 
    The whole playful and cheeky vibe around him disappeared, as it made way for something much more raw and powerful. 
 
    What was happening? Was this man surging with power really the same Aspen who had just been spanked by a pine-tree? 
 
    I heard a faint "oh-oh" from behind me, but before I could even wonder what that was about, he spoke. "You sure I'm not your mate?" 
 
    And before he even uttered his first words, I knew the answer to that question. 
 
    Mate. My wolf whispered as the only thing I could do, was nod speechlessly. Indeed. Mate. 
 
    But as soon as that thought passed through my head, I felt an unnerving doubt settle onto me. Could this be? Was this right? Was Aspen my mate? But then again, no, that couldn't be. It was Ashleigh. Definitely Ashleigh. 
 
    So what did Aspen just do to make my wolf whimper like that for him?  
 
    As I stared at the two of them, my gaze flicking over their faces, I begged my wolf to speak. But all she did, was repeat the same word over again. Mate. And she clearly meant both of them. 
 
    "I don't understand..." 
 
    An angry Ashleigh flashed before my eyes as she slammed her fist against Aspen's. With a confused look on his face, he just stared at his sister, like he wasn't sure what was happening. 
 
    I caught his eyes once more and realised they were as bright as they had always been. Did I imagine that surge? Had he done something to me? 
 
    “You’re not allowed to put her under your Alpha spell!" Ashleigh yelled at her brother. 
 
    I looked at the both of them and for the life of me, I suddenly couldn't figure out why my wolf had cried out mate to Aspen. Watching them together, it was crystal clear that Ashleigh was my one and only mate.  
 
    Was it true what she was saying? Was Aspen an Alpha and did I just fall under his command? Wasn't it a true mating? 
 
    I noticed Danny had stood up as well. She placed a hand on Ashleigh's shoulder as she gently peeled her away from Aspen. 
 
    "You know as well as I do that not even an Alpha's command can force the bond." 
 
    She turned towards her best friend and for the first time, I saw a crack in Ashleigh's strong appearance. With a broken voice, she yelled. "It isn't fair!" 
 
    Danny pulled her in an embrace as she rubbed her soothingly over the back. "I know it isn't... I’m sorry." 
 
    I looked at the group, still not entirely sure what the hell was going on here. Was it even possible to have two mates? And if so, why didn't I feel that bond to Aspen before? Why had my wolf recognised Ashleigh immediately? And why when I looked at Aspen now, didn't I feel a thing anymore? 
 
    "Can someone explain what is going on here?" I asked, my voice cracking a little as I stomped my foot into the ground. I didn't care if this made me seem like a child, I wanted an explanation and I wanted it now. 
 
    Danny gently pulled out of Ashleigh's embrace as she walked over to me. She placed both her hands on my shoulders, a heavy sigh escaping her mouth. 
 
    “You’re either the luckiest or unluckiest person in the world. You found both your mates. And at the same time." 
 
    I frowned my eyebrows as I stared at the twins. "Both?" 
 
    "Yes. The way it looks, Ashleigh is your first mate and Aspen... Well, there is no doubt in my mind. He is your second."  
 
    "What do you mean with first and second?" 
 
    Danny shot me an odd look. "Your two mates."  
 
    As I tilted my head to the side, confused about what she meant, she furrowed her brows. "You do know us wolf-shifters each get two mates, right?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Nu-uh, nobody ever told me?" 
 
    "Oh dear..." she sighed, scratching the back of her neck, pondering over how to explain this to me. "Well... To put it simply... We all have two mates, but they aren't equally ranked. As I’m sure, your wolf only picks up on Ashleigh, since she is the one meant for you. But Aspen... Well, he is your... To use an ugly word: "back-up"?" she said, making air quotes with her fingers. That word alone earned her a distasteful snort from Aspen, as he obviously didn't like being called my back-up. 
 
    "Like you noticed, if you’re in the presence of your first mate, your second one won't even ping on your... Radar? But since Aspen... Well... Since he is an Alpha, I guess it kind of gives him an extra... Push? I'd say it makes him able to compete on the same level as only a first mate should." 
 
    I groaned. Really? Just my luck. Or unluck. Misfortune? Definitely misfortune. 
 
    I turned to Aspen. "Why didn't you say so before?" 
 
    Aspen grimaced. "I was never planning on finding my second mate. And when we met, I just wanted to get to know you first. Like a person, before I let my wolf come out."  
 
    "I've seen you in wolf form before. Why have I never felt it?" 
 
    He shrugged. "I suppose since Ashleigh was always this close by? And my Alpha form lies beneath the surface. I keep him there." 
 
    I turned to Ashleigh, as I threw my hands up in exasperation. This was just freaking perfect. "What about the whole one soulmate thing, you know, two halves of a whole, mated for life, only one perfect fit?" 
 
    Ashleigh seemed to have gathered her composure as she walked over to me. She placed two fingers underneath my chin, urging me to look in her eyes. "Look, it is quite simple. Every wolf has one perfect fit. One perfect mate, one meant to be. But we are more than wolves, we are shifters. And what we want, the human part of us, that doesn't always overlap with the cry of our wolves. Our wolves would mate without any second thought. They are and will always be the perfect fit. But the human part of us makes it all a bit more complicated. We are much more fickle and picky. So to prevent our race from dying out, you get a second mate. There usually is no good reason to settle for your second mate unless your first has died, is an Alpha, or in some cases, is a freaking asshole. Even the worst of our kind have mates, but their second mate can be the out they need."  
 
    I squinted my eyes, not really understanding it all. If you could choose not to be with your mate, then what was all the fuss around it? "So I can choose not to be with my first mate?" 
 
    A pained look appeared on Ashleigh's face, like the thought alone had stung her deeply. To be honest, just saying it made the wolf in my chest ache a little. There was no way I wouldn't choose her.  
 
    "Everyone can, but it usually leads to an unfulfilled life. The only thing that comes close enough to fill that hole is a person that possesses your second mate and is a good fit for you personally." 
 
    That new-found knowledge certainly made my head spin. I always thought if you found your mate, that was it. You were done. But things just became much more complex.  
 
    "And coincidentally, you two are my mates...?" I sceptically asked, glaring at the duo in front of me.   
 
    A sour grin appeared on Aspen's face. "Correct. Funny world we live in, don't you think?" 
 
    Funny world, indeed. If funny was another way of saying fucked up. 
 
    Ashleigh's fingers gently brushed against my arm. "It is late... Why don't we all talk it over tomorrow when we are all rested?" 
 
    I nodded, suddenly realising how freaking tired I was. Catching some sleep wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. Especially if it meant escaping this two mate thing and the two people that supposedly were mine. 
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    Chapter 6. Morning 
 
      
 
    The next morning I woke up and for once, realised I didn't feel as stiff or as cold as the nights before. 
 
    The slender arm slung over my stomach was probably the reason why. Well, not just the arm, mostly the woman attached to it. Ashleigh must've cuddled up to me when I fell asleep because no way I could've fallen asleep with her so close to me. 
 
    Since she was still asleep, I had time to study her beautiful features. Her sharp nose and the scattering of freckles on the apples of her cheeks, which was surprising since she had such dark hair. Her lips were plump and pouty, the colour of ripe cherries. I wondered if she would taste like cherries or wild strawberries. Or maybe a mix of the two? 
 
    There was just something utterly beautiful about her. But then again, her male counterpart wasn't that bad looking either. Now those were some beautiful genes. 
 
    I smiled as I closed my eyes, loving how I both my front and back were nice and toasty. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    I shot up as I turned to my other side.  
 
    "Goodmorning, pumpkin," Aspen greeted me, looking ridiculously handsome for the morning. 
 
    How did he look like a model straight out of a catalogue, while birds mistook my hair for a nest? No fair...  
 
    Also not the point! 
 
    "Morning..." I stuttered, as I felt stirring from the other side. With a yawn, the other half of the delightful duo woke up. 
 
    "Mmmorningggg," she mumbled, sleepily rubbing her eyes. 
 
     "Ehmm... Morning?" I said again, as I looked from one twin to the other. So I had slept all night with those two cuddled up to me?  
 
    "Did you sleep well?" Ashleigh purred as her fingers grazed over the back of my hand, her long hairs falling over my shoulder. 
 
    "Yes, how was your beauty sleep?" Aspen chimed in, oddly cheery for having just woken up. 
 
    "Great," I muttered as I quickly dusted myself off and got out of the cuddly pile of twins. Aspen sure was much snugglier now that his sister was here. Must be his competitive nature... 
 
    Pretending I didn't know a thing about the two mate situation, I stretched the sleep out of my limbs. I threw a quick glance inside the other tent, wondering if they were morning people or not. To my relief, they were still one big pile of sleeping bodies. 
 
    Regan looked more like a big log than anything else, while JP was curled up in a little ball. Darren was star fishing, his feet digging into JP's back, but neither of them seemed to mind. And in the midst of the heap of men, there was a fluff of red hair. I grinned, they sure kept their woman nice and warm. 
 
    Not a bad situation, if you ask me. I briefly wondered if I maybe could get a thing like that going with both Aspen and Ashleigh, but as they now seemed to fight over who got the last fur, one thing became very clear. The twins didn't share. 
 
     I bent down next to the fire and blew on the coals. They were still hot. I glanced gratefully at the sleepy bunch of newcomers. At least one of them must've gotten up in the middle of the night to feed the fire. 
 
    Maybe having them around wouldn't be such a bad thing after all. 
 
    I poked up the fire and threw on some of Regan's firewood, which was surprisingly dry.  
 
    Not bad, at all. 
 
    I glanced at Darren's construction. Somehow, he brought two pots, a grilling rack, and he had put up a roasting spit. Mmmm, roasted meat... I wouldn't say no to that. 
 
    Maybe staying one day longer wouldn't be the worst thing, if the boys went on a hunt and I got a nice piece of leg, I would allow them to stay in my camp a little longer. 
 
    I heard a low grumble and the pile of humans seemed to move. A sleepy Danny appeared from between the male bodies and to my delight, she looked like a rampaging horde of cows had just run her over. 
 
    Her hair was a mess, there was more than one twig sticking out of her ear, and sleep lines were embedded in her cheek. 
 
    Thank god, another messy sleeper.  
 
    I threw an angry look at the perfect pair of siblings that were now happily chatting away, looking even better than the day before.  
 
    Nobody should be allowed to wake up that pretty and perfect. 
 
    "Wake up, Darren!" I suddenly heard Aspen call from behind me. Regan seemed about as awake as a mountain that had awoken from being, well a mountain. JP, on the other hand, didn't seem to be too bothered by the morning as he was already splashing water in his face. 
 
    But Darren, well he didn't seem to be too fond of waking up. He pulled all the remaining furs over his head as he curled up into a ball. "Five more minutes." 
 
    I smiled, now that was more my style.  
 
    Danny touched Aspen on his shoulder. "Let me handle this." 
 
    She skipped over to Darren, poked him against the shoulder and lifted the furs. However, instead of waking him up, she crawled next to him with a happy "Night night, guys". 
 
    I chuckled again. What a random group of people. But I already loved them. I mean, how could I not? 
 
    "A-A-Akira? W-Will you collect s-some snow?" JP asked me, handing me the biggest pot of the set. "I-I'll start cooking up some b-breakfast." 
 
    I felt my stomach grumble. Yum, breakfast. 
 
    "Hey, I want to make breakfast!" A shout came from the heap of furs as Darren jumped up, suddenly wide-awake. He threw on a shirt and whilst jumping on one leg as he put on his boots, he took over JP's place at the fire. 
 
    JP happily handed him the spoon. "Works every time," he grinned at me, looking rather pleased with himself. 
 
    Not bad. So there was more to JP than just the stuttering, nervous, sweet-looking guy. 
 
    "Nice. And I will get you that snow, is that okay, Darren?" 
 
    "Yes, that is great," he vaguely answered as he was rumbling through his pack and seemed to conjure many different kinds of edibles. I felt my mouth water as I saw him pull out of sack of potatoes, a couple of strips of dried jerky, and surprisingly, a couple of eggs. How and why he carried eggs all the way with him, I didn't understand, but I wasn't about to question him. I would kill for some eggs! 
 
    "Akira, how do you like your eggs?" he asked me, like it was a given they were sharing their food with me. They had been with me the whole time and so far, I hadn't heard any of them discuss it, they all seemed to be in agreement that I was included in their eating arrangement now. 
 
    Well, I wasn't going to say no to that! 
 
    "Whichever way you’re making them," I answered, not really caring how they were made, as long as I got a portion of them. "Oh, I have a whole bag of freeze-dried vegetables with me." I added, deciding if they were going to share food with me, the least I could do, was offer my bag of cardboard veggies. 
 
    "Sounds great, throw em my way," Darren nodded as he started heating up his skillets and quartered his potatoes. 
 
    I rumbled in my backpack for the untouched bag of vegetables and threw them his way. He seemed rather happy with them and I wondered how he was planning on making them edible. 
 
    "You want a lot of snow?"  
 
    "Yeah, fill her up!" 
 
    "Right," I called back, grabbing the heavy pot as I wandered around the camp, looking for a nice pile of fresh snow that didn't have a lot of twigs and dirt in them. I already slept the whole night far too close to the ground, I didn't feel like eating it for breakfast. 
 
    It didn't take long before the air was filled with the delicious smell of food and a group of impatient people were hungrily staring at Darren. Not that I blamed them, I was one of them. 
 
    How he did it, I wasn't sure, but he somehow had turned a handful of random ingredients into a stew that was making my mouth water. 
 
    "Grab yourself a plate!" Darren cheerfully said as he distributed spoons. Well, he didn't need to tell me twice. He happily piled the stew onto my plate and as the smell penetrated my nose, I felt my stomach grumble. 
 
    I couldn't wait to dig in and hungry like a wolf, ha ha, I shovelled the stew into my mouth. 
 
    The otherwise chatty Danny and the quarrelling twins were all suspiciously silent as they too were practically inhaling their food. 
 
    "Don't overeat. We have to do a fair bit of walking today," Regan spoke, a discord of full mouths disagreeing with him, including me. Darren was one hell of a cook. He somehow managed to turn my tasteless veggies into an utterly delicious gravy. I'd stay with this group just for him, never mind the beautiful twins, I should get myself a Darren. 
 
    Mate. My wolf suddenly whined, like she was worried I might forget the beautiful woman sitting on the log next to me. 
 
    As if I could forget Ashleigh. I wish. But I knew it wouldn't happen. There was no way I'd be able to resist her, or for her to resist me, for that matter. We would end up together, no question about it. The only question was when. And all this Aspen stuff, I would just pretend I didn't know any of that. Besides, if he kept his Alpha neatly locked up, I wouldn't have any trouble. 
 
    "Yo, Darren, you rock, man." Aspen's enthusiasm pulled me out of my thoughts. He was happily waving his spoon around, as his plate seemed to be cleaner than when he got it. No surprise there, I already knew he liked to eat a lot. How could I not, I had been feeding him these past days.  
 
    "D-D-Delicious as always," JP weighed in, even though his plate looked practically untouched. If he wasn't hungry, maybe I could get another bite? 
 
    "Honey, are you sorting your potatoes again?" Danny chimed in, as she hugged JP from behind. 
 
    "Y-Y-Yeah... I can't help m-myself," he answered, his face falling as he stared at the plate in his lap.  
 
    The redhead smiled. "I'll help you out." With those words, she started pushing the food on JP's plate around until it became clear they were sorting everything by size. 
 
    "JP's has a little trouble with eating unorganised food," she explained as she saw me watching them, shrugging as she did. It didn't seem to bother her in the slightest. On the contrary, she seemed to find it quite endearing.  
 
    I answered with an approving smile and shrugged. Hey, everyone got his quirks. I much rather be camping with a potato pusher than a homicidal maniac.  
 
    "Better clean your plates, weather is about to change," Regan muttered as he peered up into the sky, one hand shielding his eyes.  
 
    I looked up and to my dismay, had to agree that the incoming clouds definitely felt ominous. I would bet a full meal they weren't just going to pass us by. 
 
    "I will collect more firewood before the rain soaks it all," he added. And with those words, Regan disappeared into the forest, the rest of the group looking plenty relieved they didn't have to get up yet. 
 
    "Darren, you make travelling in the wild so much more pleasant," Ashleigh sighed as she pushed her clean plate to the side and patted her stomach. "Damn, am stuffed." 
 
    "M-M-Me too. I can't eat another b-bite," JP sighed, as he pushed his plate away. There were still a couple of potatoes left over and I knew I wasn't the only one eyeing them hungrily. What can I say? Camping makes me hungry. 
 
    "Even for a human, you eat surprisingly little," Darren remarked, as he distributed the remaining potatoes equally on our empty plates. 
 
    "Wait, hang on, JP is human?" I asked, my cheeks stuffed with potato. 
 
    "Y-Yes, I am," he confirmed, as he awkwardly glanced around the group. I stared at the slender guy and suddenly, it made all much more sense. Of course, he was human.  
 
    "Yes, he is human. You have a problem with that?" I heard from behind me. I turned around and was met with an angry looking Danny. Her upper lip was curled up in a mean snarl and her eyes were blazing. Quite frankly, she was scary. Bye bye, cheery Danny. 
 
    "No, I don't have a problem with it. I’m just surprised. In my tribe, wolf and man usually don't mix very well..." I muttered, thinking back to how even my own blood had treated me like I was dirt on the street. 
 
    "If you don't mix with humans, you can just fuck off!" Danny yelled, surprising me with her harsh language. I had never seen her like this before. 
 
    I put up my hands, hoping to show her it didn't matter to me but I was suddenly looking at someone's back. 
 
    "She is not fucking off!" Ashleigh hissed back at Danny, shielding me from the furious redhead. 
 
    "If she has a problem with JP, yeah she will!" 
 
    "I don't care if she has a problem with the great Wolf himself, she stays," Ashleigh yelled back, baring her teeth at the girl she called "best friend". 
 
    "Oh yeah? You want to fight me?" Danny shrieked as she channelled all her anger at my mate. I felt the wolf inside me stir as she urged me to defend Ashleigh. 
 
    "Wow, ladies, calm down. You don't need to fight," I quickly spoke up, jumping to my feet and stepping in between the two women. 
 
    "Oh-oh, now she has done it..." I heard a little voice from behind me, as I saw Darren, Aspen and JP sitting suspiciously far away.  
 
    "Get out of my way!" the redhead bellowed, her face ugly with angry lines. I wondered where the bubbly girl had gone. 
 
    "Akira, stay away from her. She is crazy!" my mate yelled back, looking equally as angered as the other girl. However, it made her look quite sexy, I must admit. 
 
    "I don't care that JP is human," I stammered, but my words were lost in the wind as the two women suddenly charged at each other. Ashleigh pushed me out of the way as she full on tackled the redhead. 
 
    “You’re going down!" 
 
    "I will eat your face!" 
 
    "You fight like your grandma's butt!" 
 
    "Bite me, snow cone!" 
 
    "Snarky shit snack!" 
 
    "Poopy pitta bread flap!" 
 
    "Stinky meat stick!" 
 
    "Leaky barf bowl!" 
 
    A tirade of colourful and completely absurd insults rained down on us as the two women rolled over the forest floor, kicking and screaming at each other. 
 
    "Dreamy chicken nozzle!" 
 
    "Sweaty pillow ass!" 
 
    "Lousy snot tube!" 
 
    "Dirty twat waffle!" 
 
    I would've laughed at all the ridiculous insults if Danny and Ashleigh weren't simultaneously pulling out each other's hairs and drawing lines in each other's skin. Danny seemed to be gnawing on Ashleigh's arm, while she was being held down by her in an awkward choke hold. 
 
    "What is going on here?" a loud voice suddenly boomed over the shrieking woman, making them stop dead in their tracks. 
 
    From the forest, Regan appeared, carrying a stack of logs that would've probably taken me three trips.  
 
    "She started it!" Danny hastily pointed at the dark-haired girl, who immediately jumped to her feet and shook her head. 
 
    "No, you attacked my mate!" 
 
    "She doesn't like JP!" 
 
    "She never said that," Ashleigh growled, now pulling out her own hairs in frustration. 
 
    Upon hearing that, Regan ignored the whiny girls and turned towards me. "You got a problem with JP?"  
 
    I held up my hands. "No! JP is awesome, I couldn't care less that he is human," I defended myself, throwing a desperate look at the intimidating man. Both Regan and Danny could be quite scary if they wanted to be. 
 
    He glared at me for another second, before his look softened and his stance relaxed. "Alright then." He turned back to Danny, scooped her up from the ground and kissed her gently on the forehead. 
 
    "You kicking up trouble again, little lady?" he asked her, not unkindly. The moment he touched her, I could just see her anger melt away. She wrapped her arms around his neck as she let her head rest against his broad chest. 
 
    "Sorry..." 
 
    They wandered off into the forest and nobody seemed to feel the urge to stop them. On the contrary, the boys seemed quite relieved Regan showed up when he did. So that is what they meant with him containing the crazy. That sure was one hell of a skill he had. I was suddenly grateful that Danny had Regan in her life. 
 
    Now that he was dealing with his side of crazy, I should probably handle mine.  
 
    "You okay?" I asked Ashleigh, who was leaning against a tree.  
 
    "Yeah, had worse," she grimaced as she spat out some blood. 
 
    “You’re hurt." 
 
    She conjured a strained smile on her face. "Nothing to worry about," she muttered.  
 
    "Let me see your arm." I brought her hand up to my face so I could inspect the bite mark I knew Danny left. I turned both her arms around, wondering where the bruise was. 
 
    "Not to worry, I’m a fast healer," my raven-haired beauty spoke as her slender fingers found my face. She brushed a stray lock of hair away. "Besides, it was worth it." 
 
    I caught her hand and rested my cheek against her palm. “You’re absolutely crazy," I whispered, but I couldn't help but answer her smile with one of my own.  
 
    "Crazy about you," she flirted, making my cheeks heat up. So Aspen wasn't the only charmer in the family. 
 
    "Next time, please don't dive head first into a fight?" I asked, giving her my best puppy eyes, hoping it would persuade her. 
 
    She flicked my nose. "When it comes to you, can't make any promises," she cheekily grinned. 
 
    "Well... It was kind of sexy..." I admitted, noticing how close she was standing to me. I could see the specks of gold floating in her icy blue eyes. It was stunning. She was stunning. 
 
    "Oh yeah, you liked watching me?" she grinned, her forehead now touching mine as she leant in closer. 
 
    "I always like watching you," I flirted back, her face so close I could feel her eyelashes flutter over my skin as the softest butterflies. Just a little bit more... 
 
    Just a little bit... 
 
    "Ash! Akira!" a high-pitched voice suddenly trumpeted from across the clearing and like two busted kids, we jumped apart. Danny came running out of the dark treeline and ran towards Ashleigh again. This time, for a hug. 
 
    "I’m so sorry, I didn't want to hurt you. Did I hurt you? I didn't mean to hurt you," she cried as Ashleigh wrapped her arms around the redhead. 
 
    "I know, I know. You didn't hurt me. I’m sorry too." 
 
    The two women embraced each other tightly, all traces of their fighting gone with the wind. It was odd, to say the least. I awkwardly stepped away from the two girls making up and decided to join the guys in breaking up camp. If we didn't move soon, the outburst between the two girls wasn't the only we wouldn't witness today. The sky looked like it was ready to release a lot of anger onto us. 
 
    "Ladies, let's wrap it up. Storm isn't far away," Regan interrupted the reunion, making the two women part.  
 
    "I-I-I believe he is right," JP agreed as he scratched the moss off from a fallen tree behind him. "W-W-We should find shelter,"  
 
    "Yes, I saw a cave about a mile back!" Darren chimed in as he enthusiastically waved in the direction of nowhere. 
 
    “You’re telling me you saw a cave and you had me sleep in the open air?" Danny inquired, shooting daggers with her eyes at the oblivious boy. 
 
    "We like the open air!" Darren countered, his eyes twinkling mischievously. 
 
    "No, you like the open air," the redhead corrected him, but seeing how happy Darren looked, she shook her head in defeat. "Whatever... We need to find that cave before the clouds release their anger onto us." 
 
    The group jumped into action as empty plates disappeared back into packs, furs got rolled up and tents came crashing down.  
 
    "Maybe we will have some fresh snow?" Darren dreamily sighed, making Danny scoff loudly behind him. 
 
    "I hope not. Freaking snow everywhere. I hate it," she grumbled as she threw her long, red hairs over her shoulder. 
 
    "M-M-Maybe it is just rain," JP diplomatically said as heaved a backpack that looked far too heavy for his calibre effortlessly on his slender shoulders. Unbelievable. That guy just kept on surprising me. 
 
    "Guys, can you shut up about the weather?" Ashleigh sighed as she let herself fall down on her backpack. "How is it that my pack keeps getting bigger and bigger?" she growled as she fought a losing battle against one of her furs. Furiously, she tore open the pack and pulled out a vest. 
 
    "Aspen? Is this yours?!" she scowled as she threw a dark jacket at her brother. He let his shoulders hang, obviously disappointed he got busted. 
 
    "A guy can try..." he mumbled under his breath, looking distastefully at the vest like it had murdered his puppies. "I don't want clothes," he whined, holding up the jacket by its sleeve like it was something dirty. 
 
    A loud snort escaped from somewhere. Oops, it was me. "Yeah, I noticed," 
 
    "Guys, the weather really is changing." Regan's voice boomed over us as he pointed up towards the sky. During the constant bickering this group tended to do, the clouds had rapidly closed in on us.  
 
    The group collectively sighed as they all heaved their backpacks on their shoulders, picked up the last remnants of camp and got ready to retrace their footsteps. JP quickly stomped into the ashy fire pit once more, making sure the fire was really out, while Regan conjured a map out of nowhere. Danny was leaning over his arm to give out directions and Aspen and Ashleigh were tugging on the vest as now they both seemed to want it. 
 
    I sighed. Should I really stay with this group for any longer than I should? They were exhausting, all the chattering and the bickering, it was almost too much. 
 
    Sure, the company was nice and it definitely took a load off task wise. I had already gotten used to having Aspen as my travel companion and Darren's cooking was to die for. JP was probably one of the most interesting people I had come across in years and Danny's cheeriness was contagious. Being around Regan definitely made me feel more secure and I would bet he could find dry firewood in the middle of the ocean. Seriously, that guy had a gift.  
 
    And then there was Ashleigh. Beautiful, stunning Ashleigh who woke my wolf every time she looked at me. 
 
    But I had a mission to accomplish. And I couldn't just abandon my tribe just to chase after my mate. I needed to make my way to the East and bring back the Winter Stone... I had already lost so many days, although staying with them had helped me rejuvenate. I felt strong enough to travel further, maybe even go out on a hunt. I couldn't keep relying on the group to feed me, could I? 
 
    But going out on my own... That meant leaving Ashleigh behind. And as much as I wanted to free my wolf, as much as I wanted to honour my grandparents and finally make my family proud, it all seemed to fade into the background. This was my mate, how could I not stray from my mission to follow her to the ends of this realm? 
 
    I tore my eyes up into the sky, counting out the days I had been gone and wondering about how much time I had left before spring would arrive. 
 
    How long had I been gone in total? Three weeks? Maybe more? How many days had I lost since I found Aspen? Could I afford to stall even a little? But then again, they were moving in the right direction. Travelling a little bit further with them couldn't hurt, right?  
 
    As long as they headed towards the East, it would be stupid to not join them... But I would be able to travel faster on my own... 
 
    "Akira, you coming?" I peered up as Ashleigh's crystal voice called for me. While I had been lost in thought, the gang had started disappearing into the forest. Aspen in the front with Regan and Danny in tow. Not far behind them, JP followed suit while Darren strayed a little to the side as he seemed to be admiring a winter flower. And last, but definitely not least, Ashleigh.  
 
    She pulled up an eyebrow as she stared curiously at me. Somehow, none of them even seemed to consider travelling without me. 
 
    My wolf stirred inside my chest. Of course, I was coming. 
 
    "Yes, right behind you!" I hastily called out to her, scrambling up from my spot as I ran to her. A beautiful smile appeared on her lips that lightened up her whole face as she nudged me with her shoulder. 
 
    "What were you so intensely thinking about?" she questioned, a hint of amusement in her voice. 
 
    "Nothing," I grinned, as I followed the rest of the gang. Effectively, albeit temporarily, joining their pack. 
 
    That was the smart thing to do, right? I mean... How bad could it really be? At least only two of them were my mates, right? 
 
    Right...? 
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    Chapter 7. The Cave 
 
      
 
    Darren had been right about the cave. About a mile ahead, we found the rather well-hidden entrance to what looked like a deserted cave. At least, I hoped it was empty. Even surrounded by the pack, I still didn't feel like intruding on a Black Bear's home. 
 
    "Tadaa," Darren proudly grinned, happily tapping the rocky wall. "Home sweet home?" 
 
    Danny groaned and I knew why. A dry cave was definitely much preferred over the unprotected spot I had chosen as my campsite. 
 
    "Looks great, love..." she sighed, kissing Darren softly as he seemed rather pleased with himself for discovering the cave. To be fair, I probably wouldn't have found it if I hadn't him to guide me. 
 
    "We are spending the next nights here. We should gather more firewood, snow and edibles before the storm traps us," Regan grimly said, his hand above his eyes as he peered up into the grey sky.  
 
    I followed his gaze and nodded my head as I saw the dark clouds gathering above our heads. As usual, he was probably right. 
 
    Beside me, Aspen nodded. “You’re right. Let's get it done before the moon appears. Regan, firewood. JP, food. Anything you can find. Ash, you’re in charge of snow. Darren and Danny, you two set up camp inside. I'll join Regan and Akira, you can join JP or Ash, whatever suits you the best," he spoke, quickly and efficiently organising all of us. The group collectively nodded, scattering at the entrance of the cave to get all the tasks done before the night took over. As childish and immature they all liked to behave at times, when it came down to it, they were all far more responsible and well organised than I was. 
 
    I looked between JP and Ashleigh, contemplating which one I should join, but the thought hadn't even grown cold as I felt my legs automatically run towards my mate. I grinned. Why was I still pretending I could stay away from her? 
 
    Finally, we'd have some alone time.  
 
    Mine. My wolf happily yipped, as Ashleigh's smirk told me she knew I wouldn't have been able to resist joining her. 
 
    With Ashleigh's pinky finger brushing totally accidental not accidental over the back of my hand, we strutted into the forest, for the first time, leaving the rest of the group behind us. 
 
    The first snow of the day had already started falling and as it did it muffled most of the world's noise. It was almost if the forest had silenced everything for me except for the beautiful woman walking next to me. 
 
    I glanced beside me and studied her features. Her raven-dark hair in stark contrast with her pale complexion. The slight crease on her forehead made her look like she was always deep in thought, but the way her lips curled up, made you wonder what kind of thoughts she had exactly. She had a light scar on the right side of her face, one that barely missed her eyelid. Her arm was lightly flexed as she carried the largest cauldron and I couldn't help but admire how toned she was. Another scar decorated her bicep, but this one looked more like a bite. I wondered which animal could've gotten close enough to my mate. I should ask her about that one as well. And about the one on her face. I made a note to inquire about all of it later. I wanted to know everything about Ashleigh. Everything and anything there was to know. 
 
    That sounded slightly stalky. But I didn't care. This was my mate. I had a whole lifetime ahead to get to know her. Anything and everyone else disappeared into the background when I was around her. 
 
    So this was what everyone was always talking about. This was how it felt to be completely enchanted by your mate. 
 
    "You coming or want to daydream some more?" 
 
    A crystal voice pulled me out of my thoughts. I felt the smog lift from my brain and as the world opened, I was greeted with the sight of Ashleigh. Stray flakes of snow gently falling to the earth around us, but when it came to her, it looked like they almost weaved themselves around her. Like the snow somehow gave way for Ashleigh. Surreal. Totally a surreal sight. She was nothing less than out of this world beautiful.  
 
    "Akira?"  
 
    I loved how she said my name. She was the only one who rolled the "R" in my name and somehow, it made it sound more breathy. Like she was purring out my name. I could only imagine how she sounded when she was actually purring. 
 
    "Just one moment," I smiled, taking a mental picture of her in the snow. I didn't know why, but it suddenly seemed like a big moment. Something I would remember forever. I wasn't sure yet why, but I just knew. 
 
    This was how I always wanted to remember her. Untouched by time, unyielding against the cold, untainted as she was almost one with nature. Breathtaking. 
 
    And as I burned that image in my head, I shook the thin layer of snow from my shoulders and ran after her. Ran after her like I knew I always would. 
 
    "You seemed deep in thought?" 
 
    I flashed her a smile. "Just thinking." 
 
    "About?" 
 
    I curled my pinky finger around hers as I pressed myself softly against her side. "Nothing important," I lied, earning myself a knowing grin from my mate. 
 
    "If you say so," she chuckled, her pinky curling around mine as our arms intertwined.  
 
    It was damn good to be alone with her. I hadn't realised how much I had been restraining myself from actually paying attention to Ashleigh. As if part of me instinctively knew that letting my guard down around her, would result in me jumping her. 
 
    "Ashleigh?" I breathed out a cloudling, as I broke the winter's silence once more. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    I caught a smile playing on her lips and shook my head. Compared to her over the top brother, Ashleigh was so much more down to earth and subtle. Instead of voicing all the thoughts running through her mind, her expressions were painted on her face like delicate brushstrokes.  
 
    "What?" she inquired, gently nudging me with her shoulder. 
 
    "Nothing," I smiled back, catching the flicker in her eyes. 
 
    "Okay, if you say so," she grinned, like she knew exactly what was going through my mind. 
 
    I squinted my eyes, trying to figure out what the twinkle in her eyes meant. “You’re mysterious." 
 
    "Me? Not at all, I’m an open book." 
 
    "Yes, like an open book with invisible text." 
 
    Ashleigh threw her head back, her dark curls dancing around her face. "You really think too highly of me. I’m just a simple woman."  
 
    With the laughing lines still on her face, she turned to me. Her hand gently grazed over my cheek as she gently brushed a strand of hair away. With a much softer voice, she added: "No, out of the two of us, you’re definitely the mysterious one."  
 
    I snorted. "I really am an open book. Ask me anything," 
 
    Ashleigh pulled up an eyebrow. "Anything?" 
 
    "Anything," I confirmed. 
 
    "Why do you keep calling me Ashleigh instead of Ash, like everyone else?" 
 
    "I don't like nicknames." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    People had asked me before, and while I usually made up an excuse, the kindness in her eyes compelled me to tell the truth.  
 
    "When I was little... When my older siblings found out I inherited the wolf, while none of them didn't... They used to tease me. A lot." I paused, wondering if I wanted to breathe new life back into that awful nickname. "They called me..." 
 
    "You don't have to tell me," Ashleigh interrupted, her eyes far softer than the ones I used to feel. 
 
    "Thank you..." I breathed, not realising how much stress I had been holding in my body. Bringing up old memories always made me realise how much my family, apart from my mother, had hated me.  
 
    Ashleigh gently smiled, her eyes glimmering with something I could not place. "We should get that snow and go back," she muttered, her voice slightly cracking. 
 
    Before I could ask what got her so emotional, she turned on her feet and bent down to scoop up as much fresh snow as she could. The conversation was clearly over, so I dug my own hands into the cold powder and in silence, we filled the pot. 
 
    The world was so quiet it was almost hard to believe a storm was coming. There just was something about Ashleigh that made me forget about the rest of the world. All the urgency, the rush, the impatience of this world seemed to fade into the background. 
 
    I almost forgot about the storm, my family, or even the Winter Stone. All I wanted was to spend the rest of my time with her.  
 
    Not yet ready to accept that my priorities had been shifting around ever since I met her, I pushed that thought to the back of my head and tore my eyes away from her. Instead, I glared up into the sky and noted how the thick, dark clouds were collecting above our heads. 
 
    "We should head back," Ashleigh said, as she followed my concerned gaze. I nodded as I grabbed the pot. I didn't feel like getting caught in a whirlwind or a snowstorm. 
 
    With the cauldron filled with snow, we hastily retraced our prints in the snow to the cave. I could make out a small, red glow from behind the fallen and I rejoiced, knowing there was a fire I could warm my hands on. 
 
    "Wait..." Ashleigh's cold hand found my wrist. I stared up at her, again amazed at just how blue her eyes were. They were just so clear and bright, it made my head a little dizzy. 
 
    "I just..." I tilted my head to the side, patiently waiting as the woman in front of me seemed to search for the right words. 
 
    After a short pause, her eyes focused and she brought her face down to mine. "You can tell me anything, okay?"  
 
    I nodded wordlessly, knowing well enough that initially she had wanted to say something else, but had chickened out. I made a mental note to ask her about that later, but right now, the rest of the group was probably waiting for us. 
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    Chapter 8. The storm 
 
      
 
    "It is freaking cold in this rotten cave," Danny grumbled as she threw another stick on the ridiculously small fire we had going.  
 
    We all nodded in agreement. Our fire was barely heating up our cave and even as wolves, we were feeling the nasty bite of the cold.  
 
    I glanced at the entrance of the cave. I could barely see the treeline, as almost everything was obscured by the storm of snow raging by. Even if the cave was cold and quite wet, it was by far better than getting caught outside in the weather. 
 
    JP turned to me. "W-Where are you headed?" he stuttered, but I couldn't tell if it was from the shivering or just his nervous self. He was already draped in Regan's massive coat and was wearing an extra pair of gloves on his feet, but the poor boy couldn't stop shaking. I guess humans have a harder time staying warm. 
 
    "Poor baby," Danny cooed as she cosily curled up next to him, her head resting on his shoulder as she tried to warm him.  
 
    "Yeah, where are you headed?" Aspen chimed in as he curiously leant forward, resting his chin in his hands. 
 
    "You've been with her for days and haven't bothered to ask what she is doing in the middle of freaking nowhere?" Ashleigh asked, looking at her brother in astonishment as she shook her head in disbelief. "What did you guys talk about?" 
 
    The rascal threw her a dirty grin. "Maybe we didn't do much talking, at all." 
 
    I quickly cleared my throat, pulling the attention back towards me before the siblings could start their all too familiar bickering. Regan threw me a grateful look while Danny winked at me. How they managed to keep up with all the fighting, was a freaking miracle. 
 
    I briefly contemplated I should just lie, but as I felt five pairs of eyes on me, all genuinely wondering where I was going, I figured telling them couldn't hurt.  
 
    "I’m actually headed for the East." 
 
    "Coyote Country?" Danny frowned. Ashleigh cocked her head to the side as Aspen scratched the back of his head. 
 
    "What business could you have there?" Regan asked as he suspiciously eyed me, probably wondering what kind of wolf would voluntarily travel into enemy territory.  
 
    "I, ehmm..." Should I tell them? I mean, Ashleigh already knew. But that didn't mean I should tell the rest. The fewer people who knew about it, the better.  
 
    "They stole something from our tribe and I need to get it back." There, that wasn't exactly a lie.  
 
    "Something important?" Danny inquired, her voice empathic. Of course, she would sympathise with me. 
 
    "Very important." I nodded, hoping they wouldn't ask more details. Our Winter Stone was a well-kept secret, the fewer people knew about it, the better.  
 
    "Damn Coyotes!" Darren growled as he slammed his fist into the wall of the cave. Okay? Nobody liked Coyotes, but that was a bit over the top. Angry much? 
 
    "You okay there?" I asked, looking around in the group as I wondered if him getting angry was a big deal or not. Should I worry here? 
 
    But instead of him blowing up like all of them seemed to do, he calmed himself down, put on his pouting face and crawled up to Danny's other side. She caringly wrapped her arm around him as he hid himself in her shirt. It was definitely confusing, a bit weird, and kind of cute. 
 
    I wondered what that was about, but nobody in the group seemed to really react to his outburst, so I figured it was probably better to let it slide. 
 
    "So, how old are you, Akira?" Danny asked, her two men cuddled up against her. I smiled gratefully at her. They all seemed to have quite a temper and I honestly believed this cave was too small for an all-out fight between either of them. 
 
    "Probably around Darren's age? I am... " 
 
    "I’m a lot older than I look," Darren interrupted me as he puffed up his chest and loudly exhaled through his nose. 
 
    "O-kay?" I slowly said, wondering what had brought on this. 
 
    "How old do you think I am?" he smirked, his eyes lighting up as he seemed to have found a fun new game to play. Torture Akira. Yaay. 
 
    I groaned. I hated guessing age, not because people got offended, what did I care. No, I hated it because I was terrible at it. 
 
    "Do we really have to?" I reluctantly asked, hoping only Darren wanted to play this stupid game. But with the rest of the group's eyes on me and their encouraging smiles, I realised there was no escaping. 
 
    "Umm... I don't know, twenty-... six?" I guessed for Darren, already pushing it. If he told me he was twenty-three, I would still believe him. 
 
    A loud laugh echoed through the cave. I slowly turned around, rather disturbed, as I started at an unusual sight. Regan could laugh? His face knew how to do that? 
 
    "Him? Twenty-six? He wishes," Regan chuckled, as this was apparently the funniest thing that had been said the entire time I had been with them. 
 
    Darren threw a little rock against Regan's head, but it just bounced off of him like a pebble against a mountain. I don't even know he felt it. 
 
    "I’m twenty-six," Darren proudly said, as he puffed up his chest. 
 
    Another snort was heard. 
 
    "Twenty-six? More like twenty-five," Aspen joined in, his eyes bright in amusement as apparently Darren's age was a running joke between all of them. 
 
    The shaggy boy grumbled. "Twenty-five and three-quarters." 
 
    I patted him on his arm. "Don't feel bad, I’m only twenty-one. The grandmas and grandpas are just jealous," I grinned. 
 
    As the group collectively groaned in disagreement, another voice quipped in.  
 
    "Wait, you’re only twenty-one?" Ashleigh cut in, her eyes filled with disbelief. 
 
    "Yup. Something wrong with that?" 
 
    The blue-eyed beauty shook her head, her curls shaking with her. "No, not at all... Just... Surprised." 
 
    "Wait, how old did you think I was?" I asked, a smirk appearing on my lips. Two could play this game. 
 
    "I dunno..." she muttered, but I could just tell from her facial expression that she was shocked. 
 
    "Ashleighhhh?" 
 
    This time it was Aspen who threw a little twig at his sister. "Yes, tell her Ashleigh, what did you think?" he added, his face oddly smug.  
 
    I cocked my head to the side as I wordlessly asked her with my eyes. She glared back at me for a second, before her gaze softened and the frown disappeared from her forehead. 
 
    "I don't know, maybe twenty-four," she admitted, her voice strained.  
 
    "So why is twenty-one such a big deal?" There wasn't much of a difference with twenty-four. Wait, how old was Ashleigh? And Aspen? Well, obviously they were the same age, they were twins. "Wait, how old are you two?" 
 
    "Thirty-one!" Aspen happily chirped as he puffed up his chest as well. "But even if I do say so myself, I’m looking mighty fine for my age." 
 
    Thirty-one? A wave of shock and nausea washed over me. Both my mates were ten years older than me? Ashleigh, my beautiful Ashleigh, was almost as old as my oldest brother? 
 
    "What?" I softly uttered, still not sure how I was supposed to react to that.  
 
    I felt my hands grow clammy as sweat threatened to break through my forehead. They had both cuddled up to me. I had even been fanning over Aspen's muscled chest. Hell, I had almost kissed Ashleigh.  
 
    Thirty-one? Jeez... How could that even be? Weren't people of that age supposed to be grown-up and serious? And not chase your naked brother and spank him with a pine tree serious? 
 
    A soft hand landed on my upper thigh. And even though my wolf purred from Ashleigh's touch, a little shiver ran through my body. And not the good kind. Ten years? 
 
    Ashleigh threw the same stick back at her brother, hitting him square between the eyes. "Shut up, jackass. We are only twenty-seven and our birthdays have already passed. He is just yanking your chain." 
 
    As if my body suddenly became pounds lighter, I felt the oxygen return to my lungs. Fucking Aspen, why would he do that to me? Cheeky bastard. I quickly counted the years in my head, calculating that their birthday had already passed and I would turn twenty-two at the end of the year. So that made them only five years older than me. Not ten. 
 
    Ooof... 
 
    As if Danny had noticed the turmoil inside me, she shook her head in disappointment at the cheeky wolf and gave me one of her kindest smiles. "You shouldn't take anything he says too seriously, Akira. He doesn't know when to stop." 
 
    "No, it's fine..." I murmured, my heart still pounding in my ears. As much as I felt drawn to Ashleigh, I wasn't sure if I would ever be okay with such an age difference. 
 
    I felt a gentle squeeze and as I followed the arm attached to the hand, I ended up staring in Ashleigh's bright blue eyes. She was looking at me intensely and I could tell she noticed I was a bit shaken up. Worry flashed through her eyes and wordlessly, I knew she was asking me if I was okay. 
 
    As I stared into the glaciers, any doubt I previously had, melted like the last snow of winter under the first rays of spring's sun. 
 
    I softly squeezed her hand back, as I nodded almost unnoticeable. 
 
    Turns out I didn't care after all. I let out a sigh. "I don't like this game." 
 
    Aspen chuckled, while Ashleigh threw another rock at his head. At this rate, we would run out of rocks to throw as they all ended up in Aspen's corner. 
 
    "So what do we do then? We are stuck in this freaking cave until God knows when," Darren groaned as he threw another rock against the wall. 
 
    More rock throwing?  
 
    Regan threw him a confused look, looking quite happy with his little stick house, not sure why his companion didn't like the cave. 
 
    "We can play another game?" I suggested, feeling the group quirk up. 
 
    "What kind of game?" Darren asked, his eyes shining with enthusiasm. He really was a kid sometimes. No wonder I thought him to be younger than he was.  
 
    Yeah, what kind of game... Good question... With three sets of expectant eyes staring at me, I felt heat creep up to my cheeks. Why can't you just think before saying things, Akira? 
 
    "What if... One of us makes three statements. Two of them have to be true, one of them is a lie. And then the others just guess which one it is?" 
 
    Ashleigh scratched the side of her head in confusion. "But we all know each other really well. How would that work?" 
 
    "Pssh, please, you don't know all my secrets," Aspen next to her huffed. 
 
    "You think I don't know everything about you?" she challenged him, making him puff up his chest. 
 
    "Nah." 
 
    "No? Alright, bring it on," my dark-haired mate growled, never able to resist her brother riling her up. 
 
    "Why don't I start?" I quickly intervened, hoping that this would calm down the war threatening to break out. "Okay, three things about myself... Ehmmm..." Again, I mentally hit myself over the head. Think before you speak, Akira! Damn it! 
 
    As the twins and Darren curiously stared at me, I racked my brains for some weird things about myself. Things that might be questionable. 
 
    "Aha. Okay, I got some! Number one. I got my head stuck in a pumpkin once. Number two. When I was little, I fell in horseshit. Number three. I tripped my sister during an official ceremony. Two are true, but which one is the lie?" 
 
    "Wait, only one of them is a lie?" Ashleigh asked as she furrowed her brows, thinking lines appearing on her forehead. She was so cute. 
 
    "I wish all of them were true," Darren dreamily sighed, staring at me with a new-found admiration. 
 
    I chuckled. Only he would hope that. "Only two happened." 
 
    Aspen narrowed his eyes. "I do think you'd trip your sister, but I want the others to be true... So I'll pick the sister tripping." 
 
    "Darren?" 
 
    He cocked his head to the side, studying my face. "I pick the horseshit... If that was true, you wouldn't have told us," he reasoned, looking quite smug with his answer. 
 
    "I believe the pumpkin. Your head isn't small enough to fit in one," Ashleigh argued, making the wolf in my chest whimper. See, this is why she was our mate. 
 
    But before I could confirm which one was the lie, a loud bang was heard from outside the cave. Like rabbits, we all jumped up and ran towards the entrance. A warm hand grabbed my upper arm, catching me mid-way. 
 
    "Don't go outside..." Ashleigh warned me, as she stuck her nose in the air. Behind her, Aspen and the rest caught up as well. 
 
    "Incoming!" Aspen loudly whispered into the group, as they all stopped dead in our tracks. 
 
    "What?" I bewilderedly asked, looking around at my companions. 
 
    "Ssssh,' Ashleigh hushed me, pulling me closer to her. 
 
    "What?" I asked again, a lot quieter this time. 
 
    "Coyotes. And a lot of them," Danny whispered from the other side of me, as she slowly unbuttoned her coat and dropped it on the ground. On her other side, Darren was pulling off his pants as Regan suddenly lost his shirt. 
 
    Was this really the appropriate response to Coyotes? Stripping? What was it with this group, couldn't they just keep on their freaking clothes? I thought they were cold? 
 
    "JP is going to stay with you, guard our bags, please?" Ashleigh whispered in my ear as I forced myself not to look down at her bare shoulders and the rest of her curves. There was obviously something going on here and I almost knew what, but I couldn't put my finger on it. 
 
    "What is going on?" 
 
    "I-I-I'll explain, just be q-quiet for a moment," JP stuttered as he collected the scattered clothes from off the ground and stuffed them in a small bag. 
 
    Come on brain, you can figure this out. Coyotes, and a lot of stripping... Could this mean? 
 
    "Wait!" 
 
    "Shhhh!"  
 
    I lowered my voice again. "Wait, does this mean what I think it means? Are you all going to shift?" They seriously weren't all going to run out into the storm, right? That was just madness. 
 
    "Right on the money," Darren grinned as he demonstratively unbuckled his belt. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "We'll tell you in a bit," Danny muttered as she shed her shirt and was now only wearing a set of panties and a bra. She wasn't going to take those off, was she?  
 
    A stern, deep, voice suddenly caught my attention. "Let's do this quickly and smoothly. We don't want any unnecessary complications. Usual formation. Regan, you’re in the lead. Darren and Danny, from the flanks. Ash, you and I will back up Regan." 
 
    I stared at astonishment at Aspen, as his commands send shivers down my spine. Was this really the goofy guy I shared my camp with? 
 
    "Let's get it done, alright." 
 
    His voice was huskier than usual, his biceps flexing under his shirt as he directed the rest of the group.  
 
    I felt my wolf stir inside my chest as she was drawn to Aspen once again and I was overcome with a strange desire for him.  
 
    "Let's move!" he commanded the group, and as they all nodded his head in agreement, I suddenly realised what was going on. 
 
    Alpha. 
 
    The group jogged towards the entrance of the cave. Regan seemed to inspect the sky, and with a nod, he seemed to approve whatever it was that needed approving. 
 
    I turned back to Ashleigh, still not sure what exactly was going on. Before I could speak to her, the cave was suddenly filled with a noise I would recognise in my wildest nightmares. 
 
    The shift. 
 
    The nauseating sound of joints popping and bones cracking made me cringe and buckle down into the ground. I covered my ears with my hands, but it wasn't nearly enough to keep the muffled groans and cries out as my new friends were in hellish pain. 
 
    I managed to glance at JP, wondering how he was taking the living nightmare, but he looked surprisingly unfazed. He was just staring at Danny, his eyes glazed over a little. I wasn't sure he was even here. 
 
    He must've felt my eyes prickle on his back, as he turned his focus from the redhead to me. A meek smile appeared on his face as he gently touched my hand.  
 
    "You'll get used to it," he said, with a remarkably clear voice. "I always count down from hundred in intervals of seven. It helps me stay calm." 
 
    I frowned my forehead, not exactly sure what he meant.  
 
    "Like this. Hundred. Ninety-three. Eight-six. Seventy-nine. Seventy-two. You should try it." 
 
    That was an odd technique. I looked at JP again, wondering if he was yanking my chain, but he encouragingly nodded his head. Couldn't hurt to try, right? 
 
    "Sixty-five... Fifty-eight. Fifty-one. Ehmm... Forty-four... Thirty-seven. Thirty. Twenty-three.." 
 
    "See, that is better, no?" he smiled, as he counted along with me. 
 
    I nodded in relief, my stomach no longer threatening to return all of Darren's food back to mother Earth.  
 
    "Yeah, it helped... How did you come up with that technique?" I asked him, wondering where the nervous, stuttering man went.  
 
    "It's just a coping mechanism I developed over the years. You can use other numbers as well, but I like seven." 
 
    "Seven is good." 
 
    "It is. Look, they are all done," he pointed out, nudging with his head towards the entrance of the cave. I followed his line of sight and felt my breath hitch in my throat. It did help. In the time it took me to count down, their transformation had completed. 
 
    My new companions had disappeared and five beautiful wolves had taken their place. I immediately recognised Aspen's form by his amber-coloured eyes and his grey fur. His hind leg had completely healed and he stood much more proudly than before, now that he was surrounded by his family. 
 
    The other grey wolf of the pack must've been Darren's form. He was slightly smaller than Aspen and his fur was quite shaggy. There was a darker patch around his snout that made it look like he was permanently grinning. Definitely Darren. 
 
    The smaller wolf with the reddish fur was obviously Danny. She was counting into the ground with her paws, looking rather happy about being in her wolf form. She affectionately nudged the shaggy wolf next to her and shook her head playfully. Yes, that was Danny. 
 
    The giant wolf towering over the rest with broad shoulders and big paws was without a single doubt, Regan. Just like his human body, he was massive. But whereas he seemed gentle and calm in person, his wolf radiated power and strength. I wouldn't want to get in his way, that was for sure. 
 
    And then there she was. The only black wolf in the middle of the pack. She was rather small, but her fur was long and darker than a raven. She was sniffing the ground, her tail wagging against the leg of her brother. As if she felt the pull from the wolf inside my chest, she suddenly looked in my direction. Piercing blue eyes found mine. Ashleigh. 
 
    "Hi," I whispered as I walked over to her, my hand gliding through her fur as she playfully nipped at my ankle. “You’re beautiful." 
 
    JP joined me with the wolves. "I-I-I've seen them shift m-many times, but they s-s-still amaze me." 
 
    So the stuttery, rather twitchy man was back. Interesting.  
 
    "I have never seen a black wolf," I admitted as I admired the dark fur of my mate. It matched the colour of her hair perfectly. 
 
    "M-M-Me neither. She is the o-only one so f-far," JP spoke as he then patted Danny between her ears. She happily licked his open palm and curled her snout against his hand. I couldn't be anything but impressed that even in her wolf form, she responded to JP with such kindness and love. Especially since her first mate was standing right next to her, shifted and all. Their love must run much deeper than I expected it to be.  
 
    A short bark suddenly drew the attention of Ashleigh and Danny away. It was Aspen calling for them. And even with my wolf locked in my chest, I could feel her stirring as she longed to answer that call. Disobeying any natural Alpha was a hard task, but resisting the call of your Alpha mate, even if it was only your second, was even harder. Especially as my wolf was torn between him and the beautiful female wolf standing next to him. 
 
    Why did this have to happen to me? What was I supposed to do now? 
 
    Another low growl was uttered by Aspen as the rest of the pack nudged their heads down. Regan dug his paws into the frozen ground, shards of frozen earth flying about as he effortlessly broke through the hard floor. He shook his head and with his whole body flexed, he sprinted out of the cave. The two twins immediately raced behind him, while Danny and Darren lingered for another moment. She gave him an affectionate lick on his snout and snatched the bag out of JP's hand. With a cheerful bark, they both darted out of sight, disappearing into the stormy night. 
 
    The cave suddenly felt much colder and scarier without them. Why did they have to leave? 
 
    "D-Don't worry... They always come b-b-back," JP stuttered from behind me, his clammy hand finding my shoulder as he urged me to step away from the entrance. 
 
    "You sure about that? Last time, I found Aspen hurt and trapped in a metal clasp," I asked, staring into the night hesitantly. What if someone else had found him? 
 
    "T-T-That was just b-bad luck. A-Aspen was scouting and got t-trapped. If he hadn't t-t-told us he was being taken c-care off, w-we would've come m-much, much sooner," JP explained as he strung together what was probably the longest sentence I had ever heard him speak. 
 
    "Wait, hang on. He told you? How?" 
 
    "They can c-c-communicate telepathically. At l-least, A-Aspen can talk to Ash and D-Danny with R-Regan. H-Has to do something with the b-blood bond?" 
 
    I nodded as the explanation made sense. If they knew how to release their wolves, I shouldn't be surprised they also knew how to communicate with immediate family and their designated mates. As a pair of twins, Ashleigh and Aspen should have very clear communication between them. And Danny and Regan, as first mates, would have the same bond. 
 
    With that thought, I jealously glared into the night as I wished my wolf could freely talk to them. To Aspen or Ashleigh, it didn't even matter. Just one of them to talk to would be a welcome change from my wolf whispering small words now and then.  
 
    I needed to set her free so I could run with the pack. With this pack. With my pack. 
 
    Even though I hadn't known them for very long, this was where I belonged. In the midst of Aspen and Ashleigh, my two mates, my promised family. But not just them, I had grown quite fond of Danny, Regan, JP, and even Darren. There was just something about them that made me feel safe and welcome. Like they had always expected me to arrive, and now I was here, I effortlessly fit into their puzzle. I was their lost puzzle piece. Yes, this was where I was supposed to be. 
 
    And even though I knew that at some point, I'd have to separate from them for my own quest, I knew I would always return to them. To him. To her. To Aspen. To Ashleigh... 
 
    A hollow ache formed inside my chest as I dreaded the moment I'd have to split apart from the pack. 
 
    "Y-You don't need to worry. You will always find your w-way back to them," JP softly spoke from behind me, like he had read my mind. 
 
    I rapidly blinked a tear away and cleared the lump in my throat before I turned towards him. "How... How did you know?" 
 
    "Y-You have the same look on your face when-whenever Regan has to go somewhere w-without Danny," he smiled, but from his glazed over eyes, I knew he was no stranger to that look himself. 
 
    It must've been hard for him that he couldn't follow Danny in her wolf form like Darren and Regan could.  
 
    "Do you ever feel..." How do I phrase this delicately? "Less because you’re human?" I cringed as soon as the words left my mouth. That wasn't delicate at all. Shit, I hope I didn't just insult the man who had so graciously comforted me. 
 
    A light chuckle escaped from his thin lips as he didn't seem to be too offended. "N-N-Not anymore... It was a b-bit difficult in the beginning, b-b-but Danny and I w-were so solid, we h-had to make it work. So we m-made it work. 
 
    "I don't think I could ever share my lover," I chipped in, wondering how it would feel to share Aspen with another woman. Or Ashleigh. My God, no. 
 
    JP chuckled as he polished his spectacles. "I d-d-don't share Danny, but I can see how you would t-think that." 
 
    I tilted my head to the side, wondering what he was on about. "What do you mean, you don't share? You, Darren, and Regan are all her boyfriends, right?" 
 
    "T-Technically, we are her l-l-life partners. B-But no. Sharing implies that we o-only get a p-p-part of Danny. W-We don't. She always gives her everything, no matter if it is me, or Darren, or Regan. W-We always get e-everything she has." he said, the smile on his face making him suddenly much more handsome. "W-We share her time, we share the space a-around her. But we d-don't share her." 
 
    I nodded at his explanation. That made perfect sense and I was glad I could talk to JP about it. He was always so calm and understanding. "I get it, no sharing Danny. You’re sharing her time." 
 
    JP grinned. "Y-Yes. Which is basically s-something you always do when it comes to people and h-healthy relationships. R-Right now, you’re sharing some of your time with me." 
 
    "Huh... I guess you’re right." That was certainly an interesting way of looking at things.  
 
    "A-And regardless of how much I love Danny, or she loves me, we d-don't want to share a-all our time. She c-can share time w-with Regan and Darren if she wants, she isn't sharing her l-love. She loves us, all of us equally. And always with everything she's got." 
 
    He spoke that last sentence with such confidence, it made me almost jealous. I wanted that. A bond so strong you didn't feel jealous of them spending time with other people. To be so confident in how much your partner loves you. I wanted it. 
 
    "Thank you for explaining it to me. I think I understand your situation a bit better now," I thanked him, very grateful he didn't mind me prying into his love life like that. 
 
    "No p-problem. B-But in my humble opinion, I don't think you'll have to s-share time with someone. I t-think your time will be the one s-shared." 
 
    I squinted my eyes at him, wondering if that was a smirk around the corner of his lips. What was he getting at?  
 
    "What do you mean?"  
 
    A soft chuckle escaped his lips that he quickly tried to mask with a cough. So it was a smirk before. 
 
    "I've seen w-what has been going on b-between you and the t-twins." 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat up as he said so. Oh no, was I that glaringly obvious? Had the gang been discussing how I had been fawning over Ashleigh as a love sick puppy or had been admiring Aspen's abs every chance I got? 
 
    "D-Don't be embarrassed. It is only n-natural. They are your m-mates." 
 
    I briefly wondered if JP would be able to see the sweat pooling in my armpits and why this freaking cave had gotten so warm all of a sudden.  
 
    "I don't know what you’re talking about," I stubbornly denied, pretending like I didn't know what he was talking about.  
 
    "I-I remember the first time I met Danny. S-She was beautiful, fearless. She w-walked past me with s-such confidence, it made a young boy l-like me even m-more nervous than I a-already was." He grinned as he wiped his forehead. Guess I wasn't the only one sweating here. "A-And you know h-how nervous I get." 
 
    I nodded as I held my lips firmly shut, wanting to know more about how outgoing and vibrant Danny and nervous, shy JP had found each other. If they made it work, there was no reason why I couldn't pursue any of my mates, right? 
 
    "I-I watched her from afar, every day. I s-saw all sorts of guys hitting on her and she a-always turned them down. T-They were all taller than me, s-stronger than me, more handsome than m-me. So I t-thought, if they don't have a shot w-with this girl, why, why would I?" 
 
    "So what happened?" Oops, opened my mouth after all. Shhh, Akira. 
 
    "O-One day, I just s-said to myself: "W-Well, she obviously doesn't w-want a big, s-strong guy w-who has it all." So I g-gathered all my courage and just w-walked over to her and said hello." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    He smiled. "A-And that was it." 
 
    "Just hello?"  
 
    JP nodded as he nervously played with one of the strings from his backpack. "She liked that I just a-approached her as a p-person. W-We hit it off r-right away." 
 
    I answered his smile with one of my own. That was adorable. Even though it happened so far back in the past and I had only known JP for a little while, I couldn't help but feel proud of him. Walking up to someone you like and just put yourself out there is freaking scary. Especially if the person you’re walking up to is a gorgeous perfect being like Aspen or Ashleigh. 
 
    Ugh, why did they have to be so perfect? 
 
    "When do you think they'll be back?" I asked JP as I stared at the entrance of the cave. It was already getting dark again and I had no idea of what they were actually doing. 
 
    "D-Depends if Chesca is with them or not." 
 
    "Chesca?" I asked, tilting my head to the side. I didn't know who Chesca was. But then again, I actually didn't know a thing about what was going on. I got derailed with JP's love life, but I still wanted to know what this sudden shift had brought on. 
 
    "L-L-Let me explain. W-When we left, w-we were followed by a handful of Coyotes. I-I can't tell you why, that's n-not my story to tell. But e-ever since then, they have been t-trying to attack us. Or the other way around. I-It always ends in a draw, unless C-Chesca is with them." 
 
    "So what is so special about this Chesca?" 
 
    JP visibly shuddered. "S-She is crazy. Evil. I-I think she might be the devil incarnated. I can g-guarantee you'll live happier and l-longer if you never meet her." 
 
    I didn't have the time to inquire about the person who made JP shake like a leaf. The sound of multiple rapid footsteps hitting the ground suddenly echoed into the cave and both JP and I jumped up to see what was happening.  
 
    From the shadows, a group of people appeared and I felt my breath hitch as I couldn't make out who they were. It could've been the Coyotes who found us. If that was the case, JP and I were both dead meat. 
 
    A sigh of relief fell from my lips as I suddenly recognised the first figure as again, a naked Aspen. That man certainly liked running around in the nude. Damn. 
 
    He was followed by Danny, who was wearing a set of underwear, and not far behind, Darren and Regan. Who unlike Aspen, had at least put on a pair of trunks.  
 
    Even though Aspen was all naked and dirty, I was more than happy to see him. That being said, I decided to refrain from embracing him. I already had a good look at his rather sizeable manhood, I didn't need to feel it pressed against my thigh. So I just stepped out of the way as he ran into the cave.  
 
    A full head of red hair flashed in front of my face as Danny flew into JP's arms. A nervous giggle escaped from his mouth as he pulled her into a tight hug and passionately kissed her. She melted into his embrace and they happily reunited, completely in their own world. 
 
    Not a moment later, Darren and Regan made their way into the cave as well. Regan's broad chest would've impressed anyone, while Darren was much leaner than I expected. I guess his clothes helped puff up his chest. I got a short nod of recognition from the huge man and Darren happily waved at me. 
 
    To my surprise, JP broke free from his intimate embrace with Danny as Regan slapped him on the back and Darren pulled him into a hug. He almost seemed equally as relieved to see Danny's other lovers as he was to see Danny herself. 
 
    Yeah, despite what anyone might think, Danny was definitely not taking advantage of any of the guys or their situation. They all three seemed equally as happy with the arrangement as she was. And even though they weren't as vocal about it, it was clear the three men cared for each other deeply. 
 
    So now a naked Aspen had safely returned, the redhead and her three consorts had arrived, but where was Ashleigh? 
 
    I peered out into the darkness, wondering why none of them had said something about her late arrival. Was this a good or bad sign? 
 
    "Guys, where is Ashleigh?" I finally called out, my voice trembling slightly, not able to keep the worry in any longer. I needed to know. 
 
    "Right behind you." 
 
    I jumped around as I heard the silky voice I'd recognise anywhere and was suddenly met with a set of bright blue eyes. Where did she even come from? 
 
    "Hi," I managed to utter, my voice suddenly squeaky and my throat dry. How did she always manage to take my breath away? 
 
    "Were you worried about me?" she grinned as she took a step in my direction, a sly smirk playing around her pink lips. 
 
    "What, me? Naaah." I tried, hoping I came across casually, but the grin on her face told me I was failing miserably at that. 
 
    With her lips dangerously close to my ear, she brushed a strand of hair away from my cheek. "I’m glad to see you too," she whispered, as I suddenly found myself standing in a field of wild strawberries. 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine as she pushed my chin up with two fingers. Her bright eyes pierced into mine as she lowered her face towards mine. Was this it? Was she going to kiss me? 
 
    My breath hitched in my throat as I stood in front of her, frozen still, scared that any movement, even a breath, might break this moment. 
 
    A light breeze blew over my wetted lips, which I later realised was her breath. She was so close, I could almost taste the strawberries. And then... 
 
    "Guys! Enough with all the lovey dovey stuff, we have more urgent and serious business to discuss." 
 
    Aspen's loud voice boomed through the cave and as it did, I felt how both I and my wolf were immediately dragged away from Ashleigh. Voluntarily or involuntarily, my attention was suddenly completely focussed on Aspen. Aspen, who had luckily put on a shirt and a pair of trousers. Aspen, who if he wasn't kidding and playing around, was dangerously handsome. Aspen, who turned my brain into mush and my stomach into a stress ball every time he used his alpha voice. 
 
    Aspen, who could make me almost forget about Ashleigh. 
 
    Not just Ashleigh and I jumped apart, begrudgingly, the redhead pulled away from her own reunion. Even the imposing man and the rebel Darren seemed unable to withstand a command from their alpha, as both of them turned away from Danny. 
 
    Yeah, alpha Aspen certainly was something else. And as he spoke in his authoritative voice, planning out our next move, I could feel my heart break as my wolf was torn between the two siblings.  
 
    But as much as I wanted to wallow in my own misery, a loud grunt in the back of the cave caught my attention. 
 
    With his hand pressed against his side, Regan was now slumped against the wall of the cave. I couldn't be sure, but I could almost see sweat pearling on his face. His face now painted in harsh lines as he finally admitted he was in pain. 
 
    "You okay?" and "Are you hurt?" were yelled through each other as both Danny and Darren ran to Regan. 
 
    Far more careful than expected, Darren peeled away Regan's shirt. Underneath, he exposed a nasty looking cut that was already collecting pools of puss. Tasty. 
 
    But as Regan groaned in pain, that thought disappeared and made way for genuine concern. He seemed the type of guy that wouldn't complain about a little scratch unless it was completely serious. And from the looks of it, it was serious. 
 
    Danny pressed a cloth against Regan's ribs to remove the puss and I sincerely hoped she wouldn't use that towel later to dry the dishes. As much as I cared for Regan and wanted him to get the best care, it just seemed like a legit thing to worry about. 
 
    The muscles man groaned in pain as Darren applied some sort of sticky ointment and wrapped the wound with a simple cloth. 
 
    JP brought him a cup of the leftover soup we had for breakfast and even Aspen willingly gave up his "throne" (aka the ugly stump of wood he found inside the cave) so it could be used as a little end table. 
 
    I was still processing the fact that apparently Darren was the healer of the group and wondered how I could help. Everyone else was doing something, so the least I could do was try. 
 
    I grabbed one of our logs and poked up the fire, blowing in the ashes to raise the temperature of the coals. I counted out the logs and happily nodded. Definitely enough to last us for a while. What about our drinking water? 
 
    The pot that Ashleigh and I filled up not so long ago, was now almost empty. I gazed at the entrance of the cave, realising the storm had sort of settled. I should really help. 
 
    The group had shifted and chased away the Coyotes while I had helplessly waited in the cave. The least I could do, was get all of us some more clean drinking water. 
 
    I grabbed the cauldron, tipped the left over water into a smaller pot and heaved it up. "I'll Regan some more fresh water," I called out to the group. Danny shot me a grateful look and JP smiled. 
 
    I felt a sense of pride course through my body. See, I could be useful. I wasn't just the youngster they needed to take care of. 
 
    I felt a warm hand on my wrist. "Be careful," Ashleigh gently said, her blue eyes piercing into mine. I nodded, smiling at her, hoping she'd realise I was perfectly capable of taking care of myself. 
 
    "See you soon," she whispered, making my cheeks heat up. Damn, she was so cute. I wish I'd have said something smooth or smart, but I just bit my lip and scrunched my nose. Judging from the twinkle in her eye, she loved my response either way. 
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    Chapter 9. Chesca 
 
      
 
    The icy cold wind clashed on my skin as it chased the freshly fallen snow back up in the air. I shivered slightly, my hand tightening around the handle of the cauldron. 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder at the cave, a picture of the group flashing through my mind. I had never been part of a group before and although it was pretty damn nice, the quiet was a welcome change. Like the embrace of an old friend. 
 
    How long had I been with Aspen and Ashleigh? Maybe a week? A little bit longer? I wasn't entirely sure. Time is a fickle thing, especially out here in the wild. 
 
    I sighed as I deeply inhaled the fresh air. It sure was nice not to be breathing murky cave air. For a moment, I set the pot down and with my arms spread, I let the wind play with my clothes and hair. 
 
    I had forgotten how nice the Aladwin Forest could be when you weren't packed in a cave with your two mates who always seemed to be in constant conflict. I had seen how they fought about the last piece of jerky, or who got the nicest fur. I really didn't want to think about what kind of all-out war I could cause. 
 
    The dark strands of my hair playfully danced in the wind as it tugged on anything it could. I enjoyed the cold breeze whirling around me, not noticing how it slowly guided me into deeper into the forest. 
 
    It wasn't until I heard a faint cry in the distance and opened my eyes, that I realised how far I had strayed from the cave. I turned my head towards the noise, trying to pinpoint the location. 
 
    "Heeelp!"  
 
    A young, female voice found my ears and if the call for help wasn't clear, she sounded clearly distressed. With my fantastic instincts, ahem, I navigated myself towards the source. 
 
    "Hey, hey lady! Up here!" 
 
    I tilted my head upwards, wondering what "up here" meant and quickly came to realise that it meant, "Up here in the tree". 
 
    "Ehmmm... Hello?" I called back, wondering what was going on. 
 
    "Hi! Can you help me?" 
 
    I internally groaned. Why did I keep finding strays in the middle of nowhere? Was this some sort of practical joke? A scavenger's hunt nobody told me about? Find the strays? 
 
    "What is the problem?" I inquired, already cursing at myself for straying so far from the cave. Bad Akira, this is what happens when you go out on your own. You find people. 
 
    "This is kind of embarrassing, but... I seem to be stuck?" the girl shouted, looking a bit unsure of herself. 
 
    "You seem to be stuck?" You'd think that was something that was quite clear. Either you were stuck or you weren't. 
 
    "Well... I was chasing this little bird and it flew into this tree. So, naturally, I followed it. But now that am up here... I think I forgot I can't fly?" 
 
    "You forgot?" 
 
    "Well, yes. I mean, I’m quite sure that in one of my past lives I could fly. But then again, maybe not. It is all a bit hazy." 
 
    "The flying part or the past lives?" Why did all the people I found have to be crazy as coo-coo birds as well? 
 
    The girl held her chin as she seemed to ponder over the question. "Both, I think." 
 
    I softly banged my fist against my forehead, already knowing I would regret this. "What can I do to help?" 
 
    "Weeellll... Maybe... I don't know, hack down the tree?" 
 
    Ironically, I knew someone who was quite proficient in that. An image of Ashleigh cutting down the tree with a naked Aspen in it flashed through my mind.  
 
    No, better leave them out of it. 
 
    "Or you could... You know, climb down?" 
 
    The girl facepalmed herself. "Oh, so silly of me, if only I had thought of that!" she sarcastically called back. 
 
    "Just a suggestion," I muttered under my breath, part of me wondering if I could just leave her stuck in the tree. But as I looked at the panicked look on the younger girl's face, I realised that probably wouldn't be good for my karmic reservoir. 
 
    "Why don't I guide you down on the branches?" I suggested, hoping she didn't genuinely expect me to bring the whole tree down.  
 
    "Oh, that would work!" the girl cheerily answered. 
 
    I studied the branches of the tree, trying to figure out how she would have gotten up so high in the tree and what would be the best way down. "Maybe put your foot on that branch to your right? Yes, there. A bit lower, lower. Lower. Great!" 
 
    The girl hesitantly tested the branch underneath her, realised it held her weight and smirked. Unexpectedly agile, she suddenly let go of the tree and with a flexibility that certainly wasn't human, she jumped the whole way down. 
 
    Really? Really?! 
 
    As she handily landed on both her hands and feet, not a scratch on her body, she veered up and happily hugged me. 
 
    "Thank you so much! Boy, I was really stuck there, wouldn't have known what to do without you," she chattered away, as I finally got a better look at her. 
 
    She was only a couple of inches smaller, but nearly half of her was hair. How a person could walk around with such long hair would always amaze me. If it were me, I'd tangle myself around a tree in no time. 
 
    "I’m Cece, thank you for helping me out. What is your name?" 
 
    I awkwardly rubbed the back of my neck. "No problem." No problem indeed, I hardly did a thing. "My name is Akira." 
 
    "A-ki-ra," Cece spelt, as she seemed to think it over. She then clapped her hands, threw her long hair over her shoulder and giggled. "That is beautiful. I love it. You should keep it!" 
 
    "Great, thanks? I will?" I slowly said, not sure why the girl assumed I wasn't planning on keeping it. I groaned, wondering what the hell I had gotten myself into this time. I should probably just say goodbye and quickly, quickly, walk away from this girl. But she seemed so young. Could I really leave her alone? 
 
    "Are you on your own or are your friends waiting for you somewhere?" I asked, secretly crossing my fingers behind my back. Please say friends, please say friends. 
 
    "No friends, just me! Little old me." 
 
    Damn it! Just my luck. Don't say it Akira, don't say it. "I’m travelling with a group of friends, you can come with me for the time being?" 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, I internally facepalmed myself. Bad Akira, I said don't say it! 
 
    Cece happily clapped her hands. "Oooh, I would love that. Haven't travelled with anyone in a while now. Not since my last friend died, but oh well, it happens."  
 
    I let out a sigh as I motioned her to follow me. Why did I keep finding strays? Why didn't I get more than five minutes alone time? 
 
    I nostalgically thought back to my first two weeks of my journey, remembering all the peace and quiet. But as I did, an image of Ashleigh flashed through my mind and I realised that finding her, hadn't been so bad after all. 
 
    With my new companion to my side, we retraced my footsteps. I let out a sigh of relief as I found the pot I had left behind and made a mental note to take better care of our equipment. Well, not ours, Darren's. He would surely kill me if I lost one of his cooking pots. 
 
    We reached the clearing in front of the cave and to my surprise, Aspen was leaning against the entrance, his arms crossed over his chest. He seemed to be drawing figurines into the snow with his feet, but as if he sensed me coming, his head snapped up. His eyes worriedly darted over me and I realised he had been waiting for me. Why? I hadn't been gone that long, had I? 
 
    A smile tugged up the corner of his lip as he realised I was still all in one piece and only after that, his eyes darted to the left.   
 
    "Fuck!" Aspen's loud voice trumpeted into the night as he suddenly called for Ashleigh. Not a moment later, she appeared from the cave, a worried look on her face as well. A smile of relief lightened up her face as she saw me, but that quickly changed into a snarl. The two siblings exchanged a glance, stared at me and signed some quick signals at each other. They curtly nodded and surprisingly efficient for the bickering duo, they seemed to come to a consensus. 
 
    Like they felt hellfire up their ass, the two twins sprinted towards me. Ashleigh jumped in front of me and as she pushed me behind her, Aspen flew at Cece's throat. With unexpected ease, he swiped the girl off her feet and slammed her into the ground.  
 
    Aspen was hovering over her as he used his knees to pin her shoulders down. "How dare you!" he growled at her, his lips curling up menacingly. 
 
    Not entirely sure what was happening, except that Aspen just attacked my guest, I pushed Ashleigh aside and grabbed Aspen by the upper arm. "Hey, calm down! She is a new friend!" 
 
    Now I really regretted bringing Cece along, but for a whole lot of different reasons. This wasn't exactly the warm welcome I had been planning. 
 
    Danny and her guys came running out of the cave and if I thought Aspen had an overreaction, I wasn't prepared for the rest. Darren immediately pounced on the girl, while Regan had to hold back a hissing Danny who seemed to be ready to claw her eyes out. Even with a giant gash in his chest, he was still a force of nature. 
 
    More screaming ensued as both Darren and Aspen bore their teeth at Cece. 
 
    A hand touched my shoulder and as I turned, I found myself staring at the worried face of JP  
 
    "A-A-Are you okay? Did, did C-Chesca hurt you?" 
 
    "Chesca?" 
 
    "Y-Y-Yes. I t-told you about her, d-didn't I?" 
 
    I turned from JP to Cece, who seemed quite unfazed by the angry man sitting on top of her.  
 
    "This is Chesca?" I asked, my voice rising in surprise. "But she is so..." 
 
    "Young? Pretty? Incredibly sexy?" Cece quipped in, her voice far too carefree. 
 
    I decided to ignore her suggestions as I turned back to JP and narrowed my eyes. "I thought you said she was a Coyote?" 
 
    He shook his head, both his hands worryingly running through his hair. "N-No. She is a-a Puma, but s-she has a standing a-alliance with the C-Coyotes." 
 
    I tilted my head to the side as I studied the frail girl underneath Aspen. So this was a Puma? Interesting. I had never seen one before. They were supposed to live all the way up in the desert. 
 
    "She seems harmless to me." 
 
    "H-Harmless?" JP stuttered, his eyes turning as wide as saucers. 
 
    "I will kill her!" Darren growled as he pressed a knife against her throat. 
 
    "Do it quickly!" Aspen encouraged him as he backed away from her, giving Darren better access to the girl. Cece looked at me with pleading eyes and this time, I tugged on Darren's vest. 
 
    "She is just a little girl. Darren, please stop!" I called out to him, trying to remove the blade. 
 
    "Don't let her fool you. She is the devil herself," Regan added. I threw him an angry look. He was supposed to be the reasonable and reliable one of the group. How could he be okay with them killing off someone like that? 
 
    I gave Darren's arm another yank. "Don't." 
 
    I could feel the muscles flex under his shirt but I wasn't fast enough to react. With a hard shove, he pushed me away, his dark eyes flickering menacingly in his sockets. "I’m going to slice her up real nice. Real nice," he muttered under his breath, as he teased her skin with the tip of his knife. 
 
    "Ashleigh? Will you do something?!" I turned to my mate, begging her to help me. I tried to catch her eye, but she was stubbornly staring into the ground, unwilling to meet my gaze. "Ashleigh?" I tried again, panic rising in my chest as even my own mate wouldn't back me up. This couldn't really be happening, right? They weren't seriously going to kill this girl right in front of my eyes, wouldn't they? They wouldn't... 
 
    But as I saw the murderous look on Darren's face, the disgust on JP's and the approval on Aspen's, I suddenly realised that this group wasn't nearly as cheery or as warm as they let on. 
 
    A chill ran over my entire body as even the cheery Danny didn't object or the voice or reason, Regan, seemed to agree with the general consensus of the group. 
 
    Their intent was clear. I could feel it in the air, I could smell it on their bodies. They were here to kill. 
 
    Akira... What did you get yourself into? 
 
    Darren growled menacingly, bearing his teeth at Cece as he traced her neckline with the tip of his knife. He looked like he was ready to plunge the steel into her without a second thought. 
 
    I felt my muscles tense. Was there nothing I could do to help her? Maybe if I... 
 
    It happened in less than the blink of an eye. If you didn't pay close attention, you'd have missed it. One moment, Cece was there. The other, she was gone. 
 
    A loud scream pierced the night. Darren. With his eyes spitting fire and rage visibly surging through his body, he threw his knife into the ground. Right into the spot where only an instant ago, Cece had been. 
 
    "No!" Aspen growled loudly, so angry his Alpha surfaced for a brief moment. For an instant, my breath caught in my throat as my wolf could feel his raw power. Beautiful. 
 
    I suddenly felt two hands on my shoulders and a slender body pressed against my back. 
 
    "There!" Darren barked as he picked up his knife and suddenly pointed it at me. As angry as I had ever seen him, he limped toward me. Where did that limp come from?  
 
    But this was not the moment to wonder about his mobility. The knife threatening me seemed much more pressing, as it was almost literally pressed against me. 
 
    What had happened? Why were they so violent, so angry? Was this really the same Darren that had admired a stray winter flower? 
 
    I wanted to back away from this lunatic that I didn't know but was reminded again of the body pressed against me. I turned my head and was met with a set of yellow eyes. Cece. 
 
    "They want to hurt me, Akira. Don't let them," she whimpered, looking like a scared child. 
 
    Again I turned towards my mate. "Ashleigh! Please?" 
 
    This time, she did look at me and in her eyes, I found a vulnerability and a helplessness I hadn't expected. She looked pained and I could tell from her gaze that she wanted to help me, but couldn't. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    "Kill her." 
 
    Another surge of power flooded over me as I suddenly realised what was going on. Aspen. As a natural born Alpha, he was controlling the group. Controlling their moods, controlling their actions. Controlling them. 
 
    So was this the real power of the Alpha? 
 
    I took another moment to admire Aspen in all his glory. So this was his real face. The man behind the cheeky boy. He was grand, majestic, nothing less than utterly magnificent. And also completely terrifying. 
 
    Nails dug into my skin brought my head back as I was reminded again what was going on. I couldn't give in. To anybody. Not even to Aspen. 
 
    "Aspen," I called out to him, catching his gaze. His amber eyes almost blackened as they bore straight into me, making my wolf jump up in longing. Mate. 
 
    "Please..." I begged, hoping that even if my wolf couldn't get through to Ashleigh, she was strong enough to sway Aspen. 
 
    Another timeless second passed as we just stared at each other. And then a twinkle flickered through his eyes as they lightened up, returning back to the familiar amber hue.  
 
    Darren's arm fell down as he stopped dead in his tracks, no longer approaching or threatening us with his knife. A heavy tension left my body and I could almost feel the group collectively sigh. The Alpha had retreated. 
 
    "Only this once. For you," Aspen growled from behind his gritted teeth. And with those words, he turned on his heels and disappeared into the cave. 
 
    I glanced at the rest of the group, wondering if this was an invitation for Cece... For Chesca, to stay with us. Danny shook her head at me and JP threw me a disappointed look, as they followed their leader into the cave. A lump appeared in my throat as I could feel another kind of tension settle onto the group and I already cursed at myself for bringing Cece here. This wouldn't have happened if I hadn't brought her here... 
 
    But then again, she was already here and if there was one thing I had learned from growing up in my household, was that being shunned was never the answer. That just because people tell you to stay away from someone, that you should. Growing up lonely and exiled had taught me to give people the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    Cece deserved that same right. 
 
    I pointed towards the cave, inviting the Puma in, part of me wondering if they would kill her in her sleep and if she'd even still want to stay with us. I could imagine this wasn't the warmest welcome. 
 
    She flashed a carefree smile at me like she hadn't just been threatened. She had shrugged off the event like people pressed knives against her throat on a daily basis and somehow, I felt that might have been true.  
 
    The girl skipped into the cave, apparently not worried one bit about the murderous intent hanging in the group. I was ready to join her, but then I felt a warm hand on my arm. 
 
    "Be careful. She isn't as innocent as she appears to be." 
 
    I stared at Ashleigh's hand and then at her face. Her blue eyes were piercing into mine with concern, but for some reason, it made anger bubble up in my stomach. I shrugged her hand away, still utterly disappointed she hadn't stuck up for me and without another word, I turned my back towards her. 
 
    If my wolf was strong enough to pull Aspen out of his Alpha state, why hadn't hers reacted the same way? 
 
    I couldn't help but feel a huge wave of disappointment wash over me as I realised being mated wasn't enough. It didn't mean you'd get that instant bond Danny seemed to have with not just Regan, but all three of her lovers. 
 
    It also meant I could choose Aspen. 
 
    But then my wolf stirred and I couldn't help but look at the beautiful woman standing next to me, looking utterly defeated. 
 
    On queue, she met my gaze as her glacier blue eyes pierced into mine. And all thoughts I had about Aspen were washed away with her oceans. 
 
    Why would I choose Aspen if Ashleigh was right here? 
 
    I had heard about the power of the Alpha before. Almost none were born anymore and those who were, almost always immediately grabbed power. A stray Alpha like Aspen was a true rarity and as his mate, I couldn't imagine the pull he had on people. The only thing I knew was that his Alpha was strong enough to challenge the bond with my first mate.  
 
    And with that thought, I suddenly felt almost guilty for being so harsh to her. She wasn't the only one who wavered in the Alpha's presence. My wolf did as well. Every time he unleashed his raw power, my wolf was drawn to him, ready to forget all about Ashleigh. If he had this effect on me, I shouldn't judge her for the pull he had on her wolf. It wasn't fair of me to expect impossible things from her. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh, not liking one bit how my wolf seemed to keep getting pulled back and forth between the twins. They had already made it perfectly clear they wouldn't be sharing me. But the way it was going, I wouldn't be able to be with either of them.  
 
    As long as Ashleigh was around, my wolf would never be able to choose Aspen. But I also realised that with Aspen's Alpha around, he could make me forget about his sister. 
 
    Unless I mated with either of them, they would always tear me and my wolf apart. 
 
    But how to choose? 
 
    I thought about the two twins, marvelling at how uniquely beautiful they both were. Aspen with his muscled chest, his handsome smirk and his witty comments, he certainly was a charmer. 
 
    But then there was Ashleigh. At first glance, she was just as high-tempered as her brother, but the longer I knew her, the clearer it became it was all just a game. The real her was much softer, gentler. Quieter. There was an unrivalled depth to her that made me breathless. Speechless. 
 
    He was wild and loud like the waves of the ocean crashing against the cliffs. She was like a mysterious, undisturbed lake, deep and bottomless.  
 
    Aspen felt like a gust of wind, an unexpected tornado with limitless reserves of energy. Powerful. Destructive. Frightening. He was, in every way, the storm.  
 
    Ashleigh was his opposite. She wasn't destructive or aggressive. Not really. She was the protector, the care giver. She was the mountain braving any kind of weather, bowing to no one, no matter how loud the wind howled or how relentlessly the rain threatened. She would shield me from the storm.  
 
    Aspen or Ashleigh. 
 
    What did I need? Who did I want? 
 
    I peered deep into the cave, catching the frown on Aspen's face. It made him look dark, angry and freakishly handsome. Then I directed my gaze towards the forest, gazing at Ashleigh. The wind was playing with her curls and the saddened look in her eyes made me ache. She looked so hurt, so disappointed, all I wanted to do was comfort her. 
 
    Aspen was exciting. Ashleigh was grounded. He could make me feel high on life. She would make me feel safe. Cared for. Loved. She could be the home I had never had. She would be. 
 
    Ashleigh... Of course, Ashleigh. 
 
    "I'll be in in a second, okay?" I told Cece, knowing I couldn't leave things like this with Ashleigh. The young girl happily nodded and skipped inside, unfazed by the killer mood hanging in the air. 
 
    I took a deep breath and gathered myself, ready to face my mate.  
 
    "Hey..." I softly whispered into the night, drawing her attention. 
 
    "Hi..." she muttered back, a sad smile playing around her cherry red lips. 
 
    "You, umm... You okay?" 
 
    Ashleigh tilted her head. "Ehmm... I'm not sure..." she slowly said, her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    I placed a hand on her lower arm, sparks shooting through my body. Yes, definitely Ashleigh. 
 
    "I'm sorry..." I apologised, earning a surprised look. 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "For being so harsh... For expecting too much from you?"  
 
    She briefly smiled, but it never reached her eyes. "I don't understand why I couldn't do a thing... I should've been able to..." she muttered, disappointment clear in her voice. 
 
    "It's okay..." 
 
    "Is it? What if next time you're the one in danger and I can't help you?" she growled, her hands balling into fists. As if it hadn't been clear before, she was probably beating herself up over this. Nothing I said would've made her feel worse than she already felt. 
 
    Just knowing that, knowing she thought she had let me down, filled my chest with a warmth I hadn't felt before. 
 
    She cared. She genuinely cared. She barely knew me, but it didn't matter. She wasn't torn between two people, scaling qualities, gauging who was the better fit. For her, I was the one and only. I had always been. I knew I was.  
 
    I recalled how she always stared at me, always lingering in the background, one eye on me, on eye on her own task. How she was always watching out for me, making sure I was okay.  
 
    Why hadn't I realised that before? Before all this, before my disapproving look... 
 
    She was the one. My mate. Of course, it was her.  
 
    And as this realisation flashed through me, another thought quickly followed. Now that I knew she was the only one I truly wanted, I couldn't screw it up. And that thought, it terrified me. 
 
    Before, I had the luxury of two people wanting me and me wanting two people. If it went wrong with one of them, I could just gravitate to the other. Like a real coward. 
 
    But I didn't want to be a coward anymore. I wanted to do this right. I wanted to be the mate that Ashleigh deserved. And I would prove I was just as perfect for her as she was for me. 
 
    Ashleigh. Of course, Ashleigh. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    I placed both my hands on top of hers, gently pushing them open as I intertwined my fingers with hers. "If I were in danger, you'd come through." 
 
    "What if I won't?" 
 
    "You will." 
 
    She snorted sarcastically, pulling her hands out of mine. Ouch, that stung. 
 
    "You're probably better off with Aspen," she scoffed, her head turning to the side as she refused to meet my gaze. 
 
    Hell no. Just when I had made up my mind and decided to go hundred percent for her, she was wavering? I wouldn't let her. 
 
    I grabbed her hands again, refusing to let her give into the doubt. 
 
    "Look at me." 
 
    Ashleigh pretended like she couldn't hear me, so I gently squeezed her hands. "Look at me," I asked again, my voice much softer. 
 
    Slowly, she turned her head, finally meeting my gaze. Her beautiful blues that were usually filled with sparks, were now brimming with sadness. Disappointment, regret, and guilt were all swirling around in them and just looking at her, made me ache for her.  
 
    Knowing I could be so affected by her emotions by just staring into her eyes, I knew I had chosen right.  
 
    Mate. 
 
    "I want you," I spoke, my voice surprisingly strong and unwavering. With Aspen deep inside the cave, things were all so much clearer. How had I been so confused before? 
 
    Ashleigh stared back at me, studying my expression, probably searching for any hesitation. When she couldn't find any, she asked in a small voice: "Why me?" 
 
    “You’re my mate," I said, quite surprised. Why not her? 
 
    "So is he," she argued, her face falling at the thought of me being with her brother. 
 
    "I don't want him." 
 
    "Then you’re the first," she bitterly spat out as her gaze fell back to the ground. 
 
    "What is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    She chuckled, but nothing about it sounded cheerful. "I was born thirteen minutes after my brother. Thirteen minutes was all it took for him to have a headstart on me for life." 
 
    I silently waited for her to elaborate, not wanting to ruin the moment. 
 
    "My family has had a one-child policy for as far back as we go. There have never been twins in any of our lines before. I wasn't wanted." 
 
    Ashleigh bit her lip as her eyes glazed over. "My parents loved me, of course, they did. They always tried to treat me the same way. And don't get me wrong, I love my brother. I love him to bits. He was always the one sticking up for me, trying to make me feel equal." 
 
    Another silence befell us. I patiently stared at her, knowing this wasn't the end of the story. But when she kept quiet, I tried to catch her gaze again. 
 
    "But?" I asked, gently encouraging her to keep going. 
 
    "But... Besides being the first-born, Aspen is an Alpha as well... As much as he loathes having that kind of power, he can't control it. Not well. Not always. And I can't blame him for it. He is first, he will always be first." 
 
    I frowned my brows as I hadn't realised how insecure Ashleigh felt about her relationship with her brother. Whenever they fought or bickered, it always seemed like she had the upper hand. 
 
    She snorted, briefly shaking her head. "I have worked my whole life to be better than him. Faster, smarter, stronger. When he is just Aspen, my brother, I am. But when it comes to Alpha Aspen, I will never measure up," she sadly said, like she had read my mind. "This is why he is so aloof and relaxed. He knows he doesn't have to try. Whereas me..." 
 
    “You’re you," I quipped in, taking a step closer to her. "And you’re the one I want." 
 
    "How can you be sure?"  
 
    I placed her hand on my chest, as I drew my wolf to the surface. 
 
    Mine. She growled possessively, immediately connecting to the black wolf inside Ashleigh. The dark-haired woman audibly swallowed, before meeting my gaze. 
 
    "Thank you," she softly murmured, the corner of her lip tugging up in what was her first real smile since we started our conversation. 
 
    "Anytime," I breathed, the world stopping as she pushed a stray lock of hair from my face. 
 
    "Do you know how beautiful you’re?" Ashleigh whispered, making my cheeks heat up. Only she would think so. 
 
    "Please, you’re the beautiful one here," I smiled back, loving how her eyes lit up. She chuckled briefly, shaking her head in amusement. And as she did, I was suddenly surrounded by the scent of wild strawberries. My favourite. 
 
    I bit my bottom lip, trying to contain the smile threatening to break out on my face.  
 
    "You really are something else," my dark-haired mate grinned, her thumb still caressing my cheek. 
 
    A shadow fell over my face. It took me a second to realise Ashleigh was the one casting it. She was bringing herself closer to me, her lips inching closer and closer. 
 
    Was this it? Was she going to kiss me? 
 
    I hastily wettened my lips, a nervous jolt jumping through my body. Would we be alone long enough for us to finally? How would it feel like? Was nobody going to interrupt us? No jealous Aspen, no nosey Danny? 
 
    Before any more thoughts could run wild through my head, Ashleigh's warm lips found mine. 
 
    I stopped. The world stopped. 
 
    My wolf exploded in happiness as she rampaged through my chest together with her mate, both howling as they ran after each other. 
 
    Ashleigh's soft lips moved against my own, warm, gentle, moist. She did taste like a combination of cherries and wild strawberries and I couldn't help but sigh against her. 
 
    How had I managed to go so long without kissing her? 
 
    As she nipped at my bottom lip, a shiver shot up my spine as I could feel myself slowly unravel. Perfectly unravel into her.  
 
    Of course, Ashleigh. How had I ever had any doubts about that? 
 
    Her thumb stroked my cheek once more, before she pulled away, leaving me hopelessly wanting more. She let her forehead rest against mine and for a moment, we just breathed. We breathed each other. And we stood still, in the midst of a silent world. Just her. Just me. Just us.  
 
    She was the first who broke the silence. "We should go inside," she murmured, her voice almost disappointed.  
 
    I nodded in agreement suddenly noticing how cold my limbs had grown. How long had we been standing here? 
 
    With a new-found certainty, we strutted inside the cave, my pinky brushing over the back of her hand. But with every step I took, with every step closer to Aspen, I could feel my resolve waver.  
 
    And I couldn't stop it. I wanted to stop it, but I couldn't. As I approached Aspen and was hit with the residue of his Alpha, my wolf grew more and more hesitant. 
 
    And I loathed it.   
 
    I didn't want to feel this way. I wanted Ashleigh. Only Ashleigh. But Aspen... He called out to me, to my wolf.  
 
    Why did I feel this way? Why couldn't I stop it? Did I want to stop it? 
 
    I threw a helpless look at Ashleigh, hoping she could help me but was just met with a saddened smile. 
 
    "It's okay. That is just how it is," she soberly shrugged, like she hadn't expected anything else. 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, to tell her it wasn't like this, but she had already added herself back to rest who were all getting ready for bed. Like nothing had happened between us, she casually asked Regan how he was feeling, almost deliberately ignoring me. 
 
    So much for making my mate feel reassured... 
 
    I sat down on my furs and listened to the all too familiar whining from my wolf as she tried to decide between Aspen and Ashleigh. So much for our kiss. Stupid wolf. 
 
    I wanted Ashleigh. Why wouldn't my wolf listen to me? I groaned as I let myself fall down in my "bed". Couldn't this night just end? As soon as I hit my furs, I realised just how tired I was. Had all this really happened in one day? 
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    Chapter 10. A nightmare 
 
      
 
    Completely ready to escape all the turmoil, I happily closed my eyes, ready for sleep. I had almost forgotten about everything that had happened, until I was pulled out of my slumber by a whisper. 
 
    "Hey, pssst, Akira." 
 
    My eyes fluttered open as I stared at Cece. "What?" 
 
    "I’m bored, can we play?" 
 
    I shook my head. I was too tired to play. "It's time to sleep..." 
 
    "But I’m not tired," she pouted, her yellow eyes shimmering innocently. Of course, she wasn't tired, freaking cat. 
 
    "Try to sleep, we can play games tomorrow..."  
 
    "Shhhh, we are all trying to sleep here!" Danny suddenly growled from her corner, her voice a tad lower than usual.  
 
    As if she couldn't even hear the redhead, Cece happily babbled on. "What do you guys do for fun?" 
 
    I groaned as I pressed my eyes shut. I was tired, it had been a long, stressful day. I couldn't believe how long of a day it actually had been. I just wanted to sleep. "Can we not talk tomorrow?" 
 
    "Yeah, be quiet," Darren chimed in and I seriously suspected he was looking for a rock to throw at the Puma. 
 
    "So, where are you going, Akira?" Cece inquired, totally ignoring all the glaring eyes prickling in her back. It was like she couldn't even feel them. 
 
    I groaned, deciding I didn't have the energy to keep debating with her. Answering her questions was probably easier. "East," I muttered vaguely, hoping it would shut her up. 
 
    "The East? You don't happen to be heading towards Coyote Country, are you?"  
 
    A collective groan was heard as if the whole group just knew what the next question was. 
 
    "I can guide you if you want. I know how to get there," Cece happily chirped in, as she twirled her long hairs around her fingers. She seemed totally oblivious to the angry snarls she was receiving from Darren and I wasn't sure if she was just pretending to piss him off even more. 
 
    "Of course you do, you traitor..." I heard Danny mutter under her breath, but loud enough that everyone could hear it. She tended to do that a lot, now that I thought about it. 
 
    "What? Coyotes like me," the Puma innocently smiled, looking far too happy with the bow she made from her own hair. 
 
    "Can we just stop the bickering and go to sleep? If not for me, then for Regan. He needs rest." I proposed, a heavy sigh escaping from my lips. I really wasn't in the mood for more fighting.  
 
    "Sure. But am sleeping with my knife under my pillow."  
 
    Darren's grumble was followed with a snort.  
 
    "You always sleep with your knife under your pillow. Am surprised Danny hasn't gotten jealous yet," Aspen mocked, earning him a growl. 
 
    “You’re the one that made the call to keep her alive. And now she is sleeping in our cave. Excuse me for being a little bit sceptical," he sarcastically called back, as he angrily threw a little rock against the wall. 
 
    "Watch your tone." 
 
    "You watch it." 
 
    "Guys!" Danny called out, knuckling Darren over his head. "This is not the time, nor the place." 
 
    I threw the redhead a grateful look and mouthed a quick thank you. She was right. The tension definitely was running high, even for this group. 
 
    With a grumble, Darren demonstratively placed the knife under his head, while Aspen let himself fall down next to me.  
 
    Somehow there was an unspoken agreement that we slept in two piles of people. Danny and her men and me with my... Twins... Yeah, go me. Hurray. Totally not awkward. 
 
    I briefly feared Ashleigh wouldn't join me tonight, not after how my wolf had turned on her. A sigh of relief escaped from my lips as she seemed to be done thinking and let herself fall down on my other side. 
 
    Danny kissed her three men good night and my wolf briefly wondered if I wouldn't be able to get a situation like that going. Maybe my wolf wouldn't mind after all... Maybe... 
 
    As I felt my eyes grow heavy and my mind fuzzy, I pondered it over one more time. Maybe... 
 
    Maybe one day... 
 
    Maybe... 
 
    One day... 
 
    Maybe... 
 
    I felt two soft hands glide over my thighs, gently, like they were almost afraid to touch me. They were followed by a breath that sent shivers down my spine and goosebumps to my skin. I felt the hot air travel up my legs and I sucked in my own in anticipation. I pressed my eyes shut, not daring to move one inch. Just a little bit more... 
 
    But right before the mouth reached my core, a second set of hands touched my legs. 
 
    What? 
 
    My eyes shot open as I bounced up.  
 
    "Why do you get to touch her first?" Aspen's voice reached my ears before I could make out the scenario in front of me. 
 
    The twins were both sitting on either side of me, each with one hand on my thighs. 
 
    "I’m her first mate, aren't I? I get first dibs," Ashleigh argued, as she slapped her brother's hand away. 
 
    "No fair, I got here first." 
 
    "Only because I let you." 
 
    "Please, you couldn't catch up with me even if I hopped on one leg." 
 
    "I could take you down with one hand behind my back." 
 
    "I could satisfy Akira with one hand behind my back." 
 
    Ashleigh snorted loudly as she pulled one of my legs towards her. "I doubt you could satisfy her, even if you had both your hands at your disposal." 
 
    Aspen tugged on my other leg. "I don't even need my hands to have her trembling underneath me." 
 
    Another snort left Ashleigh's lips. With another tug, she pulled her leg closer to her again. "Trembling in disgust, perhaps." 
 
    "Guys..." I tried to interject, but my words got lost in between their bickering. 
 
    I felt another tug. This time it was Aspen again. "No, trembling from all the pleasure." 
 
    "Guys?" 
 
    Ashleigh pulled again on my one leg, her usually beautiful smile turned into an angry snarl. "Get your hands off of her!" 
 
    "You first!" Aspen countered as he yanked my other leg towards him. 
 
    "Let go of her!" Ashleigh yelled, her nails digging deep into my skin as she grabbed hold of the leg on her side. 
 
    "Never!" Aspen growled back, his hands engulfing my thigh as he yanked just as hard. 
 
    Without any warning, the twins suddenly tore my legs open, my skin splitting as needles of pain jabbed deep into my body. "AAAAAH!" 
 
    With a loud gasp, I shot up from my bed. Well... My spot of ground. I felt beads of sweat dripping from my forehead as my heart was almost pounding out of my chest. I buried my fists deep into my sockets as I tried to rub the sleep out of them. 
 
    It was just a dream, Akira... Just a dream... 
 
    I looked at the two bodies curled up on either side of me and felt my heartbeat slow down as both the siblings were soundly asleep.  
 
    Just a dream... But that was a hard no to sharing... 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    I turned my head towards the direction of the whisper. I gave my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness as I tried to identify the voice. Danny or Cece? 
 
    "You were groaning loudly. Are you alright?" 
 
    Cece... Definitely Cece. Danny always slept like a rock. And I could hear the soft snoring that had become almost familiar and soothing. 
 
    "Yes... Just a nightmare..." I whispered back, as I let myself fall down on my furs. Just a dream... 
 
    "Want to catch some fresh air?" Cece softly proposed and from the muffled sounds, I could hear she was already getting up. 
 
    "Sure..." I muttered, pushing my furs away as I slid away from the cuddly twins. Getting out from their embrace was probably not a bad thing. 
 
    The air outside was cool and refreshing on my skin. The full moon gave the trees a long, dark shadow that would've scared me if I hadn't grown up at the border of a forest. 
 
    "Do you want to talk about it?"  
 
    I turned around as Cece emerged from the cave, her long hairs shimmering in the moonlight. She was wearing a slightly skimpy dress that barely covered up her chest. Not that I noticed. 
 
    I shook my head, loving the cold wind grazing over my bare skin and blowing through my legs and arms. It almost washed away the memory of hard fingers and nails digging into them. Even though it has been a dream, I could swear I felt the marks they had left behind. 
 
    "Full moons are always bad news," Cece muttered from behind me, suddenly standing surprisingly close to me. Her one hand gently touched my hip, while the other snaked around my waist.  
 
    A little alarm bell should've gone off in the back of my head, but for some reason, the sound barely registered. 
 
    "Are you hurting?" the Puma whispered in my ear, her hand gliding from my stomach down to my thighs. 
 
    I knew I should've said no, but I could feel my head shake yes.  
 
    "Want me to make you feel all better?" Cece purred, her fingers pulling the fabric away as they grazed over my bare skin. 
 
    This time, the alarm was loud enough. I knew this was wrong. I needed to stop her. I didn't want this. 
 
    But even with that thought in my head, I barely managed to move my pinky. I was frozen. Frozen to the spot. All the while, Cece's fingertips gently ran over the soft skin of my inner thigh, her breath hot on my neck. 
 
    "Relax... This won't hurt... Much." 
 
    Stop. 
 
    "You might even enjoy this, Akira." 
 
    Ashleigh...  
 
    "Who knew you were so easy to manipulate?" 
 
    Aspen...  
 
    "Helping out strangers, tsk tsk tsk, not the smartest thing. Didn't your parents teach you better?" 
 
    Help. 
 
    She let out a hoarse, breathy chuckle that despite everything, sent a twinge down to my core. What was happening to me? 
 
    "Oh wait, silly me. Your parents didn't teach you anything. They didn't want you," Cece darkly grinned, her tongue toying with my earlobe. 
 
    I could feel her soft hand slip between my thighs. She was so close to touching my core. And I should be stopping her. But I didn't want to... It felt so nice... So soft. I wanted her to touch me. I wanted her to... Stop... I should stop her. But maybe just a little... No... I... Stop...  
 
    ... Ash. 
 
    A loud howl echoed out of the cave and then suddenly everything happened in a flash. A whirlwind of black fur shot before my eyes as I felt my body snap out of the spell I had been under. A high-pitched scream filled the cold winter's night but was quickly drowned out by the loud growls and snarls from wolf attacking her. 
 
    Ashleigh. 
 
    She came. She came for me. 
 
    By the time I managed to turn my body and look at the fight happening in front of me, the Puma was clawing furiously at my mate, while the black wolf was angrily biting down on the girl. Both Cece and Ashleigh were covered in blood, but I couldn't tell whose it was. They were both so badly wounded, I wasn't sure if that could've happened in what I thought was only ten seconds. How long had I just been standing here? Why was my body so sluggish?  
 
    Come on, Akira. Move. Move! 
 
    I dug deep into myself, panic arising when I felt my empty chest. What was this? Where was my wolf? She was always here. She had been here for as long as I could remember. Where was she? 
 
    Where was my wolf? 
 
    I felt around again, panic crashing over me like the waves of the untamed ocean. Why was my chest empty? Where was my wolf? 
 
    No, this couldn't be... This couldn't be right. This couldn't be true either. How could she be gone? Could Cece...? 
 
    Mate. 
 
    As if someone suddenly turned all the sound of the world back on, the real noises of Ashleigh's fight suddenly attacked my eardrums. An ice-cold howl froze the blood running through my veins as I saw the blood pouring out of her side. 
 
    Ashleigh. 
 
    The black wolf bared her teeth and as the moonlight reflected on her razor sharp canine teeth, suddenly everything moved in slow motion. I trailed Ashleigh's deranged look in her eyes and ended on Cece's bare neck. I suddenly felt myself move like I still wasn't in control of my body. 
 
    My arms snaked around the warm pelt of the wolf and with a strength that wasn't my own, I pulled Ashleigh off of Cece. 
 
    She snarled and howled as she knew well enough I had just ruined her kill. But I didn't care. As much as I was disgusted and shocked by Cece, I couldn't let my mate taint her soul by killing someone, even if it was to protect me. Especially not to protect me. 
 
    "Ash, please calm down!" I called out to the wolf thrashing in my arms, her blood hot as it splattered against my cold skin. 
 
    Right in front of our eyes, Cece jumped up on all fours as her eyes had turned into slits. She hissed loudly as she circled us, waiting for the perfect moment to attack the wounded wolf. The dress that barely covered anything up before the fight, was now torn to shreds. Blood was pouring out of a gash on her chest as it drew red lines on the forest floor.  
 
    The sound of multiple running footsteps found my ears and without even having to look, I knew the rest of the group had come to my aid. 
 
    They were here so suddenly, Cece didn't have time to flee. I didn't even have time to wonder who would reach me first, as the second wolf this evening flashed in front of my eyes. 
 
    Aspen. 
 
    A loud howl and a cry mixed in the night as more blood splattered over me. This time the blood was Chesca's. Aspen had torn out her throat without the slightest hint of hesitation. 
 
    As the coppery smell of her blood finally seemed to hit my nose, I felt my stomach churn as I stared at the lifeless body in front of me. His kill had been so swift and efficient, she wasn't even twitching anymore. 
 
    She was gone. Dead. Cece was dead. Aspen killed her. 
 
    This time, my stomach did more than churn as for the third time, bodily fluids splattered against my skin. Bile. My own bile. 
 
    Aspen killed Cece. 
 
    I tried to catch my breath, but that one thought kept running through my head. Even if it was to protect me, he had just killed someone.  
 
    I caught his dark eyes and as they bore deep into mine, I remembered seeing the same darkness the night before when he had attacked Chesca for the first time. And as that moment replayed in my mind, a thought crept up on me that I couldn't seem to shake. 
 
    What if it wasn't just to protect me...? 
 
    "She had it coming," Regan muttered, his words almost lost in the eery wind blowing through the group of people. 
 
    The blood still fresh on the cold ground, the smell of his kill wafting through the night. I felt goosebumps on every inch of my skin as I stared in front of me. The wolf had disappeared and a man was standing in his stead. A man I hardly recognised.  
 
    Aspen's hands were balled into hard fists, veins popping from his arms. His breathing hard and shallow, like he had just run a marathon. Sweat was dripping from his forehead to his cheeks, where it mixed with the splatters of blood. His hair was wild, his body tense, his eyes deranged. 
 
    This was not the man I knew. 
 
    I felt myself crawl back, mostly out of fear. Two soft arms wrapped themselves around my torso and a chin rested on my shoulder. A soothing voice murmured in my ear. "I'm here... Don't freak out." 
 
    Ashleigh. 
 
    She almost must've shifted back. I hadn't even heard it. Cece's last scream blocked it all out. 
 
    I stared appalled at the lifeless body in front of me, the last of her blood gushing out of her mangled throat. Another wave of nausea hit me as I saw her dead eyes glazed over and without meaning too, I puked again. 
 
    I had never seen a dead person like this. 
 
    No, that wasn't right. I had seen dead people before. At funerals, in suits and coffins. I had never seen a person killed before.  
 
    I stared back at Aspen. His teeth were grit and the hard lines on his face had completely wiped away his young and carefree look. He was every bit as terrifying as you'd expect an outraged Alpha to be. 
 
    Danny carefully broke the invisible circle we had all made and briefly touched his shoulder. Like she was zapped by electricity, she yanked her hand back and took a couple of steps back.  
 
    She turned towards all of us, a saddened look on her face as she gently shook her head.  
 
    I looked at the rest of the group, only now truly registering there were more people here than Cece, me and Aspen. 
 
    Danny's reaction was clear. Compassion. But I wasn't sure for whom. Regan's face was emotionless. I couldn't tell if he was disgusted, or appalled, or even happy or proud. Darren's face was equally as hard to read, but he couldn't hide what was in his eyes. They looked empty, but behind the glaze, I saw a shimmer. He was relieved. I turned to JP and was almost glad when I saw how shocked he was. At least one of them felt the same as I did. 
 
    Ashleigh's embrace had turned into a gentle caress, but as comforting as she felt, I didn't dare look back, afraid of what I would find in her eyes. I had already lost one twin tonight, I didn't want to lose another. 
 
    I looked back at the man standing in a pool of blood. He was almost frozen to the spot, blood trickling down his arms as it fell in drops from his fingers. The wind blowing through his hair was the only thing convincing me he hadn't turned to stone. 
 
    A voice caught my attention. Danny. 
 
    "Help him. Please." 
 
    She must've seen the confusion in my eyes as she nudged towards Aspen. "He'll lose himself. Please, help him." 
 
    "H..." My voice wasn't working. How do you talk?  
 
    I cleared my throat, drawing in a breath of cold air. "H-How?" I managed to stutter. 
 
    "Pull him out of his trance. You’re his mate, you should be able to do it." 
 
    "I..." 
 
    She impatiently cut me off. "There is no time to explain, please. The wolf will take him. You need to get up and snap him out of it." 
 
    Not caring what I would find in Ashleigh's eyes, I finally dared to turn around and meet her gaze. To my relief, her piercing blues were unchanged and with a reassuring nod, she gently helped me up. 
 
    "You can do it," she gloomily whispered in my ear, nudging me towards her brother.  
 
    I felt the whole group's eyes on me as an unknown kind of desperation hung in the air. What if I couldn't help Aspen? 
 
    What would happen to him? 
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    Chapter 11. On the road again 
 
      
 
    I felt everyone's eyes on me as an unknown kind of desperation hung in the air. My legs trembled as I stood up. I was shocked, utterly shocked. So shocked I didn't have any snarky comments left. 
 
    Did this really happen? Had he really killed Cece in front of my nose? Was this truly Aspen? Was this the reason why he kept his Alpha locked up? 
 
    I stretched out my hand, willing it not to shake as I grazed my fingers over his shoulder blade. He was hot. Sizzling hot.  
 
    "Aspen?" I tried, hoping my voice might pull him out of the trance. No reaction. I hesitantly glanced at Danny and Ashleigh, silently asking them what I should do. 
 
    They were both begging me with their eyes and while I wasn't exactly sure what Aspen needed saving from, somehow they both seemed to believe I was the only one who could do it. 
 
    Not wanting to disappoint them or able to watch Aspen suffer any longer, I circled his body, my fingers gently grazing over his skin. He was truly burning up like a fever had broken out and had taken a hold of him. 
 
    As I was standing in front of him, I tried looking into his eyes. That had worked before, maybe it would help this time. 
 
    The darkness I found in them left my mouth dry. It was as if all of their original colour had gone. There wasn't a speck of amber left and honestly, it scared me. Where did my Aspen go? 
 
    I carefully placed both palms of my hands on his biceps, hoping it would at least help his muscles relax. He was so tensed, he reminded me of a fully flexed bow on the verge of snapping. I didn't want him to snap. I didn't want him to break. 
 
    "Aspen... Can you hear me?" 
 
    No answer. Just darkness... 
 
    I closed my eyes, reached into my chest for the whimpering wolf and drew her to the surface. I hoped she would connect to Aspen's wolf, that somehow, she would manage to snap him out of this state. 
 
    Reluctantly, she left my chest and travelled to where Aspen's body connected with mine. I held my breath, scared of what she might find or what I might invite into myself. With a careful bark, she called out to his wolf and as she did, I felt something stir inside him. 
 
    I felt a smile break through on my face. It was working! Something inside him was reacting to my wolf. But my joy was quickly replaced by fear as a cold shiver ran down my spine. 
 
    There was something rising to the surface, but it was wild and untamed, something utterly dark and terrifying. The same thing that was keeping Aspen in his grip. And it wasn't his wolf. Panicked, I yanked my hands back from his body, only barely escaping the Alpha that had answered my wolf's call.  
 
    "I..." I stuttered as I threw a helpless look at the rest of the group. Only then, I realised I was out of breath, how I'd started to burn up. I felt desperation surge through my being; Aspen was too far gone. I couldn't help him. This was way beyond my expertise. I couldn't fight this Alpha, not on my own. I couldn't do anything. 
 
    More panic started to rise up from my stomach and tears threatened to spill from my eyes. Was I really this useless? Would we lose Aspen simply because I was a failure? 
 
    Had my family always been right? Was I nothing special, nothing more than just ordinary? Was I... 
 
    The scent of wild strawberries wrapped itself around me, slowly pushing all my fears and insecurities back down. A warm body pressed itself against my back, dark curls falling on my shoulder. 
 
    "I’m here with you," Ashleigh whispered in my ear as she let her hands glide from my shoulders to my hands. "I'll help you." 
 
    I could feel myself relax under her touch and without even having to ask, my wolf ran towards hers, seeking the same kind of protection and reassurance as I was. 
 
    "One more time?" she asked, embracing me with her whole body. A certain, new kind of safety flooded over me. I could do this. With her here, I could do this. I silently nodded, bringing my hands back to Aspen's body. Instead of reaching for his biceps, I pressed my palms against his chest. 
 
    His skin was even hotter than before and I was briefly worried they'd hurt my hands. But Ashleigh placed her own palms on top of my hands, cold like the water from a brook, immediately cooling me down. I wouldn't get burned. She wouldn't let it happen. 
 
    I closed my eyes and called for my wolf again. This time, I didn't need to dig deep. She was already there, running around at the surface, and came at my beckoning. But this time, she wasn't alone.  
 
    Ashleigh's black wolf ran through my chest as she ran by my wolf's side, accompanying her faithfully, like they had always belonged together. 
 
    With her support, I called out to Aspen once more, hoping I would be able to reach through his Alpha and find the wolf within. 
 
    Just like before, something raw and powerful surfaced that felt much more vile and menacing than before the whole ordeal with Cece. Like the kill had corrupted him somehow. 
 
    I flinched as I felt the power of the Alpha surge through my body and only now understood how the rest of the group must feel under his command. This Alpha wouldn't take no for an answer, wouldn't accept anything but submission. He wouldn't bow for anything or anyone.  
 
    But he had bent for me. For his mate, even if I was only his second. This Alpha wasn't my enemy. 
 
    With the strength and confidence that Ashleigh's wolf gave me, I reached out into Aspen. Ignoring the incredible pull I felt, I dug around inside him, calling out to his wolf. He had to be around here somewhere. 
 
    The Alpha hovered over me, his breath hot on my neck. He almost seemed unsure whether he should devour me or mate me. Using his confusion to my advantage, I travelled deeper into Aspen.  
 
    Where was he...? 
 
    There! In the darkest corner of his heart, I found a trembling heap of wolf curled up into a ball. Aspen. 
 
    I gently nudged the frightened animal, making him jump up in shock. Amber coloured eyes shot open and suddenly everything happened in a flash. 
 
    With a growl, Aspen's wolf shot into action. It howled loudly and as it did, I could feel the Alpha's grip slip. Before I knew it, I was thrown out of his chest and the man in front of me snapped back to life, his eyes amber-coloured once more. 
 
    He was back. 
 
    Instead of the Alpha's hot breath, I felt Ashleigh's sigh of relief tickle the sensitive skin on the back of my neck. The electricity and tension hanging in the air disappeared as Aspen relaxed. 
 
    "Em?" he whispered, sweat trickling down his face. 
 
    "No, it's me.... Akira?"  
 
    The haze in his eyes disappeared and as it did, Aspen finally returned to this world. He quickly wiped the beads of sweat and blood from his face, looked at them in utter confusion, until he saw the bloody remains of Chesca on the ground. 
 
    His jaw clenched and for a moment, it looked like he was going to speak. But as he ground his teeth down, he tore his eyes away from mine and turned on his heels. Without another word, he disappeared into the cave, leaving the rest of us standing around in the cold winter's night. 
 
    I let out the breath I hadn't realised I was holding and leaned back into Ashleigh, wordlessly asking for her support. She wrapped her bare arms around me and rested her chin on my shoulder.  
 
    "Thank you," she breathed in my ear as I could feel her heartbeat slowing down. It was only then, that I was reminded that her wolf was still roaming around in my chest. She must've seen everything I witnessed and felt everything I did.  
 
    I turned around in her embrace, her hands loosely resting on my hips. Gently, she pressed her forehead against mine. "Can you feel it?" 
 
    I nodded, my mouth dry. With Ashleigh so close to me, with our wolves running through our chests like they had never not known each other, everything else disappeared. It felt like they had suddenly been freed, as if with Ashleigh's wolf entering me, she had created whole new lands. I could almost picture my white wolf and her black one running side by side through a meadow. The fight, Chesca, the kill, Aspen, all the blood... She erased it with a single look. One glance and I was lost. Lost in her. 
 
    "Our wolves... They are meant to be," she whispered. "We are meant to be." 
 
    I happily sighed. She was right. This was it. She was it. If only I could find a way to stop my wolf feeling torn, I could have her forever.  
 
    Her hands were cold against my heated up cheeks. "There is so much I want to do with you... But..." 
 
    A desperate sigh escaped from my lips. "Timing..." 
 
    She nodded. "Timing... I need to go take care of my brother. He needs me. And he needs you." 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat. "I know..." 
 
    She tenderly grazed her fingertips over my cheek, let out a heavy sigh that tickled my lips, and somehow tore herself and her wolf away from me. My wolf whimpered in my chest, howling as she was once again, alone. 
 
    The forest suddenly felt a lot scarier now that I was standing in it on my own. Reluctantly, I dragged myself back to the cave and without another word, fell back on my bed. 
 
    I had almost forgotten it was still nighttime. So much had happened, it felt like an eternity had passed. I just wanted to sleep and leave everything about today behind. I had enough.  
 
    My mind was troubled, my body agitated, my sleep restless. My dreams and fears intertwined as nightmare after nightmare crashed over me. Morning couldn't have come sooner but it brought an unpleasant surprise. I awoke in an empty cave.  
 
    For a moment, I panicked. For a split second, the thought they had all abandoned me flashed through my brain. I jumped out of my bedding and almost ran outside.  
 
    They wouldn't... Would they?  
 
    A wave of relief washed over me when I found the group lingering outside the cave. Everyone except Aspen turned to me and smiled. 
 
    "Morning, sleepyhead," Ashleigh yawned as she winked at me. None of them seemed to notice how freaked I was, so I let out a shaky breath and tried to regain my composure. 
 
    "Morning, everyone." I forced my voice to sound casual. "How come you’re all packed up?" 
 
    Regan looked up from his map. "Weather improved. We're moving." 
 
    "I want to get out of this cave," Danny grumbled, as she softly kicked a tree. "I hate the forest, I hate the snow, I hate winter." 
 
    "O-Only two m-more months until spring," JP comforted her with a kiss on her nape, making her melt into him. 
 
    A giant hand squeezed my insides, my stomach clenched. "What did you just say?" 
 
    The two looked at each other and then back at me. "I hate winter?" Danny slowly repeated herself, looking very confused at me.  
 
    "No, what about spring?" 
 
    "Only two more months until spring?" 
 
    "Oh no. Oh no, no, no..." I muttered, softly banging my fists against my temples. Could that be right? Only two months before spring arrived? Had I already lost a whole month? 
 
    How could that be? Did I really lose that much time fawning over Ashleigh? Oh gods, I was so screwed. Two months was nowhere enough to reach the East and get all the way back to my village. At the speed I was travelling, which had been exactly zero miles an hour for the past couple of days, I would be lucky to even reach Coyote Country before winter was over. Never mind the whole trip back. 
 
    "Akira? What's the problem?" 
 
    Five pairs of concerned eyes were all staring at me, the faces of my new friends painted with kindness. They cared. Genuinely cared. Would it be the worst thing in the world to tell them what I was trying to do? Maybe they could help? At this rate, I wouldn't succeed anyway, so what was the harm? 
 
    I cleared my throat. "So, ummm... In my village, wolves can't shift. At least, not without... The Winter Stone. Or as you called it...?"  
 
    "The Wolf's Relic," Ashleigh added thoughtfully. "Go on?" 
 
    "Well, once every seven years, one person can break the chains and free their wolf. And this year, I was supposed to be that person. But then someone stole our Stone and now I'm trying to get it back. Somehow." 
 
    The group exchanged quick glances with each other, and even though I couldn't tune in, I just knew they were telepathically communicating. At least, the ones that were able to. 
 
    "What?" I asked, not particularly enjoying they could have secret conversations without me. 
 
    Danny broke the silence. "Who stole it?" 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. "Probably Coyotes. So - is why I'm on my way to the East..." 
 
    More glances. Damn it, why wouldn't they just speak out loud? 
 
    "Why only every seven years?" Darren suddenly asked, his head tilted to the side. 
 
    "Because... Because. That is just how it is," I stuttered, wondering why it mattered. 
 
    "Yes, but why?"  
 
    "I... Well... Just..." I squinted my eyes as I tried to find a good answer, but realised I was drawing a blank. "I... I don't know why..." I admitted, frowning my eyebrows as I racked my brains, wondering if my grandparents ever told me why. 
 
    "So it is just a random number?" 
 
    "No!" I defensively shouted, earning a weird glance from Darren. I shoved my hands underneath my legs and calmed myself. "I'm sure there is a good reason. I think the Winter Stone only works every seven years. Or something like that. I don't know." 
 
    Damn Darren and his smart questions. 
 
    "So what does that have to do with spring?" Danny asked, looking just as confused as Darren. 
 
    "The Stone only works during the winter. So if I don't get it back to my village before spring arrives, the magic inside won't work anymore and I'll never be able to free my wolf." 
 
    Darren and Danny exchanged glances again. "So... Does the Relic, I mean, Stone, only work back in your village?" 
 
    I scratched the back of my neck. "I guess? I mean, we have a special altar for it and everything." 
 
    "If it only works in your village, why would someone steal it?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Maybe just to mess with us?" 
 
    "I always thought the Relic worked everywhere," Ashleigh chimed in. 
 
    That did make sense. If the Stone was useless outside of our village, why would the Coyotes want it is so badly? I mean, sure, they hated us, but still, that seemed like a lot of effort just to piss us off. But what did it matter? I would never get the Stone back home in time anyway. I had already wasted too much time, caring for Aspen, getting trapped in a cave by a storm, almost getting killed, you know, all those time-consuming things. 
 
    Maybe I should just turn around and go back home. There were almost no young wolves left in our tribe, so the Winter Stone would be useless to us in a couple of years anyway. My whole family already thought I was a disappointment, they wouldn't be surprised to see me crawling back. 
 
    "You're not turning back," Ashleigh suddenly spoke as she rested her hand on my arm. 
 
    "How...?" 
 
    "I know a doubtful person when I see them. You're going to get your Stone." 
 
    A lump appeared in my throat. Why was she so kind? What had I done to deserve such kindness? 
 
    With a crack in my voice, I said: "I'll just have to hurry..."  
 
    I sighed, my head sinking into my chest. If I stopped stalling and just got on with my quest, I might make it on time. And even if I was too late, I could at least bring the Stone back. Or I could get killed by a Coyote and never see my family again. Either option was good. 
 
    At this point, all I could do was pray that somehow I'd make it on time or redeem myself by returning our sacred Stone. 
 
    "I can't afford to stall..." I muttered softly, the words cutting through me like a sharp knife. The dreaded moment had finally come. I needed to say farewell to Ashleigh and Aspen, leave the comfort of their pack, and go my own way. 
 
    "True, it'll be a long road ahead. No time to waste," Darren spoke, the group casually nodding in agreement. Danny was braiding her red hair while Regan was scribbling down notes on his map. Aspen was still brooding in his corner, while JP seemed to be playing a game with sticks by himself. And Ashleigh, Ashleigh just nodded and smiled. 
 
    So that was it? Woah, talk about cold... I mean, I know I hadn't been part of their little group for long, but I thought at least they'd be kind of sad to see me leave. I thought I had really clicked with JP and Danny. I felt like I had even connected with the robust Regan and the playful Darren. But it looked like they weren't too bothered I had to go. That wasn't what I had expected. Not at all. Especially not from Aspen, or Ashleigh. 
 
    How could my mates not care I was going away? 
 
    "So, what now? Hug goodbye?" I asked, forcing my voice to keep the cries inside. I didn't want them to know how painful it was to part ways. They didn't need to know how quickly I had imprinted on all of them. I'd just keep myself strong and weep like a baby once I was out of sight.  
 
    Danny quickly scanned the group. I don't think I was supposed to see her exchange glances with Ashleigh, but it was hard to miss. 
 
    "Goodbye? But we've decided to join you." 
 
    "What?" My mouth fell open in surprise. A happy feeling bubbled up in my gut, but I pushed it back down. This couldn't be real, could it? When did they even decide to join me? 
 
    "Aspen needs you right now and I don't think we'd get Ashleigh away from you either." Danny smiled, pointing at my blushing mate. 
 
    A lump appeared in my throat. "So you guys are coming with me to the East?" 
 
    A heavy arm was slung over my shoulder. "Of course we are. Can't let you have all the fun, can we?" Darren grinned, his eyes twinkling in excitement. 
 
    "And b-besides, who else is g-going to keep the t-twins in check?" JP stuttered, his face beaming happily as he gave me one of his wider smiles.  
 
    "You guys..." My voice cracked and tears welled up. A warmth spread from my gut to the rest of my body as I was filled with a foreign sensation. I'd never had anyone stick with me before and just knowing I wouldn't have to make this journey alone, was enough to make me cry like a baby. 
 
    I threw a grateful glance at Ashleigh, suspecting she was the one who had convinced the group and was met with a warm smile. 
 
    I wouldn't have to split up from my mates. I didn't have to choose between what I wanted to do and what I needed to do. 
 
    "So when are we leaving?" Darren grinned, heaving his satchel on his back, his head tilted to the side. 
 
    "Ummm..." Were they seriously all joining me? Just like that? 
 
    "We're ready to go whenever you’re," Danny added in, buttoning up her jacket.  
 
    "Right behind you," Ashleigh grinned, brushing a stray lock of hair from my shoulder. 
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    Chapter 12. Sharing 
 
      
 
    After days of sheltering, we finally left the cave and were back on the road. Well. There wasn't much road here in the forest. Back on the trail. 
 
    Darren was happily skipping through the forest, at least twenty meters ahead of us. Every now and then, he waved at Danny and showed her a stray flower or a rare plant.  
 
    Aspen seemed to be completely lost in his own thoughts. The only reason his body was moving? Autopilot. He was definitely slipping, but I didn't know what to do or how to help him. I wasn't sure anyone could. 
 
    I nudged Ashleigh, pulling her out of her daydreams and whispered. "Who's Em?"  
 
    I'd been wondering about that name all night and couldn't find any good reason why he'd use Em as a nickname for me. It was obviously someone else. But who? 
 
    Ashleigh bit her lip as she glanced at her brother in front of us. "Em was Aspen's first mate." 
 
    "His first mate?"  
 
    "Yes... It isn't my story to tell, but Aspen lost her a couple of years ago." 
 
    "Oh..." New questions flashed through my mind as I wondered about Aspen's past. Not just Aspen's. The whole group's, actually. They were far too cheery for their age and that usually meant one thing. They had a good reason to be. 
 
    "So... Will he be okay?" 
 
    Ashleigh waggled her head from side to side. "Ehhh, I don't know... He's had moments like this but never this intense..." 
 
    I remembered the dead girl on the ground, threw up a little bit in my mouth and with a hic-up, swallowed it again.  
 
    Hey, I was a lady! I wasn't going to throw up in front of Ashleigh. Again... 
 
    "So that, umm, this... Chesca thing... Is this unusual?" I asked carefully, not sure if I wanted the answer or not. What if I had unintentionally joined a travelling killer Carnival? That was hardly something you add in the letter home. 
 
    I could already imagine the tribe gossiping about it.  
 
    Silly Akira, thinking she could travel all by herself to Coyote Country, got snagged up by a killer circus and was murdered in the Aladwin Forest. But what else was to be expected of such a stupid girl anyway. 
 
    Ashleigh opened her mouth. "We..."  
 
    A long pause. That was never a good sign. Oh fuck, I really had joined a group of madmen. I should've left when I had the chance. 
 
    She scratched the side of her face as she stewed over the right words. Are there right words to tell someone you and your friends went on a killing spree? 
 
    "The life Aspen and I've lived isn't like the one you had in your tribe... It wasn't... Easy. Or Fun. Or you know, all that civilised, for that matter."  
 
    I waited as I gave the dark-haired woman more time to explain what she meant by that. Life in my tribe certainly hadn't been fun or easy, but that didn't mean I went around killing people. Even if said people were crazy Pumas trying to... Actually, what exactly had Cece been trying?  
 
    I suddenly realised she never gave me an explanation for why she had enchanted me. Or how she had done it. If I recalled correctly, Pumas should only have the power of invisibility. They shouldn't be able to enchant or bewitch anyone. So how did she... 
 
    "I need you to understand that the things we've done were necessary evils. I'm not proud of my past, but we did what we had to." 
 
    I swallowed a lump in my throat as I prepared for the worst. "And that's...?" 
 
    "Kill." 
 
    Oh my gods. I wasn't deluded. I really had joined a crazy killer gang. I really was going to die here in the forest. Or worse, they would try and turn me into a killer as well. Akira the killer. Well, if that wasn't just peachy.  
 
    I felt the blood rush through my head as panic spread throughout my body. Aspen, the guy who loved running around naked, was a killer. Danny, the cheery redhead that was always smiling, killer. Darren, the divine cook, killer. Regan, the tall and trustworthy man, killer. JP, the shy man who couldn't utter more than one sentence without stuttering, killer. And Ashleigh, my beautiful mate, my other half, my wolf's guide. Killer. 
 
    The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth as I realised I had bitten my own cheek. This was it. I was doomed. I really was only destined for bad things. My father had been right. 
 
    I forced myself to keep a straight face as I felt something stir inside of me. Even if my wolf was crying for hers, I couldn't be with a killer, could I? 
 
    Why couldn't my mate be a nice boy or girl from my hometown who liked pottery and music? Not two crazy twins on a killing journey. 
 
    "Please let me explain... Our hometown was small. Everyone knew everyone and we were all somehow related to each other. If not directly, indirectly to the Great Wolf. In the beginning, everything was fine. And then the Monoke Clan came." 
 
    I tried to swallow, but my dry mouth wouldn't let me. Was this really a story I needed to know? I had heard stories about Monoke. They were strongly devoted to the Ape spirit and it was rumoured they were possessed by a blood lust. 
 
    "They trampled our village. There is something utterly terrifying about seeing familiar sights disappear into smoke and flames. The store owned by Mrs. Foria where Aspen and I used to get our sweets. The altar where we went to pray. The swingset in our garden. Our parents." 
 
    Oh gods... 
 
    "My mother's screams will haunt me forever and I didn't even love her that much. I remember Aspen putting his hands over my ears, but it didn't help. Not much. My father, my hero, ran blindly into our house, his only thoughts with his dying wife. Neither of them made it out. Aspen and I were only fifteen." 
 
    At this point, I felt so guilty for even asking about it. With every step, Ashleigh was stomping her feet into the ground. Not from fear, but from anger. Rage was coursing through her veins. I could feel it. My wolf could feel it. 
 
    "That day, Aspen and I swore to always protect each other. We swore it next to the ashes of our childhood home and what remained of our parents. And then we ran. We ran for days." 
 
    Ashleigh's eyes were directed towards me, but she wasn't there. She looked right through me as she recalled the horrors of her childhood. 
 
    "We wound up in Danny's hometown. Aspen and I took refuge in an old, abandoned warehouse. It was an adjustment... We were used to soft couches and warm beds, but here we slept under ragged blankets and old linen. We used to have roasted game with an endless array of vegetables and sauces. Now we were lucky if we had a chunk of stale bread to share. It was a miserable time. We were orphaned, homeless, starving. But we had each other." 
 
    I followed her gaze to the cave as I came to understand a little bit more about their bond. 
 
    "We were great at pretending. We fooled this whole new town in believing we were well-adjusted civilians on a trip. Everyone bought it. Except for Danny."  
 
    A faint smile played around Ashleigh's lips. "She called me out on our bullshit two days after we met. She later admitted I had enraged her so much, she had followed me out for revenge and found out where Aspen and I lived." 
 
    A memory flashed through my head of Danny telling me about the hair cutting and I felt my lips curl up. I could imagine how that would piss someone off. 
 
    "Danny is the only daughter of the Orse family. One of the four pure bloodlines that possess the wolf in our country. She sensed the wolf in us and figured out we came from the destroyed town. She offered for us to stay at her mansion, but we declined. We were young and despite everything that had happened, we had far too much pride. Danny never got along well with other people. They envied her for her wolf, her status, her wealth. With us, she could just be Danny. I think it was around the time she met JP as well." 
 
    "What about Regan?" I asked, suddenly remembering he said he used to live next door to the twins. 
 
    Ashleigh bit her lip. "Regan had already left town before Monoke came. He never told us why, but one day he just said goodbye. The next day, he was gone. We didn't see him for another couple of years until we coincidentally ran into him. That was when he laid eyes on Danny and he hasn't left her side ever since." 
 
    "That is sweet." 
 
    She nodded. "It certainly was. Regan was always a bit stiff, so it was nice to see him become more playful after he met Danny." 
 
    I snorted. Regan, playful? We must have different definitions of playful. 
 
    "Things quickly changed. The Monoke had followed us and terrorised our new village. But this time, Aspen and I were no longer helpless children. This time, we were prepared. By the end of the rampage, Em, Danny, JP, and Regan were all living in our club house. We fought the invaders daily, cutting down their numbers one by one. If House Hystericia hadn't shown up when they did, I don't think we would have made it." 
 
    I felt my chest ache as I hadn't realised there were such disputes, no, wars, going on in the world.  
 
    "It was... I don't have the words for it. It is probably a story for another time. Just know we saw some horrible things. Aspen and I were prepared, but Danny, it shocked her. If it wasn't for Regan, she probably wouldn't have made it through. And JP would never have survived if it wasn't for Danny. And Darren, well, he would've been lost for good if he hadn't met all of us. In a way, we all saved each other. I know this might not be what you want to hear, but we are a package deal. It is all of us or none..." Ashleigh stated, her eyes boring deep into mine as to gauge my reaction. "Aspen and I have shared all our lives. I mean, we aren't good at it. We bicker and we fight over everything. But we've always shared. From the smallest toy to our best friends, there is almost nothing we haven't done together." 
 
    I nodded. I already knew this pack was all or nothing. Now if only my wolf could find a way to want both my mates, instead of switching between the two of them, I might be able to make it work with the twins. 
 
    "The thing is..." 
 
    I perked up as I heard her crystal voice suddenly much closer to my ear. 
 
    "This time, I don't want to share. And neither does he," she whispered, her breath hot on my cheek. A shiver ran down my spine as I swallowed a lump in my throat. How was I supposed to react to that? 
 
    "I want you all to myself." 
 
    Ashleigh's piercing blue eyes bore deep into mine, the air around us suddenly crackling with electricity. I could swear I saw the sparks fly. If only we were on our own instead of surrounded by the pack and my other mate, we might just have a chance. 
 
    But with Aspen's Alpha lingering at the surface, my wolf seemed to be unsure of who to follow. Ashleigh's rare black wolf or Aspen's amber coloured eyes. It was an impossible choice. 
 
    I threw a concerned look at the man in front of me. Aspen was quiet. So quiet it was freaking me out. I mean, I get that after you've killed someone you don't throw glitters in the air and fart out unicorn dust, but still. It was spooky. He only seemed half there. 
 
    "So this has happened before? And he'll be alright?" I asked Ashleigh, whose concern was edged into her face. 
 
    She scrunched her nose. "Usually, he becomes gloomy and unresponsive for a couple of days, before returning to his usual self. But I have never seen him like this. It is like..." 
 
    "Like he isn't even there," I finished her sentence, earning me a grateful look. 
 
    She nodded, a sad smile playing around her lips. "Exactly..." 
 
    "Do you need some time alone with him?" I inquired, wondering if it would help Aspen get back to his cheery self. 
 
    Ashleigh shook her head, her dark curls dancing in the wind. "There is nothing I can do to help him... The only thing that might work..." 
 
    I tilted my head to the side, waiting for her to finish her sentence. "Yes?" 
 
    She curtly chuckled, rolling her eyes. "Nothing. Never mind." 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. Why did people always do this? "No, tell me." 
 
    A pained look flashed over Ashleigh's face. "The only thing that might snap him out of it is... Is you." She bit her lip as she seemed torn. "This is what makes it so hard. I want him to get better. I do... But I don't want to share you... Then again, how can I not? He is my brother and I would do anything for him. Or at least, I always thought I would. But now I've met you, I'm not so sure anymore. And that kills me," she confessed, glancing at Aspen who was gazing into the world like it wasn't even there. Like he wasn't there. 
 
    "But what if..." I started, ready to protest her proposal, but as I glanced at Aspen, I realised I would never decline the opportunity to help him. He was surrounded by a melancholy that seemed to separate him from the world, but underneath that shield, I could feel his raw power pulsate. It was still there, right underneath the surface, ready to lash out at any given time. 
 
    He was suffering. For what he did to Chesca, for the things he had done in his past, for the way he had tainted his soul. How could I not help him?  
 
    Ashleigh followed my gaze, smiling. "There are no what ifs... He is my brother and if this is what I need to do, I will do it." 
 
    I felt my breath hitch in my throat. "Do what?" I asked quietly, actually needing to hear her say this. This was not something you'd want to make wrong assumptions about. 
 
    My raven-haired mate gritted her teeth down. "I won't try and keep you away from him. I know you're drawn to him."  
 
    Before, it would have sounded like an accusation. Now it was simply a statement. One I couldn't deny. We both knew it was true. No matter how strong my bond was with Ashleigh, with Aspen's Alpha around, I would always be a little torn. 
 
    Ashleigh sighed, brushing her dark curls away from her face. "Like we've always done, Aspen and I will share..." 
 
    I should have rejoiced after hearing this. This is what I had wanted, no? For the twins to stop fighting over me and for my wolf to find a way to be with both of them. If I didn't have to choose, if I could have them both, how could my wolf not get on board with that?  
 
    But somehow, I only felt dread settle in. This wasn't how it was supposed to happen or the way I had imagined it to go down. This wouldn't make Ashleigh happy. Not really.  
 
    But these were just the cards we were dealt. And we just had to make do. Ashleigh had no choice but to help her twin brother. And I had no choice either. Regardless of how long I had known them both, regardless of who came first or second, they were both my mates. If there was a chance for me to help Aspen, I had to try. For him and for Ashleigh as well. Even as fucked up as our situation was. 
 
    If I could help, I should.  
 
    I turned to Ashleigh, but before I could say another word, the group abruptly came to a halt. So abruptly, I actually ran into JP's back. Losing my footing, I stumbled backwards. A yelp almost escaped my lips, but the hand suddenly clamped over my mouth prevented it. 
 
    "Shhhh... C-Can you hear that?" JP whispered, nudging upward. 
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    Chapter 13. Hills that rumble 
 
      
 
    I peeled his hand away from my face and turned my head. There was a strange rumble coming from over the hill and somehow, I guessed it wasn't a good kind of rumble. 
 
    "Oh no..." Danny groaned, running her hands through her red hair in worry. 
 
    "Not this again," Regan growled, dropping his backpack and cracking his neck. 
 
    I looked around. "What?" I asked, unclear to what was going on. Why did they always know what was going on? Why were they also so coordinated and in sync? It made me feel like the odd man out. Literally. 
 
    "Damn it, they couldn't have chosen a worse time," Ashleigh cursed, facepalming herself. 
 
    "Who are they?" I tried again, angry I was always one step behind. Or you know, at least a couple of steps. I really needed to keep up. I couldn't stay the ignorant, weakest link. 
 
    "C-Coyotes." 
 
    As soon as he said it, I could distinguish the noise from over the hill as the drum of multiple people running and I wanted to slap myself for not recognising the sound. 
 
    Ashleigh placed a hand on my arm, asking for my attention. Not that she didn't always have it. 
 
    "You need to keep Aspen calm," she spoke, urgency clear in her voice. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He barely managed to keep his Alpha under control the last time. If he kills more people, he'll be lost." 
 
    Her blue eyes pierced into mine. This was an important task, why would she trust me with this? 
 
    "I..." I started my protest, racking my brain. Wouldn't JP be more suited to keep him calm? Or even Ashleigh herself? But as I heard the metal zing of blades behind me and saw JP gearing up, I realised he was going to fight as well. I wasn't sure why, but I always assumed he wasn't a fighter. He just seemed more like the brains of the group. But with the determined look in his eyes and the way he swung his arms, I could immediately tell this wasn't his first fight. 
 
    Ashleigh tugged on my arm again. "Please, don't let my brother fight," she begged again, her voice cracking as she asked. 
 
    I nodded. "Okay. I won't." 
 
    A chaste kiss landed on the corner of my lips. "Thank you." 
 
    And with those words, she drew away from me and pulled Danny to her side. I briefly wondered what the two women were discussing, but quickly focused back on the real task at hand. I made a promise to Ashleigh, but how could I possibly keep Aspen in check?  
 
    The last time, my wolf cowered at the sight of his Alpha and I only barely succeeded with Ashleigh's help. Now I was supposed to do it alone? 
 
    "Ever been in a fight before?" Darren suddenly asked, twirling his dagger in front of my nose. 
 
    I shook my head. Not really no. Unless getting miserably beaten up by your brothers and sisters counts as a fight. 
 
    "Stick close to Aspen. He'll protect you if necessary, but we won't let anyone come close enough to you two. At least, that's the plan," he spoke, jumping up and down to loosen his limbs. 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine as I felt a growl in my neck. "Like hell will I sit back and let you do all the work," Aspen snarled, his breath hot on my skin. These were the first words he had spoken since his kill and frankly, they terrified me. 
 
    "Asp, you can't fight," Ashleigh worriedly said, trying to calm her brother. He slapped her hand away, his eyes wild and dark. 
 
    "I'll kill them all," he snarled, yanking off his shirt to expose his bare chest. I felt my hands burn as I remembered how his muscles had felt underneath my palms and balled them into fists. This was not the time to lust over him. I dug my nails deep into my skin only after I left white crescent circles in my palms, allowed myself to touch him. 
 
    "Aspen... I need you to protect me," I whispered, disliking I had to play the helpless girl card, but then again. It wasn't exactly a lie. I really did need him to protect me. That being said, there was no reason I couldn't try and protect him at the same time. 
 
    His eyes softened a little, the muscles in his arms relaxing for a second as he stared at me. There were flecks of gold dancing in his ambers and I wondered why I had never noticed that before. 
 
    "Okay. For you." 
 
    Before I could get lost in his eyes, Ashleigh tapped me on my shoulder. "You'll have to hold him down." 
 
    Gold flecks became silver strands as I shifted my attention from Aspen towards Ashleigh. Why were they both so beautiful? 
 
    I nodded, staring in her bright blues. I loved her eyes. 
 
    "I'm not kidding. You'll have to hold him down literally," she spoke, snapping me out of my trance. 
 
    "Umm... Okay?" I frowned my forehead. I wasn't sure how I would be able to hold down a beast like Aspen, but it if meant wrapping myself around him, I wasn't going to say no. There were worse things to be wrapped around. 
 
    My arms barely fit around his back and the muscles of his chest were hard against my body. And then, with no time to spare, it all happened at once. Out of nowhere, the hills suddenly grew legs and attached to those legs were men. A lot of men. At least a dozen coyotes appeared from behind the trees as they ran towards us screaming. 
 
    Our group scattered. It happened so fast, I couldn't even keep track of who was doing what. All I could feel was Aspen's warm body against mine as he had his arms wrapped around me. I could barely look over his shoulder. 
 
    To my left, Danny and Regan had teamed up, swinging short blades between them. I wondered where they got them from as I checked up on the rest. 
 
    To the right, Darren was going at it solo. He was running on his hands and feet, the dagger he held so dearly clamped between his teeth as he circled the attackers. He looked more wolfish in his human form than anything else. 
 
    Right in front of me, I saw JP strut towards the incomers, swinging a catapult expertly around. He definitely seemed to know what he was doing, but all I could hope was he wouldn't hit me. 
 
    I wished I could see Ash, but I guessed she must have been protecting us from the back. Damn, if only I could turn Aspen and me around. 
 
    Aspen growled as he spotted the incomers. I felt his muscles tense underneath me and for a brief moment, I wondered what it would be like to feel him tense like that for different reasons. 
 
    But as the first cry of the battle penetrated my ears, all other thoughts were wiped from my mind. There was no time for anything else than the fight. 
 
    JP let out a loud scream and with a swiftness I hadn't expected, he twirled his sling in the air and a couple metres ahead of us, the first Coyote fell down on the ground. JP had hit him right in the forehead, between the eyes. A small trail of blood trickled down his face as his comrades jumped over him and ran towards the otherwise so stuttery and clumsy man. 
 
    Surprisingly fast, JP ducked underneath the first sword, swiping his leg as he tackled the guy and floored him. With an efficiency you don't learn after only one fight, he conjured a small knife from his side and stabbed the guy right in his neck. Blood spat out the artery, coating anyone in a two-metre circle and I felt bile hit the roof of my mouth. 
 
    I really wasn't cut out for this fighting stuff. 
 
    As JP took down another guy, it became clear he could hold his own. So I directed my attention to another part of the circle. On his side, Darren was taking down five guys by himself, beating and kicking at them, his dagger still in his mouth. There was already one man lying on the ground and another one was about to eat dirt. I shuddered and didn't want to see what he could do if he actually started using his weapon. 
 
    From the other side, Danny and Regan had teamed up. I briefly wondered why they went together in a pair and none of them covered JP, but as I counted the guys falling like flies next to JP, I realised he might not need the back-up after all. 
 
    Regan was mowing down the incoming Coyotes like daisies, hitting them in the head with his massive fists, while Danny was circling around them, hitting them from the sides or in the back.  
 
    Her red hair was twirling around her in a flash and I realised it would be massively distracting to anyone attacking her. She drew everyone's attention and while they were focused on her and her red locks, Regan knocked them into the ground. 
 
    Not a bad strategy at all. 
 
    "I want to fight," Aspen growled, tugging against my arms. For now, he seemed to be in control of himself, but I could feel his skin grow hotter as his murderous Alpha seemed to emerge. 
 
    "Not yet, Aspen..." I tried to ease him, but he shook his head and cracked his neck. 
 
    "I need to help them," he snarled, not unreasonably so. From over the hill, another handful of men appeared and they seemed much more tentative and careful. I suddenly realised they were probably watching everyone fight, waiting until we tired ourselves out. 
 
    Damn. We were so ambushed. And I hadn't even realised it until it was totally too late. Well. Not just me. The whole group had been too preoccupied with my stupid quest to actually pay attention to who was hunting us apparently. 
 
    Aspen clamped his hands around my arm and as I felt his fingers dig into my flesh, he flexed his muscles. 
 
    "Let go of me," he hissed, trying to pry my arms open.  
 
    We both knew he could just shake me off by force. It would've been easy since I was nowhere near as strong as he was. But I had counted on him not wanting to hurt me and from the looks of it, I had been right. 
 
    Aspen wanted to jump into the fight, but with me clamped around him, he couldn't risk throwing me off and hurting me. 
 
    "You can't..." 
 
    "I need to. They're going to get killed." 
 
    I turned his head towards JP and tried to calm him. "Look, they are doing fine without you. Or without me for that matter. But we already knew I was useless." 
 
    "They won't last," he growled, his skin burning up.  
 
    And just as he uttered those words, a loud scream was heard from behind me. In shock, both Aspen and I turned our heads, met with a sight that made me nauseous like I had never been before.  
 
    One of the Coyotes had somehow managed to creep up on Ashleigh and was now straddling her, his knife pressed against her throat, ready to steal her life. 
 
    Aspen howled at the sight of the stranger attacking his sister and as he did, the golden flecks from his eyes disappeared. Instinctively, I opened my arms to release him from my embrace, quickly stepping out of his way. I knew there was no stopping him now. His Alpha had taken over.  
 
    With a furiosity that scared me more than I wanted to admit, Aspen ran towards Ashleigh's attacker and with one swift motion, dove onto him. With one smooth move and a popping noise that made my stomach churn, he broke the man's neck. Like a doll, the attacker fell lifelessly to the ground, no longer a threat to either of my twins. 
 
    Without a moment to spare, Aspen launched at the other men standing around his fallen sister and mid-air, Aspen the man disappeared. With a loud howl, his wolf form sunk his fangs deep into a Coyote's neck and one more fell down onto the ground. This time, it was Aspen's paws that sunk into the next man's chest and as blood spat out of the open wounds, Aspen mercilessly tore his throat out. Just like he had done with Cece. 
 
    I vaguely remembered asking Ashleigh if this was a usual thing and I realised my question had become moot. 
 
    Without caring about the men he was ploughing down, Aspen jumped onto the next Coyote, tearing off his arm.  
 
    Whereas before I had only half-jokingly called them a circus of killers, it was clear this was exactly what they were. 
 
    Killers. Assassins. Murderers. 
 
    The coppery smell of blood was now dominating the air and with every kill, with every spillage of life, that scent grew heavier. Like artists from hell, my pack painted the pure snow red with designs of death and destruction.  
 
    Helplessly, I stood in the middle of what I could only call, utter chaos. This was my own personal circle of hell and it couldn't get any worse. At least, that was what I thought. Until I felt the cold steel of a blade against my throat. 
 
    I barely dared to swallow as I felt the cold metal against my skin. A soft voice hissed in my ear. "Got you now, little birdy." 
 
    I felt a man pressed against my back. He smelled like urine and sweat and even with my life on the line, I wondered when he last bathed. 
 
    Come on, Akira. Priorities! Don't think about hygiene, think about dying! 
 
    "Pl..." I opened my mouth, ready to beg for my life, but halfway through, I decided to slam it shut. Nobody else was cowering or hiding in fear. Neither should I. But as I felt my legs tremble and the first trickle of my blood run down my skin, I realised being brave was much harder when you actually needed to be brave.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and balled my fists, taking in a deep breath. The man behind me was obviously playing with me, otherwise, he would've just ruthlessly killed me like Aspen or Darren were doing. 
 
    An image of Ashleigh on the ground flashed in front of my eyes and with all the courage I could muster, I slammed my balled fist into what I hoped was my attacker's groin. From the loud grunt and him screaming "bitch" I gathered I had hit my mark.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet, quickly running away from him and turning around so I could face the coward who snuck up behind me.  
 
    That was not a man. This was not a sacred life. This was a Coyote. A vile creature who was attacking me and my friends. He was endangering my friends, pressing blades against my skin, and even worse, threatening the lives of my mates. I couldn't let this happen. I had to do something. Anything. I wasn't sure what I was capable of or what harm I could inflict, but one thing was very clear. He needed to die. 
 
    An anger I had never felt before, welled up from inside me as I felt my otherwise dormant and peaceful wolf growl. 
 
    With a scream and a stupidity I hadn't expected from myself, I charged towards the man, toppling him over as I kneed him in the balls again. As if he hadn't expected the sudden assault to his manhood again, he fell to the ground. The laughing, mocking man was now reduced to a pathetic heap, whimpering in pain. 
 
    I quickly scanned the group, trying to figure out where everyone was. Now Aspen had joined the fight, me standing here in the middle was like having a bullseye painted on my back. Frankly, as much as I joked about death, I didn't feel like dying today. It just didn't fit into my schedule. 
 
    Darren was still fighting with his dagger between his teeth, throwing and flooring guys left and right and it somehow seemed like a stupid idea to join him. I didn't want to get hit by a flying body. 
 
    On the other side, Danny and Regan were still whirling around their enemies, teaming up as they hit them from both sides. They were working together like a well-oiled machine and somehow, it didn't seem like a great idea to join them either. if I wasn't careful, I'd just get caught in Danny's red fury. 
 
    Behind me, I could hear the animalistic growls and howls as Aspen was still killing and slaughtering any man who dared to approach him or his sister. I wish I could've joined him to protect Ashleigh, but with his Alpha on a rampage, it seemed safer to stay as far away from him as possible. Even if that meant breaking my promise to Ashleigh. 
 
    So that left me with JP. The gentle man who always seemed like the mastermind of the group, but had suddenly turned into a killing machine. As he dug his knife into someone else's eyeball and showered himself with blood, I shivered with the thought of having to join him. But from all the fights going on around me, he seemed like the lesser of all the evils. 
 
    Not giving my attacker enough time to get up after I kneed him in his family jewels, I sprinted towards JP and silently begged I wouldn't get him out of his groove. The last thing I wanted was to distract him and get him killed. As if he sensed I was coming, he suddenly turned towards me, a grim smile on his face. 
 
    Somehow, without his usual smile and his hair all ruffled up, he seemed much more handsome and dangerous. 
 
    "Catch!" he called out to me, and as he did, he threw a short dagger in my direction. With a thud, the blade clattered to the cold ground, only a couple of metres in front of my feet. There was no time to ponder how he had known I would be joining him, but I didn't feel like figuring it out right now. All I knew, was that I now had a knife to protect myself with and that was good enough. 
 
    The handle of the blade was cold against the palm of my hand and I suddenly wondered why I hadn't taken out my own knife. I had one in my backpack. Had I really expected I'd be able to keep Aspen in check? Did I really think I would be able to get out of this battle without having to fight myself? Was I really relying on the group so much I didn't even feel the need to weapon myself? 
 
    Damn it, Akira! Stop being so helpless and start doing something! 
 
    I tightened my grip on the blade and jogged towards JP, trying to figure out how to attack one of the men without ruining his flow, getting him killed, or getting myself killed.  
 
    Why did I think I could do this again? 
 
    My wolf growled, bringing up another image of Ashleigh on the ground with the man straddled on top of her.  
 
    A flash of white, hot rage sizzled through me as I ran towards the man closest to me. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    As I felt the knife sink into the flesh of his arm, and the unmistakable scent of fresh blood hit my nostrils, my stomach turned and I sank to my knees. 
 
    Oh gods, I wasn't made to be killing people. Digging a blade into someone's body felt utterly disgusting. Instead of just staying back and letting the group handle it, I had now caught this man's attention and angered him.  
 
    He spat on the ground and with a snarl on his face, yanked the blade out of his side. His blood was gushing out of the wound I had created, but he hardly seemed to notice. With a determined look on his face and a mean glint in his eyes, he approached me. He was going to kill me. With my own knife. Well, with JP's knife, really, but who has time to make that distinction? 
 
    I really was going to die here. In the midst of my new family. In front of my mates' eyes. In the middle of the Aladwin forest, they would have to bury my body. If there were any of my comrades left to bury me, that was.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around my body, trying to stop myself from shaking. I shot a quick prayer to the Great Wolf, telling him I was coming sooner as expected and begging him to welcome me into his kingdom.  
 
    Another prayer went to my grandparents, to my mother, telling them how sorry I was for failing my mission and not bringing back the Winter Stone. For disappointing them, even though they had never expected anything from me. 
 
    And lastly, I thanked my wolf, for always sticking with me, even though she had nowhere else to go. At least we got to meet our mate. Our mates. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see my boring life flash in front of my eyes and begged the Great Wolf my death would be quick and painless. That it would be over before I knew it. That he would take my life and protect the others. Danny, Darren, Regan, JP, Aspen, and of course, Ashleigh. 
 
    Ashleigh. My beautiful mate. Who was lying on the ground. Maybe soon enough, she would join me in the afterlife. 
 
    The scent of musk and dirt hit my nostrils, making me almost gag. Was this really the last thing I would smell before I died? Couldn't it have been something nicer, like Ashleigh's wild strawberries? Then again, if I'd meet her in the afterlife, I'd have an eternity of strawberries. 
 
    I felt his fingers curl into my hair as he yanked my head upwards. "It's better when you can look death in the eye," he growled, his eyes flickering menacingly. 
 
    I whimpered, trying to crawl away, but his grip on my hair was too strong. I needed to get out. I needed to free myself. I felt around the cold ground, for something, anything I could use as a weapon. A lost knife, a broken shard, a branch. Nothing. Just muddy snow and dirt. Dirt that I would soon become. 
 
    My attacker pulled harder, stretching my neck backwards in an unnatural fashion. With a laugh, he painted lines on my skin with his own blood. Blood that I drew from him in a futile attempt. 
 
    This was it. I was about to die. 
 
    And as I drew out what I thought to be my last breath, I waited. For the pain, for the panic, for the fear. And then for the release. 
 
    But it never came. Instead, the man in front of me drew in the last air he'd ever take and with a soft gasp, he sank to his knees. With his eyes rolling back into his skull, he fell down onto the cold forest floor, a knife I immediately recognised, speared through his neck. 
 
    Darren. 
 
    A wave of gratefulness surged through my body as I realised that not only was the rest of the group looking out for me, they were all protecting me. JP had handed me a knife without hesitation and even Darren had given up his blade to protect me. And I knew how much he loved that blade, he wouldn't have done that if he didn't genuinely care about me. 
 
    But the warm feeling of finally belonging quickly faded away as my stomach churned. This was not the time to feel gushy. There were still many threats out there and I couldn't afford to lose focus. 
 
    The scent of blood hit my nose as I pulled Darren's blade out of the man's neck. Disgusting. With my arm in front of my face, I gagged as I used his leather jacket to wipe the blood away. I pried JP's dagger from his fingers and let out a sigh of relief now that I was armed again. I should stop attacking randomly, but if someone charged at me, at least I could try to defend myself.  
 
    But before I had a chance to re-orientate myself, I realised it had suddenly become very quiet. The only thing I heard was the heavy breathing and panting from my companions. I quickly scanned our circle, the silence of the forest suddenly deafening me. The first wave of men had fallen. 
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    Chapter 14. The Alpha 
 
      
 
    We were standing on a pile of bodies. At least twenty, thirty men were scattered around us. Throats cut, limbs torn off, too much blood wasted. It was a massacre. 
 
    Did the six of them really do all of this? Was that even possible? 
 
    "Round one goes to us," Darren grimly said, spitting out blood as he inspected a long slash on his chest. He seemed rather unbothered by it, but then again, maybe he was used to this. 
 
    Danny wiped blood from her cheeks and I noticed that oddly enough, it matched her hair colour. "We still have a long way to go. There are more of them waiting up the hill." 
 
    I followed her gaze and felt my stomach tighten. She was right. More men had gathered on the hill as they were watching us. They were probably trying to tire us out and overwhelm us, until they were sure they had the upper hand and could kill us off. We'd never make it if I kept being so useless and kept getting myself in trouble. 
 
    A soft hand found my lower back. "You're still safe. I'm glad," Ashleigh whispered, a deep gash splitting open the skin on her forehead. 
 
    "Ash!" I cried out, almost literally jumping into her arms. I wasn't sure when or how she had gotten back up, but all I knew was that she was alive and standing. What about Aspen? Was he okay? 
 
    I scanned the corpses for my other mate, silently begging he wouldn't be one of them. But if he had died, if either one of them had died, wouldn't I have felt it? Wouldn't my wolf have felt it?  
 
    Holding on to that, I let my eyes glide over the bodies, until they landed on a naked heap. Aspen was curled up in a ball on the ground. He was rocking himself back and forth, and while part of me felt relief, another felt a sharp pang of guilt. I had broken a promise to Ashleigh and had let both of my mates down. I was supposed to protect Aspen, to keep him out of the fight, to keep him safe. But I hadn't managed to do any of that. 
 
    Now he was reduced to a miserable pile, clearly in pain, struggling to keep himself conscious. 
 
    Why was I so useless? 
 
    I was ready to start beating myself up again, but there was no time for more self-loathing today. I guess I would have to schedule it in tomorrow. If there was a tomorrow for me, at least.  
 
    JP had just jogged back to our huddle and smiled gratefully when I handed him his knife. He also gracefully ignored the fact I had almost got myself killed like an idiot. 
 
    Regan and Danny ran towards us and I noticed that Regan was lagging a tad behind her. He looked somewhat different than usual, but I couldn't put my finger on it. That was until they rejoined us and I noticed he kept lingering behind her. It finally clicked as I realised he was using his broad shoulders and chest to shield Danny from any potential incoming attacks, even if the immediate threat was gone.  
 
    I felt the corners of my mouth tremble in an almost smile. I wasn't sure if she knew he was doing it or if he even did it consciously. But it was easily one of the sweetest things I had ever seen. 
 
    Glad the rest was okay, I turned back to Ashleigh, ready to shamefully beg for her forgiveness. I had let her and her brother down, I needed her to know how sorry I was.  
 
    I was met with two eyes looking warmly and affectionately at me, like I was the only person in the world. Even in the middle of a circle of corpses, she somehow managed to take my breath away and whisk me to another place. A place without death, war, or the scent of battle. 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat. "Will Aspen be okay?"  
 
    Ashleigh gritted her teeth and nodded. "Just barely." 
 
    Before I could apologise, Darren rejoined our little group to reclaim his blade and nudged to the rest of our enemies standing on the hill. "What are we going to do about those?" 
 
    Regan grunted as he stretched his arms and cracked his neck. Danny was admiring a sword she had looted from a corpse and tested it out by swinging it over her head. After all the killing and fighting they had just done, they looked plenty revved up. This definitely wasn't their first fight. 
 
    "C-Can we take them?" JP asked, wiping his glasses with shaking hands. He barely resembled the ninja I had seen on the battlefield and I was amazed at his sudden transformation. 
 
    Ashleigh tilted her head back. "I believe Camille is with them. She has finally shown herself. With Aspen tired out and Akira to protect, I think we could get ourselves in a lot of trouble." 
 
    Danny nodded, tying up her red hair and readjusting the straps of her clothes. "We're in a bad situation here. Aspen can't keep fighting. It's already bad enough he shifted again. I don't want to die tonight, but our lives shouldn't cost him his soul." 
 
    In unison, the rest of the group nodded as we worriedly glanced at Aspen. His naked body was covered in mud and dirt and while he was hugging himself. He seemed to be muttering words as he rocked back and forth. 
 
    He was obviously having a hard time staying in control of himself and I felt for him. Both my wolf and I felt for him. We could sense how his soul was being driven in a corner, how his mind was fogging over, how his control was slipping away. It was terrifying. 
 
    "I-I don't think we have t-time to discuss what to do," JP alerted us, pointing at the nearest hill. Three men were jogging toward us, the blades of their swords glinting in the last sunlight of the day. 
 
    "Damn it, looks like Camille wants to tire us out," Danny cursed, crouching down to dig in the pile of satchels and backpacks. With a rattling sound, Danny revealed a long metal chain. Why did they carry that around?  
 
    Danny threw one end at Regan and skillfully, her mate caught the chain and wound it around one his wrists. It was a weapon. With a nod, they confidently strode towards the three incoming attackers. 
 
    I figured they knew what they were doing, but one metal chain against a bunch of swords seemed like something that could go horribly wrong. For our side. 
 
    With my breath trapped in my chest and my fingers itching in fear, I watched how the pair waited patiently. 
 
    For a moment, everything was quiet.  
 
    And then steel clashed against steel, bodies hit bodies, mud sprung to life under their feet. Regan absorbed the first hit with his arms, which made no sense. How could he have blocked the hit of a sword? 
 
    Looking closer, I caught a glint of something metal. He must've had some kind of steel bracers hidden under his jacket that he was using as defence. Smart. And a testament to how strong he really was. 
 
    As he took the hit, Danny twirled to his other side and I saw the first man fall down at their feet. A small trail of blood gushing out from the wound on the back of his neck. He never even saw it coming. 
 
    With Regan skillfully blocking another hit from the side, and all of us watching the battle in front of us, I suddenly realised what was going on. Danny and Regan were fighting them off on their own so the rest of us could recover. Damn, that was smart. 
 
    I let out a small yelp as I realised the second man had somehow managed to get behind Regan's back. Just as I was about to yell a warning, Regan turned on his feet and swung up his arm to block the incoming hit. Before I well and truly realised what was happening, their second attacker was lying lifelessly on the cold ground. 
 
    They were good. As much as I admired Danny and Regan's skill, I feared them for it. I silently thanked the spirits I had taken good care of Aspen because these were not people you wanted to turn into your enemies. They proved that point with the massive pile of bodies around us. 
 
    It wasn't before long that the last man joined the rest of his fallen comrades and fell into his forever sleep.  
 
    With the chain rattling as they rolled it back up, the pair rejoined us. Danny wiped some dried blood from her forehead, but it looked like she barely broke a sweat. How she and Regan managed to fight together like this without even talking, was beyond me... 
 
    "Good job." Ashleigh nodded, and to my dismay, I had to agree. My eyes fell onto the gash on Ashleigh's forehead and the same searing anger as before welled up in my stomach. They had tried to take my mate away from me, they deserved to die. She was right. They had done a good job. Killing people, nonetheless. But yes, good job. 
 
    "Yes, nicely done," I blurted out, my voice only slightly shaky. I had to stop being a wimp and try and see this situation for what it was. There were people attacking us. People trying to kill my mates, my friends, and me. All I was doing was protection myself, protecting the ones I cared about. How could that be wrong? How could fighting to preserve life be wrong? 
 
    I balled my hands into fists, telling myself to woman up. This was no time to be the helpless little girl. I almost died today. I couldn't let them come that close to killing me again. I needed to figure out how to stop being a burden and start pulling my own weight. I was going to protect all of them, even if that meant taking a life from the other side. 
 
    "You need that?" I asked JP, pointing at the knife in his hand. The knife that had almost killed me earlier. 
 
    "T-This thing? No." He shook his head and threw me his spare dagger. I hadn't noticed earlier on how heavy the blade felt in my hands, but that had probably nothing to do with the actual weight. Before, it was a knife to protect me. Now, it was a blade to kill. 
 
    "Let's just hope you don't have to use it again," Ashleigh spoke softly, her hand reassuringly warm on my arm. I threw her a puzzled look, wondering how she always seemed to know the right thing to say. 
 
    She grinned. A rare smile in the middle of doom and death, but it lifted my spirits. It awoke my wolf. Ashleigh was here and she was okay. I would be okay. A calmness settled in and I felt the ball of stress in my stomach disintegrate. I wouldn't die today. She wouldn't let it happen. None of them would. 
 
    I glanced at all the men lurking in between the long shadows of the trees and just wished they would leave. That they realised how dangerous my friends were and turn around, to go home alive. But they didn't seem to care about the loss of their men. They didn't seem to need the numbers. The third man barely hit the ground and five more were running down towards us.  
 
    I wondered if Danny and Regan would keep on fighting or if someone else would take on the next group. Nobody really seemed to talk.  They all seemed to know exactly who would do that, something that could only have grown by working closely together for years. 
 
    "I g-got this," JP confidently stuttered, swinging two short blades up in front of his face. I wondered where he got them from and how he was going to stop five men with swords, but I didn't need to worry. 
 
    As the men surrounded him, swift and fast, he danced around in his little circle. A swift jab here and a slash there, metal hitting metal, blood hitting ground. It was over before it even started. Five grown men fell almost at the same time as JP expertly shielded his blades in sheaths hidden under his shoulder blades. So that is where he kept them. 
 
    "D-Done." 
 
    "If they keep this up, we'll be dead before morning," Regan grunted, stretching his shoulder as Danny seemed to be rubbing his back. They were keeping up a brave act, but underneath Regan's stern face, I could tell he was concerned and tiring fast.  
 
    "If they keep coming in small groups like this, we can take them," Darren argued, polishing and cleaning his blade. His dark eyes were glittering with an emotion I couldn't exactly place but he seemed to be in his element.  
 
    "Depends on how many they send," Ashleigh sighed, tying up her own hair in a quick ponytail. Looks like they all meant business. I should probably tie my own hair up as well and avoid fiascos like before. 
 
    "Looks like we won't have to worry about small groups," Regan groaned, pointing upwards. As if the hills came to life, more men than I had expected suddenly charged towards us. There were easily twice as many men as the first wave and as skilled as my friends were, I doubted they could take on this many people. 
 
    JP and Darren looked ready for a fight, but both Danny and Regan seemed to be much more tired than they had let on. Ashleigh had a fierce look in her eyes, but I could tell her arms were already trembling from exhaustion. And Aspen? Aspen was still curled up in a ball, unable to stop shaking. 
 
    With my wolf roaring in my chest, I ran through the mud and wrapped myself around him. A hug to comfort him, to let him know he wasn't alone, to protect him. I had failed the first time, I wouldn't let it happen again. This time, I would make sure nobody touched Aspen until he was back to his cocky, cheeky self.   
 
    Covering his ears with my hands, I hoped I could keep spare him the noises of death. If he was already struggling with all the killing he had done, he didn't need to hear last words and cries as lives were ended for good right beside us. 
 
    The second wave of men was easily much more skilled and even JP was having a hard time. Beads of sweat were pearling on his forehead and his glasses were fogging over. Darren had resorted to using his dagger and I could tell he had finally got serious. He was fighting for his life. They all were. And not just for their lives. For mine and Aspen's as well. 
 
    And all I could do was sit in the mud and cower in fear. Watching as the people I had started to love were defending me with everything they had.  
 
    The glint of a knife temporarily blinded me and warm drops hit my cheek. With trembling fingers, I swiped my face. Blood. I wasn't sure whose, but as I checked my friends for any new wounds, one thing became very clear. We were losing. And I was letting it happen.  
 
    Frantically, I racked my brains, trying to figure out what I could do to help. The ground around me was empty and I'd already proved how utterly useless I was with a blade. Was there anything I could do? 
 
      
 
    I helplessly looked at my companions, but they couldn't help me any more than I could help myself. The only one who could make a difference was shaking in my arms, caught in his own mind. 
 
    But that gave me an idea. If I could draw out Aspen's Alpha and let him release all his anger onto our enemies, maybe he would go back to sleep. Maybe.  
 
    I knew it was a gamble. A big risk. If this didn't work, I'd have just condemned Aspen to his own personal brand of hell. But if I didn't try, we could all be dead meat before the sun rose again. Maybe if I just waited a little longer... 
 
    Another splatter of blood hit my face and this time I did see where it came from. Ashleigh. Someone had badly cut her thigh and as she sank to the ground, that same blinding rage shot through my chest. No one was allowed to hurt my mate. Either of my mates. 
 
    I drew my wolf as close to the surface as the shackles of my curse let it happen and called out to Aspen. But not to his human form. To his wolf. My mate. My Alpha mate. I drew him to me, begging for his help. For him to save his human, to save his mate. 
 
    And unexpectedly, the Alpha complied. A chill vibrated through the air as suddenly Aspen surged with unlimited amounts of raw power. Wolf or not, nobody would be able to resist a force like that. 
 
    I had been right. 
 
    The loud screams and fight noises suddenly stopped as our enemy stopped. With dull thuds, their weapons fell to the ground as they cowered underneath Aspen's command. Under my command. 
 
    Without any sign of exhaustion or hesitation left, he veered up from the ground. With his eyes dark and frightening, he walked around the circle of men. His arms stretched wide as he instilled fear in the hearts of our enemies. His whole body trembling with energy so pure it made me uneasy. I could almost see the ancient magic dance and swirl around his naked chest, but that was impossible. 
 
    Bound under his spell, all the attackers hesitated for a brief moment. That moment was enough. It was all I needed. With a simple nod from me, both JP and Darren expertly slit every throat and in less than thirty seconds, the men followed their weapons as they fell to the ground. Their blood spilling into the once white snow as it soiled the earth beneath, the forest returning to its usual quiet interior. 
 
    The fight was over. 
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    Chapter 15. Power 
 
      
 
    Power like I had never felt before surged through my body, engulfing me, wrapping me up like a blanket. It was like electricity. Magical. Enthralling. Addicting.  
 
    How did Aspen keep this power locked away? It was beautiful. It was raw, uncut, terrifyingly beautiful. I could feel my fingers itch. This, now this made me feel alive. It made me feel strong. Empowered.  
 
    A loud cackle broke the silence and I snapped my head towards the sound. Who dared laugh in my presence? Which unfortunate soul would feel the full extent of my wrath?  
 
    I looked around me and admired the piles of carcasses. Puddles of blood were staining the earth red, like a sacrifice to the spirits. Not far ahead of me, I recognised the face of my earlier attacker. I couldn't remember who had taken him down, but he was still clawing in the mud, softly groaning in pain. Was it him? Did he laugh at me?  
 
    Faster than I could remember my body moving, I bore the heel of my shoe down on his hand. With a power that wasn't my own, I lifted him up from the mud as I stared in his eyes. His earlier scent wafted through the air. Sour. Musky. Sweat. Piss. Disgusting.  
 
    "Please..." he begged, making me laugh out loud. The same cackle as before found my ears and I realised it had been me all along.  
 
    "Please what?" I taunted, my hand coiling around his limp neck.  
 
    "Please, I have a so..."  
 
    Before he could even finish his plea, my hands yanked his head to the side, snapping his neck. With bone chilling crack, I felt his spine shatter as his last words froze on his tongue, to never be spoken out loud. With a grin, I robbed him of that opportunity. He didn't deserve last words anyway.   
 
    He was dead before his body hit the cold forest floor. My first kill.  
 
    I felt Aspen's Alpha nod in approval, nudging me, guiding me towards the next person squirming in the mud. Without any effort, I pulled him out of the dirt, laughing at his panicked look. He was right to look so scared. He was right to fear me. With the Alpha under my command, I could do anything. I could be anything.   
 
    I didn't need the Winter Stone, I didn't need to protect my village. Why should I? They had loathed and shunned me since I was little. They hadn't wasted one kind word on me. Finally, finally, I would make them respect me. I'd make my father tremble in fear, making him bow down at my feet as he begged for my forgiveness. He'd regret the day that he slapped me. I would make him regret it.  
 
    Oh, my poor brothers and sisters. They would come to realise that I wasn't the black sheep of the family. They would make way for me. My oldest brother would give me his birthright and I would inherit our clan's name. I would be the future of the Rafe family. Me, and only me.  
 
    My mother would weep for the day the she gave me up. She would realise what a mistake it had been to give her own child away. Oh, she would cry and cry and beg for my forgiveness. Maybe, if she crawled through the mud, I would show her some mercy.   
 
    The whole clan would revere me. Oh, not just the whole clan. My whole tribe. They would whisper my name in fear behind closed doors, grovelling to be in my favour. Wolves, Coyotes, I didn't care what spirit they worshipped, they would all bow down to my Alpha. I would rule everyone and everything.  
 
    No more weak Akira, no more crying and begging the others for help. Aspen's Alpha was mine to control. Mine to command. It was mine.  
 
    I tightened my fingers around the pathetic neck of this new man, digging my nails into his skin. He squirmed and clawed at my hand, trying to free himself. It was no use. There was no escaping my grasp. No escaping my wrath.  
 
    I stared deep in the man's eyes, hoping he would remember my face. Making sure that he fully realised I was the last thing he saw before he died. I would be his god from now on.  
 
    Before I could steal his lifeforce away, a chill swept through the air. I looked up from the kneeling man and suddenly realised that I wasn't alone. I'd forgotten about the rest of the group. With a grin, I pulled the man up from the dirt and waved him around like a trophy. Why didn't my friends look happy? In fact, they almost looked frightened. I wondered why?   
 
    The fight was over. We won. We slaughtered every last person attacking us. They were all lying on the cold forest floor, their lifeless bodies a symbol of our victory. It was beautiful. Death was beautiful.  
 
    Wait. 
 
    What was I thinking? Death was beautiful? That didn't sound right? That didn't sound like me.  
 
    A pair of desperate blue eyes suddenly caught my attention. Ashleigh. Her face was painted with a look that I couldn't place. Why was she staring at me like that? Why didn't she look proud? I just saved everyone? Why wasn't she celebrating with me? Why did she look so terrified? The danger had passed. I had ended the battle. Why was she still scared?  
 
    I turned around, wondering what she could possibly be looking at. Maybe there was someone trying to attack my back?  
 
    But no. There was nobody else. All our enemies were lying defeated on the ground. There was no one else she could be scared of. Unless... Was she scared of me?  
 
    No, that couldn't be. I was her mate, she had no reason to fear me. I would never hurt her. No, I did all this to protect her. This was my way of keeping her safe. Yet... She looked absolutely terrified.  
 
    Why was she opening and closing her mouth the whole time? Was she gasping for air?   
 
    I focused on her mouth, trying to decipher the movement of her lips. "A... ki... ra." I mumbled, reading her words. "Akira."  
 
    Akira. That was me. Ashleigh's mate. Akira.   
 
    Ashleigh looked in pain. Why was she in pain? Was it my fault? Was my Alpha pushing her down? Was I hurting her? I didn't want to hurt her. Not Ashleigh.  
 
    I looked at the man I was still holding. He had soiled his pants and his tears felt hot on my hand around his neck. I didn't want to hurt him either. I didn't want to hurt anyone. That wasn't me. No, that wasn't Akira.   
 
    I should put this man down. I should. 
 
    But Aspen's Alpha wouldn't have any of that. Mercy was wasted on him. As soon as that thought flashed through my mind, I could hear the Alpha growl in my ear. My fingers twitched involuntarily and my grip on him tightened. 
 
    Put him down. I told myself, willing my hand to release his neck. My fingers cramped and refused to obey. Put. Him. Down. I tried again, my muscles spasming as I tried to regain control over my body.    
 
    The man's face was turning redder with every second as I realised I was effectively crushing his windpipe. If I kept squeezing, he would suffocate.   
 
    Down, Akira. Down! I yelled internally, glaring at my traitorous hand. Why wouldn't it just open? Why couldn't I put the man down? Was this it? The other side of Aspen's Alpha? The price you paid for the ultimate power? Was this how he felt every time he lost control? Was this what he had to fight against?   
 
    I clenched my teeth, fixating on my hand, begging for it to open. I didn't need to kill this man. I didn't want to. And I wasn't going to. Not if I could help it. If only the Alpha would start listening to me again. If only I could make him listen to me, like in the beginning. But then again, was he ever really under my command? Had I used him or had he used me?  
 
    Refusing to believe I fell victim to Aspen's cunning Alpha, I bit hard on the inside of my cheek. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth, the pain clearing my head a little. I refused to give in.   
 
    I tore my eyes away from the man I was choking and stared deep into Ashleigh's. If there was anyone who could give me strength, it was her. Her eyes were bright blue, so bright I wondered if someone had hidden a million sapphires in them. Oh, how I would love to stare in her eyes for all eternity.  
 
    The Alpha growled again, a wave of power washing over me as my grip on the man's neck tightened. At this rate, I would murder a second person before my first kill had grown cold. Was this what Aspen always had to deal with? No wonder he kept his Alpha locked up.   
 
    I glanced at him. He was standing still in the middle of the circle, sweat pearling on his forehead. He was frozen in a trance. In my trance.   
 
    I ground my teeth together. No, not my trance. Not anymore. I was no longer in control. His Alpha had taken over and we were both caught in the same haze.   
 
    Harshly, I bit down on my other cheek. More blood coated my tongue, pain shooting through me. With all the strength I had left, I silently begged Ashleigh to help me. To send her wolf to me. Helplessly, she stared back at me. Her blue eyes swimming with sadness and fear. A dread like no other settled in. She couldn't help me.  
 
    I was on my own. Ironic. Surrounded by my mates, by people who deeply cared for me, people I tried to save. And I would be my own downfall. I'd surrender to Aspen's Alpha and he would corrupt me, flood me with thoughts I never wanted to think. Fill me with feelings I despised. Turn me into the person I’d been working so hard not to become. He'd make me harsh, bitter, cruel. I would become my father. I would become who I hated most. And there was no one here who could help me and nothing that would stop it. I was all alone, just like I had been my whole life. Just me. Always only just me.  
 
    A low growl suddenly emitted from deep within me. A sound that sent a shiver throughout my whole body.  
 
    My wolf.   
 
    Of course, my own wolf. How had I forgotten about her? She’d always been here, had always watched over me. Had Aspen's Alpha even made me forgot my own animal soul?  
 
    Mate. The beast in my chest breathed, reminding me who I was fighting for again. I wasn't here to win my mother's approval. I didn't need my father's love. All I needed, all I wanted, was my mate. My mates. Ashleigh and Aspen. This was for them.   
 
    Mate. My wolf growled louder, more determined. I closed my eyes, picturing a set of amber and blue eyes, and forced my body to relax. I gathered myself and took in a deep breath. I would not let this Alpha ruin what I had going on with the twins. I would not let this Alpha tear this pack apart. I would not let it take me over. I refused.  
 
    All the power I could muster, all the will I had left, I channelled it to my hand. I would not kill this man. I would not take another life.  
 
    Pain shot up and down my arms as all my muscles cramped and with every twitch from my fingers, the man's eyes rolled deeper into his skull. If I didn't release him soon, they would stay there forever.  
 
    Come on. Come one. Come on.  
 
    With a flash, the world turned back on. All the noises came rushing in, overwhelming me as they crashed against my eardrums. With a loud scream, I yanked my hand loose, freeing the man who fell to the ground as he gasped for air.  
 
    With a frustrated growl, the Alpha retreated back into Aspen, where he belonged. His grip on me broken.   
 
    Free from the Alpha's trance, I realised how tired my body was. My right leg was trembling, the muscles in my back spasming, my thighs cramped. I was exhausted. Utterly exhausted. With a sigh, I sank down on my knees. I didn't care about the blood or soil staining my clothes. I just wanted to rest.  
 
    Before I could hit the ground, a warm body embraced me. Arms wrapped tightly around me as the scent of sweet strawberries engulfed me. Ashleigh.  
 
    "Thank the spirits, you're okay," she cried out, hugging me like she hadn't seen me in years. Abruptly, she pushed me away from her. With tears streaming down her face, Ashleigh shook my limp body. "Are you mad? You could've died!" she yelled, concern colouring her voice.  
 
    I gave her the best smile I could. "Worth it."  
 
    "You silly, silly girl. Dear heavens, I don't know what I'd have done if I lost you here," she wept, shaking her head as she feverishly tried to wipe away the tears streaming down her face.  
 
    "I'm okay," I managed to mumble, pretending I didn't realise how close I’d come to a full on disaster. If my wolf hadn't come to my rescue, I'd have no doubt that the Alpha would've tried to kill every single soul around me. Ally and enemy alike.   
 
    "You're crazy. Utterly crazy," Ashleigh whispered in disbelief, her blue eyes exceptionally clear.   
 
    "Crazy about you?" I mumbled tiredly, hoping to lighten to mood. Hoping to forget what had just happened. What I'd just done. I didn't want to think about it. Not now. Now, I just wanted Ashleigh to hug me, tell me everything would be okay, and chase my nightmares away tonight.  
 
    "Don't you try to flirt with me right now. I'm still mad at you!" Ashleigh half-yelled, but her curled up lips told me she was more relieved than actually angry at me.  
 
    "Isn't it working?"  
 
    A full smile broke through on her face. "It's totally working, but that's beside the point."  
 
    I let out a heavy sigh as my body finally gave out. Ashleigh wasn't angry at me. Everyone was still alive. It could've ended worse. With a faint smile on my lips, I fell into her. Finally, the fight was really over.  
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    Chapter 16. The Lake 
 
      
 
    The stench of death followed us even after we left the battlefield. It was almost like it got soaked into our very beings. Or it could just be that we were all covered in blood, dirt, and sweat. Maybe just that. 
 
    In any case, I was more than happy to leave the pile of dead bodies behind. Just thinking about all the lives we took made my stomach turn. Especially when I remembered the face of my kill. The life I stole. 
 
    I shuddered and pushed the memory down. Deep, deep down, locking it in an imaginary box that I buried far away in my conscious. I couldn't afford to feel guilty. I couldn't let myself think about what I’d actually done. It would destroy me. Pretending it hadn't happened and running away from the problem was so much easier.  
 
    So I just focused on placing one foot in front of the other, moving along with the pack. 
 
    "I stink," Darren muttered, pulling up his nose as he wafted fresh air under his armpits. Elegant. 
 
    "Death isn't the best perfume, no," Danny agreed, sniffing her own shirt and almost retching from the stench. 
 
    JP nodded, picking at a spot of dried blood. "M-Maybe we should make a slight d-detour to the lake?" 
 
    "I agree with JP. At this rate, you'll all kill me with your stench. Or I'll kill myself with my own," Ashleigh mumbled, gagging as she pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
    Interesting how after the haze of killing wore off and the battle became a repressed memory, the reek of death seemed to bother us more and more. I guess we finally had space in our heads to worry about it.  
 
    "A dip in the water would be great. I can smell all of you and I don't mean that as a compliment in any way whatsoever," I weighed in, earning a glare from Darren. 
 
    "Oi, I'm not... Oh, who am I kidding. I stink," he shrugged, waving fresh air to his face and retching as there was no clean air around us. We were just one smelly carnival of death. Now that's something you don't think often. But joking about it was easier than dealing with the fact that it was at least, partially, true.  
 
    Regan pointed to our left. "We can detour for a night. Lake should be up ahead." 
 
    Stupid ambush. If they hadn't attacked us, we might've been able to get out of the forest by nightfall. Instead, we were caught in the web of trees for at least another day. At this rate, I would never even lay eyes on the Winter Stone. 
 
    "Aspen? You okay with us rerouting?" Ashleigh asked her brother, nudging him out of his slump.  
 
    "Huh? Yeah, sure," he muttered bleakly, his eyes glazing over almost immediately. Damn, he was really taking it hard. He seemed to be having a much harder time shaking off our battle. I wondered if he had been able to follow my train of thought while I was under his Alpha's influence. Had he felt how murderous and conflicted I'd been? 
 
    I needed to talk to him about that. I needed to find out if he had seen my darkest of thoughts.  
 
    "Are we setting up camp and staying another night close to the lake?" I inquired, trying to think up a plan on how to get some alone time with Aspen. It was freaking hard to get some privacy with the whole group being so tight-knit.  
 
    Regan peered up into the sky, scratching the slight beard he’d grown over the past few days. "We should." 
 
    The whole group collectively groaned. Clearly, I wasn't the only one who was ready to get out of the forest. I was dying for a long view, unrestricted sun on my skin, and sitting down without branches poking my butt.  
 
    "A-After tonight, we should be out of the f-forest, r-right?"  
 
    The whole group looked hopefully at Regan and sighed in relief when he nodded. Thank the spirits. Only one more night trapped between the trees and then we'd get a change of scenery. Tomorrow couldn't come soon enough. 
 
    Uncharacteristically, the trek to the next camping spot was rather quiet and I was certain that everyone was processing the events of the morning. It was unbelievable that everything had transpired in such a short amount of time. It was as if time seemed to pass differently in the forest. Maybe it did. We wouldn't be the first group of travellers who never made it out of Aladwin or got completely derailed. 
 
    A memory from long ago flashed through my mind. I must've been eight or nine, but I remembered a group of men appearing from the forest with thick, uncombed beards. Later, my grandpappy explained that they'd been lost in the forest for months and had warned me to always keep a clear mind when inside the woods. 
 
    I had to admit, my mind had been heavy and cloudy ever since Aspen killed Cece. Well, Chesca. I kept using the wrong name. Chesca. Chesca. Chesca. 
 
    A refreshing swim would be good to clear my mind from the latest fog. Witnessing my first kill, feeling Aspen's command, becoming possessed by his Alpha, and having my own kill all in the span of a couple of days, were not exactly events that would keep my mind healthy. 
 
    The clearing we chose to set up camp was almost as depressing as our campsite before the cave. But it beat sleeping in the mud. At least I'd have a tent to myself. Ish. If I didn't share with Aspen or Ashleigh, that is. But the idea of crawling in a cold tent by myself definitely wasn't as appealing as being cuddled by either of the twins. It wouldn't be the worst thing to be snuggled. And we wouldn't be sleeping next to Danny and her men. I was sure they could use some privacy of their own. 
 
    I wondered how their sleeping arrangements were before I joined the group. Did Aspen and Ashleigh always bunk together? When Aspen's first mate was still alive, did she sleep in between the twins? 
 
    Jealousy twisted my stomach in a tight knot at the thought of anyone else sleeping with Ashleigh. Dear heavens, I hoped she didn't cuddle with my woman. I'd kill her all over again. 
 
    Oh wow, that was a possessive thought. I should really clear my head and think about something else. Something like Darren's food. At least, I hoped he would cook. His food was to die for. Not literally die, but close enough. Yup, something was definitely wrong with me. Instead of freaking out about all the fighting, my near-death experience, or Aspen's solemnness, I seemed to be back to my sarcastic self and making jokes about death.  
 
    My father had been right about me, I was a freak. But for the first time, I somehow didn't seem to mind. This pack seemed to be just as insane as I was and they seemed to be doing okay. Well. Relatively okay.  
 
    Walking sticks were turned into tent frames and spare furs and coats became bedding. Before long, a warm and cosy fire was crackling away in the middle of our camp. Lovely. I closed my eyes, enjoying how the warmth of the fire started relaxing my aching muscles. After the fight, my whole body had been strained and only now, I felt like I could let go of all the stress and anxiety I had been carrying. Maybe I could even have a dip before dinner. 
 
    I turned towards the group, hoping they wouldn't mind me taking an early bath. "So, where’s this lake?" 
 
    Regan pointed over his shoulder. "Just over the hill." 
 
    "You'll love the waterfall, Akira." Danny smiled, pointing towards a vague part of the forest. Wait, there was a waterfall here? I needed to see that. I wanted to see it right now. Going alone sounded like a stupid idea though. I seemed to have a knack for picking up strangers. I didn't want to repeat my fiasco with Cece. Chesca. Damn it. 
 
    I glanced from Ashleigh to Aspen. This could be a great opportunity to get some alone time with my mate, but then again, I really needed to talk to Aspen. I needed to find out if he had been able to follow my struggle with his Alpha. And besides, Ashleigh said she was okay with sharing. She explicitly asked me to help him, so she couldn't be mad at me for spending some alone time with him, right? 
 
    "Aspen? Want to show me the way to the lake?" I sweetly asked Aspen, trying to catch his gaze. He stared right through me, his eyes vague like he hadn't even heard me. I placed my hand on his lower arm, his head snapping up, almost like I’d burned him. His eyes dark and hard, until he realised it was me. "I want to see the waterfall. Come with me?"  
 
    Flecks of light orange appeared in his eyes. Hesitantly, he looked at his sister, who gave him an encouraging nod. Strained, almost like an old man, he got up from his log and motioned for me to follow him. I waved at Ashleigh, sighing in relief when she gave me an enthusiastic thumbs up. Ooof, at least she understood that I was trying to help.  
 
    "Is there really a waterfall in the Aladwin forest?" I asked, trying to break the silence, cheering up a little at the prospect. I loved waterfalls, but back in my village, we didn't have any. The only one I’d seen, was when my father took me on a trip. A lump appeared in my throat as I recalled the memory. Back in the day, when he still loved me.  
 
    "There is." Aspen nodded, refusing to meet my gaze.   
 
    "What's it like?" I tried again, hoping it would spark a conversation somehow.   
 
    "Big."  
 
    I groaned. Freaking wolf. "Anything besides big?"  
 
    Aspen finally turned his head towards me. "There is water."  
 
    I snorted out loud, almost choking on my own spit. "Really? Water, Aspen?" I coughed out, hitting my chest to clear out my windpipe. Wouldn't that be ironic? Surviving a sneak attack from Chesca and making it out of an ambush, just so I could die because my uvula let me down? A death like that would fit me though. Nobody would be surprised if that was how I passed away. In fact, I could imagine a couple of people who’d be rather thrilled if I met my demise in such a foolish way. Death by spit. Yes, sounded like me. 
 
    Aspen gently patted my back, concern painted on his face. So he did have different expressions left than just "broody". Thank the spirits.   
 
    "You okay, Akira?" he whispered, his amber eyes finding me for the first time.   
 
    "I've been better," I spluttered, gasping for air.   
 
    "I can imagine." 
 
    "How've you been?" I inquired, jumping on a chance of conversation.  
 
    Aspen looked at me intensely, his amber eyes speckled with darker flecks. "Not bad. "  
 
    "A lot has happened.... I mean... A lot."  
 
    He nodded, running his hand through his hair. "I guess."  
 
    Well, he was certainly chatty. If I had to spend the whole morning with a sulky Aspen, I'd surely throw myself from these cliffs. 
 
    Hoping to keep the conversation going somehow, I clutched his arm for support and racked my brains for a topic that could amuse him. I wanted my cheeky wolf back. "Hey, did I ever tell you what the lie was?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "From the game in the cave?" 
 
    "Oh. I suppose, you didn't." 
 
    I smiled. At least he was engaging. "So, I lied about the tripping. It was my sister who tripped me." 
 
    "What were the truths again?" 
 
    I let out an awkward chuckle. "That I fell in horse poop. And that I got my head stuck in a pumpkin." 
 
    The corner of Aspen's mouth twitched in amusement. "Really? How?" 
 
    "Well, I wasn't really looking where I was running, so I slipped on a pile of poop." 
 
    He shook his head, his eyes a hue lighter than before. "I meant the pumpkin." 
 
    "Hehe... Sooo, I was hallowing out this pumpkin because my mammy wanted to make soup from it. You know, just regular stuff." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "My sister said my head wouldn't fit in the pumpkin's cavity." 
 
    "So you tried it on?" 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. "Hey, I needed to know!" 
 
    Finally, I managed to draw a chuckle from Aspen. "That is so you," he smiled, lightly shaking his head. 
 
    I frowned. "How is that me? What, do I seem like a girl who'd run around with a pumpkin on her head?" 
 
    "Well... Yes!"  
 
    Not as offended as I should've been, I gave him a gentle nudge. "Well, screw you," I defended myself, mostly just happy that his dark, broody mood seemed to be lifting. 
 
    "Maybe another time. Pumpkin."  
 
    I groaned. "Oh no, you're not going to start with the nicknames again, are you?" I facepalmed my forehead, but secretly, I was glad some of our old banter seemed to have returned. This was good. I could work with that.  
 
    "Have to make you smile somehow, don't I?" 
 
    My left eye twitched in amusement as I tried to give him a stern look, but got distracted by the golden flecks swirling in his eyes. Without his broody mood, he looked much younger and more playful. More like the man I’d met in the beginning.  
 
    "We're here." 
 
    Reluctantly, I tore my eyes away from Aspen and focused on my surroundings. In front of me, a beautiful scene unfolded. The sapphire lake reflected the faint rays of the winter sun and made blue glints dance across the trees and bushes, illuminating the small valley. It was magical.  
 
    "Woah... That is..."   
 
    "Amazing, right?"  
 
    I glanced at Aspen, happy he was talking without me having to drag the words out of him. But then again, with such a breathtaking sight in front of us, it was hard not to.  
 
    "It's perfect."  
 
    He smiled and softly mumbled: "It really is."  
 
    The ground was surprisingly soft underneath my feet and for a moment, I could almost forget it was winter. The little canyon felt like spring.   
 
    "Do you think the water’s too cold for a real swim? Or should I just splash in the shallows?" I asked, wondering if I'd have to be happy with a quick cat wash. The idea of swimming had seemed much more appealing before I realised how cold the water would be. Discreetly, I tried to sniff my armpits, but Aspen caught me. 
 
    "What are you doing?"  
 
    Blushing red in shame, I played it off as stretching. "Nothing. Just, you know. Waving my arms."  
 
    "Okay then?"  
 
    "So, will I freeze if I take a quick splash?"  
 
    Aspen narrowed his eyes and let out a hum. "Maybe."  
 
    "Maybe? What is that even supposed to mean?"  
 
    "You'll see." He grinned, going back to his silent demeanor. Following a small trail, he descended down to the water, his hand stroking the leaves of the plants. His dark mood apparently lifted. Not that I could complain. I much preferred lighthearted and cheeky Aspen over his dark and ruthless version. 
 
    Although it was rather sexy. In some twisted ways, sure, but his bulging muscles were hard to ignore. 
 
    Drawn to the lake, I crouched down to feel the refreshing water splash against my skin. I almost hoped the water would be freezing. In a way, I could repent for what I'd done and hopefully, wash away my tainted memories. But instead of the cold tingling I expected, my fingertips were greeted with a lukewarm hug.  
 
    "It's warm?!"   
 
    Aspen dipped his hand in the lake, a grin stretching on his face. A proper one. "It is. I've always loved it here."  
 
    "It's beautiful."  
 
    "Magical."  
 
    I nodded. He was right. Beautiful didn't do this scenery justice. I waved my hand through the water, already imaging how great it would be to take a swim. I glanced at Aspen. Would he leave me alone? Then again, was being alone in the forest such a good idea? Chesca's vicious smile flashed through my brain and I shuddered. Yeah, better not be alone.  
 
    "I can't wait to take a dive."  
 
    Aspen tilted his head. "Yeah, sounds like a good idea."  
 
    A smile broke through on my face. "Lovely."  
 
    "I'll see you in a bit then?" he mumbled, standing back up and stretching his arms. I quickly grabbed his leg.  
 
    "Hey, where are you going?"  
 
    He frowned. "Leaving so you can bathe?"  
 
    I shook my head. "Nooo, don't leave me alone. You remember me picking up Chesca, right? Jump in the lake with me."  
 
    He awkwardly scratched the back of his neck. "But then you'll see me naked?"  
 
    My mouth fell open. Wait, since when was Aspen such a prude? Was this really the same man that had shaken his junk in front of my face ten minutes after we met?  
 
    "I've seen you naked plenty of times," I said, not exactly sure what his problem was or when he became so shy. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. "This is different." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because you'll be naked too." 
 
    My cheeks heated up. "Oh..." 
 
    Aspen nodded, an amused expression on his face. "Yes. Oh." 
 
    "Well, my clothes could use a soak too. I could just keep them on?" 
 
    "Not the worst idea you've had. Pumpkin." 
 
    I groaned and aimed my shoe at his head. That would teach him to make fun of my pumpkin adventure. He snorted at my bad aim, pulled his shirt over his head, and jumped in the lake before I could throw anything else at him. 
 
    Breaking the water, he dove into the lake, disappearing for a brief moment. I held my breath, following the air bubbles, waiting for him to resurface. And then my heart stopped. 
 
    With the faint glint of the last sunlight casting rainbows over his body and water trickling down his sculpted chest, he was suddenly a different person. He seemed... Younger. Viral. New. 
 
    Wow... 
 
    Realising I was just blatantly creeping on him, I quickly turned around so I could hide my reddening face. Dear heavens, was he hot. Clumsily, I kicked off my other shoe and dropped my coat. It would take ages for that to dry, so I'd have to do with soaking myself and my underclothes.  
 
    Even though the water wasn't stone cold, I still shivered as I dipped my big toe in. I immediately felt a refreshing calmness wave over me. I gladly sank the rest of my body into the lake, sighing as it enveloped me. Now that was bliss. 
 
    With my clothes heavy from the water, wading towards Aspen was like floating without gravity. I could just imagine the lake washing away all the remnants of the battle and taking my sins with it. Yes, this was just what I needed. 
 
    Aspen splashed some water on me. "Feels nice, doesn't it?" 
 
    I laughed out loud, feeling much lighter than before. "It's amazing." 
 
    "I still think the lake is magical. It always takes my worries away." 
 
    I made a cup with my hands and threw a handful of water in his direction, making him duck away. "Yes, I feel the same." 
 
    With a lazy smile on his face, he let himself fall on his back, creating his own wave. "I love it here. I'm glad we rerouted." 
 
    "It was a good idea," I agreed, glad that he seemed to be back to his old self. More or less.  
 
    He turned on his stomach and swam toward the waterfall, his body flexing with every powerful stroke he took, his muscles rippling underneath his golden skin. Swift and agile, he made his way to the wild stream of water falling from the cliffs. Happier than I had seen him in a while, he dove under the loud stream, laughing out loud as the water crashed on his shoulders. 
 
    "Woooohoooo!" he howled, embracing the water as it thundered down on him. He made it look far too fun not to try. Hopping through the water, I joined him under the wild shower that was the waterfall and immediately moaned in relief. The stream was like a hard massage, hitting all the right spots and tight knots in my back. Dear spirits, this was heaven on earth. 
 
    "It's good, right?!" Aspen shouted, barely topping the loud thunder of the cascade of water. 
 
    "It's amazing!" I yelled back, surrendering to the throws of nature. I had been mistaken before, thinking his Alpha was power. No, this was power. Pure, uncut, raw power straight from the source. Now this, this was magic. "I could just stay here forever!" 
 
    "We can try!" 
 
    "Imagine Danny's face when we tell her we're not leaving!" 
 
    Aspen threw his head back in laughter. "She'd hit us both!" 
 
    "Hard!" 
 
    He let out another laugh, one that seemed to come from deep within his stomach and sank down into the water. With only the top of his head sticking out. It was such an amusing sight, that I got into a fit of giggles. 
 
    He waded through the water, diving under every now and then coming back up for air. Without warning, he let himself fall hard on his back and swam under water, his powerful strokes showcasing his strength. "Look, Akira, I'm a salmon!" he screamed, happily swimming against the current, not deterred in the slightest. 
 
    I snorted, hiccupping and coughing as water shot into my lugs. "What the hell, Aspen?"  
 
    "I'm going against the stream. You know, like a salmon!"  
 
    Not able to stay under the waterfall and die from laughing, I left my spot and waded to a calmer part of the lake. "You’re weird."  
 
    Aspen jumped up and stretched his strong arms, groaning in delight. Water droplets running down his bare chest. "I'm just enjoying myself."  
 
    "I can tell." I smiled, admiring him again. I couldn't help myself. He was just so beautiful. Sure, there were many other words to describe a man. Handsome. Good-looking. Attractive. Sexy. Suave, even. But somehow, none of them were right. With his warm, golden eyes and his chiseled face, his strong jawline and his slightly crooked smile, he was just beautiful.  
 
    A large grin burst through on my face. I hadn't been alone with Aspen ever since we first met. At the beginning, he’d been annoying, whiny, spoilt. But I’d taken a shine to him from the very start. And even though I’d become distracted by his beautiful sister, there was no denying it. Aspen was still a handsome devil that could make me grin like an idiot. 
 
    I gave him a gentle nudge, reminded again how hard his muscles were.  
 
    "Hey, you were all broody. It doesn't suit you."  
 
    He pulled up an eyebrow and briefly chuckled. "Is that so?"  
 
    "Yes. I like you much better when you’re all happy and annoying."  
 
    "Annoying?" Unimpressed, he threw me a look that drew my wolf to the surface. Surprisingly, I must say, I hadn't expected her to react to him like that without his Alpha around.  
 
    "Well... You know, not "annoying annoying". More, umm... Playful?" I blushed, looking away from him.  
 
    Aspen let out a throaty chuckle. "Oh, I can be playful, if you want me to be," he growled, making my head snap up. 
 
    "Bring it," I challenged, splashing water in his direction and running away. Or at least, trying to. Moving in water wasn't all that easy. With a growl, Aspen dove after me, only barely missing me. I squealed and bobbed away from him again, trying to escape his second lunge. No such luck. 
 
    With ease, Aspen snatched my legs from under me, making me kiss the water. Effortlessly, he pulled me against his chest and grinned. "Got you now, Pumpkin," Aspen growled, his breath tickling the shell of my ear.  
 
    I swallowed nervously, watching the muscles and veins in his arms dance as he snaked them around my waist. By the spirits, he was gorgeous.  
 
    "Only because you cheated," I mumbled, leaning into his embrace.   
 
    "I think you let me catch you," he chuckled darkly, his thumb creeping under the hem of my shirt where it gently caressed the soft skin of my tummy.   
 
    "And why would I do that?"  
 
    His lips brushed over my ear. "Because you want to be caught by me."  
 
    I turned in his arms, peering in his amber eyes. They were much darker than usual, but in comparison, he seemed to be in complete control this time. "Is that so?" 
 
    "I'm sure of it," he confidentially smirked, pressing himself harder against me. I shivered. Sure, the lake was cold, but it wasn't the water that made me tremble. I think it had more to do with the hard chest pressed against me.  
 
    "What makes you say that?" 
 
    "You wanted to play. I play," Aspen whispered darkly, his hot breath tickling the shell of my ear. I gulped, my hands rested on his waist. His muscles tight and almost rolling underneath my fingers with every movement he made. Before I even knew it, my back hit the rocky mountain wall next to the waterfall. Roughly, the stones dug in my skin. Not ungently, somehow.   
 
    He pushed my chin up, flecks of gold dancing in his eyes as he pulled me closer into him. "I want you," he growled, before capturing my lips with his, engulfing me with a wave of heat and passion. The taste of summer exploded on my tongue as his danced with mine, he pulled me along in a tango to a song I hadn't heard before. His muscles were flexed and hard as I ran my hands over his, wanting to pull him closer to. Needing him closer. He was wild, untamed, almost too much. Almost unbearably too much. Perfectly too much. He was everything I had expected him to be and more. He was summer in the flesh.  
 
    I nipped at his bottom lip, hoping I was coming across playfully instead of inexperienced. The low growl emitting from his chest and his hand falling from my lower back to my thigh, told me I’d succeeded. I'd worry about not knowing what to do, or never having been further with anyone, but Aspen didn't give me time to worry. I didn't need to worry. He knew what he was doing.  
 
    His strong arms snaked around me, pulling me up from the water. I wrapped my legs around his muscled torso and without even breaking the kiss, he waded to the shore. With every step, my body rubbed against his, my cheeks colouring in embarrassment as I was sure he could feel my heat against him. My back hit the rocky mountain wall as his front hit me. His muscles rippled as he pressed himself against me, another part of him hardening with every kiss. His tongue swept over my lips, not even asking for access, but demanding it. And I, I gladly granted him everything he wanted.   
 
    "You okay?" he panted against my lips, taking a brief moment to check if we weren't moving too fast. As much as I appreciated the sentiment, this was not the time for talking. I tangled my hands in his hair and pulled him back into me, crashing my lips hungrily on his. Talking was for later. Right now, I wanted him to do other things with his mouth and tongue. The hardness occasionally sliding over my lower stomach, definitely agreed with me.   
 
    "Mine," he growled, impatiently kissing my lips one more time, before leaving a hot trail of kissing all over the side of my face and down my neck. A shiver ran down my spine as he roughly sucked on a spot near my collarbone, sending tingles straight down to my core. I scraped my nails over his back, his muscles rippling under my touch as he grazed his teeth over my skin.   
 
    Before his lips could travel any lower, a loud branch snapped behind us. Both snapping out of the trance we were in, we jumped apart. The rough stones behind me scraping my back as Aspen almost dropped me.  
 
    Ashleigh. 
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    Chapter 17. Jealousy 
 
      
 
    Oh no. Ashleigh. My beautiful mate, my first mate. 
 
    With blazing eyes, she clawed at her brother, peeling him away from him. "Are you insane?" she yelled, hitting his chest.   
 
    "Ashleigh," I tried to calm her, but when her eyes spat fire at me, I immediately darted back. Best not interfere then.  
 
    "How dare you? You know this isn't right!" she shouted at her brother. Guiltily, Aspen looked down at her, watching how she hit his chest with her fists.   
 
    "It just happened," he mumbled, running his hand through his wet hair.  
 
    "Happened? How does something like this just "happen"? What, she stumbled on a rock and fell on your cock?" she yelled sarcastically, kicking the mountain that I'd been pressed against only moments ago.  
 
    From the tree line, Danny and her men appeared, drawn by the noise Ashleigh was making. "What's going on?" Darren called out, his arm wrapping around my mate's waist to pull her away from Aspen.  
 
    "Let go off me, I'll kill him!" she threatened , clawing at his face. With a terrified look, Darren released Ashleigh and quickly hid behind Regan. If you could put a face on regret, it was his.   
 
    Concerned for Aspen, I pulled Ashleigh back by her arm, earning myself another glare. "You!" she bellowed, her eyes hard and angry.  
 
    Now I'd done it.  
 
    "You said you were okay with sharing..." I interjected softly, looking guiltily at the ground. Aspen had finally started to resemble his old self and I wanted to help him. If I had known she'd get this angry and upset, I wouldn't have done anything with him. Fuck, now I felt like a proper ass.  
 
    "You humping my brother isn't exactly what I meant by "share", Akira! Damn it!"  
 
    "I'm sorry, I... I didn't plan for this to happen..." I whimpered, feeling tears well up. No, Akira, don't cry like a child that’s just been scolded. Don't cry in front of everyone. Don't show them how weak you’re.  
 
    "Would you have gone all the way?"   
 
    "...I..." My brief hesitation spoke volumes.  
 
    "I see," she mumbled, turning away from me and with a defeated look and hunched shoulders, she walked away from the group.  
 
    "Ashleigh!" I called, pushing Aspen and Danny out of the way, running after her. I grabbed her by the wrist and made her face me. "Don't walk away from me!"  
 
    Angrily, she yanked her arm away from me. "Don't touch me with the same hands that were just on my brother."  
 
    Ouch. Her words stung like a slap in the face. I guess I deserved that. "I promise you. I would've never, ever, ever, ever, done something like this if I didn't think you were okay with it." Oof, at least I managed to get out a full sentence.  
 
    "I'm just hurt that you'd... That you'd even could," Ashleigh muttered, her jaw clenching as she glared at her brother.   
 
    "I..."  
 
    "I guess it was to be expected. The Alpha always gets what he wants," she spat out bitterly, throwing her dark curls over her shoulder, much in the same fashion as Danny. "I guess, like always, I'll just be your second."  
 
    I glanced at Aspen and felt my stomach churn. With Ashleigh standing so close to me, even the thought of kissing Aspen made me dry-heave. I clamped her hands and pressed them against my shirt, my shirt still damp from my dip. "You're not second. You're not even first. You're my only. You have to believe me," I tried to convince her, my attraction towards Aspen completely faded.   
 
    Stupid, stupid, treacherous wolf, making me all hot for Aspen.  
 
    "I..." Oh no, the first tear fell from my eye and rolled down my face. Angrily, I wiped it away, refusing to show how pathetic I was. Pull it together, Akira. I'm so, so, so sorry," I hiccupped, my voice breaking as I tried to get through my apology. Come on! "I thought you were okay with this. If not, I would never. You have to believe me. Please," I begged, praying she'd believe me. I couldn't live with Ashleigh never forgiving me. 
 
    Her face softened. "Don't cry," she mumbled guiltily. With a softness I hadn't expected, she gently swiped her thumb over my cheek, wiping away the traitorous tears from my face. Why was I such a crybaby? Making Ashleigh feel sorry for me wasn’t the outcome I wanted. I wiped my face and tried taking her hand again. And this time, she didn't slap it away.  
 
    "I'm sorry, Ashleigh... If I’d known..."  
 
    She placed a finger on my lips. "I know. It's his Alpha. It takes many forms."  
 
    I tilted my head in confusion. His Alpha? But he had been so happy and joyful? I thought this Alpha was dark and possessive and oh... His growl echoed through my head as I remembered his roaming hands and lustful eyes. I touched a tender spot on my neck and was almost sure he'd left a love bite. Damn it, his Alpha had come out to play and I, I hadn't even noticed. My own head too clouded with lust and desire, to notice how hard and urgent he had been.   
 
    "It's not your fault. It's his. He should've known better."  
 
    I bit my lip, feeling even more awful than I had before. So not only had I hurt Ashleigh, but Aspen looked equally as ashamed of himself as I was. Well, that's not how I'd expect a heated make-out session to end.  
 
    "I genuinely thought you were okay with sharing."  
 
    Ashleigh sighed, rubbing her forehead in exhaustion. "I thought I was. I mean, it's not like I expected you two to never kiss... It's just... Seeing it is much harder than I expected."  
 
    I placed my hands on top of hers. "I would never have even considered it, if you hadn't..." 
 
    "I know... I agreed to this. Hell, I proposed it. But the reality is just harder to stomach. Especially if his Alpha comes out to play. It's not safe. Not for him, not for you."  
 
    Carefully, I pressed myself against her. Compared to Aspen, she was soft and curved. Her curls wild, but her hands tender. Her eyes deeper than anything I'd seen before, cool and cold, yet somehow, they burned brighter than all the stars combined. Like blue suns or icy fire. She was fierce, but gentle at the same time. With stunning features and her hoarse voice, she was almost too perfect. 
 
    I smiled. She was so different from her brother, but equally as beautiful in her own way. Maybe even a little more so.  
 
    "I want you," I mumbled.  
 
    "But..."  
 
    I let out a deep sigh. She was right, there was a but. "But... My wolf won't listen."  
 
    With a sad smile, she caught my gaze. Her blue eyes were deeper than the lake, or any ocean I had ever seen. "Neither does mine. I want to share. I'm trying... But seeing you with him, seeing him wrapped around you, his hands all over you... Something snapped."  
 
    I chuckled humourlessly. "If only we didn't have wolves, right?"  
 
    Ashleigh's head suddenly snapped up, a strange glint in her eyes. "Wait a minute...." She turned on her heels and strode towards her brother. Carefully, the group watched, scared of what she might do. Her hand moved towards his neck and for a moment, I was afraid she'd strangle him. But then she coiled her fingers around the amulet resting on his chest and with a sharp snap, tore it away from him.  
 
    "I should've taken this from you a long time ago," Ashleigh spat, making Aspen flinch.  
 
    "You can't take it from me, I need it," he tried, but she wouldn't have it. She shook her head, her dark curls dancing in the wind. "You're not in control. You can't hold your Alpha back."  
 
    Aspen let out a mangled whine, resembling a strangled cat. "Yes, I can."  
 
    "I don't think so."  
 
    "I know how to deal with the Alpha. I need my amulet."  
 
    "You weren't in control. You could've hurt Akira!" Ashleigh shouted.  
 
    Her brother recoiled. "I wouldn't have."  
 
    Danny stepped in, pointing at me. "Can you guarantee that? Can you assure our safety? Can you promise Akira's safety?"  
 
    Aspen clenched his jaw, his face contorting in a pained expression. "Fine." he admitted, pushing Regan out of the way as he retreated back to the campsite. 
 
    The redhead turned to Ashleigh, extending her palm. "Give it."  
 
    My mate narrowed her eyes. "Excuse me?"  
 
    "You can't keep the necklace either. Give it to me."  
 
    Ashleigh snorted loudly. "I don't think so. It's my brother's."  
 
    "E-Exactly why you s-shouldn't keep it," JP added in carefully, immediately taking a step back as Ashleigh glared angrily at him. Funny. He had no trouble killing five men at the same time, but my usually gentle mate intimidated him?   
 
    "He's right though. You can't have both. We've seen the effect it has on you."  
 
    Stubbornly, the dark-haired beauty shook her head. "I was a lot younger. I can take it."  
 
    Regan placed a hand on her shoulder. "You can't," he added, sternly but gently. His voice made it clear that while he was looking out for her best interests, he also wouldn't take no for an answer. Ashleigh narrowed her eyes into slits. With attitude, she threw the necklace against Regan's chest. "Fine. So who'll take it then?"  
 
    Silence.  
 
    The whole group awkwardly shuffled as Regan held the amulet in front of him like it was a dirty sock. You could almost hear crickets chirp as they all uncomfortable exchanged glances.  
 
    "What's so special about Aspen's necklace?" I asked, breaking the silence. Five heads turned my way, staring at me intensely.  
 
    "What?"  
 
    "Should we tell her?" Darren whispered in Danny's ear, earning a nudge against his shoulder.  
 
    "Shhhhh," Danny hissed, clamping her hand over his mouth.  
 
    Ashleigh awkwardly tied up her long hairs in a ponytail, deliberately avoiding my gaze. Regan was studying the sky and JP kicked a rotten tree stump.  
 
    "Tell me what?" I asked, my question lost in the wind. 
 
    Without even acknowledging that I spoke, the group kept chattering by themselves. 
 
    "We should," Regan added, also earning a glare from Danny. 
 
    "I-I think Ashleigh should d-decide." 
 
    Hearing her name, Ashleigh snorted. "Why me? This is about all of us." 
 
    Darren nodded in response. "She's right." 
 
    Another glare from Danny. "She's your mate. You'll do whatever you think is right, anyway." 
 
    "I wouldn't!" Ashleigh defended herself, angrily pulling the necklace from Regan's hands. "It doesn't matter if she's my mate, it's about this stupid thing!" she groaned in frustration, pointing at the amulet. 
 
    "D-Do we have another choice?" JP reasoned, rubbing his hand over his chin. The rest of the group turned to him, all glaring angrily. That just meant he was right and won the argument. 
 
    "Don't think we do," Regan admitted, looking at me. 
 
    "Umm, hello, I'm right here?" I tried, waving my arms at them. For a brief moment, I gained their attention as they all stared at me wordlessly. But then they went right back to their usual bickering.  
 
    "I-I can wear it f-for you," JP chirped in, earning himself a scoff from Darren. That was uncharacteristic. He usually was very polite and respectful towards Danny's other mates.  
 
    "No offence, JP, but it's not made for humans," Darren weighed in, shaking his head in dismissal. What wasn't made for humans? Why were they always so vague? And if it wasn't for humans, maybe I could help? I wasn't human after all.  
 
    "Can I help?" I proposed, earning myself shifty glances from the whole group. 
 
    "You...?" Danny asked, quickly interrupted by Ashleigh's protest. 
 
    "No! You're not putting this on Akira!" 
 
    "It might be the only way," she tried again carefully, but Ashleigh wasn't taking it. 
 
    "We can't ask JP again, it's not safe," Danny firmly said, her hand resting on JP's chest protectively. Darren and Regan nodded, and as they did, I noticed how they positioned themselves slightly in front of their comrade. It would've been cute, if they weren't ganging up on my mate. 
 
    "Ashleigh, tell me what I can do," I interrupted, moving to Ashleigh's side to show my support and loyalty to her. As long as I was around, she wouldn't stand alone. Ever. 
 
    "There's nothing you can do," Ashleigh stubbornly said, dismissing my proposal. 
 
    Danny nervously ran her fingers through her hair. "It might be the only way..." 
 
    "I won't allow it!" my mate protested, stirring something inside of me. 
 
    "You won't allow it? I'm not a kid. I can make my own decisions," I argued for myself. A flashback of being attacked by Chesca ran through my head. "Granted, they aren't always great, but I don't need you to decide for me like a spoilt little child. Tell me what's going on!" I demanded, firmly planting my hands on my hips to seem more confident. 
 
    My beautiful mate smiled, completely ignoring my tantrum. Tenderly, she brushed a lost strand of hair behind my ear. "I wouldn't dare ask this of you, Akira," she mumbled, her voice softening as she said my name. 
 
    I pressed myself gently against her, locking my grey eyes with her blue ones. "Ask me anyway." 
 
    "I can't." 
 
    Aspen's Alpha, and putting Ashleigh and the rest of the pack under his grip, I needed to redeem myself. I needed to show them that I wasn't a burden. I had to make it up somehow. "Ashleigh. Please... I just want to help. You don't have to tell me why, just tell me what I have to do." 
 
    JP quickly cut in. "I-I don't think you can a-ask her without telling her w-what it is." 
 
    Darren nodded. "He's right. She needs to know." 
 
    Hesitantly, Ashleigh eyed the necklace resting in Regan's palm. "I could just take it," she tried. But, instantly, she was met with a lot of protest. Both Danny and her men clearly thought that was a bad idea. 
 
    "Looking for someone to wear it? I'll wear it," I impatiently snapped, pulling the amulet out of Regan's hands and throwing it over my head before anyone really knew what was happening. The five of them squealed in surprise and grabbed at the necklace around my neck. 
 
    "Woah, woah, keep your grabby hands to yourself!" I yelled, shielding the amulet and darting backwards. 
 
    "Take it off!" Danny exclaimed, clawing at me. Well, more at the trinket around my neck, but I didn't feel like she'd care if she scratched me. 
 
    "Back off," Ashleigh shouted at the redhead, pushing me behind her back so she could shield me with her body. 
 
    Darren growled at my mate, baring his teeth at her. "She can't know!" 
 
    "Know what?" I yelled back, cowardly hiding behind Ashleigh's soft back. As much as I disliked asking for her help, I wasn't about to face an angry Danny head on. I knew better. 
 
    Regan put up one of his big hands, silencing both Danny and Darren. He tilted his head to the side and stared at me. "You don't feel it?" 
 
    "Feel what?" 
 
    Ashleigh turned towards me, studying me carefully. "You don't sense it? 
 
    Annoyed, I let out an exasperated huff. "Sense what? Come on, use your words!" I barked, losing my patience. Why did they always do that? Couldn't they just explain what was going on, even for once?  
 
    "The necklace... Doesn't it... I don't know. Don't you feel different after putting it on?" 
 
    I lifted the amulet and twirled it between my fingers, getting a good look at it for the first time. It was a simple round totem carved out of bone. It had some graceful decorations on the sides and an elegantly carved wolf's head in the middle. Immaculate. 
 
    "What am I supposed to feel?" I inquired, not sure what they meant. 
 
    Darren and Danny exchanged odd glances, before turning to me. "Anything? No tingling, no electricity, no sparks?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Nope, nothing?" 
 
    "Strange." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    Danny shrugged, throwing her red hear over her shoulder. "Just surprised." 
 
    "So what's the secret?" I asked, noticing how the whole group suddenly exchanged more awkward glances. "What? You didn't think I forgot about it, right? I'm already letting you keep the secret of your shift, even though I seriously think you should be telling me. But at least tell me what this amulet thingy is about?" 
 
    "Oh-oooh..." Danny let out a loud gasp, before clamping her hands over her own mouth and hiding behind Regan and Darren. JP suddenly seemed very busy studying the rotten tree mush he had made and Ashleigh, well, Ashleigh was looking everywhere but me. 
 
    "What?" I asked, studying the group. Why did they become so twitchy all of a sudden? Was it something I said? All I did, was ask about the secret of the necklace and mention their shifting. Wait... "Does the amulet have anything to do with why you all can shift?" 
 
    Danny's loud gasp gave it away more than anything. Bingo. 
 
    "So it has something to do with your shapeshifting!" I exclaimed. And judging by their faces, I had hit the nail on the head. "Tell me more." 
 
    "We... can't," Ashleigh muttered, a pained look on her face. "I would, but... It's better if you don't know." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    JP gently placed a hand on my shoulder. "B-Believe me. It's better if you d-don't know." 
 
    I sighed. Putting aside their murderous alter egos, I did trust them. If they both insisted it was better that I didn't know, I'd let it slide. 
 
    "Alright then," I sang, hiding the necklace underneath my shirt. "It's not like this amulet allows you to shift, anyway," I bluffed, watching all their faces. 
 
    "Ooooooh," Danny loudly gasped, earning foul looks from all her men. 
 
    "Oops..." she blurted out, clamping her hands over her mouth. Too late. 
 
    "Wait, what?"  
 
    "Nothing!" the whole group yelled, all suddenly looking very awkward. I pulled the necklace from underneath my shirt and stared at it. Was this really it? The secret to their shift? A simple amulet? Would it let me shift? 
 
    "Hnnnnggggg," I grunted, glaring at the necklace and tensing all my muscles. Almost disappointed that nothing happened, I turned towards the group. They were all staring at me, eyes big like saucers. "Nothing is happening, guys." 
 
    Darren nudged Danny, who in her turn nudged Ashleigh. "Should we tell her?" the redhead whispered, staring at me with spooked eyes. 
 
    "Yes, tell me! I want to know how to use the necklace so I can shift!" I demanded, stomping my feet on the ground like a little child. Ashleigh was my mate, wasn't she? Why wouldn't she trust me with the secret? Didn't she want us to run together like wolves? 
 
    Ashleigh awkwardly shifted her feet. "Is it my secret to tell?" 
 
    Regan scratched his head. "We're all here, aren't we?" 
 
    "Oooh, that is a good one," Danny gasped, jumping in. "This could stand as a council of our four houses." 
 
    I tilted my head. "Wait, what. What four houses? What are you guys talking about now?" 
 
    Ashleigh gingerly touched my face, immediately silencing me. Well, if I couldn't get the secret, I'd settle for having my mate look at me this tenderly.  
 
    "All in good time, I promise... We need to discuss this in private. I'm sorry, but I'll explain everything later. Okay?" 
 
    I nodded. I'd agree to anything with her being so close to me. Damn, I really was a sucker. 
 
    "Hand me the necklace, please." 
 
    With the necklace in my hand, I felt my lips curl up. "If you want it, take it," I grinned, dropping the amulet back down my shirt, making her blue eyes light up in amusement.  
 
    "Don't tempt me," Ashleigh warned me, the lower tone of her voice sending a chill down my spine. 
 
    "Or?" I dared ask, sounding braver than I felt. I wasn't exactly sure if this was the so called "flirting" everyone talked about, but Ashleigh seemed to like it.  
 
    "Or I'll take you up on that offer," my dark-haired mate growled, her lips all of a sudden dangerously close. I felt another thrill run down my spine, remembering how right and perfect it had felt when she had kissed me a couple of days ago. How soft and warm her lips were, how perfect her body fitted against mine, how gingerly she made me feel. 
 
    "Maybe I want..." 
 
    "Hello? We've got more important issues to discuss?" Danny waved, snapping us out of our little world. Oh right, we weren’t alone. I felt my cheeks heat up in embarrassment, realising that Danny and her men had just witnessed my awful attempt of flirting. Oops. It was just hard to remember other people existed when Ashleigh was standing this close to me. 
 
    I let out an awkward chuckle and hid my face in Ashleigh's embrace. Her fingers playfully dancing over my spine as she shot a quick apology toward Danny. Pressed against her, her natural scent of strawberries flooded my senses. Oh the spirits, I was in heaven. I never wanted this to end. I never wanted Ashleigh to end.  
 
    "I can't believe I'm saying this but... Could you go check up on Aspen? As much as I hate him right now, I do worry about him. He hasn't been without his amulet for a long time." 
 
    With a smile, I nodded. "Of course." 
 
    Ashleigh gently pressed her lips against my cheek. "Thank you," she whispered in my ear, making me shiver underneath her touch. If it was up to me, I'd whisk her away from the rest and just spend the rest of my days wrapped in her arms. Preferably naked.  
 
    Wait, what? That was a new thought... Where did that come from? First Aspen? Now Ashleigh? What was happening? How did she do this me? Why had I never felt this way around her before? Or Aspen, for that matter? I wondered where all those desires came from, as I had never really looked at either of them in that way. But the longer I stared at her slender figure, the more I realised that I was indeed very attracted to her. How did this happen?  
 
    Did the amulet influence my wolf? Or without the necklace, was Aspen's wolf less demanding? 
 
    Either way, I didn't mind being so close to Ash. 
 
    But hey, if she wanted me to go check up on Aspen, I would. I needed to make sure he was alright, especially after our little ordeal. I didn't want him to feel bad after what went down. I turned on my heels, ready to find Aspen, but was stopped by Ashleigh. 
 
    "The necklace, Akira." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You're still wearing it." 
 
    I sheepishly grinned. "Oops. Sorry."  
 
    She gently swiped her fingers over my cheek and then followed my neckline to fish the necklace out of my shirt. "Thanks." 
 
    "Hmmm, while you're there..." I suggested, earning a deep chuckle from her. 
 
    "Don't try and sway me with flirting, young lady. I'm still not over what you did with my brother," she semi-scolded, but from her tone, I could tell she wasn't nearly as mad as before. "Now off you go." 
 
    I started saluting her, regretted my choice half-way through, and ended it with a facepalm. Idiot. 
 
    Ashleigh chuckled and rolled her eyes in amusement. "You're strange." 
 
    "I've been called that before." 
 
    "I'm not surprised," she whispered, leaning forward and surprisingly enough, capturing my lips with hers. Stunned at first, I froze. Did she really mean to kiss me or did she just miss my cheek? She tenderly cupped my face, pulling me gently towards her. Realising she wasn't mistaken, I melted into her kiss. Her lips plump and warm, soft and fruity.  
 
    With a hum, I leant more into her, losing myself in her. Her hand slid from my cheek to the back of my neck and as she tangled her fingers in my hair, a shiver travelled down my spine. Summer made way for strawberries and I couldn't imagine every wanting to taste something else. 
 
    "Now off you go," Ashleigh whispered against my lips, her breath tickling my skin. 
 
    "Do I have to?" I pouted, not wanting to break away from our embrace. She chuckled softly, her eyes lighting up. 
 
    "Yes... But I'll see you soon." She pressed another soft kiss on my lips and broke away from me, leaving me just a tad lost. 
 
    "I-I'll walk back with you," JP offered, peeling me away from my mate. I felt my wolf softly howl as we split apart from Ashleigh so I could climb out of the valley. Hopefully, she'd join me soon. 
 
    "I w-will collect some firewood. You'll find Aspen b-back in our camp, I b-believe," JP spoke, directing me to the campsite, while he disappeared into another part of the forest. Well, okay then. Looks like I was dealing with Aspen on my own. 
 
    I stumbled up the hillside to our tents and found Aspen moping on a tree stump, looking rather lost.  
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    He nodded almost unnoticeably. "Yeah, I think so." 
 
    "Listen, what happened..." 
 
    "I know. I know it's Ashleigh you really want." 
 
    I let my head hang low in shame. How awful was I? Bouncing from one twin to the other, breaking hearts where ever I went, tearing the siblings apart. If only I could stop. If only my wolf could choose. "I'm sorry." 
 
    He chuckled bitterly. "Don't be. I don't stand a hell of a chance without my Alpha." I opened my mouth to protest, but he cut me off. "No need to deny it. That's just how it works." 
 
    With my heart aching, I sat down on the stump opposite of him. "I do care for you, you know." 
 
    His upper lip twitched. "I know," he muttered gloomily, his eyes glazing over again. I shifted uncomfortable on my stump and it had nothing to do with the twig almost poking my private parts. I thought I'd gotten Aspen to a better place, but now he was completely back to his depressed counterpart. If only I could help him. Without jumping his bones. 
 
    "It's been a while," Aspen suddenly sighed, holding his face up in his hands. 
 
    "A while since...?" 
 
    He grimaced. "Since I took of the necklace." 
 
    I tilted my head to the side. "It feels different without?" 
 
    Aspen nodded, running his hand through his hair. "It does."  
 
    "What is so different?"  "It's... Quiet. She's usually always talking to me, you know?" he mumbled, his eyes glazed. He looked utterly defeated.    
 
    I let out a hum. "Umm... Who?"  
 
    "Em... I can always hear her. She's calling out to me."  
 
    I bit my lip, racking my memories. If I remembered correctly, Em was his first mate. The love of his life, the one he lost, the one who died.  
 
    "You can hear her?" I asked carefully, hoping I wouldn't step on his toes or push him deeper in the dark pit he didn't seem to be able to crawl out.  
 
    He let out a heavy breath. "I can. She's waiting for me up there..." He paused, cracking his neck and stretching his shoulders. "I can't hear her now."  
 
    A lump appeared in my throat. Poor Aspen. "You can't?"  
 
    He shook his head, sadness painted over his face. "Not without my necklace. It's both... Liberating and lonely."  
 
    "What kind of things does she say? If you don't mind me asking..." 
 
    He rubbed a spot on his chest, the one where his necklace usually rested. "She usually talks to my wolf." 
 
    I waited, wondering if he was going to elaborate or that was all I'd get out of him. Nope. Silence it was. "Does your wolf talk to you when you wear it?"  
 
    Aspen nodded slowly. "I guess? Not exactly talk to me, but I can hear his thoughts. In many ways, I am his thoughts."  
 
    "Oh..." 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck, looking pained. "Maybe some other time, I'll tell you all about Em and my wolf. But not tonight." 
 
    "That's okay. You don't have to tell me." 
 
    Aspen smiled sadly. "I should. It's not a story that should be left untold. One day." He pointed towards the lake. "Are they debating who will take the necklace?" 
 
    I nodded, hoping the change of topic would lift his mood. Seeing Aspen in pain like this, made me ache deep inside. If only I could cheer him up somehow. But I couldn't. So I just kept the conversation going. "Yes. And they are having a meeting of four houses? I'm not sure what's going on." 
 
    "Hmm," he snorted, shaking his head dismissively. "Only they would hold a council meeting in the middle of nowhere." 
 
    "What's a council meeting?" 
 
    With a small twig, Aspen drew four squares in the trampled snow. "Official clan business. Technically, the four of us are the heirs and direct representatives of the noble houses of our clan," he explained, adding in letters in the boxes. "There's Danny's house, Regan's clan, Darren's line, and then Ash and I. No matter where we are, we can hold an official meeting and whatever is decided, goes." 
 
    "You're all nobles?" 
 
    "Technically. All our houses are in shambles, so not much to be proud of or boast about. Ashleigh and I are the only survivors of our line. Regan was shunned by his parents, but claimed his rightful place as the heir when he turned eighteen. Darren has a lot of distant relatives, but I doubt any of them even know which clan they belong to. Danny tried to reject her title, but when her parents died last year, she became the next in line by default," he explained, hiding his face in his hands. "Our lineages are a mess." 
 
    "So what's the meeting about?" 
 
    "The secret of the Wolf. Disclosing the secret behind our shift is a breach of an ancient oath that all our houses have to uphold. We had a "meeting" about this around the time JP got filled in." He chuckled. "Actually, if I remember correctly, Danny had already told him and the meeting was about "her treachery". If our parents were still in charge, it would've ended in war. For us, it was more a shrug and we welcomed JP officially as a representative of House D'Ors. Danny's family name."  
 
    I smiled. "That's sweet." 
 
    "Danny chose him. He's family."  
 
    As if he heard his name, JP appeared from the tree line, carrying a whole bushel of firewood. It wasn't as much as Regan could carry, but I was sure it could easily last us till morning. I moved my stump out of the way, giving the slender man room to get the fire going and started dreaming of what goodness Darren would be making for us later tonight. At least, I hoped he would. I honestly wasn't sure how we were doing ration wise. They just kept producing more and more food from their backpacks. I wasn't sure how, but hey, I wasn't complaining.  
 
    Some magic was better left unexplained. The mystery of their never-ending supplies was one of those things. 
 
    From the tree line, the group reappeared. Ashleigh was happily chatting away with Danny and I let out a sigh of relief. No wars were being waged tonight. 
 
    I immediately jumped up, anticipation and fear keeping my body singing a nervous song. What did they discuss? Would they tell me the secret? Had they decided I was worthy? Or would they just boot me out?  
 
    A stone fell on my stomach. Oh no, what if they decided to leave me behind and travel without me? Surely, Ashleigh wouldn't like to leave my side, but then again, with me jumping her brother, she might not be as big of a voter for me to stick around. Oh fuck, they were going to leave me. Yes, that made sense. Ashleigh was fed up with me and my childish ways. If I could forget about her, she could forget about me, no?  
 
    "So..." Danny sighed, apparently initiating the awkward conversation that was to follow. Really? Could my mate not straight up tell me that she was ditching me?  
 
    "We've come to a decision," Regan added in, pausing as he left his sentence hanging in the air.  
 
    "Yessss?"   
 
    "It would only make sense if..." Danny started, cutting off her sentence to turn towards Ashleigh and nudge her. "Maybe it's better if you tell her? After all, she's your mate."  
 
    Ashleigh ran her hand through her dark curls and awkwardly chuckled. "Okay, yes, maybe you're right. So..."  
 
    Why were they so slow? What's up with all the shiftiness? Were they just playing? Why?  
 
    Frustrated, I shoved my hands in my hair and let out a long groan. Couldn't they just be frank with me?  
 
    Ashleigh and Danny exchanged more glances, seemingly having another silent conversation. Fine. If they weren't going to tell me, I'd just put them out of their misery and say it myself.  
 
    "I get it, you want me gone," I blurted out, exactly at the same time as Ashleigh said: "I want you to marry me." 
 
    Crickets chirped as a silence befell us. What? Had I heard that right? "What?!"   
 
    Ashleigh gently took my hands in hers. "I want you to marry me. I mean, not now. Not even soon, for that matter. But some day."  
 
    I stared at her, my mouth dry and my tongue like sandpaper against the roof of my mouth. "What?" I managed to splutter out again, not sure how we went from her cursing at me to a marriage proposal.  
 
    "If you say yes, if you accept, you'll become part of the Ardelean family by extension and are granted access to not just our ancient secrets, but to wearing one of our most valuable possessions." She held up Aspen's necklace, dangling it in the air. "This. Of course, we wouldn't have to get married until we both feel like it, after all..."  
 
    I turned to her very silent brother, not sure what he was making of all this. He'd certainly have an opinion on his sister's proposal. Aspen tapped his forehead and whispered: "Aaaah, that's what they did with JP. Now I remember."  
 
    I growled. Useless. Men were freaking useless. "A heads up would've been nice," I whispered to him before turning back to his still proposing sister. With a glare, I managed to stop her ramblings.  
 
    "No."  
 
    Ashleigh's face fell as I probably said the last word she'd wanted to hear. "No?" she swallowed, the usually clear lights in her eyes disappearing. Shit. I didn't mean to be so harsh.  
 
    "I meant... No, I won’t marry you for convenience. You can keep your secret. When I marry, I marry for love. Nothing else."  
 
    Pain flashed through her eyes. "And you don't think I love you?" she  asked quietly, her voice flat and dull. Damn, this was so not how I'd planned my proposal to go.  
 
    I hesitated. "Well... We haven't really talked about that kind of thing," I deflected, already cursing myself for how I handled the whole thing. Why couldn't I have been patient and just heard her out?  
 
    My mate brushed her soft fingertips over my cheek, asking my full attention. "Let me make one thing very clear, Akira. You're my one and somewhere down the line, I will make you my wife. All I need to know is if you're okay with that?"   
 
    I bit my lip as coals far down in my stomach flamed up underneath her touch. A spark had returned in Ashleigh's eyes and as it did, her intense gaze quickly set my heart on fire. Relief hit me as her words' meaning finally started to make sense. She wasn't leaving me. It hadn't even crossed her mind. No, she wanted me to be with her. To stay with her. Not just for now, not just for my journey, but forever.   
 
    A thought I never considered before, entered my mind. I didn't need to go back to my village. I could just stay with Ashleigh. We could settle down somewhere, build ourselves a lovely little home. We'd have to reinforce our house, so she and Aspen wouldn't break it down with every little spat they had. Oh, and of course, we'd have Danny and her men as our neighbours. We could be our own little town.   
 
    Just the idea of not having to return to my resentful tribe spread a warm glow throughout my body. Suddenly, the idea of saying yes to Ashleigh right here and now didn't seem like such an awful idea. In fact, it seemed like a great idea. The best idea I ever had.  
 
    "I'm more than okay with that," I whispered, a tightness in my chest dissolving as 
 
     the image of my future just took a whole different turn.  
 
    "So do you accept my proposal that someday, I'll propose to you?"  
 
    I bit my lip as I released a long, happy sigh. That was so Ashleigh. "Yes," I smiled, not able to contain the wide grin spreading on my face. In fact, it was so wide it made the corners of my mouth hurt.  
 
    "Yes?"  
 
    "Oh gods, of course, yes," I laughed, pressing myself into Ashleigh so I could kiss her properly. With wild strawberries dancing on my tongue and hidden in the warm embrace of my woman, I gave in to everything that was Ashleigh. Hell yes, I wanted a future with her. If only I’d understood her words better, I could've avoided the whole awkward "no" thing, but then again, her presenting a whole future to me had me happier than anything I'd heard in a long time. Maybe ever.  
 
    The rest happily clapped and before I knew it, we found ourselves in the middle of a big group hug. Danny's red hairs somehow made it into my mouth, but I didn't mind. The warmth and support I got from all of them, made my heart sing in a way I had never known before. Yes, this could be home. It already was.  
 
    "Welcome to the family, Akira!" Danny cheered, kissing me on both cheeks.  
 
    "Yes, welcome to the group!" Darren added, again slapping me so hard on the back that it took my breath away. And not in a good way.  
 
    JP gently patted my shoulder, his cheeks red with excitement. "R-Really happy to have you, Akira." 
 
    I beamed in happiness. Was this how it felt to be wanted? Was this why everyone kept pushing family? Because it was worth it? I could get used to this. Not just for the short run, but for the long haul. I glanced at Ashleigh. She said that the group was a package deal, in a take it or leave it way, but she possibly couldn't imagine how much I wanted to take it. I could see them become my family. All of them. Danny, Darren, JP, Regan, and of course, Aspen. 
 
    Aspen... Who I'd been kissing only a while ago and now, I was pre-engaged to his sister. Without his wolf to sway me, it was unmistakably easier to tell that I was Ashleigh's. But still. I didn't want to hurt him. I needed to know he was going to be okay. I turned towards him and he hadn't moved from his stump. "You okay with this?" I carefully asked, hoping that I hadn't just broken him.  
 
    He gave me a tired smile. "Of course, this is the right thing to do. I'm happy for you." He turned to his sister. "For both of you."  
 
    "You sure?"  
 
    "I'm sure. Honestly, I'm okay. Congratulations, Akira." And with those words, he stood up from his tree trunk and disappeared into one of the three tents surrounding our campfire. Huh. I hadn't even noticed there were three. Had someone predicted a fallout like this or did he set up his own tent after what happened between him and Ashleigh?   
 
    A warm arm pulled me against an even warmer body. "I know my brother. He'll be okay," Ashleigh reassured me, nuzzling her face against the side of my head.  
 
    "I sure hope so..." I sighed, melting into her. Yes, I could get used to this. With Aspen's Alpha asleep and my wolf's connection to him severed, it was suddenly a lot quieter in my heart. A lot more peaceful for my soul.  
 
    This could work. This might actually give me some rest. It would stop my wolf from being torn between the two siblings. It would finally let me commit to the one that I was always meant to be with. I turned in Ashleigh's arms, peering into her blue eyes. "You got me," I whispered, my voice breaking. After everything I put her through, all the uncertainty, all the misery, I hoped I could finally give her everything she deserved. My full attention. My undivided love. Unwavering devotion.  
 
    "Be careful what you say, Akira. I might never let you go after this," she murmured, raw emotion swirling in her blue eyes.  
 
    "I wasn't planning on going anywhere," I replied, making her smile broader and wider than I'd ever seen before.  
 
    "Good." She laced her fingers through mine, turning the coals in a gentle fire that quickly heated me with a warmth that I knew wouldn't be easy to extinguish. Maybe even impossible. 
 
    I pressed myself against her, realising how perfectly our bodies matched each other. My head fitted in the nook of her neck, her arms following the shape of my waist impeccably. We were made for each other. I'd never been more certain. She was it. All my worries of my future melted away as I melted in her. Stress I'd been carrying in my shoulders left as I relaxed in her arms. I tried to hide a yawn, but of course, she caught it.  
 
    "You tired?"  
 
    "Hmm-hmm," I hummed, finally realising how exhausted I was. Had all this really happened in one day?   
 
    "You need sleep. Actually, we all need sleep," Ashleigh ordered gently. "We can keep the big reveal for tomorrow, right?" 
 
    Everyone nodded, more yawns going around. Everyone was worn out. Today had stretched us all far too thin. 
 
    "Goodnight, guys. We're calling it a day." She waved at the rest.  
 
    Danny happily waved back. "Night, girls. Behave!" She grinned, making me roll my eyes. Of course, she’d be over the moon about this. But I was far too tired for any funny business. I just wanted to sleep. Undisturbed sleep. Endless sleep.  
 
    Ashleigh steered me towards the middle tent and I gladly let myself fall down on the heap of furs and coats. My mate closed the tent flap and curled up next to me. With her arms wrapped protectively around me and my head rested on her collarbone, I finally left all my earthly worries behind. Just like Ashleigh, sleep became mine. 
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    Chapter 18. Mirror 
 
      
 
    Expecting the next morning to be awkward, I crawled out of the tent, hoping that Darren's heavenly food would break the tension. Following my nose, I found myself standing next to a row of people. Both Aspen and Ashleigh were already staring hungrily at the big pot warming on the fire.  
 
    He’d regained some colour and didn't look nearly as ghostly as yesterday. Sleep must've done him good. He seemed like a person who actually belonged on earth again.  
 
    "Cook faster, Darren," he whined, licking his lips as he eyed the hot stew simmering away.  
 
    "Maybe just a little taste," Ashleigh mumbled, trying to steal a spoonful, but Darren wouldn't have any of it. He tapped both the twins on their heads with the handle of his ladle and positioned himself between the food and the siblings.  
 
    "Down, you crazies. We'll eat when it's ready."  
 
    Both grumbling under their breaths, Ashleigh and Aspen sat down on a stump, muttering to each other. I only caught a couple of words, but it sounded like an elaborate plot to lure Darren away from his pot and claim all the food for themselves. I smiled in relief. They were still their crazy selves. I hadn't ruined their relationship  
 
    I waved gratefully at Darren, who seemed a bit confused. That was okay. From all the things he was great at, cooking seemed to be his soft spot. He'd probably blush bright red if I told him how his food really brought people together. So instead, I sat down next to the dancing fire, settled for a cup of hot root tea, and patiently waited for breakfast. Honestly, how I'd found myself in such luxury in the middle of nowhere, I'd never really understand. 
 
    Only after Danny appeared from their tent with more twigs sticking out of her hair, Darren pooled a thick, rich stew in my bowl that made my mouth water. Without wasting one second, I dug into the delicious hot food that chased away the hunger and warmed my belly.  
 
    "We still have to tell Akira the secret," Danny mumbled in between bites, shoveling the stew so fast into her mouth I was surprised she didn't choke on it. 
 
    "R-Right. I think Ash s-should tell her, n-no?" JP agreed, never even looking up from his plate.   
 
    I felt a thrill of excitement travel through my body. Now this was something to delay eating for. I was finally going to find out the secret behind their shifting. With everything going on, I’d almost forgotten how abnormal it was. They had made it feel so normal I'd forgot that I wasn't the strange one. They were.  
 
    Without missing a bite from her plate, Ashleigh dug Aspen's necklace from her pocket and held it up against the faint morning light. "The secret... Is this…"   
 
    So the necklace was really the secret? Well hot taco, if I’d known you could only shift while wearing jewellery, I'd have gotten my ears pierced or something.  
 
    "And?" 
 
    My mate shrugged, scraping her bowl for the last of Darren's delicious food. "That's it." 
 
    "That's it?" This was their big secret? How was that even a secret? Did they really need to hold a big council meeting for that? 
 
    With her plate empty, Danny strung more words together. "That's it. We'd tell you more, but we don't know how it works either. Sorry to disappoint." 
 
    I groaned. Typical. They were hopeless. 
 
    "You still get to wear it though. And for it to really stop answering to Aspen, you should connect to the magic inside." 
 
    I perked up. Now that was more interesting. "Oh?" 
 
    "Right now, Aspen can't fully use it. But the magic in there is still aching to return to him." 
 
    "If you want to shift, you need to make the magic obey." 
 
    Ashleigh placed the amulet in my lap, her fingers brushing over my thigh. "It's yours now."  
 
    I tried to catch Aspen's eyes, hoping he wouldn't harbour any resentment for having his heirloom taken away. He smiled at me and nodded encouragingly. "Put it on."  
 
    The necklace slipped around my neck and the moment it fell on my chest, nothing changed. It was still just a piece of horn on a string. "Ummm..."  
 
    Darren scratched the top of his head. "Still nothing?"  
 
    "Nope."  
 
    "Do any of you remember how you got the magic to react?" Danny asked the rest, braiding her hair. "Sixteen feels like ages ago."  
 
    Ashleigh snorted. "It would for you, grandma."  
 
    "Oi!" The redhead aimed her spoon at my mate and threw her hair over her shoulder. "You teach her then!"  
 
    Catching the utensil midair, Ashleigh turned to me. "I would, if I remembered."  
 
    "Isn't it enough for me to have it? I can keep it away from Aspen?"  
 
    "No. I can still feel wisps of the magic. The tendrils are beckoning for me. My wolf wants it," Aspen weighed in, staring longingly at my chest. I hoped it was because of the necklace, but then again, you never knew with men.  
 
    "I remember some of the exercises my uncle did with me," Darren chimed in, cracking his fingers one by one. "I could try them with you? We'd need some peace and quiet for it, though."  
 
    I glanced at Ashleigh, unsure if she was okay with me spending time alone with Darren. I wondered why. It's not like I'd do anything wrong. But after my altercation with Aspen, I didn't want to mess anything up. "That alright?"  
 
    She tilted her head to the side. "Of course."  
 
    "I'm done with breakfast. We can start right now?"  
 
    "We'll break camp while you do," Regan suggested, the rest nodding in agreement.  
 
    "You sure you don't want me to help with the tents?"  
 
    Danny waved dismissively. "No, we got it. You go unlock your magic, that's more important."  
 
    "Back to the waterfall?" Darren proposed, making me nod enthusiastically. The water wasn't to blame for me jumping on Aspen, I'd love to see the waterfall again. And that place felt more magically charged than anywhere I'd been before. This seemed like the perfect place to unlock my wolf. Yes, I was ready for some action.  
 
    Except that there was no action. Back down in the valley, Darren made me sit in strange positions and kept saying weird things about my breathing. Somehow, none of his instructions made any sense.  
 
    "How can I breathe in, and both arch my back and flatten my stomach? That makes no sense?" I groaned, annoyed at his vague way of explaining things.  
 
    "You just, you know. Push your back out, and then you suck in your stomach. And then you breathe. It's not hard."  
 
    "Like this?" I asked, sucking my stomach in and pushing my behind in the air.  
 
    "You're not breathing."  
 
    I took a deep breathe, praying Darren would finally deem my downward dog acceptable, but all he said was: "You're forgot to keep your stomach flexed."  
 
    I screamed and let myself fall down on the ground. "That really doesn't help. I can't do that at the same time. Your exercises aren't working."  
 
    He pouted. "But I need you to relax and be in control of your breathing for the next step."  
 
    "The only reasons I'm stressed is cause I can't get your stupid poses right!" I yelled in frustration, ready to pull the hair from my head. This was going nowhere. What a waste of time. Downward dog? If he kept giving me vague instructions like this, there would be no downward dog. Instead, I'd show him outraged wolf. I imagined that would involve moves like me biting his arm and kicking his leg.  
 
    No, that's not nice, Akira. He was trying to help me after all.  
 
    I took a deep gulp of air and tried to push my irritation down. "Can we just move on to the next phase? Please?" 
 
    He scratched the side of his face. "Ummm... I don't know the next phase. This is all I can remember." 
 
    I clenched my jaw, refusing to let angry words come out. "Perhaps this isn't working after all." 
 
    He sighed. "Maybe not."  
 
    I stood up to stretch my limbs and tried not to feel too disappointed. After all, he had warned me that it might not work the first time around. Maybe if I tried again on my own later, it might turn out differently. 
 
    Back at the broken campsite, everyone looked expectantly at me. With a sigh, I shook my head and watched all their faces fall. 
 
    "No luck?" 
 
    "Nope..." 
 
    Ashleigh stood up from her stump to hug me. "You'll get it, I'm sure of it." 
 
    I sighed as I let myself melt into her embrace. "I hope so too." 
 
    A sharp voice close to my ear suddenly chirped in: "I'm sure you'll figure it out!" 
 
    It took me a moment before I could place the voice, but when I did, I immediately turned in Ashleigh's arms, hoping I was mistaken. It couldn't be.  
 
    Out of thin air, a shape took form and before me, long waves of hair appeared. Cece. No. Chesca. Unmistakably Chesca.  
 
    How could this be? I thought she was dead? No, I didn't just think so. I knew so. I’d seen her corpse. I watched the life drain from her eyes. I'd been there when she lost her life.  
 
    "I... But... What..." I stammered, staring at the young girl who was happily waving at me. "Huh? I thought... Wait... Huh?!"  
 
    "Hi, guys! It's me again!" Chesca chirped, grinning broadly as she threw her hair over her shoulder. Very Chesca like. Definitely the real deal.  
 
    "I thought you were dead... I know you’re dead. I watched you die!"  
 
    The girl in front of me giggled. "Yes, oops, that did not go over well. I was a bit careless there."  
 
    "Not you again!" Ashleigh exclaimed, protectively wrapping her arms around me. The Puma's appearance finally elicited a reaction from Aspen. He jumped up and strode towards her.  
 
    "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't just kill you all over again," he growled darkly, his lips curled up in an angry snarl. A small shiver ran down my spine at his display of anger. So even without his necklace, his Alpha hadn't completely disappeared. 
 
    Chesca giggled. "Because you could use my help?" 
 
    Danny threw her own hair over her shoulder. "What makes you think we'd even listen to you?" 
 
    The young girl turned towards me. "I can teach you." 
 
    Ashleigh growled. "She doesn't need your help. You can't teach her a thing." 
 
    The Puma laughed out loud, her head thrown back. "Oh, but that is where you’re mistaken. I think you could use my help. I watched you down at the lake, Akira. That didn't really work out for you, did it?" 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat up. Damn it. Why was I such a failure? 
 
    "We've got it covered," Darren argued, but I could tell from his voice that he wasn't so sure of himself. 
 
    "You haven't got a clue on how to manipulate magic," Chesca teased, raising her eyebrow.  
 
    Darren scoffed loudly. "If we can't, how would an outsider like you know?" 
 
    Chesca snapped her slender fingers, a little puff of smoke appearing. "You might possess magic, but I know how to use it. Not just that. I dance with it. I play with it. Magic is my mistress." 
 
    I could hear the group collectively grind their teeth down as they realised Chesca was right. If they couldn't teach me, the necklace would keep corrupting Aspen. Nothing would change and he desperately needed it. We all looked at him, waiting for his answer. With or without his wolf, he was still the Alpha of the group. 
 
    He clenched his strong jaw. "Just this once. But we'll be watching." 
 
    Chesca clapped her hands. "Lovely! Akira, I can't wait to teach you all my tricks. Let's go down to the lake again." 
 
    I sighed. I really had no other choice. So once again, we descended down to the secluded valley.  
 
    "Let's sit here." Chesca pointed at a small patch of moss and made me sit down. "Look at the water. What do you see?"  
 
    I stared down at the blue mirror, the constant stream rippling my reflection. "I see me. And rocks."  
 
    Chesca sighed. "Look further. Imagine your wolf. What does she look like?"  
 
    I peered down at the water again. "I don't know. She has ears, I imagine. I hope?"  
 
    "Channel her. Call her to the surface. Imagine her emerging from underneath the water, breaking the surface."  
 
    "Okay, let me try again."   
 
    I stared back down at the lake, watching the ripples flowing through my face. A face I had seen so many times before. But this time, I was looking for something else. For someone else. My wolf. I stared and stared, but the image didn't change. The only person looking back at me, was me. Akira. The girl with the boring, grey eyes.   
 
    This wasn't getting me anywhere. How would I ever see my wolf, if I kept getting distracted by my own face? "It's not working," I muttered in disappointment. Maybe I just wasn't meant to release my wolf.   
 
    "Try closing your eyes then. If you have a good imagination, you can just envision your own lake."   
 
    I nodded. That might be easier than being constantly reminded of my mediocre self. I drew in a deep breath and let my eyelids fall shut. Darkness momentarily filled my mind, but as I drew the lines of a calm lake, images appeared.  
 
    Dark trees surrounding a valley like the one I was in. Instead of the morning sun, a silver moon cast faint rays on the surface of a white, still, lake. There was nothing and nobody around. Only me. The wind danced almost soundlessly through the blackened leaves as it guided me towards the lake.   
 
    With every step closer, I imagined being greeted with a reflection that was and wasn't my own. I imagined strong paws and an elegant snout. A playful tail and deep eyes that held more wisdom than I could ever possess. I envisioned looking down in the water and being greeted by a familiar stranger.   
 
    Almost too afraid to look, I held my breath for a brief moment, making the world stop. The leaves froze, the wind disappeared. This was it.  
 
    I bent over the lake, opened the eyes of my mind, and looked in to the calm water. I was ready to meet my wolf. 
 
    Reflected in the crystal mirror, familiar grey eyes stared back at me, yet, they were different than usual. They weren't mine. Instead of being met with my face, a wolf stared back at me. Her fur white as the freshly fallen snow on the first day of winter. Her eyes deep and wise, but furthermost, kind.  
 
    My wolf. 
 
    I recognised her immediately. How could I not. She was inside me. She was part of me. She was there, always watching over me. Patiently waiting for this very moment. For me to release her. 
 
    Scared that I would ruin the moment, I brushed my fingers over the surface of the lake. Instead of rippling the water like I had expected, I bumped against a hard glass-like wall. 
 
    My wolf tilted her head slightly and stared at me, sadness clear in her eyes. So this was her cage. This was where she'd been for the past twenty-one years. If only I knew how to get her out. 
 
    Chesca's voice suddenly echoed in my head. "Break it." 
 
    I bit my lip and focused back on the glass mirror. I swiped my fingers over the surface, trying to find a weaker spot. I just needed one crack. My fingertips glide over the mirror, as I felt for it. 
 
    And as if I'd always known. I found it. It was small. Almost unnoticeable. But it was here. With all the power I could muster, I slammed my fist hard into the mirror.  
 
    Shards flew, light flashed. Pain like I’d never felt before suddenly flooded through my body. It felt like being electrified, suffocated, stabbed and broken all at the same time. I wanted to go back in time. I wanted to fix the mirror. I wanted it to stop. But it was too late. Shards of glass tore my skin to shreds as I felt myself drown in blood. In my own blood. 
 
    My bones cracked, my skin tore. My eyes rolled into the back of my skull as every part of my very being hurt. I was in pain. Excruciating pain.  
 
    I clawed at my own skin, wanting the pain to stop. Needing it to stop. I couldn't take this. This was too much. It had to stop.  
 
    I threw my head back and as I tried to cry out for help, a bone-chilling howl filled the air. Not just any howl. 
 
    My howl. 
 
    I was free. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    This is the end of Book 1 in the My Winter Wolf series. To stay up to date on book 2, sign up to my Newsletter. There will be random ramblings, free books, recommendations, and updates about all the stories I write. 
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    PS.: And I won't spam you. Because I may or may not forget to write my Newsletters every now and then. So you'll get them every two weeks. Ish. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    An awkward thank you 
 
      
 
    Soooooooo, you're probably expecting a little word of thanks, right? Ummm...  
 
      
 
    Thank you? 
 
      
 
     I don't know. I'm not very good at saying thanks. I'm always afraid I'll forget someone and then they'll be sad.  
 
    So I'll just thank everyone who had a hand, a foot, or anything else to in the making of this story. If you helped me in someway, then I'm most grateful!   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    About the author 
 
      
 
    Arizona Tape is quite a chaotic, young adult that shares her house with a cactus plant and has sleep dates with her bed. She makes up stories in her head all the time like a crazy person and occasionally writes them down too.  
 
    But only if the mood is right. 
 
      
 
    In her spare time, she enjoys discovering new places with her friends, making all kinds of food as she waltzes through her kitchen like a tornado or likes relaxing on her couch with a movie and a cosy blanket. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalk Arizona Tape 
 
      
 
    If you want to follow me around and catch all my new releases, don't forget to sign up for my NL. It goes out weekly. Ish...  
 
      
 
    You can subscribe here: http://www.arizonatype.com/subscribe 
 
      
 
    Join my private group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/arizonatape 
 
      
 
    Like my page on Facebook! https://www.facebook.com/arizonatype 
 
      
 
      
 
    Or come hang out in the Flock, my author collective. There are other amazing authors there with stories and worlds that you don't want to miss out on! 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/theauthorflock 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Also By 
 
      
 
    Enjoyed Arizona Tape's story and writing style? Want to read more of her? You can! She's got all sorts of stories for you. More fantasy, more F/F, more romance, ... You name it! 
 
      
 
    There's even a spin off series that follows Danny and her three men in the series Triple Threat.  
 
      
 
    Danny's Dance (book 1 in the Triple Threat Series) 
 
    https://www.books2read.com/dannysdance 
 
      
 
    The Love Pill: For a sweet and lesbian romance 
 
    https://www.books2read.com/lovepill 
 
      
 
    My Own Human Series: For a Lesbian Vampire Dystopia: 
 
    https://www.books2read.com/myownhuman 
 
      
 
    Twin Souls Series: For more shifters and vampires (co-written with USA Today Bestselling Author Laura Greenwood) 
 
      
 
    Book 1: Soulswap 
 
    https://www.books2read.com/soulswap 
 
      
 
    Book 2: Soulshift 
 
    https://www.books2read.com/soulshift 
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