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CHAPTER ONE

Prologue




Carter scrambled up the hillside. Grabbing at clumps of wet grass and roots exposed by the pounding rain, he pulled himself through the storm and on towards the den. 

Cold mud and wet clay squished between his toes as his feet slipped out from under him, driving him to his hands and knees. Grit and mud splashed into his face and mouth, coating his teeth and getting under his tongue. Swiping at the hair hanging in his eyes, Carter flicked fresh drops of cold rain across his back and shoulders.

The rain turned to hail. He'd shifted back to human form soon after crossing out of Nafarius' territory, leaving him naked and his body exposed to the elements. Gritting his teeth, Carter grimaced as pebble-sized bits of ice sliced at his flesh. He didn't have time to stop and take shelter from the storm. Dimitri was anxious for news, and it was unwise to keep the alpha waiting.

The pack house was a welcome sight. Spread across the top of the rise, candlelight spilled out from windows left open despite the violent storm currently passing through the Cascade Mountains. 

Built when the west was still wild, the single story structure had been constructed in the style of the Native American plank house. The house lacked electricity and running water, comforts easily exchanged for the peace and solitude that came with living this far from civilization. 

Carter had lived there his entire life, the pack house his only home. His father had been killed in a skirmish for the alpha role. His mother, Kate, was likely waiting inside, worried about her only young.

Carter paused, his hand hovering over the doorknob and his heart hammering in his chest. Dimitri would be waiting inside. The alpha hadn't been himself in some time. The negotiations with Nafarius had taken longer then expected, and the strain was starting to show. Natasha, Dimitri's daughter and the pack's alpha female, had been able to manage her aging father, but it wouldn't be long before even her efforts failed. 

Taking a deep breath, Carter squared his shoulders and pushed open the door to his den.

Dimitri spun on his heels. "Well?"

A fire burned in the hearth behind the old alpha, illuminating a strong frame only slightly bent with age. Natasha sat in a chair nearby, surreptitiously watching her father while the rest of the pack loitered quietly. 

Carter swallowed as something feral shifted behind his alpha's eyes. Closing the door carefully behind him, Carter dropped his eyes to the floor. "Nafarius mated the human. She was able to shift."

Natasha was halfway out of her chair, reaching for her father when Dimitri burst across the room, lunging at Carter.

Having dropped his eyes, Carter never saw the attack coming. The first hint he had of anything wrong was the cold slice of pain that opened his chest. 

"Carter!!" Kate screamed and lunged for her son. William wrapped his arm around his pack mate, covering her mouth with his other hand and cutting off her screams.

"Hush!" William ordered, shoving her towards the back of the house.

Carter heard his mother scream, his eyes snapping to his alpha's face just in time to see the downward swipe of vicious claws. The blow caught him across the face and neck, snapping his jaw and ripping through his jugular.

Dimitri didn't stop. He couldn't stop.

Dimitri smelled blood. Tender flesh separated as he sunk his claws into the male struggling for life before him. 

Male. 

Nafarius.

Nafarius was mated to the human, making her a werewolf and betraying Dimitri and leaving Natasha without a mate. 

Natasha. 

Pack.

Dimitri felt the bond to his pack stretch, threatening to snap as he slid deeper into the abyss. There is no one left. No one left to take care of his pack. No one left to take care of him.

"Move!" William kept his gaze fixed firmly on Dimitri. Moving quickly, he grabbed whoever was closest and shoved them to the back of the house. Behind him, Carter tried to scream, instead choking on his own blood in an effort to suck air through the hole in his throat. 

"Dad!" Natasha grabbed for her father's arm, narrowly missing and jerking back as blood splattered, warm and wet, across her face. Carter's eyes turned to her, silently pleading even as his body slowly crumpled to the floor.

"Craig!" Natasha looked around for the pack's beta. Spying the male across the room, she rushed to his side. "Do something!"

Craig stared down his nose at her. "Why?"

Natasha blinked. "He's killing Carter!"

Craig shrugged. "No real loss, Carter was weak." He was also attractive, and a favorite among the females despite his lower standing.

Natasha stared. Craig's apathy was an island of cool in the sea of the pack's horror along the pack bond. "If you don't do something, I will," she said.

Craig sneered. "I'd love to see you try." By rights, Natasha should have been his mate, his to do with as he pleased and there was so much he wanted to do to her. 

Sexual heat lit Craig's eyes and slithered down the pack bond even as her father continued to slaughter their pack mate. Natasha's skin crawled. "He's your alpha, you owe him - "

"Dimitri made his choice when he turned to Nafarius instead of me," Craig snapped. The sting of his alpha's rejection was still sharp. The old alpha had done everything short of a public declaration to let the others know that he didn't find Craig worthy of his daughter or his pack. Instead, negotiating a deal that included handing both over to Nafarius.

Natasha searched Craig's face, quickly realizing the male would see them all destroyed before lifting a finger to help.

Turning back to her father, Natasha's gaze caught on Carter's lifeless eyes staring up at her from the floor. I'm so sorry, she told him silently. She couldn't afford to linger over what couldn't be changed. Already, Dimitri was winding down, high from the kill and controlled by madness, it was only a matter of time before he turned on the rest of them.

Stepping between her father and the pack huddled at the back of the house, Natasha shivered as Dimitri lifted his head and something feral stared out at her. "Dad?"

Dimitri snarled, his body rippling as he shifted into a grotesque mosaic of wolf and human.

Natasha's stomach churned when confronted with the reality of putting down her alpha, her father. "Dad, please," she pleaded, hoping to see recognition filling his eyes. 

Dimitri hovered over his kill, tilting his head back and howling his victory to the rafters. 

Joy at the kill, and pleasure at the taste of blood filling his mouth saturated the pack bond, easing any doubts Natasha may have harbored. In that moment, she said goodbye to her father.

No. Not her father. The Dimitri she had known was gone. That male would never slaughter one of his own, violating their den with the dead.

"I'm sorry," Natasha whispered and launched herself across the room. Natasha didn't bother shifting. She had one shot to take down her father, the element of surprise was her one, true advantage. If she could blind him, she'd gain the few precious moments she would need to put her father down. 

As she closed the distance, the movement caught his eye, and he turned from his kill, instinct warning him of an attack.

His head came around just as Natasha's fingers clawed for his eyes. Her nails raked across his face, opening three parallel tracks of torn flesh. The tracks ran across his left eye, and Dimitri roared as white, hot pain pierced his brain. Grabbing his unknown attacker, he threw the bitch across the room, slamming her into the coffee table with a satisfying crunch.

Natasha felt the breath leave her body as broken ribs punctured at least one lung. Before she could roll to her feet, her father was on her, wrapping his hands around her throat and lifting her off the ground.

Dimitri's vision blurred, his eyes seeing the face of a traitor. "You think you can kill me, take my place and my pack..."

Natasha gurgled, clawing at her father's fingers and tearing the flesh at her throat.

Dimitri glared at the female's face, searching his memory for who she could be. There was something familiar in her eyes, but...

"This pack belongs to me and my daughter, you stupid bitch," he roared. Dimitri squeezed the female's neck in his massive hands.

Natasha searched her father's face. He didn't recognize her. He didn't know it was his own daughter trying to stop him and protect the rest of the pack. Somehow, knowing that made dying by his hand easier to bear.

The tingling started in her finger tips, the numbness quickly moving up her limbs towards the trunk of her body. The roaring of her father was replaced by a ringing in her ears. She was dying. Worse, she had failed, abandoning her pack and leaving them alone with her father.

Letting go of the need to survive, Natasha reached for her father, wrapping her hands around his neck in an effort to take him with her.

Dimitri pinned the female against the wall. Her piercing green eyes were memorable. Perhaps a spy from Nafarius's camp? Sent to undermine him? Yes...

He slammed her head into the wall, splintering the wooden planks and cracking the back of her skull. She stared at him, and the sight disturbed him. He drove her head against the wall again, and the green eyes closed. 

Natasha held on to her father, her fingers twitching ineffectively as the world slid out from under her. Vaguely, she heard the snap of a twig and felt icy cold pain as her broken arm dropped uselessly to her side. 

Dimitri dropped the unconscious female to the ground, stepping over her body to open the door. Looking back over his shoulder, he licked the blood from his lip. "Get rid of it," he ordered, gesturing to Carter's mangled remains laying in a pool of blood.

Craig nodded. He had no intent of touching the body. Let the others deal with it. "Where are you going?"

Dimitri grinned madly. If Nafarius had thought to sow weakness, he'd see how wrong he was.

"To finish some business," Dimitri said. Reaching down, he grabbed Natasha by the wrist, dragging her body out of the pack house and into the raging storm.

Craig smirked as the door banged shut behind father and daughter. Things were suddenly looking up for him.

















CHAPTER TWO

How to Cook a Wolf...




Natasha blinked. Blinked again. Something wasn't right.

It's too dark. Were her eyes even open? Where is the light? Even on a moonless night, there should be light through the window above her bed.

Opening her eyes wide, Natasha stared hard into the dark. The window above her bed was gone. So was her bed, with its worn mattress that sagged with the imprint of her body.

It was too quiet, William wasn't snoring. William always snores.

No light, no William. Natasha flared her nostrils. Wrong smells. Home smelled of aged cedar. The air here was warm and thick with the stale scent of sweat, sex and...human. Only one pack in the area had recently housed a human.  

Nafarius. 

Natasha closed her eyes as her memory came cascading back. Nafarius' betrayal. Dimitri's powerful frame shaking, his fists clenched at his sides as he howled, the uncontrollable slaughter of her pack mate and her father's feral eyes as they landed on her.

But how did she get here? 

Natasha tried getting to her feet, but stumbled as all four of her legs failed. Wolf? Her memories of her father were vivid. The bright red of blood, the yellow glow of his eyes. Not the shades of gray of her wolf. 

How was she supposed to get answers like this? 

The pain started even before she made the conscious decision to shift. Red hot, it flayed her flesh and ripped an inhuman scream from her throat. Never like this. 

Her breath sawed in and out of her lungs as tendons tightened painfully and her joints popped, the sound ricocheting in the confined space. Muscles spasming, her body bowed tight before slamming back to the ground, the last of her bones snapped into place. 

Back in human form, she lay panting in the dark as sweat dripped between her breasts and pooled at the small of her back. What the fuck was that? In almost forty years, shifting had never been so excruciatingly painful.

Natasha opened her eyes to the cool press of rock against her cheek. She was laying half on, half off a blanket on the floor. Annnnnd...she was naked, her clothes long gone. Not a bad thing, considering her current state. Heat and pain (fever and bruising?) radiated from her skin, and even the warm air of the room hurt as it brushed across her flesh. 

She couldn't stay here. It didn't matter how she got here, every instinct was warning her out of another werewolf's territory. Home. Her stomach roiled at the thought of returning to her father, but there was nowhere else for her to go.

Natasha dragged her arms to her body, dirt and grit scraping against her palms as she planted them on either side of her head and pushed herself up. Head hanging from her shoulders, she watched her arms shake, her muscles quivering in protest as she lifted her upper body off the floor. 

Locking her elbows, she gritted her teeth and forced her legs to join the party. Her body protested, a wave of nausea causing her to retch, bile burning up the back of her throat and splattering across the floor.

Natasha groaned, her body heaving in pain. The shaking in her arms turned to trembling, as she tried moving away from her own filth. Too late, she realized her mistake as her elbows buckled and the floor rushed up to meet her.

Roland caught Natasha with a millimeter to spare, his hands slipping under her body, catching her before her head hit the floor.

"Damn fool female," he muttered as he eased her onto her back and gently covered her with another blanket.

"Roland." His name a sigh on her lips, Natasha's body sank onto the ground as her wolf recognized his scent, the rest of him was nothing more than an indistinguishable shadow in the dark.

"You're safe here," he said, responding to the fear in her voice.

"I hurt," Natasha whispered roughly. 

"I expect you do." Roland said, gently brushing the hair back from her face. 

Natasha flinched, unable to stop herself from instinctively recoiling.

Roland dropped his hand and stepped back, putting the room between them before sticking his head out into the hall. 

Natasha heard soft muttered voices and a clear command, followed by the sound of bare feet hurrying away. A few minutes later, the low light of a lantern appeared, held aloft by a pretty little blonde carrying a bowl of steaming water and towels.

"I'm sorry," Natasha said, heat creeping across her face as the woman cleaned up her mess.

"Don't be," Maddie said gently, as her eyes darted to Roland. "I'll leave the towels and the water."

Roland nodded, waiting until they were alone before turning and finding Natasha watching him. "Can I help?" he asked, indicating the wet towels and warm water.

Natasha nodded, her eyes following him as he crossed the room and squatted down beside her. Roland dipped the towel in the hot water, wringing out the excess before reaching for her face. He moved slowly, waiting for her to nod again before touching her.

She expected Roland to be rough, awkward in his ministrations. But his hands were gentle, dabbing lightly at a cut on her lip and tenderly wiping away dried blood and bile.

"Not exactly how I hoped to look the next time I saw you," she told him, her eyes tracing the lines of his face. They'd never been this close before, his body near enough to feel the heat of his skin. 

"You wanted to see me again?" Roland asked, his eyes on her chin. He wasn't sure what he would see if he lifted his gaze to her eyes. Would she look at him with the same unadulterated interest as before? Or, this close, would interest have turned to repulsion?

"I thought I'd made that pretty clear." Natasha said, referring to her no-strings-attached invitation during her last visit.   

"It still surprises me," Roland said. The need to know won out. Lifting dark, serious eyes, he searched her face and saw...interest.

"Why? Because of this?" Natasha asked, cupping his cheek. For some reason it felt only right that the first time she touched him should be to experience the ruined side of his face. Jagged and puckered, the rough skin of his scar started at his temple, following the trail a lover's kiss might take down the curve of his cheek and ending at the corner of a pair of extremely sensual lips. 

This time, it was Roland who flinched, jerking his face away from her touch even as the rest of him stirred to the cool press of her fingers.  

"You should rest," he told her, his voice gruff as he tossed the used towels outside the alcove entrance. 

"Nafarius will want to speak with you tomorrow." Roland's alpha had been willing to let him see to the female - for now - but the need for information weighed heavily on them both.

Natasha nodded, her eyes already growing leaden. "Roland?"

"Hmm?" Roland paused, ignoring how nice his name sounded on her lips.

"How did I get here?" Natasha let her eyes close. She didn't need to see to hear his answer.

"I found you," Roland said, leaving out the harrowing experience of keeping her alive. "I brought you back here."

"Where was I?" Natasha asked. What had her father done with her after her failed attempt to take him down? "Where did you find me?"

"In a glen, not far from here." He was leaving, his voice moving farther away. "Why?"

"I was just wondering," Natasha said.

"Rest," Roland ordered. "We'll talk more in the morning."

Natasha nodded, and waited for him to leave before turning down the light. Slowly pulling her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around her legs, she hesitantly reached for the pack bond and found...nothing. 

Natasha had been cut from her pack.

****

"Welcome back, sir," the hostess said. "How long has it been?"

"Too long," Craig said, handing her his cashmere coat. 

"If you'll follow me." The maitre'd stepped forward, leading Craig past socialites sipping cocktails by candlelight to a table for two. Situated as it was, the table offered a commanding view of the room as well as the city skyline beyond.

Craig slid into his seat, the maitre'd shaking out his napkin and laying it lightly across his lap. A moment later, a beautiful blonde, her dress putting the "little" in little black dress, presented him with a menu and the perfect Manhattan.

Craig took his first sip, his eyes closing briefly. Civilization never tasted so good.

"Craig." Bruce Jones greeted Dimitri's beta. "Only you would insist we meet here." How to Cook a Wolf was a posh restaurant where the wait staff made more than most lawyers.

Craig smiled. "This is my kind of place."

Jones didn't laugh at the jest. Taking a seat, he waved away the maitre'd. 

Around them, intimate conversation harmonized with live piano music and the delicate chimes of expensive silver, fine china and sparkling crystal. Craig was content to sit back and let the sounds wash over him, erasing the stain of the past several months spent in Dimitri's pack.

"Good evening," the waitress said. "My name is Britney - " 

"Of course it is," Craig said sweetly.

" - and I'll be serving you this evening." Britney smiled, her eyes traveling over Craig's tailored suit.

Craig made a production of handing the waitress his menu, making sure to flash his gold Rolex and diamond cuff links. Only in town for 12 hours, he had every intention of enjoying his stay, and Britney had just jumped to the top of the list as the evening's entertainment.

"Are you ready to order?" Britney asked, her smile brightening predictably. She had plans of her own and they didn't include spending her evenings serving old, rich women. God had seen fit to give her beauty and the brains to use it.

Britney knew money when she saw it and this guy was loaded. He was good looking too, which was a bonus, not a requirement. His friend was a little scary, but she figured she could get one of her friends to take him on. Maybe Debbie, with her mousy hair and brown eyes, she would probably jump at the chance. 

"I'll have the crispy pork jowl, the chicken liver mousse and the braised short ribs ravioli," Craig ordered.

"Would you care for wine with your meal?" Britney asked, rocking forward on her fuck-me heels. She didn't think the up-sell was necessary, the guy already promised to be a good tipper. But every little bit helped and she had yet to make rent for the month. 

"Have the Chef pair it," Craig said, not bothering with the wine list.

Britney practically purred. And to think, she'd almost had Danielle take her shift.

"And for you?" Turning to Jones, a small shiver of warning tingled at the base of Britney's spine.

"I'll have the beef carpaccio and the fillet, medium rare." Bruce said, handing the waitress his menu.

Craig waited while the waitress scurried away, teetering on high heels. "And here I thought I was the carnivore."

"Remember, humans sit on top of the food chain." Jones disliked Craig, not because he was werewolf, but because he was an ass.

Predictably, Craig started to sneer.

"Does Dimitri know you're gone?" Jones asked, cutting off Craig's response.

Craig felt the muscles in his jaw twitch. Unclenching his teeth, he regarded Jones. The man's suit was understated and expensive, designed to blend in with their upscale surrounding. The silk tie and touch of silver cuff links all spoke of position and wealth with a kind of confidence that didn't require flash. All of this served to remind Craig that, as much as he hated to admit it, he needed Jones. 

Craig's smile was practiced and perfectly designed to put people at ease. "Dimitri doesn't know much these days."

Jones' brow lifted in query. "Is this something the Agency should be concerned about?"

"Only if you plan on taking a trip out to Wolf Lake," Craig said. He wasn't sure who he would bet money on in a confrontation between Dimitri and Jones. Dimitri was alpha, one that had held his pack for almost eight hundred years. But Jones wasn't your typical human, either. Craig didn't know what he was, just that the man was something...more.

Jones watched Craig over his cocktail as the first course was slid in front of him. The Agency had dealt with the werewolf in the past. Craig had proved to be a surprisingly dependable source of information, providing details on other shape shifters without compromising his conscience. Actually, as far as Jones could see, Craig didn't have a conscience.

"One of our assets has identified - " Jones started.

"You mean one of your witches," Craig said.

"Our asset has identified a large source of power," Jones continued, ignoring the interruption. "I've been able to narrow down the location to the area surrounding Wolf Lake."

Jones was a tracker. He could find anything. Anyone. Give him a target and he would find it. The more solid the target, the more precise the location. People, for instance, were easy to find. With something like this new source of power or the presence of evil, Jones could narrow down the geographic area. After that, it was up to the others to go in and carry out the Agency's orders.

"Dimitri?" Craig asked. The alpha was old, but age had done little to diminish his power.

Jones shook his head. "We considered Dimitri and this doesn't feel like him." Miranda had cast the original spell while working with General Reid to identify possible new talents and discovered the concentration of power. "This is something else, someone else. It appears to be three energies, two male powers balanced by a female energy."

Craig swore. "Nafarius and his freak beta. No doubt the female is that human bitch he mated."

Jones blinked. "Nafarius mated a human?" The Agency had been gathering information on all the supernatural beings, worldwide. Nafarius was alpha to one of the largest packs of werewolves and on their short list. So far, the Agency had deemed the timing wasn't right to approach such a highly valued individual. This new information changed everything. 

"She was human," Craig reluctantly admitted. "Sam is a made werewolf."

"Hmm..." Jones hummed. It fit with what Miranda had seen and what his own senses were telling him.

The military had suffered some unacceptable losses lately, and Reid was under the Agency's directive to put together a Delta team, an exclusive group that could be used by the military for missions that could not afford to fail. 

"Look, if it's a werewolf you're looking for, I'm it." Craig said, tapping his chest. "You need someone like me. Nafarius is all brawn and no brains. With me, you get both."

"Tired of living out in the sticks?" Jones asked, taking a well-aimed jab.

"I do not belong there!" Craig said vehemently. "This is the first civilized meal I've had in almost a year."

"Raw meat not to your liking?" Jones took a bite of his fillet and washed it down with a sip of wine.

"I prefer my venison braised, not with its heart still beating." Craig took another bite, chewing slowly. 

"We appreciate the offer," Jones said carefully. Craig was eager to join the Agency. Unfortunately, every prediction the Agency made showed the team they were putting together had a much higher survival rate without Craig. "But the Agency needs you in the field. We need someone that can gather information, someone on the inside."

"I can do both," Craig assured Jones.

Jones sat back in his seat, patiently waiting as Britney whisked away the remnants of their meal. "Look, if it were up to me, I'd bring you in." Like hell he would. "But these things, things like who is brought on board and when, are carefully controlled."

"You won't be able to control Nafarius," Craig sneered. "And he'll kill you if you try."

"We'll take that under advisement," Jones said. "What else can you tell me about Nafarius?"

Craig's jaw visibly clenched. "He's powerful - " 

"As powerful as Dimitri?" Jones asked. Dimitri had been on the Agency's radar for years.

"I don't know," Craig admitted. "But it's possible. They haven't been able to meet since Nafarius came into his maturity."

Jones was well aware of the conflict that could result from two alpha male werewolves in the same room. He'd witnessed the catastrophic damage first hand when dealing with potential team members in the past. It was one of the reasons the Agency had implemented a policy of one alpha for the Delta team and the main reason they were holding out for Nafarius. 

"What about Nafarius' beta?" Jones nodded at Britney's offer of coffee and adding a heavy dose of cream to his cup.

"Roland is an animal," Craig said. He'd been forced to deal with the beta when negotiating for the mating between Nafarius and Dimitri's daughter. "The male does little more than growl."

"The Agency doesn't have any records on him," Jones admitted. That fact had never bothered them, until now.

"All I know is that he's been Nafarius' shadow for years." Craig scowled down into his coffee. He was loathe to admit it, but Roland had always struck him as more alpha than beta. A fact that had confused Craig, making it harder to deal with him throughout the negotiating process and leaving Craig feeling at a distinct disadvantage.

"Roland isn't original pack?" Jones asked. Damn, but the Agency needed more intel. 

Craig shook his head. "No, he appeared about thirty years ago."

Predating the Agency, Jones thought.

"No one knows where he came from," Craig said. 

"What about Nafarius' mate?" Jones asked, leaving the topic of Roland for later. 

Craig slammed his fist down on the table, startling nearby guests and overturning the watered down remains of his cocktail. "That bitch ruined everything!"

"How so?" Jones asked, ignoring Craig's outburst and the curious stares.

"We had a deal," Craig said, carefully righting his glass. A deal that would have eliminated Dimitri and left Craig to take his rightful place as alpha.

Jones didn't need the particulars to know that Craig would have benefited from whatever deal he had negotiated on Dimitri's behalf. "How did Nafarius end up mated to a human?"

Craig shrugged. "I couldn't tell you, Dimitri killed Carter before he could share the details."

Jones felt a fissure of warning. Pack politics were violent and brutal, but something was happening here and he would do well to follow up. 

"If you want to do something for the Agency," Jones said, pulling out his wallet and slipping the waitress his credit card. "Find out what you can about Roland and Nafarius' mate. As usual, the Agency will pay well for the information with a ten percent bonus for anything of use within the next ten days."

Craig perked up. "This is that important?"

Jones signed the check. "Something is going on out there, we want to know what it is."

****

Roland crossed the common room, his riotous thoughts settling as he passed through the familiar surroundings of the pack's den. Looking around, he was surprised to find it nearly deserted. He must have spent more time with Natasha than he realized. Damn, but the female threw him. He could still feel the cool touch of her fingers, his scar tingling with the memory.  

Most of the pack had retired for the evening, retreating to the large sleeping area that bore into their mountain den. Sam, Nafarius and Maddie were the last ones left, the three of them talking quietly with their heads together. 

"How is she?" Nafarius asked. Looking up at Roland's approach, he tried to get a read on his beta. The usually stoic male seemed scattered, a twist of emotion seeping through the pack bond.  

"She's in a lot of pain," Roland answered. It radiated from her, calling on him to do something. The pack had been enjoying a quiet evening when Natasha started screaming, the primal sounds sending some of the young scurrying. 

Knowing how dangerous a wounded werewolf could be, Nafarius had ordered Roland to wait for Natasha to finish shifting before letting his beta go to her aid.

"Is there anything we can give her for the pain?" Sam asked. She was a firm believer in better living through modern chemistry. 

Nafarius shook his head. "Our metabolism outstrips most pain medication," he said. "Drugs and alcohol are wasted on werewolves."

"Speak for yourself," Roland said, ignoring Nafarius' too sharp gaze. He could feel the alpha along the pack bond, the male cued into Roland's emotional well being. Damn thing was inconvenient. "I still enjoy a good beer."

Sam smiled as her beta dropped down to sit beside her. "What I wouldn't give to see you drunk."

"No lamp shades for me," Roland said. Weary, he resisted the urge to lay his head back and close his eyes. He knew what he would see - not what, who. 

"Now that I would have paid to see," Sam said, her laugh turning to a scowl. "Damn, that means I can't get drunk anymore either." Not that she'd been a big drinker, but the occasional buzz was fun.

"No," Maddie consoled, "but there's pie."

"There had better be a lot of pie," Sam said. 

"Bettie's pie?" Maddie asked, referring to the diner in the nearby town of Roslyn.

"Her chocolate cream could cure even the worst case of PMS," Sam said. Frowning, she asked, "Do werewolves even get PMS?"

"Female werewolves are always bitches," Maddie said, her eyes sparkling. "How would you know the difference?"

"Ha, ha," Sam said, rolling her eyes.

Nafarius smiled as he listened to the two females banter. The past 24 hours had been a strain on all of them, and the levity went a long way towards easing the tension. He was anxious to get answers and had considered questioning Natasha tonight. Glancing over at Roland, Nafarius had the distinct impression that the male might have something to say on the subject. Strange, but he couldn't remember the last time the male had taken an interest in a female.

Roland let the voices wash over him, the sound a distant hum. Natasha had seemed so small and lost, her body bent under the weight of all that pain. 

She was curious, looking at him with wide eyes that had warmed with sexual interest. He still didn't know what to make of it. He had an easier time understanding when she recoiled from him. On a good day, he was the monster mothers warned their children about. To a woman that had been terrorized, he was a nightmare come to life.

His heart had leapt at hearing her scream, the pounding echoing in his ears. An eternity had passed, Nafarius standing between him and the wounded werewolf. Going to her, catching her when she collapsed, had seemed the most natural thing in the world. She had been soft and warm in his hands, her flesh flushed from sleep. He hadn't expected to feel a shiver of awareness or the low pulse of desire that had followed.  

"Roland." Nafarius' voice whipped out and snapped him back to attention.

"Sorry," Roland rubbed at his forehead, as if that could erase the memory of Natasha naked on the floor. It wasn't like him to get distracted, no matter how attractive the flesh. 

Belatedly, he realized Nafarius had asked him a question.  

"She doesn't remember how she got here," Roland reported. "But she's exhausted and in a lot of pain."

"Then why did she shift?" Sam asked, rolling her shoulders. Roland knew the newly made werewolf was still learning to shift without pain. 

"It doesn't matter," Nafarius said with a shrug. He was more interested in how she ended up in his territory. Was this a message from her father? A warning? He knew Dimitri could be ruthless, you didn't get to be his age and hold a pack without resorting to violence. But to strike out at the male's daughter, the female that was to have been Nafarius' mate, hinted at something more. "She'll be easier to deal with this way."

Roland tensed, his wolf stirring at the idea of Natasha dealing with another male.  

"I'll speak with her in the morning," Nafarius added.

"I want to be there." Roland demanded.

Nafarius raised a brow at his beta's commanding tone.

Roland held his alpha's gaze. He was loyal to Nafarius, Roland's first duty always to his pack. But he was the one that found the female, bringing her back and tending to her wounds, making her his responsibility. 

Nafarius' hackles rose at the challenge. Roland was his beta and his best friend, which afforded him some leniency.  But finding Natasha beaten and left for dead in his territory meant there was a danger out there and Nafarius wouldn't hesitate to use the female if it would protect his pack.

Roland could guess at Nafarius' thoughts, and at any other time in his role as beta, would have agreed. But his instincts were calling on him to protect Natasha. Nafarius would have to go through Roland to get to her. 

Nafarius' lips peeled back from his teeth with a snarl, the sound growing when Roland failed to immediately drop his eyes. 

Eyes locked with Nafarius, Roland slowly unfolded from the floor, his body rising up off the ground. Behind him, Sam cursed softly, the sound barely registering.

"Shit." Sam swore, her eyes darting back and forth between the two males.

Nafarius was the only male in the pack stronger than Roland, but not by much. The relationship between alpha and beta was a complicated one, the males drawing comfort and strength from one another in a delicate balance of power, loyalty and friendship.

A battle between the two would shatter all of that, destroying both of them in the process.

Sam refused to stand by and let that happen. Closing her eyes, she focused on the pack bond. All of the pack was there, individuals swirling in a universe of energies, emitting a sense of health and well being. Nafarius was there, as were Maddie and Roland, together making up the center, the body around which the rest of the pack was drawn. 

Nafarius' energy pulsed brighter as Sam drew near, an echo of warmth flowing down the mate bond. Maddie too pulsed brighter, her energy softer than the others. Roland's energy throbbed hard and slow before speeding up to flutter wildly, warning Sam to stay away. 

Sam had never been very good at reading warning labels and reached out to touch him.

Roland's eyes darted to Sam's face, ending the conflict with Nafarius as his wolf snapped and snarled, launching itself at Sam.

Sam jerked back as Roland's energy flared to life, taking the shape of his wolf and lunging. 

"I'm sorry," Roland said through clenched teeth as he struggled to control his wolf.

So wounded. Alerted to one of its pack-mates' distress, Sam's wolf tried reaching for Roland. Sam saw Roland tense, his eyes still bright gold and pulled back on her wolf. 

"Roland?" Nafarius inquired, gently.

"I'm sorry," Roland said. His eyes, when he looked up at his alpha, were haunted.

"My fault," Sam said, quietly. "I shouldn't have - "

 "I'm not used to..." Roland trailed off, scrubbing his face with his hands. He couldn't remember the last time someone had tried to touch him using the pack bond. It wasn't an easy thing to do and Nafarius knew better than to try.

Nafarius rested a reassuring hand on his beta's shoulder. "Easy, old friend."

"I'm sorry," Sam said, looking up at Nafarius. "I didn't mean..."

"It's not your fault," Nafarius assured her, a slight shake of his head telling her to let the matter drop.

They were quiet for a moment, listening to the reassuring sounds of the night. Eventually, Roland took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

"We'll speak with Natasha tomorrow." Nafarius finally said. "Until then, I want someone outside the alcove."  

"I'll go," Roland volunteered. He needed to get the hell out of there. 

Nafarius nodded, watching Roland disappear down the corridor to the alcove before turning to his mate. "What did you see?"

Sam looked up at Nafarius, her eyes wide. "What happened to him?"

Nafarius shook his head. "It's not my story to tell."

Sam nodded, her eyes turning to stare after their beta. She hadn't meant to call Roland's wolf. She had hoped to ease whatever concerns he had regarding the female, letting him back down from his challenge with Nafarius. But Sam was still learning about the bond with the pack, and trying to work out her unique ability.

"He'll be okay," Nafarius said, Sam's distress causing him to reconsider sharing the story of Roland's past.

It wasn't a secret, most of the pack knew bits and pieces. But Nafarius was the only one that knew the whole of it. It was a story that had taken Roland a decade to tell, each piece evidence of the beta's growing trust in his alpha. Nafarius couldn't betray that trust, not even to his mate.

"Should I go talk to him?" Sam asked.

"Give him some space," Nafarius said. For all Roland was pack, he was closer to their wild ancestors than any other werewolf Nafarius had ever known. 

Sam nodded, and rolled her shoulders, trying to ease tense muscles. "God, I could use a good run."

Nafarius felt his blood heat at the thought of chasing down his mate and claiming her in animal form.

"Run with me?" Sam asked, her voice going husky as Nafarius' desire traveled down their bond.

Nafarius groaned. "Not tonight," he said. "I - "

"Have a headache?" Sam teased.

Nafarius laughed and pulled Sam to her feet. "No, but I don't want anyone except the patrols out at night, not until we have a handle on this thing."

After Roland returned with the injured female, Nafarius had ordered several of the males out into the woods. They were to guard the pack's den, killing anyone and anything that approached. 

"What are we going to do?" Sam asked. 

"I don't know," Nafarius admitted. "Roland and I will talk with Natasha tomorrow and find out more about what happened."

"You think there is some reasonable explanation for Dimitri beating his daughter near to death?" Sam asked, her voice deceptively mild. Born human, it still bothered her that pack hierarchy was based strictly on survival of the fittest, with the weakest members often left to fend for themselves at the bottom. 

"Of course not," Nafarius said, drawing Sam against his chest. "But I need more information before I can act."

Sam slid her arms around Nafarius' waist before resting her head on his chest. She listened to the steady beat of his heart, and took comfort from his arms wrapped reassuringly around her. She would admit, if only to herself, that despite her time with the pack as a human, she had been woefully unprepared for this.

Nafarius sensed his mate's distress. "Come on," he said.

"Where are we going?" Sam asked.

"You too," Nafarius said, pulling Maddie to her feet. The young female had been sitting nearby, listening quietly.

Nafarius led them back into the den, taking the turn that led to the space he shared with Sam. 

"Everybody up," he ordered and indicated the large, hand-carved bed.

"If this is one of your kinky fantasies..." Sam said.

Nafarius pulled a face. "Just get on the bed."

Maddie moved quickly, sitting at the bottom of the bed and waiting.

Sam was slower to climb up, watching her mate suspiciously.

Nafarius climbed up beside Sam, nudging the two females around until they lined up along the bed, their heads resting on the pillows.

"Roll over onto your sides," Nafarius ordered them both. Reaching across Sam, he wrapped his arm around Maddie's waist and pulled her close, pressing her back to Sam's chest. Tucking himself up behind his mate, the three of them lay back to front, spoon style. "There."

"I feel like a sardine," Sam said, not unhappily.

"More like a sandwich," Nafarius said, and pressed his knees more firmly beneath Sam's thighs. 

"A Sam sandwich," Maddie piped up, wiggling closer to Sam. 

Sam let the heat of them sink into her, and slowly started to relax. This must be what it felt like to have family. Orphaned as a child, she'd never had Sunday mornings in bed with her parents or enjoyed a puppy-pile with siblings. 

Slowly, tentative at first, Sam slid her arm around Maddie's waist, and was rewarded with a rush of contentment along the pack bond. Werewolves craved touch, and took comfort from almost constant contact. It was something Sam was still learning how to give and receive.

Encouraged by Maddie's response, Sam buried her nose in Maddie's hair, and nuzzled her neck. This time, Maddie's response stroked down the pack bond, a flood of warmth tinged with desire.

Sam opened up, and let her emotions feed back along the bond. A moment later a third, masculine presence appeared, wrapping around both her and Maddie in a protective embrace.

Nafarius felt Sam grow heavy against him. Along the mating bond, her usual discomfort at the close physical contact eased into a warm sense of contentment. 

****

Roland slipped into the alcove and disappeared into the shadows. He had stood guard outside, waiting in the narrow corridor that led to the pack's den. Eventually, the need to check on the female - assure himself - had grown too strong to resist.

Across the tiny room, Natasha slept buried beneath a blanket. Only her hair was visible, the bright red appearing black in the night.

Taking up his silent vigil, Roland watched Natasha sleep and thought back to their first meeting. He had been drawn to her from the start. Her open appraisal of him a refreshing change from the abject horror he encountered with most strangers. 

He had been surprised by the invitation and understood when it was withdrawn out of a sense of duty. As Nafarius' intended mate, she had to be careful where she spent her time.

But Nafarius was mated to Sam.

So where does that leave me? Roland wondered.

"Who's there?" Natasha's voice was quiet, thankfully interrupting his thoughts. 

Roland slipped deeper into the shadows, knowing she couldn't see him in the dark room, even with her superior sense of sight. 

Natasha snuggled deeper under the blanket, barely biting back a moan at her body's protest. She felt like a crash test dummy someone had tried to glue back together.

"I know you're there," she said softly, breaking the silence. "I know your scent."

Roland's eyes closed briefly, her words sending a ripple of warmth across his flesh. The idea of marking her scent had him shifting in his jeans. He wanted to search out and find the subtle differences that created the heady elixir that was her.

He had hints of her scent, soft floral notes combined with the wind of wide open spaces. But that was just the top note, the layer that everyone would know. 

Roland wanted the private notes, the scent that belonged to the back of her knees or lingered on the skin between her breasts. Those were the notes only a lover would know...or a mate.

Roland's eyes snapped open. His body was tense and hard, his cock straining the front of his jeans.  He had no business thinking of Natasha in terms of a mate. Any female deserved better than the scarred wreckage that was all Roland had to offer.

A soft snore broke the silence, Natasha once again asleep. Her soft, even breathing was calm and steady, and despite his intent to stay until dawn, Roland slipped out of the alcove, once again taking his place alone in the corridor.

****

Natasha woke the next morning feeling like she'd been run over and the driver had backed up to finish the job. She was hoping someone got the guy's license plate, and wondering what to do about clothes when a gorgeous werewolf stuck her head into the alcove.

"Hey," Sam said. "I'm here to spring you."

Natasha caught the bundle Sam tossed and shook it out, revealing a dress. "Thanks."

Natasha was loath to stand up, her body needing another five...maybe six months of sleep to feel normal again.

This is going to fucking hurt.

Natasha gained her feet, groaning like an old woman.

"You look good," Sam said, watching as Natasha pulled the dress over her head, and marveling at a werewolf's ability to heal. The female's body was still covered in bruises, the bite marks the most disturbing. But everything had taken on the yellow hue of an old injury.

"I look like a chew toy," Natasha said before she could stop herself.

Sam laughed. "A little rough around the edges maybe, but definitely better than you did two nights ago."

"You saw me?" Natasha asked. She still had no memory of coming to be among Nafarius' pack.

"I tried to help," Sam said, suddenly wondering if Natasha would recognize her. Natasha didn't feel any different to Sam and the tentative bond she had created to help the female shift was gone.

"How bad was it?" Natasha asked.

Sam chewed on her bottom lip. Natasha had been near death, her body broken and her skull partially bashed in. What did you say to that?

"I've seen worse," Sam finally offered.

"What? Roadkill?" Natasha asked, smoothing a hand down her front. The dress fit fine though she preferred jeans and a t-shirt.

Sam liked Natasha's sense of humor. It was a good thing the female hadn't mated Nafarius, Sam would hate to have had to kill her.

"Come on," Sam said. "I convinced the others to let you eat something first." Sam led the way out of her old alcove and into the den's common room where extra fires burned against the early morning chill.

"Others?" Natasha asked, looking around curiously as they made the short walk. Was she considered a guest or prisoner? Natasha wondered as the corridor opened up onto a large room. She was instantly struck by the warmth that had nothing to do with temperature. The room was large, the ceiling curving up gracefully from the floor with a small entrance that was easily guarded.

Books, toys, tipped-over tennis shoes and even a forgotten iPod littered the area - a messy living room with the feel of a comfortable home. But what really made the room were the groups of plump pillows and low tables, the arrangement organic rather than organized. It was easy to picture Nafarius' pack gathered in the evenings, small groups blending together in boisterous conversation.

Even empty as it currently was, the room had a strong sense of family.

Nafarius stood watching the female approach, saw her eyes roaming over his home and felt his hackles rise. It was nothing particular to her, Nafarius would have a hard time with anyone not pack remaining in their den. Still, this was their best chance of speaking without interruption, the rest of the pack under orders to remain outside.

Natasha caught sight of Nafarius watching her. Arms crossed over his broad chest, he looked like a warrior preparing for battle, his feet planted hip width apart and a fierce scowl on his handsome face. Roland stood beside him, a thick pillar of menace guarding his alpha.

Definitely not a guest. 

"Can I get a cigarette to go with this firing squad?" Natasha muttered.

"You'll be fine," Sam said, laughing.

Leaving the female to fend for herself, Sam crossed the room and started putting together a plate of food.

As Natasha watched, Nafarius darted a quick glance at the female, his eyes returning to Natasha's face. If she hadn't been watching, she would have missed the nearly imperceptible softening around the alpha's eyes as he looked at her.

Comprehension dawned. Not just any female, Nafarius' mate. The female he had broken his word for, and the one he had rejected Natasha to be with. Now, why didn't that bother her more?

Curious, Natasha watched Sam. She moved with quick, efficient movements, her hands sure as she cut up an apple and sliced some meat. Nafarius' mate was curvier than most werewolves, evidence of her human beginnings, and beautiful, with thick black hair. It was easy to see how she had attracted the alpha's attention.

"All we have right now is water," Sam said, handing Natasha a plate and a bottle of water.

"Water is fine," Natasha said, looking around for a place to sit. 

"Here," Sam indicated a nearby pile of pillows and a low table. "Have a seat."

"Thank you," Natasha said, maybe she was a guest after all. Getting her first good look at her plate, piled high with deer meat, she realized she was famished.

"Tell me what happened." Nafarius demanded without preamble. 

Nafarius had argued earlier with Sam about questioning Natasha. She wanted to give the female time to rest and regain her strength, but Nafarius needed answers, and soon.

"Nafarius..." Sam sighed. "Let her eat."

"It's fine," Natasha said, pausing with her fork halfway between her mouth and her plate. "I can do both."

Fascinated, Roland watched the fork disappear between Natasha's pale, pink lips. He had felt a ripple of awareness when she walked into the room, even his wolf had stopped its incessant pacing to watch her approach.  

She wasn't traditionally beautiful, Roland realized. Her red hair no doubt gave her fits as it rioted around big eyes and a triangular face. But beneath her stubborn chin was a athletic frame showcasing a trim waist, long legs and plump breasts that made his palms itch and his mouth water for a taste. 

Natasha focused on her plate, all too aware that she was in hostile territory. Sam was all polite smiles and reassurance, but Natasha knew any alpha strong enough to lead this pack would not hesitate to kill her.

And neither would his beta.

Surreptitiously, Natasha watched Roland as he stood back and apart from the others, his body angled away as he guarded the den's entrance to his left. Standing in profile, the heartbreaking beauty of his face appeared unmarred, whole. 

He's beautiful, Natasha thought, and not for the first time.  His black as midnight hair was pulled back from his face and tied in a thick queue. Strong brows arched over intense, almond shaped eyes. Luscious lips, that could do serious damage if the man ever smiled, accented a chin with a small cleft. Not to be confused with a dimple. This man doesn't do dimples. His nose, the only the thing saving his face from being pretty, was sharp and slightly hooked at the end. 

The beauty of him was made all that more devastating for the damage that had been done. The left side of his face appeared to have been ripped open, the wound somehow unable to heal, leaving a jagged scar from temple to chin. 

No one in Natasha's pack knew how he'd come by the scar. 

"What happened?" Nafarius asked, more gently this time.

No longer hungry, Natasha pushed her plate aside. "My father got some bad news," she said, her gaze darting from Nafarius to Sam and back again.

 "I'm sorry," Nafarius said, and he was. He owed this female an apology and an explanation. But not for lack of trying. All efforts to communicate with Dimitri had gone unanswered, the male cutting off negotiations in favor of violence. Natasha's attack hadn't been the first, and Nafarius feared it wouldn't be the last. 

"Don't be," Natasha said with a nonchalance she was far from feeling. "Besides, I faired better than the other guy."

Nafarius frowned. "What other guy?"

"You know that saying, 'Don't kill the messenger'?" Natasha traced the pattern etched on her fork. "Yeah, well, it's not one my father lives by."

"Jesus," Sam whispered, horror widening her eyes. What kind of male was Dimitri?

Nafarius' curse was biblical as well, while Roland remained silent.

"How did I end up here?" Natasha asked.

"Roland found you," Nafarius said.

"In your territory?" Natasha asked. Had her father dumped her body as a message, or was Dimitri's trespassing into another alpha's territory just another sign of his madness?

"Yes." Nafarius confirmed.

Natasha nodded. "My father...I..." she hesitated, swallowing against the sudden lump in her throat. 

"Your father attacked you," Nafarius supplied, hoping to spur her story.

Natasha's eyes snapped to the male's face, darting back and forth between Nafarius and Roland. "No."

"No?" Roland asked, disbelief adding an edge to his tone. "I could smell him on you - "

"I tried to kill him," Natasha admitted quietly. Unbidden, her hand rose and rubbed at the hollow in her chest. The place where her pack bond had always been ached, it was the most painful wound her father inflicted.

"You what?!" Nafarius jerked to attention as the female suddenly took on dangerous dimensions.  

Roland took a step forward, his features bleached with shock.

Natasha's skin prickled, the base of her spine tingling in warning as the alpha's power rippled through the room. "He killed my pack-mate, slaughtered him when he returned with the news of your mating."

"I've known Dimitri going on fifty years," Nafarius growled, eyeing the female suspiciously. "I've never known him to act irrationally."

All alphas were temperamental, even violent, but protection of the pack came before all else. To attack one of your own was unthinkable.

"Why?" Roland asked. 

"My father has become an Old One," Natasha said softly, breaking Nafarius' train of thought.

Nafarius blinked in surprise.

Sam felt a shiver of dread through the mate bond, the emotion from Nafarius sharp and piercing. A second later and the sentiment echoed along the pack bond from Roland and Maddie.

"What's an Old One?" Sam asked.

Natasha looked up at Nafarius, her eyes asking him to explain.

"Do you remember when I told you that werewolves count their lifespan in centuries?" Nafarius waited for Sam to nod before continuing. "I've known some to live as long as eight hundred years. But none of them were alpha wolves."

Sam frowned. That still didn't answer her question, or explain the others' response to Natasha's declaration. "Okay."

"It's rare for an alpha wolf to reach old age, most of them are killed by younger, stronger wolves in a fight for dominance. But every once in a while you get one that survives. We call them Old Ones and they usually have to be put down," Nafarius finished softly.  

Natasha looked up to find Nafarius watching her, his blue eyes touched with sadness. For her father, or for himself? As an alpha male, Nafarius risked the same fate as her father. 

Suddenly chilled, Sam wrapped her arms around herself. "What happens that they have to be put down?"

"Alpha wolves aren't meant to live long lives," Nafarius said. There hadn't been reports of an Old One in his relatively short lifetime. But there were stories of villages razed, entire human populations slaughtered and left to rot and worse, of alphas decimating their own packs. "So when a wolf lives too long..."

"He goes insane," Roland finished quietly, his eyes tight where they watched Nafarius. 

"No one really knows why," Nafarius continued. He studiously avoided looking at his beta. "Too much time combined with all that power...who knows..."

Sam watched Nafarius, and knew that he wasn't as nonchalant about the whole thing as he seemed. She could sense his disquiet, his worry about a future that might one day be his.

Needing to touch him, Sam went to her mate, wrapping her arms around his waist and resting her head on his chest.

Nafarius enfolded his mate in his arms, pressing his cheek to the top of her head. Please don't let it happen to me. The idea of turning on one of his own, knowing Sam would put herself between him and the pack left him cold. All he had to do was look at Natasha and at the bruises that marred her pale face to know what the outcome of such a thing would be.

"Is it just the males?" Sam asked. Beneath her ear, drummed the reassuring beat of her mate's heart. 

Nafarius nodded. "I've never heard of an alpha female becoming an Old One."

"Do we die younger?" Sam asked, curious.

"No," Nafarius said with a frown. "Actually, I've heard about quite a few old alpha females."

"But even the most dominant female is submissive to the alpha male of the pack," Roland provided.

"So, it's the most dominant of the species that suffers," Sam said. Looking up at her mate, she couldn't help but think that she had never met a male more dominant than Nafarius.  

Sam turned to Natasha. "And this is what is happening to your father?"

Natasha nodded.

"How long?" Nafarius asked.

Natasha's eyes slid away, unable to hold the alpha's gaze.

"Natasha." Nafarius' voice was edged with power. "How long?"

"Not long," Natasha answered without looking at him.

"When he got the news?" Nafarius pushed.

Natasha swallowed hard. "I think my father has known for a while that he was slipping, and he knew the day might come when he could turn on his own pack. So he started to make plans, putting things in place so when the time came there would be someone strong enough to do what needed to be done."

Nafarius felt the full weight of Natasha's eyes as they lifted to look at him. 

"That's why he wanted the pact," Nafarius filled in. "He knew I was the only one..."

Natasha nodded. "None of the males of my pack are strong enough to stand as alpha, even if they didn't have to go through my father first. You are." It was an unfair responsibility to put on the other alpha. Her father had traded on the long friendship between the packs, first with Nafarius' father and then the male himself. Natasha had argued with her father to speak candidly with Nafarius. But in the end, alpha pride had won out, her father refusing to acknowledge what was happening to him.

"But why make our mating part of the deal?" Nafarius asked. "I would have joined the packs and seen to your father."

"My father is still alpha," Natasha said with pride. "He wants his blood leading the pack, or at the very least, descendants of his blood."

"Your young," Roland said, quietly.

Natasha nodded, looking up to find Roland watching her closely, his eyes hooded.

"But succession isn't necessarily hereditary," Sam said, any male could challenge the alpha and take his place.

"No," Roland said. "But alphas tend to breed alphas, sons replacing their fathers."

"Is that what happened with you?" Sam looked up at Nafarius. There was still so much to her mate that she didn't know. "Where is your father?"

"Living in Seattle with my mother," Nafarius said, a hum of affection for his parents coursing down the mate bond. "My father knew the day I was born that one day I would replace him as alpha. When the time came, he decided to step aside rather than fight me."

Nafarius had come into his maturity right on schedule, growing itchy with the need to meet the challenge of his pack being led by a weaker male. The wolf in him didn't recognize familial relationships, uncaring that their alpha and father were one in the same.

Nafarius rubbed his hand up and down his mate's back. Feeling her care and concern, he was reminded again that she had once been human and this was a lot to take in.

"So, when I broke our agreement..." Nafarius said, speaking over Sam's head.

"My father snapped," Natasha finished. "The agreement, his plans for the pack's future were the only things holding him together."

Roland shared a look with Nafarius, both of them knowing the ramifications of an unhinged alpha.

"What about Craig?" Roland asked. "As beta, it's his responsibility to see to your father. He dishonors Dimitri and endangers the pack by hesitating."

Sam watched Roland, realizing that as Nafarius' beta and the only other male strong enough, the responsibility to put her mate down would one day fall to him. 

In that moment, Sam didn't know if she loved or hated Roland for it.

"Craig wouldn't do it," Natasha said quietly.

"So you tried." Roland felt fear war with wonder at the idea of the female trying to take down her father.

"I failed," Natasha said, remembering the ease with which her father had fought off her weak attack.

"It wasn't your responsibility," Nafarius told her quietly. No youth should have to suffer through putting a parent down. 

"If not me, then who?" Natasha asked, scanning the faces around her. "My father is dangerous. He can't be left to - "

"I'll do it," Nafarius told her quietly. "I owe you and your father that much."

Sam felt the heavy weight of responsibility settle on her mate. He would protect the pack, even if it meant putting down an alpha he once considered a friend.

"And my pack?" Natasha asked, guilt eating at the relief she felt at seeing her father's fate sealed. Unfortunately, her father wasn't the only one she needed to see to. She hadn't told Nafarius or the others that she had been cut from her pack. At the moment, it wouldn't change anything and would only complicate matters. 

"That depends on them," Nafarius said. "Once your father is gone, it will open the way for another alpha to step forward."

"None of them are strong enough to hold the pack," Natasha said. "Not from you or the others."

"Others?" Sam asked.

"An alpha that isn't strong enough to take over his own pack will see this as an opportunity." Roland answered. Even with their remote location, it wouldn't take long for word to spread that Natasha's pack had lost its alpha.

"The werewolf version of a corporate raid?" Sam asked.

"More like a hostile takeover," Natasha said. "The new alpha usually kills all of the other males before they can challenge him."

"You wouldn't...?" Sam asked, leaning back to stare up at her mate.

Slowly, Nafarius nodded. "It's in our nature," he said. He wouldn't hide anything from his mate, trusting that Sam was strong enough to accept what he was - what she was. "Any potential threat would be sought out and destroyed, and a pack without an alpha is dangerous."

A heavy silence fell.

Natasha felt powerless, unable to save her father or protect her pack. "I need some air," she said. What she really meant was she needed to escape. "And maybe a place to clean up."

"There's a stream - " Sam said.

"I'll take her," Roland offered. He ignored the alpha female's surprised start, avoiding her eyes as she looked from him to Natasha.

"I have a few things you might want to take with you," Sam offered Natasha, quickly slipping from the room.

Natasha stood stiffly. Nafarius and Roland had their heads together, furious whispers flying too fast for her to follow. She had no doubt as to their topic of conversation.

"Here you go," Sam said, handing Natasha a bundle of toiletries. "Let me know if you need anything else."

"I will," Natasha said, knowing that she might have to ask for a lot more in the near future.

Roland stood waiting for Natasha, letting her pass before turning to follow her outside. A soft hand on his arm stopped him. Looking down, he found Sam staring after Natasha, her fingers cool on his arm.

"Be gentle with her," Sam said, watching the female disappear outside. 

When she finally looked up at Roland it was to pin him with piercing green eyes. "I will," he said.

Sam searched Roland's face before withdrawing her hand and letting him go. She had been wrong. A trace of the bond she had created with Natasha remained, a shadowy afterimage that radiated with pain.

















CHAPTER THREE

As I Walk Through the Valley...




Craig strolled through the pack house, stepping over garbage and the discards from last night's meal. Making a mental note to have the females clean, he carefully avoided touching...anything.

Like everything else in this place, the condition of the house had steadily declined. You could still see the remnants of what used to be a home, but the soft, feminine touches were tattered and dusty. The few pictures that remained were cracked and faded, and the windows were caked with grime.  All of it evidence of their alpha's failing mental state.

Speaking of Dimitri, Craig spied the old alpha sitting at the kitchen table. Bent over a book, a candle burning at his elbow, he appeared lucid.

"Sire," Craig said, bending slightly at the waist.

"Where's Randall?" Dimitri asked, without looking up.

"He awaits your pleasure," Craig said. Considering what had happened to Carter, was it any wonder Randall had nearly wet himself at the idea of delivering the news to his alpha?

"Spare me your silver tongue," Dimitri said, making a meticulous note in the margin. "What news of my daughter?"

"She lives," Craig said. How that was possible was a question of considerable interest. He'd seen the condition the female had been in, her father dragging her out the pack house door. "She remains with Nafarius."

An unnatural stillness settled over the house. Empty but for the two of them, Craig waited to see which way Dimitri would blow. 

"Traitorous bitch," Dimitri muttered. His own daughter had betrayed him. "Never should trust a female..."

Craig was inclined to agree. Oh, females have their place. Preferably on their hands and knees. Dimitri's daughter, no submissive she-wolf, hadn't appreciated her father's recently devolving opinion on the subject and had objected strongly to the changes in the pack hierarchy. At one time, Dimitri had adored his daughter but that time was past.

"And Nafarius?" Dimitri carefully turned the page, gently smoothing his hand across the book.

"He and his mate appear to be getting ready for winter." Craig said. Nothing like adding a little gasoline to the fire. The mention of the male and his mate was sure to aggravate the old alpha.

Dimitri's pencil snapped. Carefully, he set it aside and reached for a new one. 

"They prepare to hunt?" After nearly eight hundred years as alpha, Dimitri could predict the other male's moves with ease.

Craig nodded, though Dimitri had yet to look up from his book. What exactly was he reading? Tilting his head slightly, Craig tried to get a look at the book. The margins were riddled with notes, illegible scribbles too cryptic for him to make sense of. 

"Most of the males will be spread out across the territory," Craig pointed out.

"Hmmm..." Dimitri stared down at the page. Lost my place. The words tilted, bunching closer together and overlapping each other as they slowly slid off the paper. Can't read when they're on the floor. 

Craig watched as Dimitri bent down to look at his feet. No, the alpha was staring at the floor. 

Patiently, he waited. Craig had learned to give it time. Eventually, Dimitri would snap back, his thoughts clear once again. For the moment.

It took considerably longer this time for Dimitri to gather his thoughts, his focus once again on the book on the table.

"Do we attack?" Craig asked. "With the males gone, the den will be lightly guarded, we can - "

"No." Dimitri cut his beta off. Incessant chatter, so many words...so little to say. "I have something else in mind."

****

Roland found Natasha waiting for him outside, her red hair floating on the breeze like a beacon. As he watched, she lifted a hand, catching a wayward strand and tucking it behind her ear. No sooner had she let go then the same strand sprung free. 

Enchanted, Roland watched as every so often she went through the same motions, the act subconscious as she watched the going-ons around her. Eventually, she gave up, leaving her hair floating around her face. Roland decided he liked it better that way, wild and free.

Leaving her for the moment, Roland crossed the clearing. Marcus and some of the other males were sparring with a few of the young, the exercise more roughhousing than actual practice. Nearby, amused females shouted words of encouragement between bouts of laughter.

Seeing his beta approach, Marcus untangled himself from a set of gangly limbs and jogged over to meet Roland. 

"Everything all good?" Marcus asked, his eyes darting to where Natasha stood separate and alone.

"There's not much good about that situation," Roland said. Sam's words of warning rang in his ears, a reminder that Roland didn't really do gentle. "But we'll get it sorted out. How are things out here?"

Marcus smiled, his usual humor lighting his eyes. "These young pups have sharp teeth!"

Roland laughed. "I suspect you're up to the task of teaching them some manners."

"Let's hope so," Marcus said. "Otherwise, you'll never let me live it down."

"It's not me you should be worried about," Roland said. Looking past Marcus, he noted more than one female shooting his friend not-so-subtle glances.

Embarrassed, Marcus shrugged and avoided looking at any of the females. At thirty-five, Marcus was young for a werewolf, having recently come into his maturity and not looking for a mate. But that didn't stop the females, many of who just wanted a run and a romp.

Roland threw back his head and laughed. Slapping his friend on the shoulder, he walked them back towards the others. "Don't let these young pups see you blushing," Roland advised. "It's worse than letting them see you sweat."

Natasha watched as Roland left Marcus with the others. Circling back around, he made his way through the pack, stopping to touch or talk to those he passed. 

He's checking on them, she realized, watching as Roland separated himself from the pack and started towards her. Clad in jeans and a t-shirt, Natasha found herself unable to look away, her attention caught by his long legs and the loose way he moved. He moved like the predator he was, his body was power in motion, and all of it bearing down on her.

Roland reached Natasha, stopping a few feet in front of her. "Sorry that took so long."

"It's okay," Natasha said, staring up at him. She felt the press of him, his big body towering over her. Such strength could easily be used to destroy. Her eyes flickered to the pack spread out over Roland's shoulder. He uses it to protect. Searching his face, seeing the way he watched her, Natasha realized that - for now - he considered her one of his to protect. For a being as strong as she was, feeling protected was a novel sensation. 

"Nafarius is organizing the last hunt of the season, I wanted to get Marcus started before we left." He had no idea why he was explaining himself to her.

"Which one is Marcus?" Natasha asked, curious. She'd only met a few of the other pack members on her previous visits, Craig insisting they were there on business, not pleasure.

Roland glanced back at his friend. "The one currently getting his ass handed to him by a ten-year old."

Natasha smiled, watching the males.

Roland felt his hackles rise and his wolf stir. I want her to smile at us like that.  

As if reading his thoughts, Natasha looked up at Roland, sharing that smile with him. "Marcus must be a fine male, letting the little one win."

Roland grunted. "Michael is likely winning fair and square."

Natasha laughed, her eyes sparkling with humor. 

Roland liked her laugh, and wondered how to go about hearing it more often. 

"Sam said there's a stream nearby?" Natasha held up the bundle, shaking it slightly.

Roland ignored the reminder, his eyes passing over her face. He noted the paleness of her skin, the dark circles beneath her eyes and the lines of strain surrounding her mouth. More than just tired, Natasha looked like she was walking a fine line between holding it together and coming apart.

How much had it cost her to try taking down her father? She'd obviously paid with blood, but how much of her soul had she lost?

"Give me that," Roland ordered, taking the bundle from Natasha and tossing it aside.

"What - ?" Natasha started. Like the dress, the toiletries had been a thoughtful gesture. She wouldn't have Sam thinking them unappreciated.

"I want to show you something," he said, tugging her towards the forest. 

****

Sam stepped out of the den in time to see Roland disappear with Natasha into the forest. The bundle she had prepared lay on the ground as they headed away from the stream. Well, shit.

Sensing her concern, Nafarius slid his arms around his mate and pulled her back against his chest. "He'll take good care of her."

"It's not Natasha I'm worried about." Sam hadn't known Roland long. Out of everyone, Nafarius' beta had been the most resistant to Sam's presence among the pack. She thought she'd understood, his hostility stemming from the fact that she had been human.

"Roland?" Nafarius asked, not surprised when his mate picked up on their beta's distress. He'd known Roland for so long that he'd come to accept the subtle disturbance that existed along the pack bond. "He'll be fine."

Sam leaned her head back against her mate's shoulder. "I'm not so sure."

Nafarius frowned after his beta. "He's been with me for thirty years, there isn't anyone I trust more."

"I know," Sam said. "That's not what I'm worried about."

"Then what?" 

"When I called his wolf..." Sam trailed off, the memory still fresh.

"What did you see?" Nafarius was still trying to understand what Sam experienced with her ability.

"He's feral," Sam said quietly. "At the heart, his wolf is wounded and wild and in so much pain."

Nafarius looked towards the place where his beta had disappeared. He knew what he would find if he reached out to the male through the pack bond, Roland's pain was something they had both learned to live with. Nafarius had hoped that time would heal most of the wounds, covering over the emotional scars even while the physical ones remained.

"He needs more time," Nafarius said, wondering how much time would have to pass before Roland would heal from the betrayal he had suffered.

"I wish there was something more I could do." Sam's role as alpha drove her to take care of her pack, but the need went beyond duty. Nafarius and the pack were family and family was to be protected.

Nafarius pressed his lips to the top of Sam's head, offering what comfort he could as they stood together watching the pack. Everyone was busy getting ready for the winter, fall was already here and the snow wasn't far behind.

"Run with me?" Sam asked. The idea of shifting had her rolling her shoulders but running with her mate was worth the pain. 

"I can't," Nafarius said, reluctantly releasing his mate. "I need to get the men ready to hunt."

Sam nodded, understanding. A pack their size took a lot of food to feed. Wild game and vegetables grown in the garden were plentiful in the summer but winter was a different matter. Nafarius would organize one last, large hunt to bring in as much meat as possible, and when that was gone, the pack would turn to non-perishable staples that had been brought in from town. They would still hunt for fresh meat but the pickings were likely to get slim.

"I'll see if Maddie wants to go," Sam said. "I'm feeling restless."

"You haven't had much chance to shift," Nafarius said, running his hand down Sam's back and feeling her wolf brushing up against the mate bond. "Just stay close."

Sam turned to her mate, rising up on her toes she took the time to brush a soft kiss across his lips. 

"I'll catch you later," she said, her smile nearly changing his mind.

"I look forward to it," Nafarius said, knowing that the brief contact wouldn't hold him for long.

****

Natasha let herself be pulled through the pack, many of them watching her with open curiosity, their eyes darting back and forth between her and Roland. None appeared hostile, their gaze more inquisitive than disapproving.

Roland was oblivious to everything but Natasha, her small hand warm and rough in his much larger one. She held his hand lightly, not trying to take back her fingers even after they entered the trees.

The path leading from the den was wide and well-worn, the brush kept back by constant use. Afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees, playing a game of light and shadow as they made their way east, quickly moving deeper into Nafarius' territory.  

Walking ahead of Natasha, Roland kept up a steady pace, his long legs eating up the distance. She had to admit that she was enjoying the view. The man had a seriously spectacular ass. Natasha wondered what it would be like to unwrap that denim-encased package. She would want to take it slow, she decided, peeling back the wrapping to expose the surprise inside.

Distracted, Natasha failed to notice the path growing narrow and tripped over an exposed root. She reached out to stop her fall, her hand landing on the small of Roland's back.

Roland tensed at the touch, the heat of her hand branding him through his shirt. 

"Are you alright?" he asked, glancing over his shoulder without stopping.

"Yep," Natasha answered quickly, her face flushing as she snatched her hand back. "Just a little sore."

Roland swore. "Sorry, I didn't stop and think." The path led them east with a subtle vertical gain, one that a healthy werewolf would barely notice. But Natasha was healing, her body straining to repair damage that would have laid a human up for months.

"I'm okay," Natasha said, and she was. The walk was doing her good. The last thing she wanted was to be cooped up inside somewhere, left alone with her thoughts. 

Roland looked back over his shoulder. Natasha had withdrawn her hand and stood watching him. Her face was flushed an attractive pink from exertion but she didn't appear to be struggling with the climb.

Satisfied with what he saw, Roland nodded and turned back to the path. "We're almost there."

Natasha followed Roland for another few minutes in comfortable silence. He didn't seem inclined to talk or ask questions, which she appreciated. But she liked the sound of his voice, the slight lilt at the end hinting at his origins. 

"Where are you from?" Natasha asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

Roland pulled up so fast Natasha slammed into his back, bouncing off and scrambling to keep her feet.

"Why do you want to know?" Roland didn't reach to steady her, his fists clenched at his sides as he scowled down at her.

Natasha stared up at Roland and wanted to take back her words. His voice had gone hard, and any evidence of his earlier concern was gone.

"I...you..." Natasha stuttered. "You have an accent, it made me wonder."

Roland was quiet for so long Natasha feared he would call an end to their outing, turning them around and taking her back to the pack's den.

"My original pack settled on the East Coast," Roland said softly, breaking the awkward silence and starting forward once more. Damn, but he didn't want to think about that lot. There wasn't one memory among the many he cared to recall.

"How did you end up here?" The question came automatically, Natasha's desire to know Roland overriding that internal filter in her brain that really should be telling her to keep her mouth shut. 

Roland ignored the sudden chill in his bones. She had no way of knowing the images evoked by her innocent question. But telling himself that did little to make Roland feel better. Glancing back over his shoulder, he pointedly looked at the bruises covering Natasha's face and neck. "I'll tell you my story if you tell me yours."

"Some things are better left unsaid," Natasha said and clamped her mouth shut, her pretty pink lips pressed firmly together. 

"I couldn't agree more," Roland said, stopping. "Besides, we're here."

Thinking she should apologize, Natasha waited while he stepped from the path, thick muscles shifting beneath his shirt as he pulled back branches and held them aloft. 

Roland took the time to arrange his face into carefully neutral lines. Finally turning only once he knew he presented a blank slate of indifference.

"I'm sorry," Natasha said, wishing she could take it back. Gone was the lighthearted male that had laughed with his friend and tenderly checked on his pack. "I have a habit of prying."

Roland nodded as inside he struggled with the memories. "I don't want to go there," he said, referring to his past. "I don't ever want to go back there."

Roland's words were low and vicious, sending a chill through Natasha as she quickly nodded. As he watched her, she saw something moving behind his eyes, something wild and untamed. None of us are human, but some even less so than others.  

It took considerable effort for Natasha to step past Roland, no doubt he could hear her heart hammering hard against her chest. Her instincts were warning her to get ready to run, experience was telling her she would never make it.

Stepping carefully, Natasha slowly moved past Roland, surprised when her wolf woke. Wounded and bearing the burden of their healing, Natasha's wolf had been near comatose with exhaustion. But something inside of her stirred, rousing the animal to awareness as she brushed past Roland.  

Hmmm...male...good male, her wolf thought sleepily, sending images and thoughts the animal associated with safety.

Safe is not an adjective I would use to describe our situation, Natasha told her wolf. That hit to the head must have been harder than she thought. 

Roland smelled wolf, the scent wafting up to entice his senses as Natasha passed beneath his nose. In response, Roland's wolf lunged, slipping to the end of his tether and surging to the surface. 

We both want her, he realized, surprised as his wolf strained for release. His wolf hadn't wanted a female since...in a very long time. The animal treated Roland's occasional romps with a female as a weakness, withdrawing to wait out the encounter. It was the only time the animal ever truly stilled and went silent. 

Not trusting the animal's reaction to Natasha, Roland ruthlessly clamped down on his wolf. Not surprising, the animal struggled, fighting to get free before finally settling down to pace. Roland had learned to live with the animal's constant motion, finding his only escape in sleep.  

"Oh, wow." Natasha whispered in awe, unaware of the struggle taking place behind her. After stepping past Roland, she'd found herself standing at the edge of heaven.

Carved by a retreating glacier, the valley was steep, with sheer, tree-covered cliffs, and rock-faced mountains. Evidence of recent rock slides littered the valley floor, while high above, mountain peaks were perpetually capped with snow.

"It's beautiful," Natasha whispered at the majestic peace of the place. Unbidden, tears tightened behind her eyes, the pressure building until they spilled over and slipped down her cheeks.

Not here. Natasha angrily brushed at her cheeks. I will not break down, not here and not in front of this male. 

Leaving Roland behind, Natasha stalked to the edge of the cliff. The wind was rushing up from the valley below, whipping her hair into a frenzy around her face. Fists clenched, she stared down into the the craggy depths below. Inside she felt just as empty, a jagged hole where her pack used to be. 

"If you're thinking of jumping, I wouldn't," Roland said from behind her. "It's a long way down, too much time to change your mind."

"I don't want to jump," Natasha said. No, suicide wasn't in her nature. "Scream, maybe, but not jump."

"So scream," Roland said, his voice suggesting the answer was obvious. "There's no one to hear but me."

Natasha shook her head and went back to staring out across the valley.

Roland watched her and knew that he'd been right to bring her here. She was a lot like this place with its rugged beauty and stark landscape. As she stood reigning over it all, he was reminded of the warrior princesses of lore. Women that were battle weary but never broken.

She's strong, but injured and he knew what could happen to a wound left to fester.

"I went feral," he told her, his voice quiet so as not to dispel the magic of the place. He wasn't surprised when she spun around to look at him. "I was betrayed and left to die," he said. Roland stopped, swallowing hard. "What was left of me, the part that survived..." 

There hadn't been much of him left when Nafarius found him. Some days he wondered if it wouldn't have been better if the alpha had left him to die.

"Let it out," he urged, "before the shit kills you...or worse."

Natasha stared at Roland. She had sensed something wild in him but never, not for one moment, had she suspected that he'd gone feral. Not many werewolves came back from that, the life either turning them into a total animal or killing them.

"Will you tell me about it?" Natasha asked, thinking of the male Roland was and the animal he had once been and comparing that to her father. Would knowing what one male had experienced give her peace where her father was concerned? 

Roland searched her face. He knew what Natasha was looking for, but he couldn't give it to her. "No."

Natasha matched his stare, understanding that he'd said all he was going to. 

Roland waited to see what she would do. A male that had gone feral couldn't be trusted. Natasha had learned that at her father's hand, and there was no coming back. Dimitri would never be the male he once was. Neither would Roland.

Natasha shivered under Roland's penetrating gaze. He let her see it then, the animal lurking just beneath the surface. He made sure she had no delusions, and offered no reassurance. Feral werewolves were feared, hunted down and killed without question. It was her father's fate, it should have been Roland's as well. 

Natasha made the connection. "Nafarius found you, didn't he?" 

Roland fixed her with a stare.

It explained a lot. Not the scars, and not the details of what had happened, those were still missing, but what he shared shed some light on Roland's past. She thought over what little she knew of him, mostly rumors and stories that passed between packs, and compared that to what she had seen.

Roland had rescued her, taking a lone werewolf into his den and tending to her injuries. She'd seen him laugh and watched the way he cared for his pack. She had no doubt he could be ruthless, lethal to any and all that threatened what he considered his, but it was a far cry from the feral lack of recognition she had witnessed in her father.

Natasha knew Roland was waiting on her, no doubt expecting some form of rejection. Taking a deep breath, she looked him straight in those wild eyes and turned her back.

Roland blinked. You never, ever turned your back on a werewolf, not unless...She trusts me. Roland's brain wound down, his thoughts suddenly stuck in neutral. 

Humph, his wolf snorted still pacing along Roland's barriers.

Natasha could feel Roland's surprise, the space between her shoulder blades itching under his stare. Ignoring him for the moment, she scanned the surrounding territory, everything she saw belonging to Nafarius. 

It could have been hers. Not that she really wanted it, or the male that came with it, but her life was to have started here. Instead, a part of her had died in this territory, something inside of her simply ceasing to exist. 

Natasha wanted it back.

Taking a deep breath, she tipped her face to the sky and screamed. The sound echoed long and loud across the valley. Startled, nearby birds took flight, bursting from the trees amidst her howl of pain.

Natasha kept screaming as the weight of her grief bent her body forward, slowly curling in on itself. She kept screaming as her vision dimmed, and spots danced before her eyes, until her scream became a plaintive wail, her legs finally buckling as she fell to her knees, sobbing.

Roland watched as pain drove Natasha to her knees. He didn't know her well, but everything he did know told him she wasn't easily bowed. 

Slowly, knowing that he approached a wounded animal, Roland knelt behind her. Enfolding her in his embrace, he held her while she cried, gut wrenching sobs that wracked her body and threatened to dislodge him. 

Slowly, her sobs subsided, her body growing heavy in his arms as she rested her head against his chest.

"I tried to kill my father," she told him quietly.

"I know," Roland said, pressing his cheek to the top of her head. He couldn't remember the last time he'd held a female simply to offer her comfort.

"I failed and he nearly killed me for it." She spoke softly, the horror of it eased a bit with the sharing. "He broke..." 

She stumbled over the memory of her arm breaking, the bone snapping like kindling. Her father's face had been a twisted mix of wolf and man as he stood over her. Rage had turned his eyes yellow and spittle had dripped from his chin, landing on her face.

"That wasn't your father," Roland said. "Not anymore."

"I know," Natasha said, quietly. "But..."

"But what?" Roland asked, when she grew quiet.

"That just makes it more tragic," she said. "And so much harder to hate him."

"No one expects you to hate him," Roland said. "What's happening to your father is tragic. No male should be left to suffer like that."

"It has to be quick and painless," she demanded, thinking of Nafarius' offer to put her father down. "I know I have no right to ask, but he's still my father...even if I'm no longer pack," Natasha whispered, saying the words, trying them out for the first time.

"You can't cut yourself off from your pack," Roland admonished gently. "After your father is gone - "

"I didn't cut myself off," Natasha told him. "My father severed the pack bond, they're all just...gone."

"Shit," Roland swore and held her tighter. Dimitri really had gone over if he'd severed the bond with his young. A weaker wolf would have already gone feral at being cut loose like that. "But that doesn't mean you can't go back. When this is all over - "

"It won't be the same," Natasha said with all of the sadness of a child realizing that life wasn't fair, that parents make mistakes and Santa Claus didn't exist. "Nothing will ever be the same again."

No, Roland thought, it wouldn't and there were sometimes when you just couldn't go back.

****

Sam found Maddie inside talking with a few of the other females, all of them young and single. She paused, watching as Maddie laughed at something one of the others said. She's starting to blossom. 

Young, shy and submissive, Maddie hadn't had many friends. Then Sam came along and the two of them had connected, quickly becoming inseparable. If anyone thought it strange, the most submissive pack member and the alpha female as friends, they were smart enough to keep their muzzles shut.

Watching Maddie laugh with the others, feeling her friend's happiness along the pack bond, Sam felt a fissure of unease.  Maddie is mine, she glowered at the group.

Ours, her wolf corrected, surprising Sam.

Heeding the need to reassure herself, Sam slipped up behind Maddie and wrapped her arms around her friend's waist. "Come run with me," she whispered.

"I thought you were running with Nafarius," Maddie asked, eyeing Sam over her shoulder. Running with your mate was akin to date night, you didn't bring a friend.  

"He has better things to do," Sam said, nuzzling Maddie behind her ear.

"I seriously doubt that," Maddie said. Something tentative was running down the pack bond from her alpha. Picking up on Sam's need, she leaned her head to the side, offering the alpha her throat.

Sam responded with a soft growl, her wolf brushing along the surface. "He said something about too many mouths to feed to go frolicking in the woods."

Maddie laughed. "He really used the word 'frolic'?"

"No," Sam admitted, her lips curving into a smile against the tender skin of Maddie's throat. "But it paints a picture, doesn't it?"

"It certainly does," Maddie said. Turning to Sam, she asked, "Are you sure you wouldn't rather wait and run with him?"

"I love running with Nafarius," Sam said, taking Maddie's hand and tugging her outside. "But I want to run with you."

Pleased, Maddie followed Sam across the busy clearing and into the trees. She could feel Sam, something wild and powerful swirling along the pack bond. She's becoming more alpha. The thought slid up Maddie's spine, female and wolf drawn to the power.

Sam felt Maddie pulsing along the pack bond, the woman's desire more light and joy. Gods, she wanted to run, to chase down this female and play with her. The feeling, when it came, was so intense it nearly snatched the breath from Sam's chest.

Sam struggled to get a grip. I'm not an animal, she thought and nearly laughed out loud. It wasn't that Sam hadn't wanted a woman before, she had and considered herself sexually flexible. But the desire to dominate was new, powerful...and hungry. 

Maddie stopped behind Sam, not surprised when the alpha turned, her green eyes bright with desire. 

"I want you," Sam said, without preamble. Already, her body had begun to warm, heat pooling in places that pulsed with desire.

"I'm glad." Maddie's answer was swift. She had wanted Sam from the beginning, drawn both to the human and the alpha.

"Are you sure?" Sam asked, letting the leash go on her desire and sending tendrils of it along the pack bond.

Maddie felt Sam's power and desire wash over her, the bond with her alpha pulsing rich and dark. She tried to think of something to say but found her mouth had gone dry even as moisture pooled between her thighs. Speechless, Maddie settled for pulling her dress over her head, leaving herself naked and bare.

Sam felt the pulse of desire kick up between her thighs. 

"God, you are beautiful," Sam whispered. Slowly, she reached out, brushing a thick lock of blonde hair back from Maddie's shoulder and exposing one perfectly pert breast.

Maddie shifted closer, turning her body into Sam's touch. Cool, late morning air brushed fevered skin sending ripples across every inch of exposed flesh.

Sam swallowed against a rising desire. Not wanting to stop, she sunk her fingers into the base of Maddie's neck, pulling her close enough to taste the breath on her lips.

Maddie stood motionless, afraid if she moved Sam would stop.

"I can smell you," Sam said, brushing her lips across Maddie's mouth, drinking in her soft sigh of pleasure. "It makes me want to taste you, too."

Maddie whimpered, a fresh rush of desire rippling up from her core. "Sam, please."

Sam silenced Maddie with a kiss, sealing their lips together and slipping inside. Maddie was there to meet her, their tongues touching and tasting, swallowing each other's sighs as two distinct scents of pleasure perfumed the air.

Sam fisted her hands into Maddie's hair, holding her still while she plundered. Maddie's desire flared along the pack bond, her small hands fluttering lightly before coming to rest on Sam's waist.

Eventually, Sam broke the kiss, nipping lightly at Maddie's bottom lip before stepping away.

Maddie watched her with wide eyes.

"Shift," Sam ordered, her voice edged with power as a new energy slowly took shape. She could feel Maddie's wolf, knew that it was hers to summon.  

Maddie hesitated, desire warring with the need to obey her alpha. 

"We're not done," Sam promised, it took everything she had to hold back the tide of desire, knowing that something more lay at the end. "But I want to run."

Heat arched between the two women, one light with desire, the other dark with power.

Maddie dropped to her hands and knees, her body moving with lupine grace as she slowly crawled across the few feet that separated her from Sam. Pressing herself against her alpha's leg, she shifted.

Sam watched as the gorgeous female morphed into a beautiful blonde wolf, her small body compact with power and strength. 

And all of it Sam's to do with as she pleased. 

Mine, Sam's wolf said, eager to run.

Ours, Sam corrected.

Maddie sat back, looking up expectantly at Sam.

"I'll give you until I finish shifting," Sam said. "A head start before I come after you."

Maddie brushed up against Sam, the message clear. Sam didn't need to chase her.

Sam ran her hand over Maddie's head, trailing the fine line of one delicate ear before cupping her muzzle. "I will be disappointed if you give me anything less than your best."

Maddie gave a soft bark of understanding. She was small and quick and she knew these woods. Turning, she trotted further down the path before looking back at Sam.

Sam sensed Maddie's doubt through the pack bond and smiled. "If I can't catch you then I don't deserve to be alpha. Now, go." 

Maddie darted down the path. A second later, she was gone.

Sam watched her go before slipping out of her jeans and pulling her t-shirt over her head. I hate this part! She was still learning how to shift without pain, the process foreign and strange. Inside, her wolf stared out at her with hungry eyes.

"Stop trying to will it," Nafarius had said. "Surrender to it."

Taking a deep breath, Sam let go of the only form she had ever known. 

Her body slowly began contorting, twisting into a new shape as muscles gained mass, joints dislocated and sharp canines erupted inside her newly formed muzzle.

Fully in wolf form, Sam stretched, hearing her claws clicking on the rocks beneath her paws. 

Surrender to it, she thought with a huff. That shit still hurts.

Lifting her head, Sam sniffed the air and inwardly smiled. Maddie's desire blazed a clear trail, the scent stirring lightly on the breeze, and making her easy to follow.

A few minutes later and Sam was already more than a mile away from where they had started. Maddie was moving quickly and covering a lot of ground. Picking up her pace in response, Sam stretched out her legs, enjoying a freedom that was unlike anything she had ever known. She wondered if Nafarius understood the true extent of the gift he had given her. 

Her paws eating up the distance, Sam was following Maddie south, moving away from the pack's den and deeper into Nafarius' territory when the trail ended abruptly.

Backtracking, Sam sniffed around until she found where Maddie had left the trail, her scent taking a sharp left up a steep vertical climb.

Sam eyed the steep ridge. You have got to be kidding me. 

Maddie was quick and nimble; her small body able to move in and around spaces the larger wolves couldn't go. Sam was by no means as large as Nafarius or Roland but she easily outweighed Maddie by twenty or thirty pounds. It was enough that it was going to take some serious effort to haul her cookies up the side of this mountain.

Just then, the wind shifted and Sam caught Maddie's light, lingering scent. The tang of pheromones sent Sam up the side of the mountain, her back legs bunching beneath her and pushing her forward.

Sam crested the steep ridge, scrambling over loose dirt only to find herself staring down a sheer drop into a deep basin. There, standing at the bottom, was a small, blonde wolf.

Launching herself from the ledge, Sam jumped over deadwood and darted around bushes, the bottom of the basin rushing up to meet her. Seeing Sam coming, Maddie spun on her back legs and took off running.

Sam hit the bottom of the basin but didn't stop. Heart pounding, she poured everything she had into cutting across open ground, determined to catch her prey before Maddie disappeared back into the forest.

Maddie could feel Sam coming for her, a powerful force streaking across the wilderness. She hadn't wanted to run, and already considered herself caught. But the chase was exhilarating, and Maddie was high on adrenaline at finding herself prey instead of the predator.

Sam closed the distance just as Maddie made it to the trees. With a last burst of strength, she launched herself, knocking Maddie off her feet and sending them both tumbling to the ground.

Sam shifted and came up laughing, her body covered in a fine sheen of sweat. 

"You caught me," Maddie said, breathless from their run.

"Now I get to have my way with you?" Sam asked, her body quickly cooling.

"I really wish you would," Maddie huffed with a hint of exasperation, making Sam laugh.

Sam turned her head. Maddie lay on the grass beside her, one arm above her head, the other resting lightly on her stomach. Laughter lit her eyes, laughter and a very clear invitation.

Rolling over slowly, Sam crawled to cover Maddie, her body seeking out and settling between the female's thighs. Maddie opened up for her, lifting her knees to Sam's hips, and cradling her alpha between her legs. Sam sighed and sunk deeper. 

Home. 

The thought came unbidden, Sam realizing that Maddie was home to her in much the same way Nafarius was. 

Maddie moaned as Sam settled between her legs. Generous hips pushed her thighs wide, exposing her to the cool air before Sam was there, pressing herself up against Maddie's core.

"I love your curves," Maddie murmured, running her hands up Sam's arms and over her shoulders.

"You can have them," Sam said, dipping her head to nibble at the tender skin along Maddie's jaw. 

"I plan to," Maddie said, tipping her head back and exposing her neck.

Sam laughed as she took the vulnerable skin of Maddie's throat between her teeth. She had thought to tease, to nip and nibble along the delicate column of Maddie's neck. But something shifted inside, something dark and sweet that had her biting down, the need to anchor Maddie in place suddenly riding Sam hard.

Maddie hissed in a breath as Sam bit down, her body arching up off the ground in pain tinted pleasure. Sam growled, her wolf straining as Maddie pressed their bodies firmly together. Maddie responded, knowing the mating hold was instinctual, and surrendered to Sam's need to dominate and conquer. 

Mine. Sam's wolf brushed at her inner barriers, trying to get close to Maddie.

Ours, Sam reminded and thrust her hips.

Maddie's fingers clenched at Sam's arms, her body taunt as she strained and shuddered. She could feel Sam's wolf, the animal's fur brushing up against the pack bond. Her own animal responded, moving closer.

When Sam lifted her head, it was to find Maddie watching her with blue eyes rimmed with gold. "I can feel her," Sam whispered, bending her head to brush her nose along Maddie's jaw. "I can smell her. I can smell you, too," she said.

Maddie whimpered. Desire was flooding almost too fast for her to handle. Sam, pressed as she was between her thighs, was a source of pleasure Maddie longed to touch. While inside, her wolf paced, rubbing along the pack bond with sensual heat.

Sam felt all that desire swirling into the perfect storm and knew that she wasn't going to be able to hold on much longer.  Her body hummed with desire, the need to touch and taste rolling over her as she lowered her head and captured Maddie's nipple.

"Oh, god," Maddie moaned, arching her back and pressing her breast more firmly against Sam's mouth.

Sam used her teeth and tongue to tug at the hard peak, sucking it deep into her mouth before biting down gently. At the same time, she plucked at Maddie's other nipple, pinching the tip and rolling it between her fingers.

Maddie moved restlessly, her breasts swelling with pleasure. Hooking her foot along the back of Sam's thigh, she pulled her alpha into her body.

Sam shifted against Maddie and felt wet heat scalding the front of her body. Drawn by the heady scent of desire, Sam relinquished her hold on Maddie's breasts and moved down between the woman's thighs.

"No, wait...I want," Maddie's protests were cut short as Sam shoulder her thighs apart and buried her nose in Maddie's curls. "Oh, god, Sam. I want to touch you."

"My turn first," Sam said, enjoying the view of Maddie spread out before her. Naked and flushed in the grass, her blonde nether-curls protected pale pink lips that glistened in the sun.

Gently, Sam spread Maddie's folds revealing her clitoris, the small nub throbbing with desire. 

"You smell good," Sam whispered huskily, smiling when Maddie whimpered with need. "I bet you taste even better," she added, lowering her head. 

Sam's first taste of Maddie burst across her tongue. Creamy and buttery, she was reminded of caramels and honey, sticky treats that were best licked from dripping chins.

Maddie cried out, her body bucking against Sam's mouth as she licked at Maddie's core. Wrapping her arms around Maddie's hips, Sam held her immobile, using her tongue to trace her outer lips and search out her passage. Finding her core, Sam thrust her tongue inside, feeling Maddie's passage clamp down on her tongue.

"Sam, please," Maddie begged.

Sam replaced her tongue with her fingers, sliding two of them inside and pressing into Maddie's g-spot.

"Yes, Sam...more, please, I need more." Maddie's body tightened, desire curling in her belly and hardening her nipples.

Sam thrust with her fingers, picking up a rhythm that had Maddie rocking her hips. At the same time, Sam lowered her head, circling Maddie's clit with her tongue before once again suckling it deep into her mouth. Pulling hard, Sam let Maddie feel the edge of her teeth, growling low in her chest as a fresh wave of desire perfumed the air.

Maddie felt her alpha's teeth, her growl vibrating against her clit and reached for the orgasm that was just out of reach.

"This one is for me," Sam said, feeling Maddie balanced on the brink. 

Maddie clutched at the ground beneath her, her body straining. "Sam, please."

"Come for me," Sam growled, sliding a third finger inside and thrusting hard. Recapturing her clit, Sam suckled the tender bit into her mouth, pulling it against the flat of her tongue.

"Yes!" Maddie shattered, her body straining off the ground, suspended as muscles contracted in rippling pleasure.

Sam watched as Maddie threw back her head and came, her body clamping down around Sam's fingers, and her clit throbbed hard in her mouth. Gently, she played out the orgasm, making sure Maddie felt every ripple of pleasure until she collapsed, her body spent. 

Maddie became aware slowly. Opening her eyes, she looked down the length of her body to find Sam watching her. "Hi," she said a bit sheepishly.

"Hi," Sam said. Crawling back up Maddie's body, she brushed a tender kiss across the woman's lips.

"I can taste myself," Maddie said, licking at Sam's lips. 

Sam groaned, and sunk them both into a deeper kiss. 

Maddie wrapped herself around Sam and tried rolling her alpha onto her back.

Sam broke the kiss, pinning Maddie to the ground. "What do you think you are you doing?"

"It's my turn," Maddie said, untangling herself from Sam.

Sam felt her body throb, her wolf brushing along the pack bond. 

Maddie succeeded in scooting herself out from under Sam, but her attempts at nudging her alpha onto her back went unheeded. Frowning, she asked, "You don't want - ?"

"Oh, I want," Sam said, her voice low and husky. She could feel Maddie's sudden uncertainty and reached out to reassure her. Wrapping her hand around Maddie's neck, she drew her in for a slow, sensual kiss. "But it's time to get back." Sam rose to her feet, pulling Maddie up with her. "It's getting late and I can feel Nafarius' concern for us both."

At Sam's words, Maddie became aware of a distant buzzing along the pack bond. She'd been so focused on Sam that she hadn't sensed Nafarius' agitation.

Instinctively, Maddie reached out to her alpha, sending him reassurance that she was okay through the bond. The buzzing continued for a time before settling down to a dull hum, Sam surely having done the same check-in through the mate bond.

"Come on," Sam said, taking Maddie's hand and walking them back the way they had come in. Reaching the steep wall she'd charged down, Sam paused. "Please tell me you know of another way out of here."

Maddie nodded. "But it will be faster if we shift."

"Warmer, too," Sam said, giving Maddie an appreciative glance. "Not that I mind the view." 

Maddie laughed, flashing Sam a bit of her flank as she knelt.

Sam knelt as well, the two women face to face, groaning at the first ripple of pain.

"Still hurts?" Maddie asked, her own shift starting to flow.

Sam gritted her teeth against the pain, nodding her head.

"It gets better," was the last thing Maddie said before she lost the ability to speak.

"Yeah, like how going to the dentist gets better," Sam grumbled.

















CHAPTER FOUR

My, What Big Teeth You Have...




Dimitri wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Elbows on the table, he sat hunched over his plate, slicing off another chunk of meat, and spearing it with his knife. 

"Bring me some water," he ordered.

Kate, a pretty brunette of indeterminable years, jumped up, banging her knee against the table and upsetting William's dinner plate. 

William caught Kate's hand before she could hustle off, giving his pack-mate's fingers a reassuring squeeze.

"And none of that bottled crap," Dimitri said to her back.

Craig reclined at the other end of the table. Ignoring his alpha's commeny, he sipped his sparkling water.

Kate hurried back inside, her skirt swirling wildly around her ankles, and a pitcher of water held carefully with both hands. "Fresh from the river," she said, her lips turned up at the corners in an attempted smile. "Still cold."

Dimitri ignored the bitch-wolf. Small and weak, just like the rest of them. But not his daughter. No, she was strong. Nothing like these bitches, nothing like that bitch that had birthed her. His only young...

Dimitri scanned faces, settling on Craig. "Where's my daughter?" 

Craig paused, his fork halfway between his plate and his mouth. Sitting opposite Dimitri, the pack at either side of the table between them, Craig answered quietly. "She's gone, Sire."

Along the bond, the pack buzzed with stinging agitation. Craig clenched his back teeth together to keep from snapping at them. He understood their fear of Dimitri, but it made it damn inconvenient for him to get a read on his alpha. 

Dimitri's eyes slid out of focus.

William and the others tensed, heads bowing towards the table.

"She's gone," Dimitri said, unable to feel his young through the pack bond.

"Yes, Sire." Craig wondered how long it would take for Dimitri to remember.

"She's with Nafarius?" Dimitri growled.

"Yes, Sire." Craig decided not to mention the pesky part where Natasha tried killing her father, leading Dimitri to beat his daughter, severing the pack bond and leaving her for dead. Details. Details.

"TRAITOR!" Dimitri bellowed, his fist slamming down on the table, scattering silverware and overturning cups.

Ah...there it was, the alpha's trusty memory. 

Dimitri clenched his fists convulsively, knuckles cracking in the sudden silence as his breath sawed in and out of his lungs. 

Control. Power. Control. Power. His father's voice hammered in Dimitri's head. Those with power must have control. 

Deep breath in through the nose, out through the mouth. Repeat.

Carefully, Dimitri unfurled his fists, one finger at a time. Pressing his palms flat against the table, he straightened his plate, lining up his silverware before picking up his fork. 

Slicing off a piece of meat from his plate, Dimitri transferred his fork to his other hand before taking a bite. She was a traitor. Just like her mother. Just like Nafarius.

Nafarius, who was supposed to be Dimitri's friend, help him to...to what? There was something Dimitri needed to do. If only he could remember what it was.

Dimitri glanced down at his plate, poised to take another bite and froze. 

Maggots. Hundreds of maggots squirmed over his dinner.

Dimitri gagged as the meat on his plate rotted, splitting open and releasing a wave of still more pale, bloated bodies. They wiggled over the side of the dish and spilled across the table.

Leaning to the side, Dimitri spit on the floor, clearing his mouth of rotten meat and maggots. Plump, white bodies landed with a bounce, withering across the floor and leaving behind a chewed bit of meat. 

Dimitri rose, stomping on maggots as they multiplied and scattered. The little fuckers were fast, skipping across the floor like Mexican jumping beans until he finally caught the last one, squishing it under his heel with a wet pop!

 Dropping down into his seat, Dimitri grabbed his plate, prepared to throw the maggot-infested meat at somebody's head. Except, only fresh meat, roasted and rare, sat half consumed next to a pile of root vegetables. His eyes darted from the plate, to the table, to the floor. Nothing. Just a half chewed piece of meat glistening with spit. 

No bloated bodies or squished corpses.

Dimitri's eyes darted around the room, touching on pack members before skittering across the table. No maggots, just half eaten meals, crusts of bread and empty cups.

"The meal not to your liking?" Craig asked, taking another bite.

****

Roland found Nafarius holed up in the room he shared with Sam and lately, Maddie. If the vicious curses floating down the corridor were any indication, Nafarius was working on the pack's books.

Roland stopped mid-step and gave serious consideration to turning around.

"Leave now and everyone will know you're a coward," Nafarius called out, his voice surly.

"Don't listen to him, Roland," Sam called, laughing. "Save yourself!"

Nafarius' growl was followed by more feminine laughter.

Roland smiled, there had been a lot more laughter since Sam appeared. Slipping his hands into the pocket of his jeans, Roland strolled the rest of the way down the corridor and into the room.

Sam was sitting cross-legged on the bed painting her nails. Nearby, Maddie sat curled up reading.

"I'm glad you're here," Sam said, shooting him a smile. "You can settle a debate for us."

"I don't know - ," Roland started, meaning to object. The last thing he needed was to get in between his alphas.

Sam ignored his protests.

"Maddie says that if I paint my nails now, when I shift the color will be gone." Sam dabbed at her thumb nail with a small brush. "I think the color will stay, and my claws will be a nice CFM red."

"CFM?" Roland asked, stunned. This was the debate she wanted him to settle?

"Come Fuck Me Red," Maddie offered helpfully.

"Ah..." Roland hesitated, looking at Nafarius for help.

Nafarius kept his head down, his nose pressed to the screen of his laptop, leaving his beta to hang.

"Well?" Sam asked, clearly expecting him to side with her.

"I think it doesn't matter," Roland said, at last. "You'll be color blind when you shift."

Sam blinked, clearly not the answer she was expecting. "Humph," she said, her eyes darting to her mate. "He's all yours."

Nafarius was studiously studying the pack's accounting, the tedious task was the only thing keeping from him laughing. 

Looking slightly less sure then when he'd come in, Roland turned to Nafarius. "We've got a problem," he announced.

"Just one?" Nafarius asked.

Roland ignored him. "Natasha's father severed the pack bond."

Nafarius looked up, his face lit by the artificial light from the computer. They didn't have power in the mountain den, but Nafarius kept the device charged when he went into town. In between trips, he used it to track the pack's financials and monitor their supplies. "Shit."

"My sentiments exactly," Roland agreed. Their walk back to the den had been quiet, Natasha thoughtful beside him. He had left her to seek out Nafarius, the hint of an idea forming.

"She can't stay here," Nafarius said, leaning back in his chair. The situation just keeps getting better and better. 

Roland opened his mouth to object but Sam beat him to it.

"Why not?" Sam asked. She liked Natasha and one more wouldn't make a difference.

Nafarius looked past Roland, addressing his mate. "Without the bond, Natasha is just another lone wolf."

"So?"

"Lone wolves don't do well in a pack," Nafarius explained. "They exist outside of the hierarchy, which makes the others uneasy."

"Ahhh..." Sam nodded. She was coming to understand how important the hierarchy was to pack life. A person's place within the pack determined both what they could expect from others, as well as what was expected of them. In a pack the size of theirs, understanding expectations was important. It helped to avoid unnecessary problems that could easily end in bloodshed. "If she stays - ?"

"She can't stay," Nafarius said, cutting her off.

"If she stays," Sam said, ignoring Nafarius. "Can we make her pack?"

Nafarius blinked, Roland snapped his jaw shut and Maddie fidgeted.

"What?" Sam asked, looking around the room. "Every time I ask a question you guys go all quiet. It's enough to give a girl a complex."

"Sam," Nafarius said, softly. "Natasha is an alpha female, if she were made pack there's a good chance she'd be driven to challenge you."

Sam's eyes narrowed dangerously. "For my place as alpha or as your mate?"

"No one takes your place as my mate," Nafarius growled.

Sam searched Nafarius' face, her eyes a piercing green. She could feel his fierceness humming along the mate bond, and relaxed.

"I could take her," Sam said, turning to paint her toes.

Nafarius shared a look with Roland, obviously asking for help. 

"She's your mate," Roland said, payback for leaving him to hang over nail polish. Of all things!

"She's in the room," Sam grumbled.

"How do you know?" Nafarius asked.

Sam shrugged. "I don't know, I just do."

"The same way you know with the pack?" Nafarius pressed.

Sam considered, her head tipping slightly. "No, that was more...personal. This is like academic knowledge, something I learned, not lived."

"But you're sure?" Nafarius wouldn't consider letting another alpha female into the pack if it risked upsetting the balance he had with Sam.

"Yep," Sam said, admiring her toes. "There's not much difference between us, kind of like you two, but enough." Sam flicked her fingers back and forth between Nafarius and Roland.

"Good to know," Nafarius said. "But I'd prefer to avoid the possibility altogether. She has to go - "

"I claim her as mine," Roland blurted. Hello half-baked idea.

Nafarius' head snapped up, his eyes pinning his beta to floor.

Maddie perked up.

Roland's wolf stopped pacing.

Sam swore. "This is something else I don't know, isn't it?" Grumbling, she put the lid on her nail polish and tossed it on the bed. "There should be a goddamn book, What You Need to Know When You Become a Werewolf."

"Your title is too long," Maddie quipped, her smile bright. She'd spent the afternoon with Sam and Nafarius, her body languid with spent desire. She had been uncertain about moving into their space, resigned to dealing with Rose on her own. But now that she was here, she couldn't picture herself anywhere else.

Sam cut Maddie a look. Narrowing her eyes, she wasn't surprised when Maddie's smile simply grew brighter. For being so submissive, the female had a habit of calling Sam's bluff. Damn inconvenient. 

"Roland - " Nafarius started, his voice careful.

"I've made the claim," Roland interrupted. "In front of witnesses."

"They won't recognize it unless I say," Nafarius said, gesturing to Sam and Maddie.

"Speak for yourself," Sam said, glaring at her mate.

"A claiming is just what it sounds like," Nafarius told her. "It's an old tradition that goes back to the days when packs raided each other and took slaves. A male would claim a female from another pack as his, basically taking her as his mate against her will."

"You actually thought I would go for this?" Sam eyed her beta, crossing her arms over her chest.

Roland sighed. "It's true, claiming has a barbaric beginning. But it has other uses."

"This I have to hear..." Sam muttered.

"I can use it to protect Natasha," Roland said. "By claiming her, she is effectively under my protection. No one would attack her because, as my...mine, I would have the right to respond."

"Kind of like the protection Nafarius offered to me," Sam said, dropping her arms to her sides. Maybe this claiming wasn't such a bad idea after all.

"Roland." Nafarius warned before his beta could answer.

"What?" Sam asked.

"That's exactly what he did," Roland said, cutting Nafarius a quick look. He had no intention of undermining his alpha, but he didn't plan to let Natasha leave, either.

"You claimed me?" Sam asked, her disbelief evident. 

"It was the only way to keep you safe," Nafarius said, his voice hard. "I would do it again."

Sam felt Nafarius' fierce need to protect her coursing along the mate bond. Orphaned as a child and aged out of the foster system, Sam had longed for someone to adopt her. Opening herself up, she let him feel the aching loneliness she had experienced as a child that belonged to no one, the feeling slowly fading until all that was left was the unquestionable sense of home she had now.

Nafarius watched his mate as soul shattering loneliness gave way to the warmth of their life together. She amazed him with her need and generosity. He knew that anyone else growing up as she had could have turned out bitter and angry. 

"And I would do the same for Natasha," Roland said softly.

"Why?" Nafarius asked.

"Why did you claim Sam?" Roland countered.

Nafarius snapped his mouth shut, frowning at his beta. "Sam needed my protection."

"And Natasha needs mine," Roland said. "She has nowhere else to go."

"We could put the word out, see if any of the other packs need an alpha female," Nafarius suggested.

Roland frowned, it wasn't just a viable option, it was a good one. One he could easily see Natasha opting to take. "That would mean sending her from the only home she has ever known."

"Staying here means being close to her old pack and memories of her father," Nafarius countered. 

"This is all well and good," Sam said, disrupting the debate. "But has anyone thought to...I don't know, ask Natasha what she wants?"

Nafarius looked surprised. "Why would he do that?"

Roland's face went carefully blank as Sam narrowed her eyes.

"Because you can't just claim someone," Sam said, her words slow as if she was talking to a half wit.

"I didn't ask you," Nafarius said. He really did enjoy seeing Sam get riled and some days it was just too easy.

"You got lucky, buddy," Sam said. She could feel Nafarius' amusement and knew that he had no intention of forcing the female. "I say we ask Natasha what she wants."

"Not we," Nafarius said, shaking his head. "Roland."

"Me?" Roland cleared his throat of the sudden tightening.

"You want this claiming, you deal with the female," Nafarius gruffed. "Personally, I'd rather deal with the books."

Sam snorted but didn't say anything. One look, and Roland knew there would be no help from her. 

Nafarius watched as Roland slipped his hands into his pockets, hunching his shoulders as he turned to go. Belatedly, he realized that this claiming meant more to his beta than Nafarius had thought.

Standing, Nafarius went to call Roland back but a quick shake of her head from Sam had him dropping back into his chair.

"Oh, and Roland?" Sam called.

Roland glanced back at the alpha female.

"Ask," Sam advised. "Don't tell."

****

Roland had left Natasha waiting for him in the common room. Most of the males were out hunting, leaving the females to take advantage of a quiet evening with friends. They watched Natasha warily, not actively excluding her but not including her either.

Natasha, for what it was worth, seemed content to sit, quietly flipping through an old stack of magazines.

Roland hesitated, suddenly gripped by doubt. The claiming had seemed like a good idea. But this was not how he pictured it. He thought he'd stake his claim, Nafarius would agree that it was a brilliant solution and Natasha would...

Natasha would what? Be eternally grateful? Hop in his bed and play Little Red Riding Hood to his big, bad wolf? What exactly had he thought would happen?

He hadn't, been thinking, that is. 

He'd watched her scream out her pain and had held her while she cried. When the tears stopped, she'd picked herself up and pushed forward into a uncertain future. She was strong, stronger than Roland, surviving the type of betrayal that had destroyed him.

He'd known then that he wanted her, and not just for the casual romp she seemed interested in giving him. He wanted her to stay.

Looking around, Roland realized he couldn't say any of that to her. Not here, not with so many curious eyes and ears around.

"Come with me?" he asked, by way of greeting.

Alerted by the somber note of his voice, Natasha looked up and found Roland watching her, his face serious as he held out his hand. Behind him, the others watched discreetly. 

Looking back at Roland, Natasha thought she saw a hint of vulnerability in his face, uncertainty tightening the skin around his eyes. He wasn't a male used to asking, she realized and slipped her fingers into his hand.

Roland pulled Natasha to her feet, her long frame unfolding from the floor to brush against him before he stepped back. Holding on to her hand, he pulled her through the common room and back towards the pack's private quarters.

Realizing where they were going, Natasha dug in her heels. "I can't go back there," she whispered fiercely, trying to pull her fingers free.

"You're with me," Roland said. No one would question him.

Natasha looked around frantically as Roland continued pulling her behind him. Blushing furiously, she felt her face heat up as the other watched. A few brows rose in surprise, but no one sought to stop them.

"We need to talk," Roland said. "Privately."

Natasha stopped struggling, her protests ending on a silent groan. Shit. She knew he'd been to see Nafarius, this was probably the part where Roland asked her to please leave, don't let the door hit you on the tail. Well, she couldn't really blame them. 

But even the seriousness of the situation couldn't quench Natasha's curiosity as she followed Roland into the pack's private quarters. She'd heard descriptions but the real thing was nothing short of amazing. 

The corridor leading from the common room was long and narrow, winding its way back into the mountain. Small, battery powered lanterns were used to help light the way as the corridor branched off in several different directions. 

Some of the branches immediately opened up onto alcoves of various size, each one filled with the personal belongings of the families living there. A few of the corridors fed back far enough that Natasha couldn't see beyond the one she was on, affording the inhabitants a greater degree of privacy.

The place was huge, the entrance and common area giving the impression that the den was smaller than it really was.

Natasha perked up as Roland broke off from the main corridor, leading them down a narrow passage. His burrow. His scent was stronger here, the subtle essence seeping into the rock until it became permanently marked. 

Roland dropped Natasha's hand, stepping into the room and turning up one of the lanterns. Silently, he watched Natasha, saw her eyes touching on the surface of his bed and belongings. He wondered what she saw, what the room told her about him.

Natasha blinked as warm light slowly illuminated the room. Oh, wow. She was surprised by the warmth of the room. The space was comfortable, almost welcoming, with a deep rug, rich blankets and earthy tones. Across from the entrance, a thick mattress sat on the floor covered with a rumpled duvet and large pillows. Books and papers were scattered across a small table, while his clothes were folded neatly and stored in a cubby style set of shelves. Too easily, she could picture Roland curled up on the bed, his bare feet crossed at the ankle. 

"You wanted to talk?" Natasha asked when the silence continued to stretch.

Roland took a deep breath. Scrubbing at his face with his hands, he felt the rough skin of his scar against his palm. Why did he think this was a good idea?

"I spoke with Nafarius," he finally said. It seemed as good as any place to start. 

"You told him I'm no longer pack?" Natasha hated to think how that conversation had gone.

"He's my alpha," Roland said. It never occurred to him not to tell Nafarius. "He has a right to know."

"I understand," Natasha said, quietly bracing herself. "When does he want me to leave?"

Roland blinked. "He's not turning you out."

"Oh," Natasha said. "Then what - ?"

"He mentioned waiting and returning to your pack after your father..." 

Natasha was already shaking her head. "I can't go back." At least not yet, maybe never.

"He offered to send word to the other packs, see if anyone is looking for an alpha female." Roland watched her face as inside his wolf growled. She's not ours, he reminded the animal. The look he got was nothing short of accusatory, his wolf staring at Roland before turning and disappearing into the background.

Natasha blinked in surprise. "I never thought..." She'd never thought about the possibility of joining another pack. She had assumed leaving meant going it alone. 

"There's no guarantee," Roland warned. He'd made the offer, nothing said he had to paint a pretty picture. "Chances are good you'll have to fight for a place..."

"But I would be pack," Natasha whispered, tears burning behind her eyes. The place where her pack had always been felt icy cold and dead, an emptiness where once there was life. She couldn't understand how humans could go through life so alone, never feeling the reassuring presence of pack.

"There's another option," Roland said. "You wouldn't be pack but..."

Natasha looked up at his hesitation.

"I could claim you," Roland offered, dropping that bomb into the center of the room and waiting. He half expected her to reject the idea outright. It was an old custom that would tie her to him, however temporarily.

"You - " Natasha blinked, her mouth opening and closing silently.

"You wouldn't be pack," Roland continued, hurrying to fill her stunned silence. "But you would be under my protection."

"I know what a claiming is," Natasha said, still stunned. He wanted to claim her? No. He said he could, not that he wanted to. 

Natasha's eyes snapped back to Roland. "Why?" 

"Why?" Roland echoed, drawing a blank. She wanted to know why?

"Why would you offer to claim me?" Natasha asked.

"I..." Roland found himself stumbling over his answer. "It seemed like a good idea at the time."

Natasha snorted. "I'd hate to think what you consider a bad idea."

Roland stiffened. "You can't stay here, not as a lone wolf and Nafarius isn't willing to risk a confrontation between you and Sam by making you pack."

"I never thought he would," Natasha said, quietly. But maybe she had hoped...everyone was happy here. Life was about living, loving and sharing. Once upon a time, her pack had been like that. Lately, her life had become about survival.

"You need protection," Roland said. He wanted her to see what he had to offer, even if it wasn't much. "You can't stay here without it."

Natasha wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing warmth into them at the stark reality of her situation. She was here on Nafarius' charity and eventually it would run out.

"You have nowhere else to go," Roland said softly.

 Natasha dropped her arms, her fists clenching at her sides. Roland was watching her, his eyes soft. "I don't want or need your pity."

Roland watched as Natasha spun on her heels and walked out. It took him a moment to realize his misstep and go after her. "Natasha! Wait!"

Catching up to her, he grabbed her wrist.

"Don't touch me," Natasha growled, spinning around and twisting her wrist from his grasp.

"I'm sorry," Roland said, holding up his hands and backing up a step. 

"I'm sorry," he said again when her eyes flashed from green to gold, not sure if he was apologizing for grabbing her or for his comment. Probably both. "Come back so we can finish talking, please."

"There's nothing left to talk about," Natasha said. "Tell Nafarius I would appreciate it if he would check with the other packs. I'll head into Roslyn in the morning, and get a hotel room."

"You can't go," Roland said when she once again turned to leave.

"My pack..." Natasha stumbled over her words. Not my pack anymore. "My father has resources," she amended. "I'll be fine." Her father had accounts set up in town. Nothing extensive and she wasn't sure if she would be able to access them on her own but she was willing to try.

"I already made the claim," Roland announced. God, had he ever fumbled this bad with a female?

Natasha pulled up short. Turning slowly, she found Roland watching her warily. "You what?"

"I made the claim," he repeated, resisting the urge to duck his head. "I already talked with Nafarius and Sam."

"How very noble of you," Natasha said. She could see it, the three of them sitting around talking about her and Roland offering to make the ultimate sacrifice. 

"There wasn't anything noble about it," Roland snarled. Damn, but the female was stubborn.

"Whose idea was it?" she asked. "If Nafarius ordered - "

"It was my idea," Roland snapped. "Nafarius knows better than to order me to do anything relating to a female."

Natasha blinked but let that statement slide for another day. "Why would you claim me?"

Roland looked at her and realized that she wouldn't let this one go. If he wanted her to stay, he was going to have to tell her why. 

"I did it because I wanted to," Roland said. "Because I want you," he added quietly, his voice warming considerably.

Natasha dropped her arms. "You don't need a claiming for that," she said, softly. Nothing in her situation had changed her desire for the male. If anything, the uncertainty of her future leaving her more inclined to seize the opportunity. She had nothing left to lose.

"It was the only way I could think of for you to stay." Roland said.

Natasha nodded in understanding. Sleeping together wasn't enough, she would need his protection if she wanted to stay.

Roland could see thoughts floating across Natasha's face, each one moving too fast for him to guess at. She appeared to be considering his offer, which gave him hope. 

"Stay," he urged, "at least until Nafarius has time to check with the other packs, then you can decide what you want to do."

Natasha understood Roland's offer was a temporary fix, a chance for them to enjoy each other while she waited to decide what to do. 

"Stay with me," Roland said, once again offering her his hand.

Heart pounding, Natasha slipped her fingers into Roland's, anticipation tightening in her belly as he led her back into his burrow.

****

Roland didn't let himself think about what was to come, his desire temporarily diminished with dread. Turning, he put some distance between them. 

"There's something you should know," he said, carefully watching her face. He'd carried his scars for years, a physical reminder never to let anyone get too close. "This isn't all there is," he said, gesturing to the ruined side of his face. "There's more, a lot more."

"I don't care," Natasha said, her honesty heartfelt. "Why is it so hard for you to believe that I want you, just the way you are?"

Roland's response was to pull his t-shirt over his head. Tossing it aside, he stood bare from the waist up, revealing a broad chest bisected by a furrow so deep it made the scar on his face seem but a scratch.

"And it doesn't end there," Roland said, his voice barely audible.

Natasha kept her face carefully blank, her eyes following the river of scars from left shoulder to right hip. His neck was surprisingly unmarred, giving the impression that the damage was restricted to his face.

His face...his face was closed off, his body already turning from her as if he expected her rejection. Natasha wondered how many females had rejected him, or worse, turned him into some sort of freak show to be experienced, a thrill ride to tell their friends about.

"What..." Roland had to clear his throat. "What are you thinking?"

"I was wondering..." Natasha moved closer, resting one hand on his chest as she reached for him, not surprised when he caught her wrist. "I was wondering what you would look like with your hair down."

Roland grunted. "It's not long enough to hide this."

Natasha pulled a face. "That's not what I was going for," she said, tugging gently at her hand until he willingly released her.

Reaching behind his neck, Natasha pulled the tie from his hair, sighing in appreciation as a cascade of black silk rushed forward to frame Roland's face. All one length, his hair hung in a curtain of thick curls, brushing the sharp line of his jaw.

"So beautiful," she whispered, unable to stop herself from running her fingers along the ends.

Roland jerked back. Grabbing her wrist, he spun her around, pulling her back against his bare chest. "It's not nice to lie," he growled in her ear.

Natasha struggled. "I'm not - "

"I know what I look like." Roland captured her other wrist, wrapping their arms around her, stilling her struggles.

"Not everyone sees your scars first when they look at you," Natasha said. Her heart was beating hard, Roland large and demanding behind her. She could feel the heat of him pressed up against her, his chest spanning the width of her shoulders. 

Pressing the unmarred side of his face to her neck, Roland nipped at the skin behind her ear, his body tightening when she tipped her head to the side, giving him the tender skin at her throat.

Natasha shivered at the feel of Roland's teeth, her nipples hardening when he licked at the heartbeat in her throat. She liked him like this, slightly angry and demanding. Arching her back, she pressed herself against him, feeling the pulsing of his cock between the cleft of her ass. 

Roland growled, his cock surging in the tight confines of his jeans. She felt right in his arms, her body curving into his embrace. But he wanted to get closer, wanted to see and touch all of her. Tightening his grip, he bent his legs, easing her down as he knelt on the rug.

Natasha found herself sitting on Roland's lap, her body open and exposed as she reclined against him, her head resting on his shoulder. She could feel him looking at her.

Roland gazed hungrily down the length of Natasha's body, his eyes brushing over taut nipples to the slight curve of her belly. Shifting her slightly, he settled her more securely on his lap and tried to decide where to start.

Natasha couldn't take her eyes off Roland's hands as they slowly lifted. He still held her wrists, spreading her arms wide and pressing her hands to the floor.

"Don't move," he growled against her ear.

The urge to ignore the quietly-issued order tingled in Natasha's fingertips, causing them to curl into her palms. 

Roland could feel Natasha's tension rising, her body stiffening slightly as he held her hands immobile. Brushing his lips along her earlobe, he bit down sharply, at the same time pressing her fists more firmly against the ground. "Stay."

Natasha whimpered as the small bite of pain shot down to her core, but pressed her palms flat to the rug beneath them.

Satisfied with her response, Roland released her wrists. Sliding his hands down the outside of her thighs, he hooked his fingers under the hem of her dress, drawing it up to her hips slowly, revealing the creamy skin of her thighs and the bright curls covering her core.

Natasha felt the cool air brush across her heated flesh and sighed.

"You're wet for me," Roland growled as the intoxicating scent of her desire blossomed on the air. Already, her coppery curls were damp with desire, moisture glistening in the low light.

Needing to touch her, Roland slowly slipped his fingers into her curls, swirling the tips and sliding them over slick skin.

Natasha groaned, her body bucking against Roland's hand.

"I was wrong," Roland said, delving deeper, his fingers searching out and finding her clitoris. The small bud was swollen, the tip peaking out from its hood to throb against his fingers. "You're soaking."

Natasha quivered at the truth of his words, the sensation rippling down the backs of her legs where she still sat pressed against Roland's thighs. Giving in to the driving need to touch him, she reached up behind her.

Roland caught Natasha by the wrist, drawing her hand back down and pressing it firmly between her legs. "I want to watch," he whispered.

Natasha groaned, her body twisting towards him as she replaced Roland's hand with her own, her fingers circling her clitoris in a familiar rhythm that never failed to finish her off.

Roland watched Natasha's hand moving between her legs, her thighs falling open as she worked herself towards climax. He had no intention of letting her finish, at least not yet. He was enjoying the feel of her in his arms too much, her body moving restlessly against his.

Never taking his eyes from her, Roland grabbed Natasha's dress and pulled it over her head.

"Roland," Natasha moaned as he resettled her on top of his thighs, the stiff denim of his jeans a tantalizing abrasion against the curve of her ass. He remained steady behind her, his body stiff with control. She would have thought him unaffected except for the throbbing pulse his cock maintained where it lay pressed between them.

Roland wasn't nearly as controlled as he led Natasha to believe, his cock so hard he hurt, each throb pushing him closer to the edge. Inside, his wolf was pacing furiously, for once unwilling to remain in the background when a female was near.

Natasha was stretched out gloriously naked, Roland feasting his eyes on yards of creamy skin, full breasts and pale, pink nipples that hardened under his heated gaze. He decided right then that he was going to make it his mission in life to lick every inch of her. Twice. 

Experimentally, he ran his hands down between her breasts, sweeping across smooth skin, fascinated by the contrast between her pale flesh and the caramel color of his skin.

"Roland, please," Natasha pleaded, arching her back and offering him her breasts. 

"What is it, love?" Roland asked, his voice low and gravelly.

"Touch me, please." Natasha still worked her fingers between her thighs, desperately seeking the climax that hovered just out of reach.

"Like this?" Roland teased, running his hands over the flat of her stomach, watching her muscles tighten and quiver.

Natasha gave a grunt of frustration, reaching for his hand and drawing it to her breast. Roland chuckled and obediently wrapped his fingers around her breast, squeezing the plump flesh before plucking at her nipple.

When Natasha moaned it was low and long, the sound coming from her core as her nipples hardened and her clit pulsed. "More," she demanded, her fingers rubbing harder at her clit, working the tender nub as her hips rocked against her hand.

Roland growled as she worked herself with wild abandon. She didn't hold anything back, giving herself over as she sought her release. Wrapping both hands around her breasts, he plucked at her nipples, twisting and pinching them as she withered against him.

"Yes!" Natasha cried as her body tightened and arched, muscles clenching and contracting in a rippling release.

Roland felt Natasha shudder against him, the scent from her climax snapping his control. Reaching between them, he ripped open his jeans, groaning as his cock sprung free and brushed up against the small of her back.

Natasha felt the steel length of Roland's shaft and instinctively pushed back against him, trapping him between them. Roland grabbed her hips, his fingers leaving bruises as he held her tight and thrust his hips, his cock sliding along skin slick with sweat. He thrust once, twice before lifting her from his lap, his cock slipping between her thighs and finding her entrance.

Natasha moaned as the wide head of Roland's cock pressed between her swollen folds with short, shallow thrusts.  He was teasing them both, flexing his hips as he edged in and out of her body.

"Oh, god," Natasha moaned, her body already tightening again. Wanting to touch him, she tried turning in Roland's arms.

Roland growled in protest. Grabbing her hips, he held her as he flexed his hips and fucked up into her body.

"I want to touch you," Natasha said. She ached for the contact, the press of him against her chest as they joined in that way only lovers achieved.

"I want you like this." Roland hadn't fucked a female face to face since his was ruined.

Natasha turned her head. They were pressed together, Roland's body wrapped around her back, his hips still moving in shallow thrusts between her legs. He didn't look at her, only showing her the perfect profile of his face while he fucked her. 

Understanding dawned, wanting to reassure him, Natasha reached out to touch him, whimpering in frustration when he captured her wrist once again.

This time, Roland guided Natasha's hands to the floor, their bodies bending together until he covered her back with his front.

Natasha moaned, momentarily distracted by the deep thrust of his cock between her legs. No longer short and shallow, his strokes shifted to long and hard, his body buried to the base of his shaft.

Leaving Natasha on her hands and knees, Roland leaned back and watched as he disappeared into her body, her passage wrapping him with wet heat. 

Natasha felt Roland leave, her body momentarily chilled where his heat had been. Then he started to move, his cock sliding in and out of her body, each stroke slow and controlled, making sure she felt every inch of him.

Roland emerged slowly, the length of his shaft glistening in the light with her juices. He thrust forward again, holding her hips and digging his thumbs into the twin orbs of her ass. 

Balanced on her hands and knees, Natasha urged him on, sliding herself back and forth, growling in satisfaction as his thrusts picked up speed, moving from controlled strokes to the wild thrusts of their animals.

Roland felt her thrusting against him, her body rocking as Natasha met him stroke for stroke. Inside, his wolf strained forward, snarling in protest when Roland forced him to back away from the female.

Natasha felt Roland's wolf, a restless energy calling to her animal. Feeling her wolf surface in response, the animal tried to move closer to Roland and his wolf, confused at finding only the male, his animal out of reach.

Roland felt her call but couldn't answer. His wolf had never taken much notice of the females Roland fucked and he had no idea what the animal would do if allowed free. Roland's wolf was just as likely to try and rip Natasha's throat out as claim her wolf as his own.

Natasha felt the emptiness where Roland's wolf should be, and knew that he held his animal back. Something inside her ached at the loss as her wolf slipped away.

Roland felt her hesitation, the slight cooling of her ardor. Sliding himself deep into her body, he covered her back, wrapping himself around her once again.

"I'm sorry," he whispered, entwining their fingers and squeezing her hand gently. "I can't - " he couldn't risk letting his wolf go. The animal was still feral and unpredictable. Even when he shifted, Roland was careful to maintain tight control.

"It's okay," Natasha assured him, turning to press her forehead against his cheek. "Just don't stop."

"Never," Roland growled. Using his knees, he pressed Natasha's thighs further apart, slowly sliding her forward until she lay flat on the ground, her ass pressed firmly against his groin.

Natasha groaned at the intimacy of Roland pressed against her back. He covered her from shoulder to shin, his body driving slowly between her legs. 

The new angle stroked Roland across Natasha's g-spot, the tight bundle of nerves a new sensation rubbing down the length of his shaft. Twin groans of pleasure echoed in the small space as Roland shortened his strokes, the head of his cock rubbing at the spot again and again. This time, he didn't stop, his thrusting steadily driving them both towards climax. 

Releasing one of her hands, Roland slid his fingers under Natasha's body and between her thighs. For a moment, he let his fingers dance around her core, feeling his cock as he slid in and out of her body.

"Tasha," Roland groaned her name, his forehead dropping to her shoulder as juices coated his hand and his fingers slid along his exposed shaft.

"Don't stop," Natasha pleaded, her body weeping with pleasure as his fingers drew her focus between her thighs.

Roland could feel her tightening beneath him, her body straining for release as she rose up to meet each of his thrusts. They were both covered in a fine sheen of sweat, her red hair wet at the temples, the rest tangled about her shoulders. Her pale skin was flushed a rosy red and gave off a sweet scent he would always associate with having her like this. 

"Roland," Natasha whimpered, her body impossibly tight. 

Roland nuzzled Natasha shoulder, licking to taste the tender skin as his fingers worked her clit.

"Oh god, Roland...harder" Natasha begged, her body arching into his thrust as her passage started to tighten around his cock.

Roland felt the first of his orgasm, the release tightening his balls as it rushed up his shaft, and wanted her with him when he came.

"Cum with me," he whispered, his fingers grasping her clit, pinching it as he sunk his teeth into her shoulder.

Natasha felt the twin bites of pain in the same instant Roland released himself into her body. White hot pleasure exploded against her womb, triggering her orgasm and causing her to cry out.

Roland felt Natasha's body clamp down hard on his cock, holding him deep within her as he spent himself. He couldn't stop moving, a low growl vibrating up from his chest as he continued to thrust between her thighs. 

"Again," he ordered. He wanted to watch her go up and over once more. Releasing her clit, he braced his hands on either side of her head, lifting his upper body and driving his hips behind her. 

Natasha whimpered once as Roland rode her. Hard and fast, he pounded between her legs until she shattered, her orgasm quick and potent.

Natasha collapsed beneath him, Roland rolling them onto their sides and curving his body behind her. They lay panting, the sweat quickly cooling their skin before drying in the warm room. 

For once, Roland's wolf was quiet, having stopped fighting for release in that moment when Natasha achieved hers.  

****

Roland stared at the back of Natasha's head, still sweaty from their coupling, her red hair curled around her shoulders. A small bead of sweat dripped from one particularly rebellious tendril, landing on her shoulder and sliding down her back. 

He still wore his jeans, his fly open as he softened and slipped from her body. He felt her sigh, the soft sound pressing her back against his chest. 

 Roland buried his nose in the base of her neck. She smelled of him. Taking a deep breath, he inhaled their combined scent and felt something unlock inside him.

"My old alpha tried having me killed," he said, his voice sounding loud to his ears as she froze in his arms. "He hired a couple of humans to do the job, set me up so they found me alone."

He still remembered the smell of the alley where they'd found him, ripe with rotten garbage and the underlying scent of puke and urine. 

Surprised, Natasha sucked in a breath and held it. This was what she had wanted, the story behind the male that captivated her. So, why was she suddenly filled with dread? 

"I was young, just barely mature and arrogant enough to think I could take all four of them." Something had smelled off, but Roland had ignored his instincts, thinking that they were looking for some quick cash. "He'd fed them some story, told them I was dangerous and supplied them with some heavy duty animal tranquilizers."

They'd shot him full of that shit. Fast acting, it had dropped him to his knees. The last thing he'd remembered was the screech of tires and being tossed in the trunk of a car.

"They took me to an old abandoned steel mill, strung me up..." It had been nearing winter, the concrete freezing beneath his bare feet. "I can still remember the smell of cold iron and dead rats," he whispered.

They say scent is the strongest memory. Pressing his nose back to Natasha's hair, Roland longed to replace the smell of that far away place with the scent of her skin.

"My alpha had given them instructions, told them to dole out the doses to keep me docile. It also meant I was too doped up to shift." The real reason his alpha had given them the tranquilizers. "They were supposed to kill me, he didn't care how, just that I knew it was him." 

"Why?" Natasha asked quietly, her voice barely reaching a whisper.

"There was a female - "

Natasha barked a laugh. "Isn't there always?"

Roland smiled, appreciating her attempted humor. "I had just reached my maturity and it was obvious to everyone that I was alpha. But I was young, not ready to make a challenge and my alpha knew that. We had a sort of truce for the time being. But there was Lacey, urging me to take my rightful place, to challenge our alpha and lead the pack."

Roland could still remember how beautiful she'd been, turning dark eyes and sensual lips to him. Too late, he'd realized her eyes had been hard, calculating. And her smile a red painted sneer.

"Our alpha decided it was only a matter of time before the rashness of youth combined with a beautiful woman would lead me to challenge him."

"He wasn't strong enough to defeat you." Natasha said. She'd sensed it in him, the strength of an alpha, and had wondered how he could live as beta. Now she knew.

No, Gary hadn't been strong enough. Roland had known that even then, which was why he'd been content to wait. He knew he had time and hadn't wanted the responsibility of leading the pack. He'd wanted the carefree life of youth.  

"What happened?" Natasha asked.

"They sliced me open," Roland told her. The knife sinking into his skin had been thankfully sharp, the blade separating the skin, revealing the coppery scent of blood. "One of them used to work at the mill, he was just a grunt but he had the bright idea to try and melt down some metal shavings, empty cans - whatever they could find."

They'd laughed, high on adrenalin and other things as they'd tried unsuccessfully to fire up one of the machines, eventually giving up and going for a blow torch. Roland had slipped in and out of consciousness, his body desperately trying to shift as blood pooled at his feet.  

"He'd told them how I'd beat my girlfriend, ruined her face so they started with mine."

Against him, Natasha shuddered. 

"They poured molten metal..." Roland stumbled over the lump in his throat, closing his eyes when Natasha took his hand, silently holding it to her chest. "They poured it in the wounds..."

The smell of burning flesh and scalded blood had eclipsed the pain. Wanting to protect the others, he'd snapped the pack bond and left himself to suffer alone.

"I passed out," he admitted. Death, or what he'd thought was death, had been a sweet relief. 

"I came to hours later." The mill was deserted, the only inhabitants the dark skeletons of machinery left behind when the plant closed. "I don't know how long I hung there, waiting for the humans to return, waiting to die."

The tranquilizer had started wearing off, unfortunately. The pain a living, breathing thing, threatening to consume him and rendering him useless.

"I still couldn't shift, not completely, but enough that I was able to slip out of the restraints." His body had hit the cement with the sickening thud of a rotten melon. "I found the humans, they'd figured I was as good as dead - any human would have been - and decided not to waste any more of the tranquilizers on a dead man."

All four of them lay dead from a drug overdose, their corpses contorted and twisted. He'd stumbled past their dead bodies, too weak to care what would happen when they were discovered, his blood all over the place.

"What happened to your alpha?" Natasha's voice was thick with unshed tears. Closing her eyes, she could picture all too easily the warehouse, dead humans and Roland, gravely injured but too strong to give up. 

"Dead." Roland had returned to find Lacey and Gary mated. He'd killed the alpha, severing the male's new mate bond with Lacey. She'd been horrified, realizing she was too weak to survive the severing of the bond, she had pleaded for her life - but not that of her mate's. 

"I wandered after that." Disfigured, he'd had nowhere to go.

"Why didn't you heal?" Natasha had seen the scars but time and shifting should have reversed the damage.

"By the time I was able to shift the metal had already fused with my skin," he told her. Even now he could still feel the cold weight pulling at his scars. "When my wolf finally surfaced, discovered what had happened...without the pack bond..."

"You went feral," Natasha supplied, their earlier conversation taking on new meaning.

"Not right away." Roland had wandered, moving from the city to the rural areas. "But, yeah, by the time Nafarius found me I was almost completely gone."

"How did he find you?" Natasha asked, Roland's hold on her waist easing as he moved from talking about his old alpha to his new one. 

"I wandered into his territory. I had no idea there was a pack nearby," he said. "Otherwise I would have avoided the area. I hadn't seen another being, human or werewolf in...god, three years by that time." He'd been more wolf than male at that point, avoiding humans as any wild creature should.

"Nafarius realized there was a lone wolf in his territory and came out to kill me." Roland didn't remember much from their first meeting, just that he'd walked away alive. "I still don't know why he saved me."

Nafarius hadn't just refrained from killing Roland, he'd saved the male. Working to bring him back from the abyss.

"He saw something in you - " Natasha started.

Roland shook his head. "There wasn't anything to see, not back then." Not now.

Natasha didn't argue. Roland would only ever see himself one way. She didn't kid herself into thinking she could change that.

Natasha released his hand, her body slowly rotating in his arms until they lay face to face. He was backlit, the lantern behind him, and the scarred side of his face was pressed to the rug beneath them. 

She looked him in the eyes, her eyes darting back and forth watching him. "You never kissed me."

Roland blinked. The female had a habit of saying the most unexpected things. "I don't kiss the females I - " 

Roland snapped his teeth together so fast it was a wonder he didn't bite his own tongue. "Fuck," she supplied.

"I don't kiss," Roland corrected.

"I want to kiss you," Natasha admitted, her eyes dropping to his lips.

Roland didn't think she realized it when her tongue slipped out, wetting her lower lip before nipping at it with small, white teeth. Roland noticed, his cock stirring between them.  

Natasha didn't wait for permission. Angling her head, she brushed her lips across his closed mouth. It wasn't much of a kiss, just enough to feel the fullness of his bottom lip, but her stomach fluttered in response.

Roland wrapped his arms around Natasha's waist and swept his tongue inside. Rolling onto his back, he pulled her on top of him, the cool weight of her hands resting lightly against his chest.

Natasha growled, heat rippling across the surface of her skin as Roland slipped inside, his tongue invading her mouth and filling it with his flavor. 

The male could kiss.

Roland released her waist, sliding his hands up the curve of her back and into her hair. Holding her immobile, he eased back, taking his time to trace the lines of her lips before sweeping back inside for another taste.

Natasha opened for him, letting him explore as her hands slipped from his chest to the rug on either side of his head. At the same time, she spread her legs, pulling up her knees and pressing them to either side of his hips.

Roland felt Natasha slip from his arms as she sat back, straddling his hips and staring down at him with wide, bright eyes. Subconsciously, Roland turned the scarred side of his face away, giving her an angle that minimized her view of the damage.

"Don't," Natasha said, reaching down to cup his cheek and turning him to face. "You don't ever have to turn away from me."

"It's not a pretty sight," he said. She was still gloriously naked, her breasts full and ripe as the heat from her core pressed above his groin. Gripping her hips, he slid her backwards until she was pressed against the hard length of his shaft.

Natasha rose up on her knees, bracing her hands on his abs and opening the way for him to slide inside. He had told her the worst of it, reopening old wounds and exposing more than just his physical scars. The marks of her own betrayal were still fresh on her body rendering them kin of sorts. 

Roland held Natasha's gaze as he nudged at her opening, everything about him fully exposed. She didn't look away, her eyes on his as she slid tight, wet heat down the length of him. 

Natasha let her head fall back, her hair tickling at her ass as she moved herself up and down Roland's shaft. He was tense beneath her, his body straining and hard as he filled her. 

Roland didn't like being on his back, the position too submissive to please his wolf. But watching Natasha ride him, gloriously naked, her breasts bouncing gently, was enough to have him fisting the rug and holding on to his animal. 

This time, when Natasha felt Roland's wolf, she didn't reach for him. Letting her wolf rise, she shared the sensation of Roland filling her between her thighs with the wolf, her animal growling and rubbing herself against Natasha.

Roland watched Natasha eyes shift from green to gold and smelled the heady musk of her wolf. Inside, his animal paced along the mental barrier that kept him from the female and her wolf.

He was back in control, his body barely moving beneath her. Natasha wanted him wild, wanted to feel him pounding between her thighs. Lowering herself a final time, Natasha rolled her hips, reaching up, cupped both of her breasts, pinching her nipples and rolling them between her fingers.

Roland reared up, wrapped his arms around her waist and flipped Natasha onto her back. "It is unwise to provoke me," he growled before slanting his lips over her mouth.

Natasha wrapped herself around Roland, her heels digging into the backs of his thighs. Powerful strokes lifted her hips, his hands braced on either side of her head giving him leverage as he thrust between her legs.

Roland broke the kiss, his release barreling down on him. "Look at me when you come," he whispered, reaching between their bodies to stroke her clit.

Natasha opened her eyes. Roland was watching her, the skin around his eyes tight. Reaching up, she slipped her hands into his hair, pulling his head down until they were a mere breadth apart. "You are all I see."

Roland couldn't stop his release, Natasha watching him as he spent himself deep within her body. "Tasha."

Roland swelled within her, his thrusts never losing time as his release broke against her womb. Her body clenched, the heat of him triggering the contractions, sending them rippling out from her core as she came. 

****

Roland wasn't entirely sure how, given he still couldn't feel his legs, but he managed to move them from the floor to the bed, covering them with a light blanket.

There was an awkward moment when she turned to him, lifting his arm and slipping underneath. Tucking herself tightly against his side, she rested her hand lightly on his chest. She didn't seem to notice his hesitation before he wrapped his arm around her shoulder, drawing her closer.  

The light was still low, allowing him to watch as she traced little circles along his chest. She didn't veer from the scarred side of him but meandered in a path only she seemed to see.

"Where is your mother?" he asked, wanting to know more about her.

"Dead," Natasha said. "She died birthing me. It's always been just me and my father." Making the loss of her father that much harder to bear.

"Your father survived the severing of the mate bond?" Roland asked, his voice impressed. It took a strong wolf to survive such a thing.

"He never mated with my mother," Natasha explained. "He was already old when she got pregnant. He didn't want to tie her mortality to his." Too late, her father had realized his mistake. Thinking to spare her mother his fate, he had sealed hers. Unable to use the mate bond to help her heal, Natasha's mother had died after a traumatic birthing.

"What was your childhood like?" Roland wondered. He could picture her - all long legs and wild hair.

"Happy," she said, her immediate answer ringing true. "My father taught me everything there was about being a werewolf, how to survive in both worlds."

Dimitri had taken her on trips to the city, ensuring that she could navigate her way and blend in. He'd followed her first hunt and made sure she spent time with the different females. 

"My pack was a lot like yours," she continued, her voice growing thick. "It wasn't perfect, but there was laughter and fun and family. We lived, you know?"

Roland nodded, sensing she had more to say.

"But then..." Natasha tried to remember when it had all changed. "It was little things, at first. Comments, subtle changes in the way my father did things. Nothing really noticeable."

Natasha tried to remember when it started to get bad.

"It was like being brought to a boil in a stew pot, you don't realize it's getting hot until someone takes a bite." Natasha grew quiet, her hand still on Roland's chest. Slowly entwining their fingers, he gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

"He has lucid periods," Natasha said. There were moments when her father would look out at her through his eyes, haunted by the knowledge of what he was becoming. "It made it hard to know..."

"To know what?" Roland prompted when she remained silent.

"Hard to know when the time was right to destroy him," Natasha whispered. "I waited too long. If I had acted sooner...but in the end it didn't matter. I wasn't strong enough."

Natasha was silent for a moment. "I wanted it to be me. It only seemed right that he should be taken care of by someone that loved him."

"Nafarius will be quick, merciful," Roland assured her.

"When will he...?" Natasha paused, did she really want to know?

"Soon," Roland said, an Old One was a danger to them all. "He's hoping to see to the stores for winter while the weather is still clear." 

If perhaps Nafarius was reluctant to face a male he'd once considered a friend, putting off witnessing his own possible future, Roland wouldn't be the one to call him on it.

"I'd like to say goodbye," Natasha whispered. 

Roland was already shaking his head. "No, there is no telling how Dimitri would react to seeing you again."

"He's still my father," she insisted.

"Your father wouldn't have left you for dead in Nafarius' territory." Roland said, his voice firm. The male Dimitri had once been would have understood his daughter's actions.

"After, will you let me see him after?" she countered. Natasha needed to say goodbye. The roiling in her stomach wouldn't stop until she had some sort of closure.

Roland wasn't sure Dimitri would be in the kind of condition his daughter should see. The confrontation with Nafarius was bound to be a violent one.

"I'll talk to Nafarius," Roland said. It was all he was willing to commit to. Natasha knew it wasn't a promise to let her see her father, but it was as good as she was going to get, for now.

















CHAPTER FIVE

Never Scare a Skunk...




Natasha woke in the dark, habit lifting her eyes to the window that wasn't there as the memories of the past few days snapped into place. 

Roland.

Natasha knew the space beside her was empty. Reaching out, she smoothed her hand down the sheets. Cold. He must have left early. Although, buried this deep in the pack's den, time became something else. 

She was tempted to linger, the bed was warm and smelled of them. She felt safe here, hidden away while out there, the world loomed.

Rolling onto her back, Natasha contemplated the ceiling. She had a very long life ahead of her. Roland's claiming gave her the time she needed to figure out what she wanted to do with it.

She couldn't see herself going home. Even after things with her father were settled. It wasn't the same place anymore. Her bond with the pack was gone, leaving her lost, alone and...free.

Natasha blinked. She was free. She'd never been free. Born pack, she'd started life with thirty-odd others always in her head and in her heart. She'd lived, breathed and loved pack for forty years, never once thinking about what else may be out there for her. Until now.

So, what did she want? 

She wanted Roland, but he hadn't said anything about making the claim permanent. In fact, he'd been clear in letting her know that she had options - elsewhere.

Natasha needed to talk with Nafarius, find out from him what was involved in joining another pack. Roland had mentioned fighting for her place, but that didn't worry her. She'd held on to her position in her father's pack for almost ten years. The fact that she was the alpha's daughter had not garnered her any favors or special treatment.

She could also go it alone. Natasha hadn't lied when she told Roland about her father's accounts. She wasn't sure she could access them on her own, but maybe with Nafarius' help she could set herself up in the city. Not Roslyn, the small town was too close. But maybe something farther east. Maybe even the east coast.

Roland's original pack was back east.

In the dark, Natasha sighed. No, not back east. At least, not on her own. Natasha wanted pack - family - maybe even a mate. Which brought her right back to needing to talk to Nafarius.

Throwing off the blanket, Natasha searched around in the dark, eventually stumbling over her dress. Just one more thing to talk to Nafarius about. She couldn't keep borrowing clothes from the others. She needed to find a way to get a few things of her own.

Natasha found her way out to the common room. Most of the males were still hunting, the room overrun with females and their young. Spotting Nafarius' mate, Natasha wove her way across the room.

"Look," Sam said, addressing Maddie and brushing a sweaty lock of hair out of her eyes. "I couldn't cook worth a damn when I had electricity. Me and an open flame? You have home owner's insurance on this place, right?"

"It's easy," Maddie said. "You use the location of the food to regulate the temperature - "

"Don't you just cook everything on high?" Sam asked. She'd already burned last night's dinner, as well as breakfast.

Maddie blinked. Sam was staring at her, her face honest and open. "Maybe I should just do the cooking."

"Best idea you've had all day," Sam agreed, relieved.

Sam's eyes darted to Natasha's face. "You look good." Sam's wolf had stirred as soon as the female stepped into the room, the animal pacing in response to a nearby challenger.  

"Thanks." Natasha felt the weight of those eyes, knew she was evaluated and measured in those moments. "Can I help?"

"Can you cook?" Sam asked, pouncing on the chance to hand over kitchen duties.

Natasha nodded.

"Then you're hired," Sam said, offering Natasha a long-handled wooden spoon.

Natasha slipped in next to Maddie, the three of them quickly settling into a rhythm. She felt good cooking for a pack, even if it wasn't her own.

Sam might not be able to cook, but she was willing to do her share. Natasha watched the female alpha as she moved around the room, prepping food, running to the back for supplies and helping wherever there was a need. 

Sam never stayed away for long, always returning to chat with Maddie or Natasha. Half way through the morning, Natasha felt the lightbulb go on. Sam had slipped off to the back of the den, heading for more supplies, her hand resting lightly on Maddie's back as she walked by. Natasha saw Maddie turn to her alpha, stroking her hand down Sam's arm in a touch that was too tender to be anything but intimate.

"So," Sam said upon her return, heaving a sigh of relief as she dropped to sit on the floor. She'd tied her hair back, accenting sharp eyes and a beautiful face. "You and Roland?"

Natasha felt her face flush. "Is there any chance we can skip this conversation, both of us pretend we already had it?"

"Not a one," Sam said. She hadn't had a chance to question Roland, the male sneaking out before she could corner him.

"I had to ask." Natasha tightened down the lid on the jar she'd just finished filling.

"I would have thought less of you if you hadn't," Sam admitted. 

"He said he already asked you," Natasha said, her eyes darting up from her work to Sam's face. "About the claiming."

"I told him to ask you." Sam's eyes narrowed. "He did ask, didn't he?"

"Worried about animal rights violations?" Maddie quipped, spooning out the last of the preserves they'd been working on.

"You interested in making the endangered species list?" Sam growled, her eyes bright with humor.

Natasha laughed, shaking her head. "Roland explained all of my options," she said. "I was actually hoping to talk to Nafarius about reaching out to some of the other packs."

"So you don't plan on staying?" Sam asked, careful to keep her tone neutral.

Natasha shrugged but didn't look up. "I haven't decided what I want to do. Either way, I can't stay here."

Sam shared a look with Maddie. "I think Roland may have left something out of his explanation."

"Like what?" Natasha wrestled with a stiff lid, the mason jar sticky from being filled.

"Like he plans on keeping you." Sam announced.

Natasha's head snapped up, her hand clenching unconsciously and shattering the jar. 

"Shit!" Natasha jumped back as shards of glass, sticky with jam, scattered across the floor, splashing her feet and ankles.

Sam jumped up, grabbing Maddie and pulling her back before she stepped on something in her bare feet.

"I am so sorry!" Natasha bent down, quickly wiping up the mess. "We'll need soap and water, otherwise this will get sticky."

"My fault," Sam said. "I probably shouldn't have sprung that on you."

"I'm just glad I wasn't holding a knife," Natasha said. "You'd be calling me Lefty."

Sam laughed. "I like you."

Natasha looked up from where they both knelt on the floor, the last of the mess between them. "Are you always so blunt?"

"You'll learn to appreciate it," Sam said.

"No, you won't," Maddie said, setting down a bowl of soapy water.

"You know, I've always wanted a fur stole," Sam said, pressing a quick kiss to Maddie's mouth. "And yours is such a pretty blonde color."

Maddie laughed, shaking off her alpha's threat. "Wrong color palette," Maddie said. "I'm a summer, you're definitely a fall."

Sam rolled her eyes. "No more fashion magazines for you. From now on it's strictly Popular Mechanics."

"But I can't drive," Maddie said.

"Oh for the love of..." Sam sighed. "Your education has been seriously neglected."

Natasha watched Sam and Maddie, her chest aching. They had something she'd never had. Considerably younger than the rest of the pack, Natasha didn't have many friends. She had a host of 'aunts' and 'uncles' but no one close to her own age to spend time with.

"I think that's the last of it," Sam said, tossing aside her towel. "Come on, we'll take you to Nafarius and Roland."

"You don't have to come with me," Natasha said, not wanting to inconvenience Sam.

"No worries," Sam said, her eyes shifting to Maddie. "We're heading in that direction anyway."

"We are?" Maddie asked. This was news to her.

"I'm sticky," Sam said, sending Maddie a slow smile. "I think we need a swim."

"Oh," Maddie whispered breathlessly as tension rippled up from her core.

Natasha's cheeks flushed with heat. It was hard not to be affected, her nipples hardening under her dress as she watched Sam openly caressing Maddie's petite figure with her eyes. "Ah...maybe I should go ahead and go..."

"No need," Sam said, sending Natasha a knowing smile. "We're ready."

Outside, they found Roland and Nafarius talking quietly, mirroring each other with their crossed arms and their feet hip-width apart. 

A shiver of awareness traveled across Natasha's skin as she followed the two females. Roland stood, head bent, nodding at Nafarius. He'd pulled his hair back again, showing off the serious set of his chin. She remembered the feel of his hair, the silky strands fisted in her hands, and the taste of his skin. She'd nipped at his chin, thrilled when he'd growled and surged harder between her legs.

Roland caught Natasha's scent, his head snapping up at the hint of desire. The tightness he had been feeling since leaving her asleep in his bed eased as she walked towards him, only to be replaced by a new kind of tension.

"Here comes trouble," Nafarius said, smiling as he held out his hand to his mate. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her back against his chest, lowering his head and nuzzling the side of her neck. "You smell sweet."

"I hope you like preserves," Sam said, tipping her head to the side. "Because I'm going to smell of them for a week."  

"You gonna be the jam in my jelly roll?" Nafarius asked.

Everyone groaned, Roland rolling his eyes at his alpha.

"What?" Nafarius lifted his head, eyes wide with feigned innocence.

Laughing, Sam slipped out of Nafarius' arms. "We're going swimming," she said, taking Maddie's hand and walking backwards towards the stream. 

Nafarius caught a spike of Sam's desire through the mate bond and suspected there was more to this story than a simple swim. Maybe he should join them. "Three a crowd?"

Sam smiled, her eyes flicking to Natasha and back. "I think you have some business to take care of, but come find us later."

Nafarius watched the two females disappear into the woods before turning back to Natasha.

"It can wait," Natasha offered.

Nafarius crossed his arms and stared down at the female that was supposed to have been his mate. "I can make time."

Natasha smiled. "I was wondering if you were still willing to make inquiries on my behalf with the other packs."

"Are you so anxious to leave already?" Roland asked, his voice quiet behind her.

Natasha turned and looked up at him, a slight frown had drawn his brows down over his dark eyes. "I would think after last night you would know better." 

Behind her, Nafarius coughed to cover his laugh.

Roland searched Natasha's face, feeling strangely vulnerable in the bright light of day. "Then why ask about the packs?"

"Because, whatever this is," she said, gesturing to the space between them. "Isn't permanent."

"What if I wanted permanent?" Roland asked. He'd been giving the future a lot of thought.

"Would you have me stay because I want to or because I have no other choice?" Natasha asked, already knowing the answer. Roland wasn't the type of male to take advantage of a bad situation. No matter how much he might want to.

Roland's thoughts were not nearly as noble as Natasha gave him credit for. His conscience was clear and his wolf was on board with the idea of making sure she had no other choice than to stay with him.

"I can make a few calls," Nafarius interjected. It wasn't the emergency the satellite phone was intended for but it was the least he could do. Besides, he could easily guess the train of his beta's thoughts and suspected the male was about to say something he would regret.

"It may take some time," Nafarius warned. None of the other packs were nearby and the decision to take on a new alpha female wasn't to be made lightly.

"You'll stay," Roland snarled. "For now," he added, reluctantly.

"I'm not going anywhere," Natasha assured him, stepping close and resting her hands lightly on his hips. Staring up into his face, she wondered if he really would let her go if that were her choice. A little thrill of desire accompanied that thought.

"Run with me?" she asked, thinking they could both benefit from it.

Roland's wolf surged to the surface at the idea of being freed to run with the female. 

Natasha felt the power of Roland's wolf shuddering under her hands. Standing on tiptoe, she pressed her lips to his ear. "I'll even let you catch me."

Roland growled.

His wolf howled. 

Grabbing Natasha's wrist, he pulled her into the trees.

Hands on his hips, Nafarius watched them leave, a small smile playing about his lips. Tuning in to the mate bond, Nafarius frowned. Sam's earlier smile had promised rolling desire, but all he got was fierce determination and...fear. 

Nafarius ran.

****

Roland headed away from the den, Natasha's words ringing in his ears as his wolf paced eagerly. Desire and apprehension warred, tightening his belly and swelling his cock. It had been a long time since he'd run with a female.

Natasha jogged to keep up, Roland's grip on her wrist like a vice. He hadn't said anything since walking away from the pack's den, just kept pulling her after him. For a moment, she wondered what she had unleashed with her taunts.

Roland stopped a short distance away from the den. When he turned, it was to slide his hands into Natasha's hair, cradling her face as he dove them head first into a kiss. Sweeping inside, his tongue glided past Natasha's parted lips to tangle with her own. She tasted sweet, like she'd been sampling the preserves, and was a little bit sticky. 

Natasha's body bowed backwards, her hands gripping Roland's forearms in an effort to keep her balance, and she knew he would never let her fall.

Breaking the kiss, Roland licked at her bottom lip. "Are you sure you want to do this?" he asked, letting the leash on his control slip and his wolf closer to the surface.

Power rippled beneath Natasha's hands, her hackles rising as fur brushed up against her mental barriers. "Never been more sure," Natasha growled.

To prove it, she released Roland, stepping out of his grasp and pulling her dress over her head.

Roland tried to swallow but found he lacked the necessary saliva. "God, but you're gorgeous," he whispered, his eyes caressing her from tip to toe as he reached for her. Wrapping his hands around her waist, he drew her to him, his cock throbbing between them.

"Join me?" Natasha asked, reaching for his t-shirt.

Roland caught her hands. Staring down into her face, he knew there wasn't anything he wanted more. "There is a part of me that is still feral," he warned. "That will never change."

Natasha knew he was trying to tell her something, to warn her.  

"I can control it," he assured her. "But it's hardest when I shift. Sometimes I fear I really am becoming an animal." He admitted quietly, his chest tightening when her hands slid around his waist and she pressed her cheek over his heart.

Wrapping his arms around her, he pressed his cheek to the top of her head, inhaling her scent and letting it settle him. "I wish I could be better for you, but this is all I have."

"It's enough," she said, holding him tighter. "I promise, it's enough."

She felt him nod, his body loosening in her arms. Easing back, she slipped her hands under his t-shirt, quickly pulling it over his head and dropping it to the ground. 

Eyes locked on Natasha's face, Roland watched as she reached for him. His body tightened as she slipped the button of his jeans free, her nimble fingers sliding down the zipper. He couldn't stop the shudder, his skin rippling when she slipped her hands inside, easing the denim from his hips and down his legs. 

Roland sprang free, his cock bobbing lightly in the air. Tempted as she was, Natasha avoided touching him, knowing that she wouldn't be satisfied until she'd tasted all of him.

Stepping back, she eyed him with appreciation. "Not that long ago," she said, her voice husky,"I remember thinking that I wanted to unwrap you slowly, like a birthday present."

"When is your birthday?" he asked, his voice thick even to his own ears.

"Looks like today," Natasha said, her fingertips tingling with the desire to touch him.

"I would buy you a better gift," he said softly.

"Then you would deny me what I really want," Natasha told him, reminding herself that it was going to take time for him to believe her, to see himself the way that she saw him.

"Come on," Natasha said, offering him her hand. "Run with me."

Roland ignored her hand, stepping into her space and wrapping his arm around her waist once again. This time he drew her in slowly, staring into green eyes already turning gold, as he lowered his head and captured her mouth.

Natasha let herself sink into the kiss, her body heating as Roland lowered them to the forest floor. Leaves crackled beneath her knees, releasing an earthy scent as they knelt face to face.

"Promise me one thing," Roland said, breaking the kiss. He could feel his wolf, the animal ready to spring free. "If anything happens you'll run straight to Nafarius. Head for the den and don't look back."

Natasha searched his face, concern darkening his eyes. "Nothing is going to happen."

"I haven't run with a female since..." Roland hesitated. "In a very long time," he finished. "My wolf, he doesn't always do well with others and he wants you almost as much as I do."

Natasha blinked at that. Roland had done everything possible to keep his wolf from her. She hadn't realized that it was for her protection.

"Well, if that's the case," she said, moving closer and brushing herself against him. "Then he and I should do very well together."

"Tasha - " Roland said when she failed to take him seriously.

"Let him out, Roland," she whispered. "He won't hurt me. You won't hurt me." Done talking, Natasha released the hold she had on her wolf, the animal surging to the surface and shifting to freedom.

Roland watched Natasha shift into a small silver wolf, waiting until she was done to run his hands over her powerful body. 

Hmmmm...Roland. Natasha's wolf recognized the male, pressing herself into his hands. Lifting her head, she nuzzled his chin, licked at his jaw.

"My turn, huh?" Roland asked, laughing when Natasha head butted him gently. Letting her go, he braced himself and dropped his barriers. His wolf launched himself, exploding to the surface and tearing his way out.

Natasha had never seen such a violent shift, Roland disappearing as the wolf exploded from within. She could only imagine the pain, the power of his shift nearly knocking her off her feet.

Mine, her wolf claimed, and took a step towards Roland.

Roland snarled at her, his hackles rising. 

Natasha froze, Roland's warning ringing in her ears. Pure white, he easily outweighed her by a hundred pounds. Heart pounding, Natasha lowered herself to the ground and army-crawled to him, taking it as a good sign when he stopped snarling.

Roland watched Natasha approach, his lips pulled back in warning. His shift had left him disoriented, his wolf momentarily eclipsing all thought and understanding as the animal took form. 

Natasha eased herself forward until she was lying at Roland's feet. Carefully, she lifted her head, once again nuzzling his chin and licking at his jaw. 

Slowly, information seeped in.

Female.

Scent...her scent...our scent...

Their scent.

Tasha.

Roland lowered his head, rolling his forehead against hers in greeting.

Mine, her wolf claimed again and this time Natasha didn't stop her from going to him. Rising to her feet, Natasha leaned into him, rubbing her body down the length of him, and covering her fur in his scent. 

Roland stood still, letting her circle him, turning only his head to keep her in sight. She was beautiful, her silver color more metallic than gray as she moved around the forest. Nose to the ground, she crossed back and forth, checking the area for scents. Apparently, finding nothing of interest, she returned to him, standing before him with what he was fairly certain was a smile on her face.

Mine, his wolf claimed. 

Ours, Roland corrected, surprised by the animal's first coherent thought in decades.

Natasha yipped at Roland, dancing a few paces away and back again when he didn't immediately follow.

Humph...ours, the animal agreed gruffly before starting down the path after her.

****

"Maddie, get out of the water." Sam ordered.

"What? Why? We just got here." Maddie turned back to look at Sam, her brows drawn down over bright blue eyes. She had been looking forward to her swim with Sam.

"Get out. Now." Sam didn't bother waiting for Maddie to comply. Wading in, she ignored the water soaking the front of her dress and grabbed Maddie by the arm.

"Ow! Sam, what is the matter with you?" Maddie stumbled as Sam yanked her up the rocky beach.

"Go get Nafarius," Sam said, her eyes fixed to some point up stream.

Maddie followed her gaze. "What is that?"

"Just go." 

Sam waited until Maddie was gone before wading back into the water and heading up stream. The snow runoff was cold and shallow this late in the season, the gentle current coming to mid thigh.

The deer had gotten caught up on a large boulder. Three of its four legs appeared broken and the birds had already taken the eyes.

Grabbing it by the legs, Sam used her strength to pull the deer free from the rock and into the water's current. Letting the water do most of the work, she guided the carcass to the beach, pulling it up on to the rocks before heading back into the water and making her way to the next one.

She had four carcasses lined up on the beach by the time Nafarius arrived.

"Jesus Christ," Nafarius waded in, helping Sam haul a small doe onto the beach.

"There's more," Sam said, brushing the hair back from her face. "Where's Maddie?"

"I sent her to get Roland." He'd met Maddie on the path leading to the water. More confused than afraid, Maddie had told him what happened, heading on when he ordered her after Roland. 

They worked in silence, pulling another five carcasses from the water. They had just pulled up the last one when Roland arrived, Natasha and Maddie hurrying behind him.

Roland, back in human form, scanned the bloated bodies, the air growing thick with decay. "Disease?"

Nafarius knelt down beside a small doe, examining the animal without touching it. Shifting on his haunches, he turned to a couple of the smaller animals. "I don't think so."

"Don't - " Sam started to object when Nafarius reached out to touch one of the dead deer.

"It's not disease," Nafarius said, unfolding to his feet. "Their necks are broken."

Sam blinked, watching as Roland and Nafarius circled the display of death. There were a couple of deer, a young elk, a fox, a couple of rabbits and something she thought was a badger. 

"All of them," Roland confirmed.

"How is that possible?" Sam asked.

"And how did they all end up in the stream?" Maddie asked.

"Somebody dropped them there," Nafarius said, sharing a look with Roland.

"My father," Natasha said, her stomach sinking. She'd follow Roland and Maddie, drawn by the young woman's urgency.

"But why?" Maddie asked. "What's the point of this?"

"Poison our water supply?" Sam asked. "Maybe he didn't intend for the bodies to get loose. If he left them to decompose upstream it would infect the water down here."

"Maybe," Nafarius said. "But that wouldn't be enough to kill us. A werewolf with a bad case of what amounts to food poisoning would be unpleasant for everyone, but it's not fatal."

"Nafarius! Nafarius! You need to..." Marcus broke from the trees, skidding to a stop at the sight of the bodies. "Holy shit."

"Whatever it is, it will have to wait," Nafarius growled, rubbing at his forehead. He did not need another crisis right now.

"You're going to want to see this," Marcus said.

"What are you doing here? You're supposed to be out hunting." Nafarius hadn't expected Marcus back for another two days.

"I was." Marcus said, locking eyes with his alpha. "Nafarius. It's bad."

"Worse than this?" Nafarius asked, indicating the dead bodies at his feet.

"Yes." Marcus insisted.

Nafarius looked at Marcus, a sense of foreboding creeping up the back of his neck. Nodding, he turned and waved Marcus on, Sam and the others stepping in line and following behind.

Marcus circled around the pack's den and headed south.

"I couldn't bring it back," he said as they passed their second mile, his way of explaining the distance.

Nafarius was just about to demand answers when he smelled it. Urine. Blood. Decay. Hackles rising, his lips pulled back in a snarl. "Where?" he demanded.

"Everywhere," Marcus said quietly.

Sam pressed the back of her hand to her nose. Stepping up to walk beside Nafarius, she slipped her other hand into his.

Nafarius gripped his mate's hand and clenched his teeth, cutting of the rage rising up his throat like bile.

"Son of a..." Roland pulled up short, swallowing convulsively to keep from gagging. Beside him, Natasha's hands flew to her face, covering her mouth and nose.

Marcus had led the small group to the pack's southern hunting grounds. A wide expanse of fields, the surrounding trees, burrows and bushes combined with a nearby water source led to an abundance of wildlife. 

But all that remained was death.

Animals had been slaughtered, their throats ripped out, chest cavities torn open, spilling their intestines. A tornado of death had touched down, tearing through every living thing, leaving bits and pieces behind in a macabre debris field.

"There's more," Marcus said softly. He'd had time to adjust to what he was seeing and the sight still left him horrified.

"Tell me," Nafarius fixed his eyes on the scene before him.

"It's the same throughout most of our hunting grounds," Marcus said. "I found the first a day's run from here, I was on my way back to report when I found this one."

 "And the others?" Nafarius asked.

"I tracked down Jack and Declan," Marcus said. "They found some of the same. From what I can tell this is the worst of it but I haven't heard from everyone."

"The urine?" Nafarius' lip curled. "Whose is it?"

Marcus shook his head, he didn't recognize the mark. "I don't know but as far as I can tell there was only one of them."

"One werewolf?" Sam asked, her voice rising in surprise.

Marcus nodded.

"He marked my fucking territory," Nafarius snarled, his eyes glowing gold.

"Dimitri," Roland supplied.

"One man couldn't do all of this," Sam said.

"He's not a man," Nafarius bit out. "He's a goddamn animal!!"

"Why?" Sam asked. "Why this? Why the ones in the stream? Why not come after us directly."

"This is an attack," Nafarius said. "Make no mistake. He went after our water, cut off our food supply. It will take months, a year maybe before game will come back to these woods. Dimitri knew we would be preparing for winter. He'd see us starving and weak."

Sam looked out at the carnage. She could feel it now, the absolute lack of life. There were no birds signing, no bushes rustling. Everything was just...dead. 

Nafarius uncurled his fingers, letting Sam's hand slip from his grasp as he stepped forward. Walking into the center of all that carnage, Nafarius unclenched his teeth and roared out his fury.

Crippling rage boiled up through the pack bond, echoing along the mate bond, cowing the small group and dropping them to their knees.

Helpless, Sam watched as her mate shifted, his wolf bursting through his clothes, shaking off the remnants before dashing off into the woods.

"No," Roland said, putting a restraining hand on Sam's arm. "Let him go."

Sam looked up at Roland, searching his face, she understood that in this, he knew Nafarius better. 

Nodding, she turned to Marcus. "Find out the affected areas as the others check in, we'll need to clean up as much as we can. Burn...everything," she said. "Starting with the ones by the stream."

Marcus nodded.

Sam stood with the others, silently looking out over a field of death.

****

Natasha worked alongside Sam and the others moving the carcasses away from the den and setting them to burn. She listened as more and more of the males returned, all of them reporting more of the same - hunting grounds spoiled by death and decay. 

A few had managed to snag small game on their way back, but she knew it wouldn't be enough to feed a pack the size of Nafarius'.

The alpha male returned a short time later. Still in wolf form, he slipped into the den, returning a few minutes later dressed in jeans and pulling a t-shirt over his head.

"Thank you," Nafarius said, reaching for his mate and running his hand down her arm. "For taking care of this."

"They're my pack, too," Sam said. Nafarius' touch was light on her arm, a stark contrast to the riot of emotions swirling along the mate bond.

"I know, but you shouldn't have had to deal with this alone." Nafarius had run through part of his territory, following the scent of death and decay from one field of carnage to another. Eventually, the trail had led out of his territory and straight to Dimitri.

"I'm not alone," Sam said, casting a quick glance at Natasha.

Nafarius turned to the red headed female. She was covered in dirt, sweat and other things he hated to guess at, and she refused to look at him. Reaching out, Nafarius snagged her wrist, waiting until she raised her eyes to say, "This isn't your fault."

"I know," Natasha said, grateful for the kindness in his eyes. "But I still feel responsible."

"This all started because of me," Nafarius said. "Because of choices I made. If anyone is responsible, it's me."

Natasha shook her head. "Maybe if I had gone home after - "

"You'd be dead," Roland said, his voice hard. He'd been working nearby, keeping an eye on Natasha. It wasn't hard to guess at her thoughts as she worked quietly.

"My father wasn't in his right mind," Natasha said, needing to speak up for him, for the male he used to be even as he became more of a stranger. 

"You're right," Sam said. "Which means he could have just as easily fixated on you, your pack or any number of things. There is no predicting a twisted mind."

"Dimitri has to be dealt with," Nafarius said softly, his eyes full of regret.

Natasha nodded. "When?"

Nafarius sighed, he was bone weary and there was still so much to do. "Soon," he said. "But first we need supplies, meat for the pack. The snow line is dropping and we don't have enough to see us through even half of a decent season." 

Sam shaded her eyes and looked up at the surrounding mountains. The rich green of summer was slowly giving ground to an advancing blanket of white, the peaks already buried in snow.

"What are we going to do?" Sam asked.

"There's a butcher in Roslyn," Nafarius said. "I'll call in an order, most of it will have to be brought in frozen and we'll still have to make another trip." Hiking out would be the easy part, hauling back meat and supplies in waist deep snow was the part he wasn't looking forward to.

"Will it be enough?" This was Sam's first winter with the pack, for someone used to living on coffee and frozen dinners, preparing for an entire season of feeding sixty-three people, sixty-four if Natasha stayed, was considerably harder.

"It won't be easy," Nafarius said. Winters were hard, less fresh meat in the beginning meant digging into stores earlier. He could only hope for a mild winter. Too bad his instincts were warning him that they were in for a rough one.

"When do you want to head into Roslyn?" Sam asked, excited by the idea of getting back into town, even one as small as Roslyn. She hadn't been away that long, only a couple of months had passed since she'd made her way to Wolf Lake and discovered Nafarius and his pack. But she would be going back an entirely different person. Actually, she'd be going back an entirely different species.

"I'll place the order tomorrow," Nafarius said. "It's a two day hike out," he added, thinking that it would give the butcher time to fill the large order and Nafarius time to figure out how to haul it all in.

"It took me three days to hike in," Sam said, and that wasn't including the three hour drive from Roslyn.

"You were human," Nafarius reminded her. "Besides, as wolves we can travel as the crow flies and take a more direct route."

"I'd like to go," Natasha said quietly, fidgeting as all eyes turned to her. "I could use a few things, everything that I own got left behind."

"Make a list - " Nafarius started, thinking that Sam could bring back whatever the female needed.

"I'd like to help," Natasha said, her eyes asking him to understand.

"And I'd like to bring Maddie," Sam said, thinking back to one of her earlier conversations with the female. Roslyn wasn't a big city, but it was quaint, and she would enjoy showing it to her. "We could take care of running errands for the females while you work on the rest of the supplies."

Nafarius considered. It made sense, already he'd received a number of requests from pack members in preparation for his annual trip. There was a lot to do and he could use the help.

"Alright," Nafarius agreed. He actually preferred having Sam with him. He didn't like the idea of splitting up the pack while Dimitri was still on the loose, but if they were going to survive the winter they needed to be prepared. "We'll leave first thing in the morning. Roland, divide up the males. I want half of our strongest to remain behind, guarding the pack. The rest are with us."

Roland nodded. Catching Natasha's hand, he drew her to the side. "I'll find you later," he promised. "We'll pick up where we left off."

Natasha nodded, a flutter of excitement settling in her stomach. They had barely begun their run when they'd met Maddie, her orders for Roland leading them down to the stream.

Roland squeezed Natasha's hand and gave in to the impulse to press a quick kiss to the corner of her mouth. She looked absolutely delicious, despite the layer of grime, and his wolf was eager to finish their run.

Natasha watched Roland striding away, her fingers pressed to where her lips still tingled from his kiss. Casting a quick look around, she noted a few blank faces of surprise, each one turning to a smile as they caught her looking at them.

****

"You can't!" Kate whispered furiously, looking around to make sure she and William were alone.

"We have to do something!" William's whispers were just as furious. "After what he did to Carter - to his own daughter."

"You're not strong enough," Kate said, not unkindly. Worry darkened her brown eyes as she searched her pack mate's face. Her son was gone, his death leaving a hole next to her heart. "He'll kill you."

"Maybe," William said. Definitely. Kate was right, he wasn't strong enough to take on Dimitri. Already pushing three hundred years, William had never wanted to be alpha. His position in the pack was secure - safe in the middle along with Kate and a few of the others. 

Theirs wasn't a large pack, and most of the members were pushing middle age. It meant that there wasn't a lot of jockeying for position.

"Dimitri is gone!" William said. 

"He's still alpha." Kate's objection lacked heat, the words more for form's sake.

"He's not the male he once was and there is nothing we can do about that." William told her. "But we can do something to save the rest of us from going down with him."

"I can't - " Kate started, her body jerking as Craig rounded the corner.

"What can't you do?" Craig asked, knowing eyes darting back and forth between the two werewolves. "Don't tell me you two are planning a coup?"

William stiffened as Craig laughed.

"By all means, try." Craig urged, seeing their worried glances. "I won't stop you. Just don't expect me to clean up another bloody mess when Dimitri gets through with you."

William watched Craig disappear into the pack house.

"Dimitri isn't the only one we have to worry about," Kate said.

"One problem at a time," William said, knowing she was right. Dimitri was insane, but Craig was calculating. William wondered which male was more dangerous.

Craig found Dimitri inside the pack house. The old alpha was dumping out drawers and knocking knick-knacks off the shelves. "You wanted to see me?"

"We so rarely get what we want," Dimitri said, flicking an ivory colored vase to the floor and stepping on the shattered glass.

"Some of us less so than others," Craig muttered, tip-toeing around the mess. "What are you looking for?"

"I'll know it when I find it," Dimitri said. Something was missing, something important. Smaller than a bread box? No. No, no, no. Bigger. It was bigger. Dimitri rubbed at his temple with the heel of his hand. Why couldn't he remember?

"Headache?" Craig asked, eyeing his alpha. Not a good sign.

"You weren't good enough for her," Dimitri said, dropping his hand and ignoring his beta's question. 

"Excuse me?" Craig asked, narrowing his eyes.

"My daughter," Dimitri said, sending another glass to the ground. "You were always sniffing after her, worse than a bitch in heat."

Craig stiffened. Dimitri's daughter had held the position of alpha female for nearly ten years, taking the spot from her predecessor at an early age. There was no stronger female in the pack, and no female better suited for Craig's position as beta and for his plans.

"As the strongest male in this pack - " Craig snarled.

"I am the strongest male in this pack," Dimitri said, turning cold eyes on his beta. "Do not think that I am unaware of your machinations."

Craig swallowed and dropped his eyes. "My apologies. I simply meant that, of the possible mates for your daughter, I am the strongest."

Dimitri crushed the glass he'd been holding in his hand, letting the shards of bloodied glass slip through his fingers like sand. "But mating you would have bought me nothing."

Craig blinked. Dimitri had never spoken of his daughter's mating in such mercantile terms. 

"But in the end, you were left with nothing," Craig pointed out.

Bent over, his hand resting on another drawer handle, Dimitri stilled. 

Craig waited for the explosion. It wouldn't be the first time he'd caught the wrong side of Dimitri's spiraling insanity.

Dimitri pulled on the draw handle, letting the entire thing fall to the floor and spilling silverware on top of the layer of broken glass. "Seems a fate that should be shared with others."

Interested, Craig shifted closer. An order to take out Nafarius would be a welcome one. "Was there something in particular you had in mind?"

"I've lost the most important person in my life," Dimitri said. Damn Nafarius for failing to protect Natasha when Dimitri couldn't! "I'd like to return the favor."

"His mate?" Craig asked. "Why not the male himself?"

"Death would be quick, relatively painless." Dimitri pulled out the last of the kitchen drawers, spilling the contents to the ground. "He's strong enough to survive the severing of the mate bond.

Craig watched Dimitri head for the front door.

"Let him suffer with the loss for the rest of his very long life."




****

Dinner was a boisterous affair. If Natasha was expecting something somber after the day's events, she was sure to be disappointed. With the males back and the trip into Roslyn all planned out, the night took on a festive air.

Natasha sat listening to the others telling stories. With her back pressed against his chest, she could feel Roland's laughter even when the room grew too noisy to hear. 

Nearby, Sam sat next to her mate, Maddie's head resting in her lap. The alpha female was paying rapt attention to the storytellers, laughing at the exaggerated tales of wild hunts, and absently playing with Maddie's hair. 

As Natasha watched, Nafarius leaned in, whispering something against his mate's ear that had her smiling up at him, her face shining.

"Do you ever wonder about it?" Roland asked, his voice close to her ear. Looking up at him, Natasha saw that he, too, was watching the alpha couple.

"Being mated to Nafarius?" She clarified. Behind her, Roland remained relaxed, his question more curious than anything else. "No. He was never the one I wanted."

Roland thrilled at her words, his arms wrapping around her, pulling her back against his chest as he nuzzled her ear. "Tell me again."

"I want you." Natasha declared huskily, the words infused with desire. "Preferably naked."

"That can be arranged," Roland growled. Slipping out from behind her, he rose to his feet, offering her his hand. Inside, his wolf surfaced, brushing up against Roland's barriers with a low growl of approval.

Natasha let Roland pull her to her feet, her body brushing up against his before he stepped back. A quick glance at his face revealed eyes gone gold.

Anticipation coiled in the pit of her stomach as Roland hurriedly led them through the common area, slipping out of the room and heading back to his burrow.

Reaching his room, Roland didn't bother with a light, reaching for Natasha and sinking into a kiss. She tasted sweet, her lips parting on a soft sigh as he slipped inside.

Natasha surrendered to him, her arms slipping around his neck, one hand reaching to pull his hair free of its usual tie. 

Roland growled as she fisted his hair, her body taut as she pulled herself up against his chest. Breaking the kiss, he nipped at her bottom lip, licking away the slight sting before pulling her dress over her head.

Natasha's nipples hardened in response to the rush of cool air, her skin tingling as Roland ran his hands down the line of her ribs.

"You too," she said, pleased when he didn't try and stop her from pulling his shirt over his head.

Roland couldn't stop touching her, his hands roaming down the long line of her back to the narrow dip of her waist. Bending his head, he dove back between her lips, aware of her hands reaching for the front of his jeans. Eager to feel the press of her skin, he helped her shuck off the stiff denim, pushing it off his hips and kicking his feet free.

Natasha groaned as Roland, gloriously naked, wrapped his arms around her waist, pressing their bodies together as he lifted her off of her feet.

Carrying Natasha to the bed, Roland eased them down on the mattress. Hands braced on either side of her head, he nudged her thighs apart, watching her face as he poised himself at her entrance. "Tell me again," he ordered.

"I want you," she whispered, her body achingly empty as she waited for him. "Always."

Roland shuddered, his big body rocking forward. 

And when he slipped inside of her, whispering her name, it was face to face, their eyes locked as he loved her.

****

"That is not how it happened!" Nafarius objected on a laugh.

"My hand to God! Would I lie to you?" Marcus asked Sam, his eyes bright with laughter. The entire pack had spent the evening taking turns telling Sam stories of her mate growing up. "He thought for sure he had a seven point buck cornered - "

"Maybe not seven..." Nafarius grumbled, knowing there was no hope for it, Marcus was on a roll.

"- only that wasn't what he flushed out." Marcus said.

"What was it?" Sam asked, her sides aching from laughing.

"All I can say is, never scare a skunk," Nafarius finished, his nose wrinkling with the memory.

"No!" Sam laughed, her hands covering her nose.

"His mother made him sleep outside for a week," Marcus said, a quick look told him his alpha was taking the evening's ribbing in the heart with which it was offered, everyone enjoying sharing their stories with Sam.

"I don't blame her," Sam said, smiling. She had yet to meet her in-laws and still wasn't entirely sure how she felt about having some. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Sam saw Roland slipping away with Natasha, the couple moving quickly. She resisted the urge to check in along the pack bond, concerned with the change to Roland in the past twenty-four hours. Sam didn't begrudge her beta his happiness, but Natasha's future was still in question. She would hate to see the male hurt, instinct warning her that he might not survive. 

Putting aside her concerns, Sam let herself enjoy a evening of stories, lots of laughter and even some music.

"Dance with me," Maddie said, pulling Sam to her feet.

"I have a better idea," Sam said, holding out her other hand to her mate. "Join us?"

"You sure?" Nafarius stared up at his mate, his eyes moving from her to Maddie, who nodded. 

"Oh, yes," Sam said, her eyes shining as Nafarius got to his feet. 

Leading the way to their room, Sam pressed her hand to the excitement fluttering in her belly and felt it echoed along the mate bond. Turning, she watched Maddie and Nafarius enter the room, both of them so dear to her it made her heart ache. 

Maddie slowly prowled towards Sam, her body moving with a fluid grace no human had. "My turn," Maddie said, and she would have sworn Maddie licked her lips.

Sam's breath hitched as Maddie reached her, her hands wrapping around Sam's hips and guiding her back towards the bed.  Over Maddie's shoulder, Sam caught a glimpse of Nafarius as he leaned his hip against the desk, content for the time being to watch. Sam felt the mattress behind her and sat down, sliding backwards as Maddie kept coming, crawling up onto the bed and covering Sam with her body. 

Sam stared up into Maddie's face, reaching up to brush back a curtain of blonde hair and pulling her down for a kiss. Slowly and gently, she took the time to explore, reacquainting herself with the female's taste.

Maddie opened up for Sam, her lips parting on a soft sigh as Sam slipped inside. God, but the alpha knew how to kiss, using lips, teeth and her tongue to explore, every touch pulling Maddie down the path to ultimate surrender.

Sam felt Maddie go soft above her, the female lowering her body, and sinking into Sam. Tangling her fingers in her hair, Sam started to sit up, intent on rolling Maddie beneath her.

Maddie eased back, one hand gently pressing Sam back against the mattress. "My turn, remember?"

Sam groaned, her eyes closing as Maddie straddled her hips. She could already feel the wet heat of the female's core, the light scent of desire perfuming the air. 

Maddie settled herself more firmly against Sam, squeezing her thighs together and hugging Sam's hips. Looking down at her alpha, she felt a ripple of desire at the prospect of all the possible ways she wanted to experience this female.

Lowering her hands to the bed, Maddie bent her head, licking at a small strip of exposed skin between the hem of Sam's t-shirt and her jeans. Beneath her, Sam moaned, her skin rippling as Maddie worked her way across the flat plane of her stomach, stopping along the way to circle Sam's navel, and dipping her tongue inside.

Pushing Sam's shirt out of the way with her nose, Maddie licked her way up the line of Sam's ribs, a small sigh of appreciation escaping when her lace covered breasts appeared. 

Desire heated Sam's skin, her breasts rising and falling on a shuddering breath. Drawn by the sight, Maddie brushed her mouth back and forth along the underside of one breast, the lace of Sam's bra tickling her lips as she made her way toward the peak.

Sam moaned low in her throat, her body arching as Maddie drew her into her mouth, delicate lace abrading the tender skin of her nipple as it came between her and the wet heat of Maddie's tongue.

Maddie drew hard on the taut peak, suckling Sam deeper into her mouth before releasing her. Lifting her head, Maddie captured Sam's mouth in another kiss.

Sam slid her hands up Maddie's thighs, catching hold of her dress and drawing the soft material over her head. Unlike Sam, Maddie was bare beneath and her sun kissed skin appeared golden in the low light.

A gentle tug had Sam sitting up, obediently lifting her arms as Maddie pulled her shirt off over her head. Sam shivered, little bumps of pleasure rushing across her skin as Maddie leaned forward, her breath tickling Sam's shoulder as she reached around and unclasped Sam's bra. 

Across the room, Nafarius uncrossed and recrossed his legs at the ankles, his palms positively itching to touch, to taste the two beautiful females undressing each other slowly. Sam's desire burned down the mate bond, her need to take control contrasting deliciously with her desire to let Maddie lead. 

Sam caught Nafarius' movement out of the corner of her eye. Turning her head, she smiled at him, reaching out her hand and inviting him to join them.

Nafarius didn't hesitate. Striding across the room, he tore his shirt over his head, dropping it on the floor and stepping out of his jeans. Crawling up onto the bed, he stretched out beside Sam, her hand resting lightly on his chest.

Maddie leaned forward, once again bracing herself above Sam and capturing her mouth in a kiss. There was nothing soft or gentle about this one, Maddie diving head first into her alpha, tasting with long strokes of her tongue until Sam was moving restlessly beneath her.

Maddie broke the kiss. Eyes locked, skin to skin, Maddie slid her way down Sam's body, green eyes watching her as she eased herself between Sam's thighs. Gently, Maddie lifted Sam's left leg, hooking it over Nafarius' hip, and spreading her wide.

Anticipation coiled tight, little lightening bolts of desire shooting out from Sam's core as Maddie settled between her legs. Next to her, Nafarius was tense, his cock throbbing where it pressed against her thigh.

Maddie was having a hard time looking away from Sam, her alpha's eyes bright green with need. Beneath her, the heady aroma of desire wafted up, tickling her nose and enticing Maddie to taste. Unable to wait any longer, Maddie dipped her head, burying her nose in Sam's curls and flicking out with her tongue.

Sam bucked, throwing her head back and closing her eyes as Maddie tasted her for the first time. Maddie had gone straight for her clitoris, flicking the small bundle of nerves and sending bolts of pleasure shooting through Sam's core. 

Maddie flattened her palms against Sam's thighs, pressing her more firmly against the mattress as she circled her clit with her tongue, drawing it into her mouth.

"Oh, god," Sam moaned, pleasure rippling from between her thighs. "Maddie. Maddie, I want to taste you."

"Allow me," Nafarius growled, sliding down to the bottom of the bed. He easily lifted Maddie's lower half, moving onto his back and positioning her above his face. She was pert and pink, just like the rest of her with blonde curls glistening with her juices.  He could smell her desire, an intoxicating musk that mixed with his mate's scent, driving his desire up another notch. 

Grasping her hips, Nafarius lowered Maddie to his mouth, sealing his lips around her clit and pulling hard. Above him, Maddie moaned against his mate, Sam groaning as the sound vibrated against her clit. Unable to stop himself, Nafarius reached down with one hand, wrapping his fingers around his cock and stroking his shaft. His balls were already tight against his body, his release so close that he had to let go or risk spending himself too soon.

Sam struggled to keep from closing her eyes in pleasure as Maddie suckled her clit. She wanted to watch, the sight of Nafarius devouring the female, one hand on his cock, too delicious to be missed. 

"I still want to taste you," Sam said, her voice low with desire.

Maddie's eyes flicked up to Sam's face and found her alpha watching her.

"Touch yourself," Sam ordered.

Eyes locked, her mouth still moving against Sam's core, Maddie reached between her legs, past Nafarius's mouth to dip her fingers in to her passage. She groaned, the sound long and low, as Nafarius released her clit, thrusting his tongue in beside her fingers.

"Don't stop," Sam said, watching as Maddie's eyes closed, the female's body bucking up against her own hand as she and Nafarius worked her hard. 

"Sam, please," Maddie begged, her body weeping with pleasure. "I need to cum."

"Not yet," Sam said, her own body tight with need. "I want you to cum wrapped around Nafarius, his cock buried deep inside of you."

Maddie moaned, her body shuddering at the picture Sam painted. Beneath her, Nafarius grew tense, his arms tightening around her hips.

Nafarius heard his mate, her desire streaking down the mate bond and heating his groin. He was taut, his body so tight he thought he might shatter.

"Nafarius," Sam moaned, her voice thick with need. 

Nafarius gave Maddie one last lick, his tongue delving deep into her passage and sliding between her fingers. Pressing a gentle kiss on the inside of her thigh, he slipped out from under her, rolling over onto his knees and rising behind her.

"She tastes sweet," he told Sam. His mate was sprawled out across the bed, her hair tangled and wild upon the pillow. Her eyes were bright with desire as they watched him, and he could feel her need rising up through the mate bond.

"Like honey," Sam said, her eyes locked on Nafarius as he stood poised behind Maddie. The female still worked herself between them, her mouth moving from Sam's clit to her core, while she fucked herself with her fingers.

"Maddie, let me taste you," Sam said.

Maddie groaned as she eased her fingers from between her thighs, her body rocking on hands and knees as she continued to suck on Sam's clit. She could feel Nafarius behind her, his muscular body brushing up against her ass as she pushed back.

"Maddie." Sam reached down, fisting her hand in Maddie's hair and pulling her up until they were face to face. Eyes locked, Sam flicked out with her tongue, licking herself from Maddie's lips. 

Maddie groaned. 

"Give me your fingers," Sam ordered.

Over Maddie's shoulder, Nafarius watched as the female slowly lifted her hand to his mate's mouth, lightly tracing the line of her lips before sliding her fingers inside.

Sam closed her eyes and sucked hard. Maddie's taste, already familiar to her, flooded Sam's mouth, conjuring images of the two of them laying in the grass. Inside, her wolf growled with pleasure, brushing up against her barriers.

Maddie shuddered at the look of pleasure on her alpha's face, her fingers enveloped in the wet heat of Sam's mouth as she licked and sucked them clean. 

Releasing Maddie's fingers, Sam opened her eyes, leaning up and capturing Maddie's mouth in a kiss as she guided the female's hand back between her own legs.

Maddie thrust her fingers inside of Sam, a hum of appreciation escaping as the female's passage clamped down around her. Behind her, Nafarius' grip on her hips tightened, drawing her back until she was once again kneeling between them.

"Open your eyes, Sam," Nafarius ordered. "Watch me fuck her."

Sam shivered, her eyes opening slowly.

Nafarius stood tense, his body practically vibrating with leashed desire. He could feel Sam's pleasure through the mate bond, something similar from Maddie echoing along the pack bond. Both of them were coiled tight, their bodies covered in a fine sheen of sweat.

Grasping himself, Nafarius rubbed the head of his cock up and down Maddie's slit. "You're weeping for us," he growled.

Maddie moaned and tried pushing herself back onto his cock.

Nafarius jerked his hips back, denying her, denying them all. "Not yet," he said, a hand on the small of her back holding her still.

Once again, he guided himself between her legs, rubbing the head of his cock from her core to her clit.

"Nafarius, please," Maddie begged.

Nafarius positioned himself at Maddie's entrance. "Put your mouth on Sam," he ordered, watching as she pressed her lips to Sam's core, her fingers thrusting as she licked and suckled Sam's clit. At the same time, Nafarius slid inside, his cock filling and stretching her.

Nafarius clenched his teeth as Maddie's wet heat fisted his cock, her passage rippling along his shaft. Slowly, he withdrew, sliding out until he was once again poised at her entrance, just the head of his cock holding her open.

Maddie whimpered.

Nafarius thrust hard.

White hot desire burst behind Sam's eyes. She could feel Nafarius' pleasure through the mate bond, Maddie's desire spiking along the pack bond and her own humming up from her core.

Maddie moaned, the sound vibrating against Sam's core as each thrust from Nafarius pressed her firmly against the alpha female. 

Nafarius felt his balls tightening painfully and clenched down on his control. He wasn't ready to spend himself, not yet. He wanted to wring every ounce of pleasure out of these two females.

Slowly, he withdrew, making sure Maddie felt every inch of him as he slid from her body. Reaching between her legs, he delved into where their bodies were joined, his fingers circling her clit as he thrust back into her body.

Maddie shuddered, her body tightening as small spasms announced her impending orgasm. "Nafarius, please," she begged, needing him to go harder, faster. 

"Please what?" Nafarius growled, he could feel her growing wet against his fingers, his cock slick where it slid from her body.

"I need more," Maddie groaned against Sam's body. The alpha female was moving restlessly beneath her, her green eyes bright as they watched her mate and lover.

"More of this?" Nafarius asked, thrusting into her body hard and fast. Once. Twice.

"Yes!" Maddie cried.

"Are you ready for her to cum?" Nafarius asked his mate.

Between them, Maddie whimpered.

"Oh, yes," Sam sighed. Eyes on Nafarius, she lifted her hands, cupping her breasts and pinching her nipples. "I want to watch you both cum."

Nafarius growled, his fingers digging deep as he grasped Maddie's hips, holding her for his hard, fast thrusts. Long slow strokes, gave way to uncontrolled pounding as he took them up and over the edge.

Maddie wrapped her arms around Sam's hips, holding on as she sealed her mouth to her alpha's core and rocked back onto Nafarius' cock.

Sam fisted the sheets beneath her, her body twisting against Maddie's mouth as Nafarius plundered the female from behind. She could feel them both, right on the edge and sought to drive them over. "Cum for me," she said huskily.

Maddie couldn't stop her response, her body bowing once before shattering, wave after wave of shuddering pleasure leaving her breathless as she came.

Nafarius shuddered, his release rushing up his shaft. Throwing his head back, he howled, his thrusts growing wild and erratic as he spent himself. 

Sam's release rippled from her core as she watched her mate and her lover cum, their bodies locked together for an eternal moment of pleasure that was over all too soon. 

****

Sam woke the next morning in a tangle of limbs, her hand on a breast she was pretty sure wasn't hers. Giving the ripe orb a gentle squeeze, Sam untangled herself and slipped from the bed.

Reaching for a pair of jeans, Sam froze at the sound of her mate's voice.

"Don't bother getting dressed," Nafarius said, admiring the view of his mate bending over, reaching for her clothes.

"Didn't get enough last night?" Sam asked, her voice low and husky.

"Never," Nafarius said, rolling over and sliding out of bed. He crossed the room quickly, wrapping his arms around his mate and nuzzling her neck. "But we leave for Roslyn this morning. We're traveling as the crow flies which means shifting."

Behind them, Maddie rolled over, propping her head on her hand, and admiring the sight of her alphas fresh from sleep.

"About that," Sam said, stepping into her jeans despite Nafarius' explanation. "What do we do for clothes once we get there?"

"We have a place in Roslyn," Nafarius said, grabbing a bottle of water. "We'll go there first, get dressed."

"We're not taking anything with us?" Sam asked. Talk about traveling light.

"Nope," Nafarius slipped into his own jeans, not bothering to button them. "I'm going to check to make sure Roland and the others are ready to go. Shift and meet me out front, we'll eat along the way." 

Sam caught the bottle of water Nafarius tossed at her, watching as he winked at Maddie and was gone. "I wonder if he realizes how unappealing raw meat sounds for breakfast while in human form."

Maddie laughed, reaching for a dress.

"What are you doing? You heard him, shift." Sam ordered.

Maddie blinked. "I didn't think..."

"What? You thought I would leave you here?" Sam asked. 

"You never said," Maddie said.

"Surprise!" Sam's smile dimmed. "Unless you don't want to come. I know you've never been, I just assumed - "

"No! I mean, yes, I want to go," Maddie said. "But I also know Nafarius is in a hurry. This isn't exactly a pleasure trip."

"True," Sam said. "It's pack business and I have a long list of things I need to pick up. You can help me, so don't worry, you'll more than carry your weight."

"If you're sure," Maddie said, dropping to all fours and preparing to shift.

"I'm sure," Sam said, mirroring the other female. "And maybe there will be time for pie."

Maddie laughed, the sound following Sam as she shifted.

Nafarius found Roland and Natasha waiting for him outside of the den. Already in wolf form, the three of them were joined by Declan, Jeff and Jack. Everyone else would remain behind with Marcus.

"If you have any problems, any troubles at all, call the warehouse." Nafarius ordered, his eyes boring into the other male.

"We'll be fine," Marcus assured his alpha.

"Keep everyone close," Nafarius told him for the third time. "I don't want anyone wandering off, not until I get back and have a chance to deal with Dimitri."

Marcus slid a quick look to Natasha, the silver wolf waiting patiently off to one side. She either hadn't heard or was choosing to ignore them. "I know what to do."

Nafarius nodded, slapping Marcus on the shoulder. "I know you do, just be careful and stay out of trouble."

"Gee, Dad, does that mean no wild parties either?" Marcus asked, flashing Nafarius a rather cheeky smile.

Nafarius ignored him. "Two days out, three in, plus a couple of days in town. We should be back in about a week."

"Now I know when to have everything cleaned up by," Marcus said.

"I'm not the one you should worry about if you make a mess of this place," Nafarius said, catching sight of Sam and Maddie as the two females slipped out of the den. Brushing against the back of his legs, they went to wait with the others.

"Now that really does put a damper on things," Marcus said, his smile still in place. "Sam would have my hide." 

Across the way, Sam yipped at Marcus. 

"Nothing wrong with her hearing," he muttered.

Nafarius stepped out of his jeans, dropping to his hands and knees. "Just...be careful," he warned one last time.

"I will," Marcus said, in all seriousness. A few minutes later and the small pack of wolves was ready to go. Most of the pack had turned out to watch them leave, everyone a little uneasy with both alphas and their beta going.

Nafarius gave a quiet woof, sending Roland and the others into the woods. With one last look back, he turned and disappeared.

****

Craig lay flat in the bush, his muzzle resting between his paws and his ears pressed flat against his skull. He'd arrived at Nafarius' den just in time to see the small group disappear in the direction of Roslyn. 

Excitement stroked his insides, and anticipation flooded his veins. Scooting backwards, Craig wiggled out from under the bush and turned towards home. Dimitri had ordered Sam destroyed but left the particulars to Craig. Resigned to waiting, Craig had expected to watch Nafarius and his mate, hoping for the opportunity to catch the female alone. But a trip to Roslyn opened the door on so many possibilities. 

 It didn't take a genius to know why Nafarius was headed to Roslyn. Dimitri had spoiled their hunting grounds, leaving the pack in a bind with winter fast approaching. Their best bet was to purchase meat in town, hauling it back and storing it for the first part of the season.

Craig grinned, lips pulled back from his muzzle as he settled into a steady lope and passed the pack house. Away from the main pack, Sam would be vulnerable, easy to get to. Crossing through Dimitri's territory would shave off half a day's journey, and give Craig plenty of time to get into Roslyn ahead of Nafarius and the others.

He knew exactly where the small pack of wolves would go first. The location of Nafarius' warehouse was no secret. In fact, both packs owned real estate in Roslyn. While Nafarius' predecessor had chosen a large warehouse in the industrial section, Dimitri had opted for a small homestead on a large piece of land. Both afforded their owners the necessary anonymity.

Craig pushed hard, running late each night to reach Roslyn. Heading to the empty homestead, Craig shifted and dressed quickly before gathering up supplies. 

Grabbing the Winchester from the rack on the wall, Craig checked the barrel before emptying the safe of ammunition. Humans weren't the only ones that subscribed to the notion of better hunting through modern technology.

Cradling the rifle, Craig passed through the house on his way to the garage. The old rotary phone was nailed to the wall. Avocado green, it contrasted harshly with the faded pink wallpaper of the kitchen. 

Spying the phone, Craig hesitated. Jones was sure to want to know about Dimitri's orders, especially since they conflicted with the Agency's agenda. The interest in Nafarius, Sam and Roland had been clear, and information on the triad was considered valuable. 

Craig stared at the worn dial on the phone and ran his hand down the rifle's barrel. The wood was smooth and warm, the weapon a familiar weight against his shoulder. A call now would alert Jones and the others to the fact that they were about to lose one of their prime targets. Jones would order Craig not to take the shot and to leave Nafarius and the others for the Agency. 

Leaving Craig to deal with Dimitri. Alone.

Craig turned his back on the phone, settling the rifle more firmly against his shoulder and walking back to the garage. Dust motes hovered in the air, disturbed by his passing. Glancing outside through dirt-coated windows, Craig saw that weeds had sprouted up through cracks in the driveway. The fields were overgrown with grass and the mailbox was missing from its stake in the ground. How long had it been since Dimitri last brought the pack down off the mountain?

Closing the door between the house and the garage, Craig tossed the rifle and ammunition into the trunk of the late model sedan before slipping into the driver's seat and backing down the driveway. One nice thing about Roslyn? Not even the cops would question the rifle in the trunk.

The warehouse wasn't far from the homestead. Nothing was far in Roslyn, the residents of the small town huddling close together. Say what you would, humans were still pack animals. The fact that they walked upright and had opposable thumbs did nothing to change their true nature.

Parking along the street that separated the industrial district from downtown, Craig got out of the car. Taking a moment to look around, he noted the closed stores and empty streets. It was late morning and most of the shops wouldn't open for another hour. Perfect.

Craig slipped down a side street. Hurrying by old cement structures and in between buildings, he made it to the edge of town unseen. Glancing back once, Craig made sure no one was near as he stepped off the street and into the trees.

Circling the south side of town, Craig quickly located Nafarius' warehouse. A look through his scope identified two entrances, a single door at the back of the building and the warehouse bay doors at the front. Knowing Nafarius' pack was traveling light and fast, Craig estimated they would make for the back of the building, entering through the single door rather than the bay doors.

Having identified the pack's likely point of entry, Craig circled back around until he found the perfect place to set up. He guessed the pack was less than a half of day's run behind him and should arrive within the next couple of hours. 

All Craig had to do was wait.

















CHAPTER SIX

Pie, Pie, I Love Pie...




Two days later, Nafarius bounded down the last ridge, leaping over deadwood with Sam by his side. The others were spread out behind him, Roland guarding the rear as they covered the last of the distance to Roslyn. The sleepy little town was nestled at the base of the mountain pass. Quiet and quaint, it was too small for most tourists to bother stopping, which made it the perfect place for the pack.

Anxious to get inside, Nafarius left the others at the tree line. Darting around to the back of the warehouse, he slipped inside a small, doorless shed that he had added to the property and shifted.

A ten-key pad installed at the back door of the warehouse eliminated the need for keys - or a place to carry them. Still naked, Nafarius quickly keyed in the seven digit code, popping the door and slipping inside.

Roland waited with the others, eyes and ears alert. This side of town was mostly deserted, the warehouses rundown and abandoned. Still, it wouldn't do for an unsuspecting human to come across a small pack of wolves sitting placidly at the edge of town.

A shrill whistle suddenly pierced the air, Roland's head lifting as Nafarius signaled the all clear. Nudging Natasha ahead of him, Roland kept his eyes on the surrounding area as they sprinted to the back side of the warehouse.

Catching sight of Sam's black coat, Craig shifted the butt of the rifle against his shoulder and eased his finger on to the trigger. The small pack of wolves darted around the side of the building and trotted down Craig's line of sight, Sam in the lead. Craig's finger flexed, putting pressure on the trigger, only to stop when a flash of silver cut across the scope.

"Bitch!" Craig whispered fiercely, recognizing Natasha's silver coat as she crowded Sam and followed the alpha female into the warehouse. 

Easing back from the scope, Craig examined the warehouse. Made up of sheet metal and glass, the large square structure housed a row of windows on what was likely the second floor. If he moved to higher ground he might be able to catch sight of his target through one of the windows. Weighing his chances of success against the likelihood that Sam and the others would eventually exit out the back, Craig once again lowered his eye to the scope. 

Nafarius held the door for Roland and the others, Sam and Natasha the first ones inside. He waited patiently as everyone shifted, handing out jeans and t-shirts as one by one they gained their feet.

"Roland, get the SUV ready, we'll need it to - " Nafarius was cut off as a small black wolf darted across the warehouse floor. "Sam, you need to shift." Once in town, they risked being seen by humans, or worse, hunters.

Sam stopped, sitting back on her haunches and looking up at Nafarius.

"Sam..." Nafarius growled a warning, unease turning to concern as bright, green eyes regarded him but she made no move to shift.

Roland glanced over at where Nafarius stood staring down at Sam. The male was frowning down at his mate, concern slowly filling the pack bond. 

"What's wrong?" Natasha asked, pulling her shirt over her head and wiggling into her jeans.

Roland didn't take his eyes off of Sam. "Too much time as a wolf," he said quietly. Inside, his wolf paced restlessly. Too easily, the animal could connect with the alpha female, his wolf calling for her to run. 

Catching movement to his right, Roland shook his head when Declan would have stepped forward, his intent to help. Too many people would just confuse the animal, making it harder for Sam to surface and shift.

Natasha followed his gaze. Head cocked, Sam sat staring up at her mate. "But it's only been three days."

"She's newly made," Roland reminded her, ignoring the rising wild call that was emanating from Sam's wolf. "This is the longest she's gone without shifting."

The bell toll of metal striking concrete rang in the distance, the sound breaking the tense silence. Sam darted off to investigate.

Nafarius snagged his mate as she started past, ignoring her sudden snarl of surprise as he grabbed her by the scruff of the neck. Squatting down and pulling her in face to face, it was all Nafarius could do not to shake her. "Sam! I know you're in there..."

"Sam," Maddie pleaded, kneeling down beside Nafarius and burying her fingers in her alpha's fur. 

Seeming to sense Maddie's distress, Sam leaned up and licked at the female's chin. 

Mine. 

Ours?

Nafarius searched the mate bond, a spike of fear searing his gut. He could feel Sam's wolf, the animal curious and happy, but no Sam.

The small black wolf left off licking Maddie, her green gaze shifting to where Nafarius knelt. Nuzzling his neck, she whimpered softly.

Mine?

Ours.

 Sam laid down on her belly, her eyes darting back and forth between Nafarius and Maddie. Slowly, her body shifted, her human form painstakingly overtaking the animal.

"Well that was new and different," Sam panted as she tried pushing herself off the floor. The world was slow to snap back into place, shades of gray gradually morphing into a palette of color.

Nafarius scooped up his mate, cradling her against his chest and burying his face in her neck. "My fault," he whispered, his voice hoarse. "I didn't think - "

"Shhhh..." Sam cooed, wrapping her arms around her mate and holding him tight. She could still feel his fear at not being able to find her along the mate bond, his spike of panic reaching her when nothing else did. "I'm here." 

Roland turned away, relief mixing with a sense of loss he didn't care too examine to closely. 

Nafarius carried his mate to the back of the warehouse and up the stairs to the loft. He couldn't bring himself to set her down, instead sitting on the edge of the bed and settling her on his lap.

"I'm sorry I frightened you," Sam whispered, Nafarius' big body shuddering in her arms. 

"Don't apologize," Nafarius said, easing back and searching her face. "I was in such a rush and I never stopped to think..."

"I don't know what happened," Sam said, trying to understand. She remembered leaving the den, running with Nafarius and the others. The first night had been an experience, her first time spending the night as a wolf, curled up with the rest of the pack for warmth. After that, things started to blur. "I just sort of slipped away."

Nafarius nodded. "It's the risk of going feral," he said. Needing to touch her, he brushed the hair back from her face, running his hands over her shoulders and down her arms.

"But none of you had any trouble," Sam said, leaning into Nafarius' touch as she started to shiver with the realization of just how close she'd come to losing herself.

Nafarius pulled Sam back into his arms. Grabbing a blanket from the bottom of the bed, he wrapped it around her. "Most of us know how to slip into the background without letting our wolf take over completely." The ability allowed their human forms to rest even while their animals worked covering long distance like that between their den and Roslyn.

"I should have prepared you better," Nafarius said, guilt chewing its way down the mate bond. "Or made time to stop and let you shift for short periods." Such a stupid mistake, so easily avoided if he'd just been thinking instead of rushing to get them to Roslyn.

"Don't," Sam said, leaning back. Taking Nafarius' face in her hands, she brushed her thumbs across the tender skin under his eyes. "This isn't your fault - "

"I wasn't watching out for you," Nafarius said, taking her hands in his and pressing a kiss to her palms.

"You have a lot on your mind," Sam said. She could feel his guilt, understood that he felt like he'd failed her.

"That should never keep me from taking care of you," Nafarius said.

"You did take care of me," Sam insisted. "You brought me back - "

"You never should have been at risk in the first place," Nafarius growled, his wolf equally unhappy.

"Make me a deal," Sam said, once again taking his face in her hands. "When this is all over, we'll sit down and go through the 101 things every werewolf should know."

Nafarius smiled. Guilt still slid down the mate bond but it was tempered by the fact that his mate was sitting on his lap. 

"Okay?" Sam asked.

"Not even close," Nafarius said. "But it will be."

Sam smiled, getting her first look around. "This wasn't exactly what I pictured when you said the pack had a place in town."

"You don't like it?" Nafarius asked, instinctively reaching for her when she slipped off his lap, his hands fisting on empty air. It took everything he had to let her go.

Sam walked over to the banister, looking down from the loft to the warehouse floor below. "Hey, that's my car!"

The Mini Cooper was parked along side a black SUV, the little car noticeably cleaner than when she'd left it. "How did it get here?"

"I sent Marcus to move it," Nafarius said, joining her at the rail. "I couldn't have some park service employee coming across it and starting a search for a missing hiker."

Sam looked up at her mate. "Was that before or after we were mated?"

"Before," Nafarius admitted, looking her in the eye.

"Did you ever intend on letting me leave?" Sam asked, sending her mate a sideways glance.

Nafarius hesitated. "No."

Sam barked out a laugh, the knowledge warming her better than any blanket. Turning her back to the rail, she looked around the loft.

The second floor was large, extending about a third of the way out over the lower floor and had a full living space complete with a bedroom, living room, kitchen and even an office. 

"Here," Nafarius said, digging out a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and handing them to Sam. "We're due to pick up the order from the butcher. Roland and I will take the SUV. Why don't you take Maddie and Natasha and get whatever things you need from town. We can meet back here in a couple of hours."

"Keys?" Sam asked, buttoning up her jeans and digging through a pile of shoes for ones that would fit.

"In the car," Nafarius watched his mate, his fear for her still pounding behind his heartbeat. It would be a long time before he was able to forget the feeling of finding her place in the mate bond empty. In that moment, he had known that even if he were strong enough to survive the severing of the bond, he was destined to follow her. He would never be able to live with that void.

"I'm okay," Sam assured him, catching a hint of his emotions along the bond.

"I know," Nafarius said quietly.

"Besides," Sam said, lacing up a pair of Converse "I promised Maddie pie."

"You're the one that wants pie!" Maddie called from the lower floor.

"Oh, what big ears you have!" Sam called back. "It's damn inconvenient," she muttered.

"I heard that!" Maddie called, relieved when a moment later Sam jogged down the stairs, Nafarius not far behind.

Sam smiled at Maddie, reaching out and running her hand down the female's arm to take her hand. "I'm fine."

"Don't do that again," Maddie said, surprising Sam with her fierceness. Those few minutes when she had been unable to feel her alpha were some of the most terrifying of her life, solidifying for her just how much Sam had come to mean to her.

"I won't," Sam promised, giving Maddie's hand a quick squeeze.

Maddie nodded, flipping a thick lock of blonde hair back over her shoulder.  "Good. Now about that pie..."

Sam laughed, shaking her head at Maddie's unbreakable spirit.

"Go on around to the front," Nafarius said. "I'll have Jeff pull the car out."

Sam nodded. Maddie bounced out the side door, anxious for her first tour of the town. She wasn't much impressed by what she'd seen so far.

"You ready?" Sam asked Natasha.

"Yeah, just give me a minute," Natasha said.

Sam waited while Nafarius opened the warehouse bay doors, watching Jeff try to fold his large body into the small car. "You know, I'm perfectly capable of pulling my own car out."

"Let him fuss," Roland called out. "It makes him feel better," he added. Taking Natasha's hands in his, Roland pressed a small square of plastic into her palm. "Pick up whatever you need."

"I can't - " Natasha started to object, staring down at the credit card.

"These are my separate funds," Roland said, understanding that she wouldn't want to take anything from Nafarius or the pack.

"I'll pay you back," Natasha said, she had thought to hit the bank and see about getting access to her father's accounts. It wasn't a sure thing and Roland's offer eliminated the need to try.

Roland pressed his forehead to hers. "Please let me do this for you."

"Your own bit of fussing?" Natasha asked.

"It makes me feel better," he confirmed with a smile. Perhaps he was more like his alpha than he had thought.

Natasha nodded, slipping the card into her back pocket. Cradling Roland's face in her hands, she pressed a quick kiss to his lips. "Miss me while I'm gone?"

"Every moment," he said, meaning it.

Natasha gave Roland another kiss, this one slow and deep, leaving them both a little breathless as she went to catch up with Sam and Maddie.

Outside, Sam stood waiting beside her car. Maddie was already tucked away in the backseat, the small blonde obviously eager to be on their way.

"Be careful," Nafarius warned, Roland coming to stand beside him as Sam slipped behind the wheel. A moment later, the small car sped away from the warehouse, music blaring as Sam shot around a corner and out of sight.

"Roland?" Nafarius said, his eyes staring after his mate. "Can werewolves have heart attacks?"

Roland laughed, slapping his friend on the shoulder. "She'll be fine."

"She'll be the death of me," Nafarius said, half serious.

"Nah...but I have noticed a few gray hairs," Roland said, laughing when Nafarius ran a hand through his still red hair. "Come on, old man, we've got meat to pick up."

"There is something seriously wrong with that statement," Nafarius said, following his beta back inside.

****

Craig watched as Sam sped away, followed a few minutes later by a large, black SUV. 

"Son of a bitch!" This far away, he hadn't heard them opening the bay doors. 

The bitch was starting to tax his patience. He had no desire to spend the day waiting for Sam to return. Unfortunately, there was no telling where she was off to and the occupants of the SUV gave Craig a moment's pause.

He wanted Nafarius to witness the death of his mate and suffer. But chances were that the alpha couple had parted ways for a reason. Logic dictated their return to warehouse, leaving Craig to wait.

He'd make her pay, Craig decided. 

Her death would not be quick or painless.

****

Sam zipped through the small town, music blaring and the windows open. Driving past Bettie's, she pulled around back and into a gravel parking lot. "Food first," she told Natasha and Maddie, releasing her seatbelt. "Then shopping."

Conversation stopped when, a few minutes later, Sam entered Bettie's flanked on either side by Maddie and Natasha. "I feel like a joke," she said, surveying the staring crowd. "Three females walk into a bar..."

"But it's a diner," Maddie said, startling a nearby fellow when she flashed him a smile.

Sam narrowed her eyes at Maddie.

"She makes a great straight man," Natasha said, peering around Sam.

"Don't encourage her," Sam said, turning to glare at Natasha.

"Mornin' ladies, take a seat anywhere," the waitress called, motioning to the half empty restaurant. "I'll be right with you."

Sam led them to a window side booth, slipping in next to Maddie and across from Natasha. She ignored the menus already on the table, tapping her fingers lightly while they waited.

"Y'all know what you want?" the waitress asked, her pencil poised to take their order.

"We'll have one of each of your pies," Sam said. "Are you Bettie?"

The waitress blinked. "There is no Bettie. Was that one slice of each? To share?"

"No, we want a whole pie, one of each kind you have," Sam clarified. "No Bettie? Who makes the pies?"

"Pete," the waitress said, pointing over her shoulder with her pencil. "We have five different kinds of pie," she warned. These three didn't look like they could put away one between the three of them let alone five.

"Pete's pies?" Sam grumbled, clearly disappointed. "Doesn't conjure quite the same image as Bettie's pies," she added.

"But it has a nice ring to it," Maddie said, smiling up at their clearly confused waitress. 

"Why don't you bring us one slice of each," Natasha offered helpfully. "Box up the rest to go."

Sam nodded, still frowning over the fact that there was no grandmotherly type in the back baking her pies.

A minute later and the waitress returned with their pie. Conversation around them once again ceased as the waitress slid five dishes across the table, the busboy behind her with a tower of bakery boxes.

"I'll have Joe leave these here," she said, nodding to the empty table one over from them. "He can help carry them out to your car when y'all are done."

"Thanks," Sam said, digging into a slice of chocolate pecan. Her eyes closed in ecstasy as butter and brown sugar burst on her tongue. "Oh my...I can feel it settling on my butt as we speak."

Natasha laughed, the alpha female's pleasure was contagious. "The benefit of our metabolism - all the pie you can eat, no exercise required."

"Is there such thing as a fat werewolf?" Sam asked, her eyes looking around to make sure they couldn't be overheard.

"I've never known one," Natasha said, trying a bite of the coconut cream.

"PMS?" Sam asked, perking up. Why hadn't she thought about questioning Natasha sooner?

"Never had it," Natasha said.

"The flu?" Sam went for the blueberry next, pleased to find it full of fat, sweet berries.

"Can you imagine Nafarius or Roland with the flu?" Natasha asked, skipping the lemon and going straight for the meringue. 

"Talk about unpleasant." Sam shuddered dramatically. "But we can have chocolate," she said, saving the chocolate cream for last.

"We're not dogs," Natasha said, rolling her eyes.

"Are there others?" Sam asked.

"Other types of shifters?" Natasha asked, taking a stab at the last bite of coconut cream, glaring at Maddie when she scooped it up and unapologetically ate it. "Sure."

"Really?" Sam stopped with her fork halfway to her mouth. "Like what?"

Natasha shrugged. "Around here, mostly wolves and bears. As for the rest of the world? It's overrun with cats."

"Cats?" Sam asked.

Natasha wrinkled her nose. "Lions, tigers, cheetahs, jaguars, panthers...all the large breeds."

"All shifters?" Sam asked, falling back in the booth. A minute later, Joe came and cleared their plates, the waitress dropping off the check. "Does everyone get along?"

"For the most part the various species avoid each other," Natasha said, frowning when Sam waived away her attempt at picking up the check. "Except for the Council, that's made up of members from across the different species."

"I'm guessing that's your governing body," Sam said, signing the check and making sure to leave a nice tip.

"Yours too, now," Natasha said, standing and helping Sam with the boxed up pies.

"Anything I should know about them?" Sam asked, appreciating Natasha's insight. It hadn't escaped her notice that she could learn a lot from the female. Nafarius had explained that Natasha had been the alpha female of her father's pack, sharing many of the same duties and responsibilities as Sam.

"They can be ruthless," Natasha said, handing Maddie a couple of the bakery boxes. "But as long as you conform to their rules, they'll leave you alone."

"What are their rules?" Sam asked, not entirely thrilled at the idea of being held accountable to some distant power.

"They really only have one," Natasha said, sliding into the passenger seat and buckling her seatbelt. Werewolves may be hard to kill but Sam had a heavy foot when it came to driving. "No exposure."

"Ahhh...yes," Sam said, looking both ways before pulling out of the parking lot and heading towards the small downtown area. "It would be."

"No," Natasha rested her hand on Sam's arm, drawing the female's eyes to her face. "Absolutely no exposure," she said, her voice serious. "They will kill anyone that finds out about us."

Sam searched Natasha's face, behind her Maddie was silent, busy looking out the window. "That's why Nafarius was so intent on not letting me leave."

"If anyone outside of the pack found out about you, the Council would have sent someone to kill you." Natasha said. "Word of a human, even up in these woods, spreads quickly. It was just a matter of time."

"Now that I'm pack?" Sam asked, worried that there could still be repercussions. 

"You're one of us now," Natasha said, taking back her hand. "You're a werewolf now, you're pack and you're Nafarius' mate. The Council can't touch you."

"And Nafarius?" Sam asked. "Would they punish him for making me?"

Natasha shook her head. "The packs, the prides - all of the species really - have a certain amount of autonomy, we wouldn't settle for anything less. Nafarius was within his rights as alpha and as far as the Council is concerned, he took care of the problem by mating you."

"You make it sound like that's the reason he mated me," Sam said, her voice chilly.

"Anyone looking at the two of you knows exactly why Nafarius mated you," Natasha said. Nafarius never looked at his mate with anything less than complete adoration. "But ultimately, the Council won't care, so long as the threat is eliminated."

"They really are cold," Sam said.

"My father called them pragmatic," Natasha said as Sam pulled out of traffic and parked along the street.

"I suppose they have to be," Sam said, grabbing her keys and letting Maddie out of the back. "But enough of that," she said, smiling at Maddie. "We're here to shop."

"What are we here for?" Maddie asked.

"Everything," Sam said. She had yet to replace the wardrobe she'd left behind and Natasha was similarly without.

Maddie smiled, slipping her arms in Sam's as they wandered down the sidewalk, looking in windows and deciding where to start. 

"This looks like a good place," Maddie said, peering in the window. The racks inside were lined with warm sweaters, sweatshirts and hoodies, while along one wall stood row after row of jeans.

"I don't know about you," Sam said, holding the door for Natasha. "But I plan on putting a serious dent in Nafarius' liquid assets."

Natasha laughed. She had absolutely no doubt the female meant what she said. 

****

Across town, Nafarius loaded the last of the meat into the back of the SUV. The butcher had been unfazed by the large order, accepting Nafarius' explanation of a year's supply to be divided among family members. The reality was this much meat would last them about as long as it took to thaw.

"That's the last of it," Nafarius said, closing the cargo door and slipping into the passenger seat. Behind the wheel, Roland pulled the SUV out from behind the butcher and aimed it towards the warehouse.

"At least it's dressed and packaged," Roland said. "We can divide it up and carry it back to the den."

"It's not enough." Nafarius's voice was grave. Back at the warehouse, a brand new deep freezer was already plugged in and growing cold.

"We've had lean years before," Roland reminded him. "We're well stocked on supplies and we can still hunt. We'll just have to go further out until our usual hunting grounds come back."

Nafarius nodded, staring out the window. "We won't have to go too far," he said quietly. "Dimitri's grounds will be up for grabs."

Roland turned to look at his alpha. Nafarius sat erect, his hands resting lightly on his thighs. "You're going to make a play for his territory?"

"Seems I have no choice," Nafarius said. At one time he had coveted the rich hunting grounds held by the old alpha. It was why he had agreed to mate the male's daughter and join their pack. "It feels wrong," Nafarius admitted. "I get everything I wanted with no sacrifice."

Roland pulled into the warehouse, throwing the SUV in park before turning to his alpha. "You're wrong," he said, waiting until Nafarius turned to look at him. "Don't think for a moment that it won't cost you dearly to put Dimitri down."

Nafarius searched Roland's face, the cab of the SUV painfully quiet.

"No matter how justified, you lose a piece of yourself when you're forced to kill someone you once respected." Roland reached for his door, hesitated. "But it's only fair, that kind of killing should never be easy." 

****

A few hours later, Sam pulled the Mini around to the back of the warehouse. She had thought to pull inside and unload there, but the bay doors were already closed. 

Craig watched her park the car, gratified that his patience had been rewarded. He brought the rifle up, and looked into the powerful scope. Dimitri's daughter stepped from the car, and opened the trunk.

"I still can't believe I let you talk me into buying the boots." Natasha groaned, grabbing a handful of bags and dragging them out of the back of the Mini. "I seriously doubt they were what Roland had in mind when he gave me his card."

Sam smiled across the roof of the car, a slight breeze blowing the hair back from her face. "Wear them once for him and he won't care."

"What the hell am I supposed to wear them with?" Natasha asked, thinking about the black thigh-high boots, the supple leather had been too tempting to pass up.

"Nothing," Sam said and laughed as Natasha blushed. The three of them had spent the afternoon shopping, easily cleaning out half the town. Sam had convinced both females to pick up a few things other than the usual jeans and dresses.

Natasha fit in well with her and Maddie, and Sam was planning on speaking to Nafarius about making her pack.

Craig brought the crosshairs of his rifle down on Sam, but she was behind the car, then behind Natasha. He cursed at the lack of a good shot.

"Come on," Sam said, grabbing a handful of bags. "Let's get this stuff inside."

Inside, Nafarius and Roland stood staring down at a freezer full of meat, talking logistics. Both males turned as the females walked in, eyeing the assorted shopping bags.

"We're going to need more males," Roland warned.

Nafarius groaned. "Is there anything you didn't buy?"

"You'll thank me later," Sam said, smiling at her mate.

Nafarius caught a whiff of desire along the mate bond and wondered what, exactly, was in those packages.

"We forgot the pie!" Natasha said, dropping her bags by the door.

"I'll get it," Sam said, stepping towards the door.

"I'll help," Maddie said, hurrying past Sam. "I figure I'd better get to the coconut cream before Natasha eats it all!"

"Hey, I wasn't the one practically licking the plate!" Natasha retorted.

Sam turned, catching a glimpse of Maddie's blonde hair as she slipped out the door.

Craig saw a female step out, and his patience reached an end.

The shot, when it rang out, echoed off of the buildings, the bullet lifting Maddie into the air and hurtling her across the pavement. Her body bounced, the sickening thud of her head hitting the ground reaching Sam as the last of the shot faded away. 

"Maddie!!" Sam screamed, launching herself out the door.

"Sam!" Nafarius caught him mate, wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her out of the doorway. "Everybody down!"

Craig reloaded, taking aim as a flash of black hair moved passed the doorway and disappeared. "Damn!"

He'd missed his shot, the blonde bitch appearing out of nowhere. Grabbing his rifle, Craig hurried away from the warehouse.

Roland grabbed Natasha when she didn't move fast enough, shoving her behind the SUV.

"NO!! Let me go!" Sam growled, clawing at Nafarius' arm. 

"Roland, find the shooter," Nafarius order. "Kill him."

Roland nodded and disappeared outside.

"Let me go, please." Sam begged. She had to get to Maddie, couldn't leave her out there.

Nafarius held his mate while she struggled, his eyes scanning the nearby buildings before returning to the small, crumpled form laying motionless on the ground.

"I can't feel her," Sam sobbed, frantically searching along the pack bond. "Why can't I feel her?"

"Shhhh," Nafarius cooed. "She's unconscious," he assured her, hoping it was true.

Natasha looked from Sam's tear-streaked face to where Maddie lay in a growing pool of blood. Pushing away from the SUV, she darted out the door.

"Natasha!!" Nafarius roared, suddenly caught between holding his mate and going after the female.

Natasha skidded to a stop, Nafarius' voice echoing off the surrounding buildings. Dropping to her knees, she quickly pressed her hands against Maddie's abdomen. Why hadn't she thought to bring something to help stop the bleeding?

Nafarius' eyes bore into Natasha's back, his body tense, just waiting for a second shot. He couldn't send anyone else out to retrieve her, not knowing if it put another of his pack in danger.

An eternity later, Roland slipped back inside. "All clear," he said. He'd found the shooter's spot, the place rancid with the acidic scent of sweat, gun powder and deer urine. The urine was an old hunter's trick used to hide your scent and keep from tipping off deer.

"Let me go," Sam growled, wrenching herself free and bolting out the door.

A restraining hand on his arm stopped Nafarius from immediately following his mate. He looked at Roland.

"Only one shooter, gone when I got there," Roland reported, his words clipped. "I did a quick sweep but I'm heading back out."

"Send someone else," Nafarius ordered. "You're with me." 

"Where's Natasha?" Roland asked, wanting to reassure himself.

"With Maddie," Nafarius growled, following his mate.

Sam crossed the parking lot in a blur. Dropping to her knees, she covered Natasha's hands with her own, blood seeping through their combined fingers. "Maddie! Open your eyes, come on, Maddie. Look at me!"

Nafarius was there pressing his fingers against Maddie's neck. "She's alive," he said, though the pulse beneath his finger was weak and irregular. Moving quickly, he stripped off his shirt, slipping it under the females' hands and pressing both back to the wound. Warm, wet blood, slick and sticky seeped into his jeans where he knelt on the ground. 

"Help her shift," he ordered. Sam's gift had saved Natasha, she could do the same for Maddie.

Natasha looked back and forth between Sam and Nafarius, never letting up on the pressure to Maddie's wound.

Using the pack bond, Sam tried reaching for Maddie's wolf. "I can't, she's too weak." 

Nafarius glanced at Maddie's face, another check of her pulse. Slow. Too slow. They were running out of time. "Heal her," Nafarius ordered.

Sam glanced up. "What?"

"Remember the mate bond?" Nafarius asked, his words coming in a rush. "You and I can use it to lend each other strength and power. Try doing the same for her."

"But she's not my mate," Sam said, her eyes wide.

"But she's yours, more than any of the others, she is yours." Nafarius said, pressing his hands over Sam's and applying more pressure. "You two have a unique bond. Use it!"

Sam didn't hesitate. Sinking into the pack bond, she realized Nafarius was right. Her bond with Maddie was different, separate from the rest of the pack but so close Sam had never noticed the difference.  

Thinking of their time together, the tilt of Maddie's smile, the taste of her skin, all of it helped Sam to focus. Gathering her strength, she sent it flowing down the bond, feeding it to Maddie until it was hard to tell where one of them ended and the other began.

Nafarius watched Maddie's pale face for a change. "Come on, girl. Come back to us."

Sam poured everything she had into Maddie, drawing on Nafarius and the mate bond when she felt herself starting to tire.

"Take it all," Nafarius ordered, surrendering his strength to his mate. 

Sam became aware of Maddie's energy growing brighter, its pulse stronger as heat gathered beneath Sam's palms.

"She's shifting," Sam warned, as Maddie's energy opened up, releasing the wolf into Sam's hands. Gently, she guided Maddie's shift, slowly drawing the wolf out and letting the female slip beneath the surface.

"Maddie," Sam gasped against a moment of panic as the female disappeared leaving her holding a small blonde wolf.

"Get her inside," Nafarius ordered, pulling Natasha away. Rising, he went around to Sam, wrapping her in his arms. "Let them take her," he urged. "She's still losing blood. We need to dress the wound, help her with as much of the healing as possible."

Sam growled but eventually let Roland lift the small wolf from her arms, Natasha helping to cradle the animal's head.

"Come on," Nafarius said, lifting Sam to her feet, his eyes still scanning the surrounding buildings and the tree line. "Everyone inside."  

Sam let herself be led inside and up to the loft. Roland had Maddie laid out on the bed, the sheets already soaked with blood. He was issuing orders, Jeff and the others rushing back with pressure bandages, towels and whatever else was needed.

"The exit wound is the worst," Roland reported. His hands spanned the jagged wound, applying pressure while Natasha worked around him.

"The bleeding has already slowed down," Natasha told Sam. "You did good, gave her the time she needs to heal the rest."

Sam nodded, not trusting her voice as she watched them work to wrap the wounds. Eventually, Roland stepped back, dropping the last of the bloody towels on the floor.

"That's the best we can do for now," Roland said, wiping the back of his hand across his forehead. He was covered in sweat, blood sticking to his hands and drying his clothes stiff.

Sam slipped out of Nafarius' arms and knelt beside the bed. Maddie's wolf lay on her side, her head facing Sam. The animal's breathing was quick and shallow, but reassuringly warm where it brushed Sam's face as she laid her head down on the bed.

















CHAPTER SEVEN

In-laws, For Breakfast...




"Roland." Nafarius called quietly, careful not to disrupt his mate. He was the last except for Sam to take a shower, washing off Maddie's blood and putting on a clean set of clothes.

Roland and Natasha had been keeping watch over Sam and Maddie. Both of them sitting by quietly in case either female needed anything. Giving Natasha's arm a quick squeeze, Roland slipped out of the bedroom and into the living room. 

"What did you find?" Nafarius asked. Roland had made a second sweep of the area, sending Jeff and the others searching in an ever-widening circle around the warehouse. They had orders to search the surrounding five miles and report back.

"There was one shooter," Roland confirmed. "Not human, but whoever it was took steps to cover his scent."

"Dimitri?" Nafarius asked. How could he have been so stupid? This was the second time in so many days that his shortsightedness had put one of his pack at risk. 

"My father doesn't use guns," Natasha said quietly. She'd stepped into the doorway, one eye on Sam and Maddie as she listened to Roland's report to his alpha.

"I beg to differ," Nafarius snarled, his fists clenching at his sides.

"Go back inside," Roland ordered quietly. This wasn't her fault, but if her father was the shooter then Nafarius would be hard pressed not to take his anger out on the male's daughter.

Natasha looked from Roland to Nafarius, understanding that her welcome was slowly wearing thin. "My father doesn't use guns," she reiterated. "But Craig does."

Nafarius watched Natasha disappear back into the bedroom. "Even if it was Craig, he would have been acting on Dimitri's orders."

Roland rubbed at his face. "There's more."

"Tell me," Nafarius ordered.

"He had a clear line of sight into the warehouse," Roland said, keeping his voice low. "And by the looks of things, he'd been there a while."

Nafarius turned away and stared down into the warehouse. Thinking back, he replayed those last few seconds before Maddie was shot over in his head. 

"But why Maddie?" Roland asked. Maddie was the weakest of their pack, her strength coming from her relationship with Sam. "Could Dimitri know what she means to Sam?"

Sam. Maddie. They both had been headed for the door. Sam had moved past Nafarius first. He knew because he had caught the light scent of her skin as she stepped into the doorway. At the last second, Maddie had darted around her alpha, laughing at Natasha over her shoulder.

Nafarius' chest heaved, rage thick and rancid roiling in his gut. His fingers tightened on the banister, splintering the worn wood and driving slivers into his palms. "Maddie wasn't the target."

Roland blinked. "How do you know?"

"You said the shooter could see into the warehouse?" Roland nodded when Nafarius glanced back at his beta. "Sam was there first. The shot was meant for Sam."

Roland watched as Nafarius bent over the banister, his knuckles turning white where they gripped the wood. He waited for the bellow of fury he could feel rolling down the pack bond, surprised when it didn't come.

Nafarius clenched his teeth as white hot rage turned his vision red, threatening to override his common sense. 

My fault.

He'd underestimated Dimitri, either that or the male was further gone than even his daughter knew. He should have been thinking and seen this coming. Dimitri was old, but he wasn't stupid. He had likely predicted Nafarius' moves and was already two steps ahead of him. 

"We can't stay here," Nafarius said. "Whoever took that shot missed."

"You think he'll be back?" Roland asked, his eyes scanning the windows of the warehouse.

"I think he'll want to finish the job. He's lost the element of surprise, " Nafarius said, thinking out loud. "We either hunker down and wait for him or risk exposure by moving."

"You're thinking of drawing him out?" Roland asked, surprised. It wasn't like Nafarius to consider using the females as bait by moving them.

Nafarius shook his head. "No, I won't risk anyone that way. Take Jeff, head into town and rent a couple of cars. It doesn't matter what. We'll split up, give them too many targets to track, and meet up at a new location."

Roland nodded and went to find the other male.

"Natasha," Nafarius called, listening as the female hurried from the bedroom. "I need you to help Sam get Maddie ready to move."

"Where are we taking her?" Natasha asked.

"Your father's plan failed." Nafarius ignored Natasha's question, watching her face closely. He couldn't help the moment of doubt, the worry that she might have had something to do with the attack.

Natasha nodded. "You think he went after Maddie?"

"No, I think he went after my mate," Nafarius growled.

Natasha shivered as the alpha's rage infused power washed over her skin. "Of course..." That made more sense. Natasha had wondered why her father would have had Craig target the small, blonde werewolf. But he hadn't. Her father would have fixated on Sam and seen her as the key to Nafarius' betrayal. Killing Sam would be a devastating blow, crippling Nafarius and leaving the pack weak.

"I had no idea - " Natasha started.

"Are you sure?" Nafarius' eyes narrowed.

Natasha's spine snapped tight, her shoulders rolling back as she looked Nafarius in the eyes. Not an easy thing to do when the alpha male was glaring at her with eyes gone gold. 

"I swear to you, I had nothing to do with this. I owe Sam my life." Natasha had got a glimpse of Sam's power as she worked to save Maddie. Something had stirred, a memory of someone calling to Natasha's wolf as she struggled for life.

Nafarius searched the female's face. She stood unflinching, her raised chin challenging him to call her a liar.

Nafarius nodded, satisfied. "I believe you. But your father is still out there and so is Craig. We need to move some place safe."

"Is there any place safe from my father?" Natasha wondered.

"I'll keep us safe," Nafarius promised. He wouldn't fail again.










****

"That's the last of it," Natasha said, three hours later. The ride to the hotel had been dicey, and painfully tense. They had loaded Maddie into the back of a rented SUV, Sam kneeling beside her the entire way. The rest of the pack had split up between the remaining vehicles. Heading out together, they had separated, moving in different directions with orders to double back and rendezvous at the hotel.

The hotel was several miles out of town and cheap. Roland had managed to snag two outside rooms on the end, Nafarius backing up the SUV and slipping the injured wolf inside. 

Jeff was stationed outside, watching the parking lot with strict orders - nothing and no one got past him alive.

"Can I get you anything?" Natasha asked. Sam was once again curled up on the bed, her body wrapped protectively around the sleeping wolf.

"No, thank you." Sam whispered, her hand resting over Maddie's heart, counting the seconds between each beat. 

"I can stay with her if you want to shower," Natasha offered. Sam hadn't left Maddie's side, her clothes covered in dried blood.

Sam shook her head.

"How is she?" Natasha asked, moving one of the hotel chairs up next to the bed.

"She's hanging in there," Sam said. She was feeding Maddie a slow, steady supply of strength along the bond, helping to fuel the healing process as much as possible. 

Lifting her eyes, Sam considered Natasha. Dressed in clean jeans and a t-shirt, she'd pulled her hair back, unsuccessfully trying to tame the curls that even still rioted around her face. She looked tired, almost as tired as Sam felt. Was it really just today that they'd sat across from each other, the three of them sharing pie?

"Thank you," Sam said. "For what you did earlier." Natasha had bought them a few precious seconds, keeping Maddie from bleeding to death until Sam could reach her.

Natasha shrugged, uncomfortable with the gratitude. "Nafarius wouldn't let you go. Somebody needed to."

"He's likely to skin you for it," Sam said, brushing at the tears that escaped.

"He may have already mentioned something along those lines," Natasha said. Leaning forward, she started to reach for Maddie, her eyes darting to Sam for permission.

Sam nodded, watching as Natasha wrapped her hand around one of Maddie's paws. It was the simple touch of a friend and would have meant more to Maddie than Natasha could possibly know.

"You saved her," Natasha said, staring down at the small blonde wolf. It had been amazing - and a little bit disturbing - watching Sam pull Maddie's wolf from inside the unconscious female. "Is that how you saved me?" 

Sam just looked at her, not saying anything.

"It's something that always bothered me," Natasha said quietly, her fingers brushing the line of Maddie's fur. "How I ended up in animal form. You helped me to shift, didn't you?"

Eventually, Sam nodded.

"Why didn't you say anything?" Natasha asked, watching Sam. She realized that she owed the female her life. She had known as she lost consciousness, her father's feral face above her, that she was going to die. The moment had both terrified and freed her. 

"I'm not a big fan of letting people know I'm different," Sam said. She was coming to appreciate her gift. Natasha and Maddie would both be dead without it. But Nafarius still worried that it could make her a target and right now they didn't need any more bullseyes pinned to their tails.

"Well, thank you." Natasha said, knowing it was inadequate.

"Don't thank me yet," Sam said, watching as Natasha settled back in her chair. "Nafarius may undo all my hard work."

Natasha slid down further in her chair, resting her hands on her stomach. "It's not like he can give me orders. I'm not pack," she huffed.

"Oh, you're pack," Sam said. "His taking a strip from your hide will make it official."

Natasha blinked. "But I thought - "

"None of that matters now," Sam said, her fingers tightening in Maddie's fur. "You're pack."

Natasha looked away, swallowing past the sudden lump in her throat. "I...ah...thank you."

"Like I said, don't thank me yet." Sam said, feeling a ghost of a smile at the edge of her lips. "You still have to deal with Nafarius. Not to mention Roland when he finds out."

Natasha groaned, dropping her head back against the edge of the chair. "I am so screwed."

"Yep," Sam said, completely lacking in sympathy. "Welcome to the family."

****

You're pack. 

Hours later and Sam's words were still ringing in her ears. Turning onto her stomach, Natasha pounded the lumps out of her pillow. Too bad she couldn't pound out the lumps in the mattress as well. 

She was lying on top of the comforter. The bed, the room - this place - all of it just smelled wrong. She was anxious to get home.

Home.

Home could be with Nafarius' pack, with Roland. 

The sound of the door opening broke into her thoughts. "Roland?"

"You were expecting someone else?" he asked, his voice quiet in the dark.

"Just the latest in a long line of lovers. Be a dear, flip the do not disturb sign and he'll get the message." Natasha teased.

Roland grabbed Natasha by the ankle, flipping her onto her back and dragged her beneath him as he crawled onto the bed. "I'll kill any male that comes through that door," he growled.

Natasha laughed. Wrapping her arms around Roland's neck, she buried her hands in his hair, happy to see that he was leaving it down. Pulling him down for a kiss, Natasha tasted pine and the crisp, clean scent of the outdoors.

 Roland slipped between Natasha's lips, enjoying the familiar taste of her. She was warm and soft beneath him, her heartbeat steady against his chest. Easing back from the kiss, he realized that she was slow to respond, her body remaining still. "Are you okay?"

Natasha stared up into Roland's concerned face. She should have known he would pick up on her disquiet.

"You've been distracted," Roland said, fresh worry chilling his skin. They hadn't been together long and he didn't know her well enough to guess at her thoughts. Perhaps the last 12 hours were too much for her and this was where she told him she wanted to leave.

"Sam made me pack," Natasha whispered, watching Roland's face carefully.

Roland blinked, his mind momentarily going blank. "Oh."

Natasha's eyes narrowed. "Oh? That's all you can think to say?"

"At the moment," Roland said, tightening his grip when she would have pushed him off. "Just give me a minute."

Roland's mind whirled. Sam made Natasha pack, which meant she could stay. It also meant that she didn't need the claiming or Roland's protection. "Oh."

"You're sticking with 'oh'?" Natasha wasn't sure what she'd been hoping for. Egads, when had she started lying to herself? She knew exactly what she had been hoping for and so far, this wasn't it.

Roland eased back, sitting on the bed beside Natasha. "Is that what you want? To be pack?"

Natasha pushed herself up so they sat face to face. Searching his face, she wondered at what she saw there. "Yeah, I miss my pack. I miss being a part of something bigger than me. And I like it here, with Sam and Maddie and...you."

"It means you don't need the claiming, or my protection," Roland said, rubbing his suddenly sweaty palms on his jeans.

"Do you honestly think the only reason I was with you is because I had no place else to go?" Natasha asked, getting to her knees and slowly closing the gap between her and Roland.

"No," Roland answered, eying Natasha carefully. Something about her tone warned that he was walking a very thin line.

"And do you think my reasons for being with you would change just because of something Sam says?" Natasha eased herself onto Roland's lap, lightly pressing against his chest until he took the hint and leaned back on the bed.

"No," Roland said, his heart pounding as she straddled his hips, her core hovering over the front of his jeans.

"So, you realize that my need for you has nothing to do with the claiming?" Natasha asked, her face hovering above his. Roland's eyes were bright, something primal moving behind them.

Roland slid his hands up her thighs, grasping her hips. Her body was tense, belying the casual self-assurance she would have him believe was all she felt. "What if I need the claiming? What if I want to make you mine, forever?"

"A claiming isn't forever," Natasha reminded him.

Roland stared up into her angular face. Gently brushing the hair back from her face, he cradled her head and drew her down into a kiss. Soft and gentle, he didn't try breaching her lips, instead he opened to her, offering his half of the mate bond.

Natasha's heart leapt as Roland brushed against her barriers. Warm and dark, the bond felt familiar, containing elements of Roland and his wolf. Opening herself, Natasha answered with her half of the bond, shuddering when the two halves met, converging into one and snapping into place.

"Tasha," Roland whispered against her mouth, his hands clenching where he still held her head. Fully in place, the mate bond rippled with information, thoughts, feelings, emotions - all of it flowing in both directions.

"Oh, wow," Natasha sighed, lifting her head, and concentrating on the bond. She could feel Roland's awe, his senses struggling to accept the emotional outpouring. Instinctively, she pulled back, tried to reduce the flow to a more manageable level.

"No," Roland said, his eyes snapping to her face. "Don't. I want to feel it." Natasha had opened herself up to complete the bond, holding nothing of herself or her wolf back. He could feel them both, Natasha's pleasure and her wolf's confusion.

"I'll give you everything," Natasha told him. "But I want the same." Roland had given her everything the male had to offer, opening up and creating the start of the bond, but he'd held his wolf back. 

"He's still feral," Roland reminded her, ignoring the animal snapping for release.

"No, he's not," Natasha countered. "He's wounded, there's a difference." Still, Roland hesitated. "Don't deny us this," she said quietly, knowing the bond wouldn't truly be complete until he let the animal go. 

Wrapping his arms around her waist, Roland rolled them over, pinning Natasha beneath him and searching her face. He knew she was right, he also knew he'd never forgive himself if anything happened to her.

"Trust me," she said.

He felt it then, her absolute certainty that he would never hurt her, he or his wolf. It went hand in hand with her desire, her need for the both of them. Staring down the mate bond, Roland realized that he could deny her nothing.

Natasha knew the exact moment Roland let go, his wolf launching itself and charging down the mate bond. She didn't flinch, just opened herself up and let all that power come. At the last second, her wolf surged, leaping forward and meeting Roland's wolf. 

Roland felt the animals collide, the two wolves exploding in a shower of sparks and energy. Natasha arched beneath him, her head thrown back as she gripped at his arms. Desperately, he tried reeling his wolf in, fear freezing in his lungs as he realized that there was nothing there for him to grab. The animal was off its leash.

"Don't," Natasha gasped, feeling Roland trying to pull back. "I want to feel it," she said, echoing his earlier words. Roland's wolf dove past Natasha's barriers, opening her up and surging inside. There wasn't a part of her or her wolf the animal didn't touch, seeking out and finding the deepest corners of her subconscious and brushing up against them. 

"He's marking me," she said, her voice hushed. She'd never heard of a wolf marking his mate through the mate bond. 

Roland blinked, bending his head, he brushed his nose along the line of Natasha's jaw. "Your scent has changed," he whispered, a surge of possessiveness spiking up his spine. "You smell like us."

Natasha shivered, pleasure rippling across her skin. She could still feel Roland's wolf. The animal had stopped his mad dash and was circling her wolf, his gold eyes staring out at Natasha as he settled down, laying his head across the back of her wolf's neck and shoulders.

"Well, I'll be damned," Roland whispered, a bit unsettled at having his wolf take up residence in someone else. Tentatively, he reached out to the animal, relieved when he lifted his head and acknowledged Roland without snarling at him. 

"I think I may have an identity crisis," Natasha said, feeling the two animals settling in. Between the wolves and Roland and the mate bond, it was suddenly feeling a bit crowded inside her head.

Roland chuckled and reached for his wolf.

"Leave him," Natasha said, focusing on the male above her. "He's happy."

Roland blinked. Tuning into his wolf, he caught the animal's emotions - both in his head and as Natasha was experiencing them through the mate bond. She was right, the animal was happy. More than that, he was at peace.

"You tamed the beast," Roland said, brushing his lips against her mouth in a silent thank you.

"All it takes is the love of a good female," Natasha said, catching herself too late. 

Roland froze, his lips resting lightly against Natasha's mouth. "Say it again," he ordered, his voice harsh.

"I love you," Natasha said, letting him feel it through the bond. Lifting her head, she closed the distance between them, sealing her declaration with a searing kiss.

Roland sunk himself into his mate, letting her love wash over him. Mate.

Mate, his wolf agreed, still curled around Natasha's wolf. 

After all they'd been through together, the animal seemed perfectly happy to leave Roland for the female. Traitor. 

Roland would have sworn his wolf laughed. Mate.

Roland eased back, breaking the kiss. "I love you," he said, the words sounding rusty, even to his ears.

"I've loved you for a thousand years," she said, feeling like she'd been waiting for him.

"And I'll love you for a thousand more," Roland said.

****

"You must be Sam."

Sam opened her eyes to find a pretty brunette had replaced Natasha in the chair beside the bed. Sam tightened her arms around Maddie. "Who are you?"

"Beverly, but you can call me Bev."

"Nafarius mother," Sam sighed, closing her eyes briefly. This is so not how she wanted to meet her mother-in-law for the first time. "Where's Nafarius?"

"Talking with his father," Bev said, eyeing her son's mate. "He called, told us what happened. He asked me to come check in on you."

Actually, Bev had told Nafarius to sit and stay when he moved to intercept her. She understood his need to protect his mate, but Bev would measure her new daughter-in-law without interference.

"Chicken," Sam grumbled, catching Nafarius' sheepishness through the mate bond. It didn't take a genius to figure out how her mother-in-law came to be in her room, her mate noticeably absent.

Bev laughed. Reaching out, she ignored Sam's snarl and brushed a motherly hand over Maddie's head. Lifting her eyes, Bev pinned Sam to the bed. "She was mine long before she was ever yours."

Sam's snarl abruptly cut off when she realized that, for the first time, she wasn't the strongest female in the room. Great. Slowly lowering her lip, Sam clenched her back teeth together and dropped her eyes.

Satisfied, Bev withdrew her hand and sat back in the chair. "The others arrived about an hour ago. Nafarius ordered them down for a couple of hours of rest before you all head back."

"The others?" Sam asked. Her brain was noticeably dull.

"Nafarius called Marcus, told him what happened and ordered some of the males down to help."

"She's still too weak to make the trip," Sam said, looking down at Maddie. The small wolf hadn't stirred but she had started healing on her own. "I can't leave her here but I won't kill her trying to get her home."

"She can come home with us," Bev offered, her eyes kind. "She'll be safe in Seattle."

Sam looked up to find Nafarius' eyes staring back at her from his mother's face. Bev was pretty, long and leggy like most werewolves. She didn't appear a day over forty. Sam knew from Nafarius that his mother was almost two hundred years old, his father closer to three hundred.  

"That's why Nafarius called you, isn't it?" Sam asked. Her mate would have known she wouldn't leave Maddie and neither one of them would risk taking her home. 

"That's one reason," Bev said, pleased to see that her new daughter-in-law wasn't dull. "Now, why don't you go shower. I'll stay with Maddie."

Sam hesitated, watching as the skin around Bev's eyes tightened slightly. Soooo...not a suggestion then. Pulling her arm out from under the small wolf, Sam sat up slowly, groaning as stiff muscles protested the unexpected change in position.

"Jesus," Sam said, getting her first good look at herself in the mirror across from the bed. She'd spent the past 18 hours laying next to Maddie, sleeping in blood stained clothes without a shower or a break - and it showed. 

"I hear werewolves can live to be eight hundred years old," Sam said, casting a sideways glance at Bev as she slid off the bottom of the bed. 

"Some," Bev said, one brow raised in question. "Why?"

"That is an awful long time to live with this as a first impression," Sam said, hobbling to the bathroom on stiff legs.

















CHAPTER EIGHT

Because One In-Law is Never Enough...




Sam had to admit she felt better after her shower. The first one she'd had in over eight weeks, she refused to think about how she had hoped to share Maddie's first shower with the female, or the fact that it was Maddie's blood she washed out from under her fingernails.

"Much better," Bev said, not unkindly. Sam had brushed her black hair back from her face, accentuating tired eyes and tight lips. She was still beautiful, squaring her shoulders against the strain that would have felled a weaker female. "They're waiting for you next door," she told Sam. 

Sam glanced at Maddie, her eyes tightening before she started for the door. She hated to leave her, but the worst of the danger had passed and Sam had others to think about.

"My son chose well," Bev said quietly. "That's my first impression."

Sam froze, her hand on the door nob. Turning, she saw that Bev had moved her chair closer to the bed and was resting one hand on Maddie's side. "I really was looking forward to meeting you, I'm just sorry it had to be under these circumstances."

"No one looks forward to meeting their in-laws," Bev said with a smile.

"Most people's in-laws couldn't eat them for breakfast," Sam pointed out.

Bev laughed. "I prefer eggs for breakfast..."

Sam turned back to the door.

"...I save daughters-in-laws for dessert." Bev couldn't pass up the parting shot.

"Great," Sam muttered, opening the door and looking for her mate. "An alpha with a twisted sense of humor."

"They say men marry their mothers!" Bev called out, wishing she could be there when Miles met his new daughter-in-law.

"Now you're just being mean!" Sam responded, smiling as she closed the door behind her. She could still hear Bev laughing.

Looking over the railing, Sam got her first good look at their location. The hotel was situated next to the freeway, a Motel 6 that served weary travelers and tired truck drivers. 

The SUV was parked down below, her Mini nowhere to be found. The red and black checkered paint was infinitely more memorable than the black Suburban. She wondered if Nafarius had ditched the car. She had loved driving the little thing but would gladly push it over a cliff herself if it saw them all safe.

A murmur of voices drew Sam to the room next door. Slipping inside, she wasn't surprised when conversation stopped and all eyes turned to her.

"Sam." Nafarius stepped around his father, quickly crossing the room and pulling his mate into his arms. He'd checked on her and Maddie throughout the night, watching the two of them sleep. More then once, he'd wondered if Sam would survive the severing of her bond with Maddie if the female didn't survive. "Hey."

"Hey," Sam wrapped her arms around his waist, resting her head on his chest. "You've been busy." 

Sam was surrounded by pack, the males taking up every available space. They looked tired and worn, each of them calling out a quiet greeting or inquiring after Maddie. "Is there anyone left at home?"

"A few," Nafarius said, easing Sam back and inspecting her face. "I see you survived meeting my mother."

Sam smiled. "Apparently, I'm not on this morning's menu."

Nafarius groaned. "What did she say?" He should have insisted on introducing the two females, but his mother still had the unique ability to make him feel like a floppy-eared pup.

"Nothing I couldn't handle," Sam said, deciding not to let Nafarius off the hook just yet with the knowledge that she actually liked her mother-in-law. 

"Can you handle meeting one more in-law?" Nafarius asked, stepping aside. "Sam, this is my father, Miles."

Sam blinked. Looking from father to son, she had a serious case of deja vu. Nafarius was a slightly larger version of his father, the two males sharing the same red hair, square jaw and broad build. They could easily be mistaken for brothers, maybe even twins from a distance. Except for the eyes, Nafarius had the crystal blue eyes of his mother, while Miles' eyes were a stormy gray.

"Sam." Miles smiled. Taking her hands in his, he pulled her out of her mate's arms and pressed a kiss to her cheek. "We're very pleased to meet you."

"You might want to check with your mate on that one," Sam said, snapping her mouth shut when several of the males chuckled quietly.

"Bev is all bark and no bite," Miles said, his smile widening. He was no longer alpha but he was still pack. He could feel his son's mate through the bond, strength and heart pouring down from her to the pack. He didn't even think she was aware of how much energy she fed the group of wolves.

"I got the sense that she was still full from her last meal," Sam said. "Perhaps your first mate?" she asked, elbowing Nafarius in the side.

Nafarius grunted. "Mother is obviously in her usual form," he told his father, rolling his eyes.

"You can't blame her for wanting to get a look at her new daughter," Miles said, smiling at Sam. "Yours is quite a story."

"Please tell me you left some things out." Sam pinned her mate with a look, taking a moment to peer around her father in-law and glare at the laughing pack. "Don't forget, I know where you all live. More importantly, I know where you sleep."

That shut them up.

Miles laughed, she was so like his Bev. Beautiful too, he'd give Nafarius that. But he knew his son. Nafarius would have been drawn to Sam's spirit, and her strength, long before he was drawn into her beauty. "We really are pleased to finally meet you."

"Thank you," Sam said, smiling up at her new father-in-law and responding to the genuine warmth she saw there.

"Perhaps when this is all settled you and Nafarius would consider coming to Seattle for a visit," Miles invited. "We have a large house and even some room to run."

"I would like that," Sam said, casting a sideways glance up at her mate. "Besides, it appears I'll need to come and retrieve one of my wolves."

Nafarius cringed. "It's the only way I could think - "

"It's fine," Sam said, stopping him with a hand on his arm and letting her mate off the hook. "It's for the best."

Nafarius nodded, some of his tension easing. He had dreaded separating Sam from Maddie and had happily thrown his mother under that bus.  

"Where's Natasha?" Sam asked, taking roll around the room.

"She and Roland are getting the bags loaded and ready to go," Nafarius said. He and his father had been working out the logistics when Sam walked in. "She and Roland mated."

Sam startled. "They what? When?"

"Last night, sometime after you made her pack," Nafarius said, slipping his hands in his pockets and rocking back on his heels.

Sam had the decency to flush, while Miles and the rest of the pack were suddenly very busy examining the carpet. "She mentioned that, did she?"

"It's not that I'm opposed," Nafarius said. He would not take his mate to task in front of the others, but there were things she had likely failed to consider. "But how do you think she's going to feel when I'm forced to take down her father?"

"I've gotten to know her," Sam said, having spent some time with the female. "And I think you underestimate her. She knows what has to be done and she's strong enough not to shy away from it. In the end, she just wants her father treated with respect."

Sam reached out to her mate, resting her hand lightly on his arms, she looked up at him and let him feel her faith in him through their bond. "It will be hard but she'll thank you for doing what no one else can." 

Nafarius heaved a tired sigh. 

"She saved Maddie's life," Sam said quietly. "And she needs us. I couldn't turn her away after that."

"Alright," Nafarius said, raising his hands in mock surrender. "But no more picking up strays."

"You did." Sam said, sending him a saucy look from under lowered lashes. "And look how well that turned out."

****

Nafarius drove them back towards Roslyn, passing the exit for the warehouse and instead heading to the downtown area.

"Where are we going?" Sam asked.

She'd been sitting quietly beside him, watching as they passed small shops and the diner.

"I rented a storage space," Nafarius told her, turning the SUV towards the edge of town. "We moved everything out of the warehouse. Roland and Natasha are there now."

Watching the rear view mirror, Nafarius was thankful for the small town. Already quiet, the streets were practically deserted on this dreary day, making a lone male such as Dimitri or Craig easy to spot.

"We'll take it all back to the hotel, head out from there after sunset." Nafarius eased the SUV into a parking spot next to the You Store It, killing the engine and pocketing the keys.

"Why don't we just leave from here?" Sam asked. 

"The hotel is closer to home, leaving from there will save us half a day's walk." With so much food to carry, they would all be traveling in human form. Nafarius still needed to decide if they would take the longer, easier route around or rely on their superior strength to see them over rough terrain to get home faster. 

Feeling a little disoriented, Sam let herself out of the car and followed Nafarius between two rows of closed garage doors. Reaching the end, they turned and walked around the far side of the building coming to the last of the storage units.

The door here was closed too, but Sam could hear the subtle signs of someone moving around inside. With a quick yank, Nafarius rolled the garage door up, easily holding it for his mate.

Slipping under the door, Sam gave her eyes a moment to adjust to the low light as Nafarius let the door close behind them. The storage unit was large, filled with rolled up rugs from the warehouse, boxed up belongings and even her car. 

The deep freezer had been moved as well and plugged into the wall. Beside them stood several large hiking backpacks, each one packed full of meat. 

"We're just about finished up here," Roland said. Grabbing a handful of meat from the freezer, he passed the white paper packages to Natasha who stuffed them into another pack.

"Good. I'll pull the Suburban around," Nafarius said.

There was a pack for each of them, including the males that had come down to help with the haul. Peering past Roland, Sam stared down into the open freezer. "We're going to need to make another trip."

Roland nodded. "We'll cure most of this when we get home and come back for the rest."

Right now, Nafarius was less worried about the food and more worried about getting them out of town. He wanted his pack back on their mountain and in their den where he could protect them.

"How's Maddie?" Natasha asked Sam from her place on the floor.

"Better," Sam said. She'd checked on Maddie before leaving for the storage unit. The female was still unconscious but Sam got the sense that she had slipped into regular sleep. Grabbing an empty pack, she knelt down to help. "Any particular secret to how you've been packing these?"

"Nope," Natasha said, glad to have Sam back. "Stuff with meat, close and repeat."

Sam worked silently for a bit, the three of them loading the packs and lining them up by the door. "I'm sorry I wasn't here to help."

She got the sense that everyone else had been up and at it. Working through the night to empty out the warehouse and getting them ready to go.

"You had your hands full," Natasha said, reaching past Sam and dropping a pack by the door.

Sam jerked back in surprise at Natasha's scent. "You smell different."

Natasha blushed. 

Roland smirked.

Sam flushed, feeling like she'd just commented on someone's sex life. "Sorry, I was just surprised. I didn't think..." Frowning, she leaned in and took another whiff. Natasha's scent had changed. It wasn't just that she now wore Roland's scent along with her own. The male had been on her skin for days. No, this was Natasha's scent and it was...different.

"Apparently, Roland's wolf has a bit of a possessive streak," Natasha said, unable to suppress the goofy grin she knew was pasted on her face. 

Sam nodded like she knew what that meant. "I'm happy for you both," she said and she meant it. She could feel Roland through the pack bond, a buzz of happiness that did nothing to hide his desire.

Frowning, Sam backed off the bond and looked over at Natasha. "I can't feel you."

Natasha looked up from securing one of the packs. "What do you mean?"

"Along the pack bond," Sam said, concentrating. "I can feel you through Roland, kind of like a shadow but that's it."

"You have to open the bond to her," Roland supplied, handing the last of the frozen meat to his mate. Smiling, he took a second to brush his hand over her hair before turning back and closing the lid to the freezer.

"Oh," Sam said, feeling her way down the bond. "Can I do that or is that something Nafarius should do?"

"Doesn't matter," Roland said with a shrug. "Either one of you can open the bond."

"How?" Sam asked. The bond was like a spiderweb between her and the pack, linking them together. As a made werewolf, the bond had sort of snapped into place when Sam shifted for the first time.

Roland tilted his head, trying to put something into words he just instinctively knew how to do. "You have to sort of let her in while reaching for her at the same time." 

He looked from his alpha to his mate, both females kneeling together on the ground. They were surrounded on all sides by backpacks full of food for his pack, the two of them working together. 

"Didn't you create a bond with her to help her shift?" Roland reminded Sam.

"Yeah, but that was more like a rickety bridge between me and her," Sam said, remembering the tentative grip she'd had on the female. "Maybe we should wait for Nafarius..."

"I'd like you to do it," Natasha said quietly, reaching out and touching Sam lightly on the arm. "I'll wait for him if you'd rather but..." Natasha shrugged. It wasn't anything against Nafarius, he'd been more than generous, taking her in and sheltering her. But Sam had reached out to her, offering Natasha friendship as well as a home.

"Okay," Sam said, rising up on her knees and reaching for Natasha's hands. "I'll give it the old college try. Here's hoping I don't break anything."

"You're opening the bond, not meditating," Roland said, smiling as Sam closed her eyes to concentrate.

"Shut it," Sam snapped, opening one eye and glaring at her beta.

Roland grinned, crossing his arms and leaning back against the freezer. Natasha changed her position to match Sam, the two females kneeling face to face. He hadn't given the pack bond much thought, not with the mate bond securely in place. But standing there watching Sam struggle to make his mate pack, Roland felt an outpouring of warmth and gratitude for the alpha female, something in his chest aching with pride. 

"Sam, what are you doing?" Nafarius asked, slipping in under the door, the headlights from the still running SUV momentarily illuminating his mate.

"Opening the pack bond," she said, frowning. Her heart pounded in her ears, a slight ache starting behind her eyes as she focused.

"You're going to hurt yourself," he told her. Nafarius could feel her fierce concentration along the bond.

"If you can't offer anything helpful then zip it and go sit with that one," Sam scolded, nodding at where Roland stood watching them.

Natasha smiled but wisely kept her mouth shut. Sam was sitting across from her, dark brows pulled down in concentration. If determination alone guaranteed success, then Natasha had nothing to worry about. 

Nafarius walked up behind his mate, resting his hand lightly on her shoulder, he guided her down the bond, releasing it and reaching for Natasha.

"Oh," Sam breathed on a sigh, the bond slipping into place and filling with Natasha's essence. Slowly, Sam opened her eyes and found Natasha staring at her, eyes filling with tears. "Shit!" Sam jumped up. "I broke something, didn't I?"

"No!" Natasha exclaimed, her voice thick with laughter and tears. The place where her father's pack had been was still empty, but something new filled her soul, the space belonging to Sam and Roland and the rest of the pack. Her pack.

"No turning back now," Nafarius said, smiling down at Natasha and offering her a hand up.

Roland pushed off from the freezer. Embracing his mate, he smiled over her head at Sam. Thank you, he mouthed.

Sam smiled, reaching out and brushing her hand down Roland's arm before moving off with Nafarius.

Roland held his mate, her body trembling in his arms. He could feel her joy, and knew that the overwhelming happiness was bittersweet. Bending his head, Roland brushed his mouth against the pink shell of her ear. "Are you okay?" he asked quietly.

Natasha nodded. "Better than okay."

Roland rubbed his hands up and down her arms, heating her skin with his touch until the shivering finally stopped.

"If you'd told me a week ago where I'd end up..." Natasha said, shaking her head.

"And this is just the beginning," Roland said, pressing his lips to the top of her head. "I want every moment of the rest of our lives together."

"You promised me a thousand years," Natasha reminded him. "I plan on holding you to that."

"I'd give you twice that if I could," Roland said, easing her back and brushing her mouth with a kiss.

Natasha opened up on a sigh, her body rising on tiptoe as she slid her arms around her mate. Roland slipped between her lips, his touch tender and warm, seeking rather than demanding. They hadn't had a moment alone since mating, the pack showing up shortly after and commandeering the hotel room.

"We're all loaded up," Nafarius called, shutting the car door.

Roland groaned, resting his forehead against Natasha's and closing his eyes. His body hummed with the need to slip inside his mate, to spread her out and experience anew every touch, taste and sigh.

"Do you think if we wait long enough they'll leave us here?" Natasha asked, her hands sliding up to rest on Roland's chest. A crowded storage unit wasn't exactly what she had in mind, but she would take what she could get.

"Not a chance," Roland said. They stood cast in the light from the waiting SUV. Sam and Nafarius were giving them this moment, but he could already feel their impatience. 

To hell with it. Grasping Natasha's face in his hands, Roland pulled her against his chest, fusing their mouths together and sinking inside. He nipped at her lips, licking the sting away before slipping back inside. He didn't stop tasting her until they were both breathless and panting.

Setting her back down on her heels, Roland broke the kiss, smiling down into his mate's heat-filled eyes.

Natasha blinked, trying to clear the fog of desire from her suddenly addled brain. Licking her lips, she got a fresh taste of her mate, a shiver of heat rippling down the mate bond. 

"What was that for?" she asked. She could feel Roland, hard and throbbing between them, his desire brushing up against her.

"That," Roland said, pressing a quick kiss against her mouth, "was a promise for later."

  

****

They returned to the hotel to find Bev and Miles waiting for them, the pack ready to go.

"Miles will drive our car home," Bev told Sam, the two of them standing aside watching as Nafarius handed out backpacks. Dusk came early this late in the fall, and the night was already growing dark. It wouldn't be long before they could slip away without worrying about being seen.

"I'll take Maddie in the SUV," Bev said. "Her sleep has been restless," she added, her hand on Sam's shoulder. "I think she's looking for you."

Sam nodded. "Will you let Nafarius know where I am?"

"Of course," Bev said, watching Sam dart up the stairs to the second story hotel room.

Sam slipped into the hotel room, hurrying around the bottom of the bed and kneeling next to Maddie. "Maddie?"

The small wolf slowly opened pain filled eyes, a whisper of confusion sliding down their bond until they came to rest on Sam.

"Oh, god, Maddie." Sam sobbed, burying her face in the wolf's neck and letting the tears come. "I am so sorry."

Maddie whimpered. Lifting her head, she nuzzled Sam's shoulder.

"My fault," Sam said. Fear and relief had her babbling, her tears soaking Maddie's thick fur. "I should never have brought you..."

Maddie growled her disagreement, the sound turning to a snarl when Sam insisted on blaming herself. Having heard enough, Maddie nipped at Sam's shoulder.

"Ow!" Sam jerked back, more surprised than hurt. "Did you just bite me?"

Maddie pinned Sam with a look, impatience rippling down their bond.

Sam frowned, rubbing at her shoulder. "Well, it is my fault. That shot was meant for me." Nafarius had filled her in, going over all the possibilities until they agreed on one. Dimitri.

Maddie lifted her lips in a silent snarl.

"This is ridiculous," Sam grumbled. "I'm arguing with a wolf."

Maddie woofed her amusement, her eyes closing as the movement jarred her injury.

"Easy," Sam cooed, reaching out and brushing her hand over Maddie's head. "You scared the shit out of me," she whispered, her voice hoarse.

Maddie opened her eyes but left her head laying on the bed. Sam got the sense that Maddie was waiting for her to fill her in. Quickly, Sam went over everything that had happened since Maddie got shot.

"Everyone is ready to go," Sam said, swallowing past the lump in her throat. "I just came up to...ah...you're going to go home with Bev and Miles," she added, unable to say goodbye.

Maddie nuzzled Sam's hair, her warm breath brushing against her forehead.

"Bev promised to take good care of you and I'll be down to get you the second you're ready to travel." Sam closed her eyes, rubbing her face against the top of Maddie's head.

Maddie whimpered softly, licking at Sam's jaw and letting her know it was okay.

"Sam," Bev called quietly from the doorway. Nafarius and Roland stood behind her, ready to carry Maddie down to the waiting SUV. "It's time." 

Sam nodded, cradling Maddie's head, she pressed a kiss to the animal's forehead. "Take care of you," she ordered.

Stepping back, Sam wrapped her arms around herself, watching as Nafarius came forward, scooping the small wolf up off the bed and carrying her outside.

The pack was all there, bags on their backs ready to go, waiting to see Maddie safely away.

Sam brushed at the tears on her cheek, grateful when Natasha stepped up beside her, rubbing her hands up and down Sam's arms.

"I'll take good care of her," Bev promised, hugging her daughter-in-law before slipping into the driver's seat. "You take care of the rest of them."

"I will," Sam said, closing Bev's door for her. Nafarius handed her a pack, helping her to settle it on her back. 

Miles clapped his son on the shoulder. "Be careful. Dimitri is dangerous."

"I know," Nafarius, said and hugged his father. "I won't underestimate him again."

Miles searched his son's face, his eyes flicking to Sam standing over Nafarius' shoulder. "See that you don't," he admonished gently. "You have a lot to lose."

Nafarius nodded watching as his father got behind the wheel and followed the SUV out of the parking lot. 

Sam slid her fingers into her mate's hand. "Let's go home."

****

The trip home was quiet, the group subdued by recent events. They traveled hard that first day, walking late into the night. Each night, they shifted, their wolves curling up together to share warmth and protect the food from hungry predators. 

It was late afternoon on the third day, Sam was following close behind Nafarius. Roland and Natasha walked behind her, their heads close together as they talked quietly. Inside, Sam's wolf perked up, lifting its head and scenting the air.

"Home," Sam sighed.

Nafarius looked back at his mate. "We just crossed into our territory."

"How long has it been?" Sam asked.

"Only a week," Nafarius said. 

"It feels like a lifetime," Sam said quietly. 

Nafarius knew what she meant. The world around them had changed, and he knew there was no going back to the way things were. 

The den was still a few hours away, Nafarius pushing them over rough terrain that strained even their superior strength.

The shift was so subtle that it took a while for Sam to realize the change. Eventually, she noticed that her legs weren't having to work as hard and her breathing had gotten easier as overgrown vegetation gave way to the familiar paths of home. 

Stepping from the forest, Nafarius wasn't surprised to find Marcus and the others waiting for them.

"Welcome home," Marcus said, his smile filled with relief.

"I see you didn't burn the place down," Nafarius said, clasping Marcus' hand and slapping him on the shoulder.

"It was close a couple of times," Marcus said. "You have no idea - "

Nafarius' raised brow said it all.

"Right," Marcus said. "We're just glad you're all back."

"Not all of us are back," Nafarius said, watching Sam slip out of her pack and hand it to one of the other females.

"How is Maddie?" Marcus asked, the clearing a sudden a beehive of activity.

"Alive," Nafarius said, scratching his hands through his hair. He was exhausted, his body protesting the long days, and there was still more to do. "How are things here?"

Marcus considered his alpha and bit back his retort. "Nothing that can't wait."

"Good, work with Roland to get the food stored. We'll start curing the meat tomorrow." Nafarius handed Marcus his pack and went in search of his mate. Sam had been busy greeting the rest of the pack and answering questions about Maddie. Like everyone else on this trip, she was exhausted, her fatigue weighing down the mate bond.

Marcus watched his alphas slip away, Roland coming to stand beside him.

"I see you survived," Roland said, adding his pack to the growing pile.

"Barely," Marcus said, heaving an exaggerated sigh. "I don't know how you and Nafarius manage this motley group...and the females are the worst."

Roland laughed. "Don't let my mate hear you say that."

Marcus blinked.

Roland smiled, puffing out his chest and rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet.

"What? Who?" Marcus sputtered.

Roland frowned.

"Right, stupid question." Marcus searched the thinning crowd, easily picking out Natasha's red hair. "Jesus, man. Congratulations."

"Thanks," Roland said, his smile growing bigger. Word traveled fast and it wouldn't be long before the rest of the pack knew. Still, he wanted Marcus to be the first one he told.

"Seriously," Marcus said, happy for his friend. "She's a worthy female."

"Lets just hope I can be worthy of her," Roland said, watching his mate. Natasha was working with several of the other females to move the food to the back of the den where it was coolest.

"Don't even worry about it," Marcus said, catching a hint of the beta's uncertainty. "She couldn't have asked for a better male."

Roland looked over at his friend, touched by Marcus' genuine happiness. "What about you? Any particular female driving you crazy?"

"I wouldn't wish the lot of them on my worst enemy," Marcus grumbled. All of the females had driven him crazy this past week with things getting worse as most of the males left to help Nafarius and the others. 

Roland laughed, making a grab for his friend. "I think, perhaps, you protest too much."

Marcus ducked out from under Roland's reach, darting away from what would have been a headlock. "Just because you didn't have the good sense to run while you still had the chance..."

"It wouldn't have made any difference," Natasha said from behind Marcus. "I would have just chased him down."

Roland smiled as Marcus' eyes widened.

"Ah...hey," Marcus stuttered, turning to face off with Roland's mate. "Ah...congratulations!"

Natasha's smile showed teeth. "Never run from a female," she warned. "She'll just hunt you down and eat you."

Marcus blanched, making Roland wonder if there really wasn't a particular female he was running from.

"Stop scaring the boy," Roland said, smiling as he reached for his mate.

"Just giving him a little friendly advice," Natasha said, smiling up at Roland. "Everything has been put up and stored."

Surprised, Roland looked around. Sure enough, all of the packs had been emptied, the clearing slowly emptying as the pack moved inside.

"What's on the schedule for tonight?" Natasha asked.

"I know what I've got planned," Roland growled, bending to nip at Natasha's ear. 

Natasha flushed, her body heating as long-suppressed desire flowed down the mate bond.

Marcus rolled his eyes. "I think I'll go and see if I can't get a good game of cards going."

Laughing, Roland followed Natasha inside, bumping into her back when she pulled up short.

"CONGRATULATIONS!" The pack's cry filled the common room, startling Roland and causing Natasha to jump.

"You didn't honestly think we would let the mating between our beta and newest member go by without a celebration, did you?" Nafarius asked, handing Roland a beer.

"I...ah...I" Roland swallowed against the lump in his throat. Beside him, Natasha's eyes were noticeably bright as she hastily blinked back tears. "I...ah..."

"Has he ever been speechless before?" Sam asked, sliding up and handing Natasha a beer.

"No, he usually falls back on a growl when nothing else comes to him," Nafarius teased.

Roland clamped his teeth together and bit back a growl. "Thank you," he said, his eyes passing over the pack.

Nafarius wrapped Roland in a big bear hug, slapping him on the back. "Congratulations. I'm happy for you."

"Congratulations," Sam said, slipping into Nafarius' place, her embrace gentle but no less heartfelt.

"Thanks," Roland said, bending down to embrace the alpha female. A flood of warmth was resonating through the pack bond, everyone happy as they congratulated Roland and welcomed Natasha.

Hours later, Natasha led a dazed Roland back to their burrow. She'd been by earlier, dropping off their stuff and leaving a low light burning. The room was warm and smelling so much of her mate that it made her chest ache for want of him.

"You're pretty quiet," Natasha said, reaching for him.

Roland guided her arms around his waist, pulling her against his chest. "I wasn't expecting all of that."

Natasha leaned back and searched his face. "You didn't think they would be happy for you?"

"I was always Nafarius' project," Roland said, reaching out to tuck a wayward curl behind her ear. "I was still feral when he brought me back to the pack," he explained. "He hadn't been alpha long and many of them questioned his decision not to put me down."

"He took a chance on you," Natasha said. "I, for one, am very grateful."

"It was stupid," Roland said, his voice matter-of-fact. "When I think about what I was like back then...it's no wonder they were scared."

"They're not scared of you anymore," Natasha told him. There wasn't one among them that hadn't come by to congratulate the couple. 

"No, but they're not comfortable around me either." Roland said, resting his forehead against hers.

Natasha lifted her hands to cradle his face, brushing the pads of her thumbs along the stark line of his cheekbones. No, they wouldn't be comfortable with him, and that knowledge, however unintentional, would hurt him. 

"There's nothing comfortable about you," Natasha said gently. "Being with you is intense and exciting and...all-encompassing."

Roland searched her face when she paused, knowing that she was trying to tell him something.

"You come at me with everything you have," she said, her face gentle. "Even when you hold part of yourself back...it's like being swept up into a storm. It's wonderful and terrifying and you leave me breathless."

Roland frowned. "I can't tell if that's good or bad."

Natasha grunted. Silly male. "It's good but it...you...will never be comfortable."  

She kissed him, her lips soft and gentle as she opened herself wide, letting him feel her experience of him through the mate bond.

"And I wouldn't have you any other way," she said, breaking the kiss.

Roland growled. Wrapping his arms around Natasha's waist, he pulled her against him and dove into a kiss. Inside, his wolf surfaced, flowing down the mate bond and brushing up against his mate.

Natasha surrendered to the kiss, to Roland, her body bending backwards as he swept inside, flooding her with his taste. Threading her fingers in his hair, she held on and prepared to get swept away.

Roland lifted Natasha up into his arms, crossing the room and setting her down next to the bed. Still, he didn't stop kissing her, his hands cradling her face, sliding into her hair and holding her while he plundered her mouth. She tasted sweet, her lips full and ripe against his mouth. 

Natasha groaned as Roland released her mouth, pulling her head back and working his way down her neck with teeth and tongue. She shivered, her nipples hardening as he licked at the pulse in her neck, sucking the skin between his teeth and biting.

Roland growled at her sharply indrawn breath, her desire spiking down the mate bond as he held her between his teeth. Passion heated her skin, releasing her scent into the air. She flooded his brain until his every thought was of her, and his body hardened with leashed desire.

Letting go of the leash, Roland pulled her shirt over her head and tore at her jeans. He took a moment to appreciate the sight of her pale skin clad in emerald green lace. 

"Beautiful," he whispered, reaching between her breasts and snapping the delicate fabric.

Natasha's smile was pure feminine satisfaction at Roland's quick drawn breath as her breasts bounced free. Her smile turned to a hum of pleasure when he slid his hands down her torso. Anticipation kicked in her belly as he hooked his fingers into the string of her panties and tore the slip of material from her body. 

"You too," Natasha panted, reaching for his shirt as he ripped open the front of his pants. Naked, they reached for each other, their bodies colliding and falling back onto the bed.

Roland caught their fall on his hands, growling with approval when she wrapped her legs around his waist, opening up her core to him. Bending his head, he nipped at her mouth and licked at her lips.

"I want to taste you," he growled, pushing off from the bed and shoving her legs apart. He paused long enough to spread her wide, revealing pale pink lips glistening with her juices.

Natasha took a shuddering breath, her body arching in anticipation as Roland licked his lips and lowered his head.

Roland rocked forward, pressing his face against her core. She exploded against his tongue, her flavor saturating his senses. He couldn't stop his body from bucking against the bed, his hips thrusting his cock into the mattress and searching for release.

Roland was relentless, licking at her lips, circling her clitoris and piercing her with his tongue. Too soon she found herself on the edge of orgasming. Not wanting to go over the cliff alone, Natasha clamped down on her desire, reaching for Roland and gently pushing him away.

Roland looked up at his mate, his lips shiny with her. "I wasn't finished," he growled.

"Not fair," Natasha panted, finding it surprisingly difficult to put together coherent sentences. "I want a taste, too."

Roland's eyes flashed gold from where he rested between her thighs, his need shuddering down the mate bond. Eyes locked, he slid his arms under her thighs, grabbing her hips and rolling them over so that she ended up kneeling above him.

Natasha tried to turn herself around, groaning when instead, Roland lowered her back onto his mouth. Knees pressed on either side of his head, she watched as he tasted her.

Roland stared up at his mate, transfixed by the rise and fall of her full breasts as he circled her clitoris with his tongue, coaxing the tender nub out of its protective hood and into his mouth.

Natasha groaned, her body rocking forward on her knees as Roland sucked her into his mouth. Wet, warm suction pulled at her, tugging at her core until she couldn't stop the shuddering release that washed over her.

Roland growled against his mate, her release flooding his mouth. Drinking her down, he watched as her belly quivered above him, her body rocking against his mouth as she rode out her release.

"My turn," Natasha said, still panting, growling when Roland refused to release her.

"I want some more," Roland said, his thirst for her not yet quenched.

"Greedy bastard," Natasha said, playfully swiping at him. "Nothing says we both can't get what we want."

Natasha waited, the need to touch and taste and please riding her hard. She wanted him in her hands, her mouth. She wanted him under her and so deep inside of her that she couldn't tell where she ended and he began.

Roland read her need in her eyes, felt it through the bond and slowly peeled his fingers from her thighs.

Fresh desire spiked down the bond, Natasha's eyes glowing gold as she quickly turned herself around. Leaving herself positioned over Roland, Natasha bent her head and licked her way down her mate.

Roland shuddered, his hands clenching once again at his mate's thighs as her hot little tongue took a tour down his abdomen, her destination clear.

Natasha followed the path of dark hair lightly dusting her mate from navel to groin, a little hum of pleasure at the sight of him. Long and hard, his cock was fully erect, the thick shaft curving slightly away from his body. 

Already, he wept for her. Reaching out with her tongue, she lapped at the bead of moisture leaking from his small slit.

Roland's hips jerked. "Tasha," he groaned.

Natasha responded to the need in his voice, reaching out with her tongue and swirling it around the swollen head of him before drawing him into her mouth.

Roland's moan was deep and guttural, emanating from his chest and vibrating beneath her. "Gods, have mercy," he muttered, as he was slowly surrounded by the wet heat of her mouth.

Natasha didn't tease. She took him all the way in, sliding down the length of him until he bumped up against the back of her throat. She wanted to take him all, adjusting her angle and stretching her jaw wide.

Roland closed his eyes, his grip on her hips probably turning painful as she swallowed, working the head of his cock with her throat muscles. 

Natasha slowly slid back up the length of him, stopping with only the head of him still in her mouth. Sucking hard, she swirled her tongue around the sensitive bulb, dipping into the tip to taste him before sliding back down.

Roland growled, needing a distraction, he pulled her hips down, thrusting his tongue into her core. 

Payback was a bitch. 

Natasha groaned out her pleasure, the sound vibrating down the length of his shaft and settling in his balls.

Working his tongue in and out of her, Roland alternated between fucking her core and lapping at her clit. Above him, Natasha bobbed up and down on his cock, her body rocking against his face. Sweet cream slid down his mouth and chin, the taste of her earlier orgasm coating his tongue as his release barreled down on him.

"I want to be inside you when I cum," he told her, flipping her over once again. Rearing up, Roland grabbed himself and guided his cock to her core. Poised at her entrance, he stared down at his mate. "Every breath," he whispered, his voice hoarse as he slid in slowly. "Every breath brought me to you."

Natasha's heart soared. "You were meant for me," she told him.

Eyes locked, Roland began to move. Bringing their bodies together again and again, she filled him, her essence overflowing his soul even as her body stretched to accommodate him. 

Natasha held on, her hands wrapped around Roland's forearms. Lifting her knees, she pressed them to his hips, opening herself up and allowing him deeper inside.

Roland growled as the head of his cock bumped against the entrance to her womb. Desire turned possessive, the need to mark his mate rushed up his spine. Pinning her hands above her head, Roland bent his head, brushing his nose against her neck.

Natasha tipped her head back, giving him the vulnerable skin at her throat. "Do it," Natasha ordered, layer upon layer of need rippling down the bond.

Roland reared back, his thrusts never losing time, and searched her face. Marking your mate was a throwback to their ancestors, to a time when a male would pin a female by her throat, ensuring she couldn't get away.

Natasha nodded, anticipation fluttering in her belly.

His mate rippled around him, her body clamping down and fisting his cock, sure signs of her certainty. Roland released her hands long enough to fist her hair, pulling her head back and exposing her neck once again. 

Natasha hissed as Roland struck, his teeth clamping down on the muscle between neck and shoulder. She felt a burst of his power along the mate bond as he shifted enough to allow sharp canines to pierce her skin. Pleasure and pain exploded behind her eyes, rippling down into her core as she came. Pinned, marked by her mate, Natasha couldn't move, her body clenched tight as she shuddered through her release.

Roland snarled as her blood filled his mouth, his body hammering between her thighs as she came. The release he'd held back roared down his spine and slammed into his groin, shooting up his shaft as he emptied himself at her womb. 

Natasha groaned, the heat of Roland's release sending her up and over again. Waves of pleasure rippled from her core, her already sensitive body shivered as Roland continued to move within her. Eventually, his body slowed, coming to rest between her legs.

Roland became aware of his teeth still sunk deep in his mate's neck. Carefully, he withdrew his canines, a wave of guilt washing up on the shore of his conscience when she winced. "I'm sorry," he whispered quietly, getting a good look at the bite mark.

"Don't be," Natasha said, her voice heavy. "I'm not."

Roland eased back, their bodies still joined at the core. Carefully, he searched her face. Surprise had him double checking the mate bond. She really was okay, her deep sense of satisfaction flowed down the bond, tinged with the kind of ache and exhaustion that could only come from a good round of loving.

Natasha smiled. She could practically feel her mate's wheels turning. "See," she said, knowing he was focused on the bond. "Never better."

Roland eased from her body, smiling when she whimpered at the loss of him. Rolling onto his back, he tucked her up against him, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and holding her close.

"I love you," she whispered, the simple words coming easily.

"Not that long ago I would have wondered what I did to deserve you," he said, his fingers drawing little circles on her shoulder. "Now, I don't care. You're mine," he said fiercely, looking down at her.

"For a thousand years," she said.

"Forever."

















CHAPTER NINE

Home Sweet Home...




Natasha smiled as she tugged up her jeans. Her body was blissfully sore, each ache associated with an image from last night. Roland had loved her throughout the night and into the early morning, reaching out for another touch, another taste until they tumbled into exhausted sleep.

Her body was still warm, tingling from where he'd stroked her awake. Sliding into her slowly, he'd pressed his face to the crook of her neck, loving her from behind. She could still feel the heat of his hand spanning the flat of her belly as he held her against him. He'd taken them up and over slowly, their release a quiet sigh that somehow sealed the door on the intimacy of the night. 

Raising her hand, Natasha brushed her fingers across her lips. They still tingled from his departing kisses, Roland returning twice to slip between her lips before heading off in search of Nafarius and Marcus.

Natasha realized she was standing in the center of their burrow, a sappy smile on her face as she stared off into space. Damn, but that male drove her to distraction! Moving quickly, she tied back her hair and hurried to find Sam. With Maddie gone, it was a good bet the female hadn't eaten and would be halfway through burning breakfast. 

Natasha stepped out of their burrow, surprised to find a pile of bags outside the entrance. Bending down, she opened the first one, revealing an assortment of jeans and shirts. The next bag was full of bras and underwear. "She didn't..." Natasha muttered, opening the last bag. Inside were the boots she'd bought while shopping with Sam and Maddie, the alpha female having convinced her Roland could spare the expense and would be happy to do so.

Retracing her steps, Natasha tossed everything on the bed and went to find Sam.

Sam was currently outside, glaring up at her mate. "You cannot be serious!"

"Sam..." Nafarius sighed, he should have known half assed explanations wouldn't hold her. "We need the rest of the food."

"But it can wait a few more days," she said. "Why do you need to send them back so soon?"

Nafarius had informed her that morning of his decision to send Roland and Natasha down to Roslyn for the rest of the meat. They would take a smaller group, leaving first thing in the morning.

Roland stood by, arms crossed over his chest. He was obviously unhappy with things but for a whole different reason.

"It's better if we do this now," Nafarius said. 

Sam looked from Nafarius to Roland and back again, her eyes narrowing. "You're sending Natasha away so you can go after her father."

Nafarius frowned. "It's time," he said. He'd delayed enough as it was and it had nearly cost Maddie her life.  

"I don't disagree with you," Sam said, but she knew how she would feel if it were her. "But - "

Sam cut off as she spied Natasha heading towards them.

"Hey," Natasha slipped her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, eyeing the obviously morose group. "Am I interrupting?"

"No," Nafarius said. "We were just talking about you."

Obviously. "I can come back later if you'd like to finish," Natasha offered, her voice light.

Nafarius didn't smile at her attempted humor. "I'm sending you and Roland back to Roslyn for the rest of the supplies. You leave tomorrow."

Natasha blinked. That was so not what she was expecting to hear. She thought for sure Nafarius was about to tell her he was going after her...oh.

Natasha looked from Nafarius to Sam, the alpha female was frowning, her lips pressed together in a thin line of displeasure. 

Roland took a step towards Natasha, pulling up short when Nafarius held up his hand. He could feel her emotions suddenly churning along their bond. 

Natasha looked from Roland to her alpha. Eyes locking, she searched Nafarius' face. 

Nafarius met her gaze unflinchingly, he wouldn't apologize for doing what needed to be done. Nor would he apologize for wanting to protect her from it. No matter what she might think, she didn't need to be here for this. He would take care of her father, giving the male the most dignified death he could.

Natasha's eyes darted back and forth over the three of them. Swallowing past a sudden lump in her throat, she slipped her hands into the front pockets of her jeans, hunching her shoulders and dropping her eyes to the ground. "Well then, I...ah...I should go put together some things."

"Tasha," Roland said, her sadness making his heart ache.

"It's okay," Natasha said, offering him a watery smile. "I'll get us packed and see you later."

Roland watched as she turned on her heels and hurried away. "She knows."

Sam leaned around her mate to glare at her beta. "She's not stupid."

"Sam." Nafarius heaved a sigh. They'd been over this.

"If you send her away, she'll resent you," Sam warned her mate. "Maybe not now, maybe not tomorrow. But some day she'll resent you for not letting her say goodbye."

"I can live with that," Nafarius said, watching Natasha disappear. She was his. She may be his beta's mate but she was his just the same. Her relationship with Roland just another reason to protect her. "If she's safe, I can live with the rest."

"I hope so," Sam said. "For both your sakes."

Nafarius watched his mate walk away, Sam following Natasha inside. "You should see to your mate," he told Roland.

"And you?" Roland asked. He was torn between his alpha and his mate. He didn't want Natasha anywhere near the confrontation between Nafarius and her father. But his need to protect her conflicted with his need to be beside his alpha.

Nafarius shook his head. "Sam needs some space."

Roland nodded and headed inside. Pausing, he looked back at his alpha. "You sure you won't reconsider taking me with you?"

"Will you reconsider letting Natasha stay?" Nafarius asked.

 Roland's lips thinned at the no-win situation.

Nafarius nodded in understanding. "See to your mate."

Roland turned and went to find Natasha, her sadness a beacon for him to follow.

Nafarius watched his beta disappear inside. Alone, he wondered if he really was doing the right thing.

 

****

"Where's Dimitri?" Craig demanded, scanning the gathered pack. Sitting close together, they were more sheep than wolves.  

William cursed silently. Looking at Kate, he saw the same disappointment reflected in her eyes. The pack had gathered outside, everyone enjoying a rare sunny day. Craig's appearance cast a cloud over all of them.

"Where's Dimitri?" Craig repeated.

"Gone," William said, stepping forward, his shoulders tight with guilt over the relief he felt. Dimitri was growing worse by the day, and there wasn't anything William could do to stop it. 

"What do you mean gone?" Craig's voice was soft but no less lethal.

William felt Craig's voice slide chillingly down his spine, his beta's eyes glowing with an unhealthy light. Perhaps, Dimitri wasn't the only crazy one around.

William dropped his eyes. "He said something about hunting and took off."

Craig clenched his teeth so hard he heard them creak. He was growing tired of sitting on the old alpha, an aging werewolf required more care than green Jello and a six pack of Ensure.

"Find him," Craig snarled.

William stiffened. He didn't like Craig. The male was a snake, slithering around running errands for Dimitri. There was no missing the cold, calculating gleam in Craig's eyes that warned William that Dimitri wasn't the only one to fear. "Dimitri ordered - "

Movement over Craig's shoulder caught William's eyes, a sudden avalanche of dread slid down the pack bond, seizing the air in his lungs.

Dimitri stepped from the forest surrounding the pack house. For a minute, William thought Dimitri had hunted in human form and was still wearing his clothes. It was only as the old alpha drew closer that he realized what he'd mistaken for clothes was actually blood.

Thick, black blood covered Dimitri from head to toe, the whites of his eyes the only thing breaking up the cover of violence. Blood and gore caked his hair to his head, returning the pale gray strands to their once glorious shade of red.

"Dinner." Dimitri said, and dropped the doe carcass at Craig's feet. 

Craig fought to keep from gagging. There was a lot he could stomach, but the smell coming from his alpha was enough to bring the bile up the back of his throat. 

The pack watched silently as Dimitri let himself into the house. 

"There's no blood," William said.

"What?" Craig looked up to find William's eyes fixed firmly on the dead animal at his feet.

"There's no blood." William said again.

"What are you talking about?" Kate whispered, wide eyes darting to where Dimitri had disappeared inside. "He was covered in it!"

"Yeah," William said. "But the doe's neck was broken."

"So where did it come from?" Craig asked. 

****

Sam was standing inside the den when she felt it. White hot agony lanced down the pack bond. Collapsing to her hands and knees, Sam panted as pain washed over her. 

"Nafarius," Sam whispered, frantically searching for the mate bond, relief at finding it whole momentarily beating back some of the pain.

"Sam!" Nafarius appeared, his eyes wild as he scanned the room. He'd been outside when the pain started, fear sending him running to find his mate.

"Here," Sam croaked, climbing slowly to her feet. Everything hurt, her body screaming in protest as she moved. Bracing herself against the wall, she moved to the nearest pack member.

Jude, a recent friend of Maddie's, lay curled up on her side. Pain-glazed eyes rolled up and watched Sam approach, pleading for help. "It's okay," Sam cooed, not sure what she should do.

"Nafarius," Roland staggered in from the pack's private quarters. It had taken everything he had to leave his mate. Natasha was withering in pain, the need to find answers and make it stop the only thing driving him from her side. "Who?"

"I don't know," Nafarius gasped as he tried to pinpoint the source of the pain. "Who do we have out there?"

Everywhere Sam looked, pack members suffered, some staggering to their feet while others withered on the floor in pain. 

"Jack, Declan and..." Roland's body bent forward, involuntarily curving in on itself as a fresh wave of pain speared through the pack bond.

"Marcus," Nafarius ground out, his back teeth clenched.

Snnnaaaapppp! 

Roland felt the pack bond stretch and snap, the place where the pain had been suddenly cold. 

"NO!!" Roland roared, staggering with dread. 

Roland's cry echoed deep into the den, the sound fading away and leaving an unnatural silence in its wake.

"Nafarius?" Sam whispered, trying to make sense of it all. The pain had cleared, replaced by an aching sense of emptiness.

Once again able to move without pain, Roland dashed out the entrance.

"Roland!" Nafarius called, following his beta outside.

"Sam?" Natasha limped out from the back. She could feel her mate's pain, disjointed emotions skittering across the mate bond. "What...?"

"Come on," Sam said, grabbing Natasha's hand and dragging the female behind her.

Roland frantically circled the clearing, searching the tree line for Marcus' scent. The male had gone out early to check the territory. The wind shifted, blowing the hair back from Roland's face and bringing with it the heavy scent of blood.

"Roland!" Nafarius yelled as his beta took off. "Everyone inside!" Nafarius ordered before diving head first into the trees.

Roland ran, arms and legs pumping as he tore through the forest. His heart pounded in his ears, the only sound in the sudden silence left by Marcus' snapping the pack bond. 

It doesn't mean he's dead, Roland told himself, pushing himself to run faster. His legs burned, his lungs struggling to provide the oxygen his body needed. Leaping over fallen logs, he veered to the right and broke through a small stand of trees. 

Skidding to a stop, Roland jerked back, falling on his ass and skittering backwards. 

"Roland!" Nafarius broke through the trees, spying his beta first. "What the fuck do you think you're doing?!"

"Marcus," Roland whispered, his eyes fixed on something over Nafarius' shoulder.

"What...?" Nafarius turned, following Roland's gaze. "No. No. NOOO!!"

Slower than the others, Sam and Natasha stepped into the clearing in time to see Nafarius fall to his knees. "Nafarius?"

"Stay back!" Nafarius ordered, raising a hand to ward off the two females. 

Too late. 

Sam spotted Marcus, her hands going to her face as horror flooded her eyes with tears.

Marcus had been strung up by his wrists, his arms pulled apart and dislocating at least one shoulder. The ropes had cut through flesh as he struggled, eventually cinching tight to the bone. His head hung loose on his neck, his chin resting on his chest. 

He'd died trying to shift, his body a mangled combination of wolf and male. But that wasn't what had Sam staggering to her mate, her arms wrapping around his shoulders as he rocked gently.

Marcus had been skinned. The flesh torn from his body in strips and left at his feet.

Roland forced himself to look, his eyes traveling over the horrifying remains of his friend. He committed every cut to memory, promising himself that he would have vengeance for every one of them.

"Cut him down," Sam whispered. "Please, cut him down."

Natasha stepped forward to help.

"DON'T YOU TOUCH HIM!!" Roland roared, his eyes wild as he turned away from her. "I don't want you anywhere near him!"

Natasha staggered back, stumbling as red hot rage radiated down the mate bond. "Roland," she whispered, reaching for him only to drop her hand when he turned away.

Roland didn't answer, couldn't answer his mate. Putting one foot in front of the other, he forced himself to cross to his friend. It was only then that Roland realized it wasn't the skinning that had killed him. Marcus' chest had been ripped open and his heart removed.

Keening softly, Roland reached up and snapped the ropes, catching Marcus as he fell. Cradling him carefully, Roland turned and laid the male out in front of their alphas.

Sam sobbed, her hand shaking as she reached out and brushed the hair back from Marcus' face. Surprisingly unmarred, she wiped dried blood from his lips, tears falling to his cheek as she bent forward and pressed a kiss to his closed eyes.

Across from Sam, Roland stopped keening. Tipping his head back, he howled out grief and rage, the sound cutting through the forest. 

Nafarius was the first to join him, adding his voice to that of his beta in a hauntingly beautiful duet. It wasn't long before they were joined by others, the pack calling out the loss of one of their own. Sam was the last to join in, her cry completing the song.




****

Natasha hurried through the forest, swatting tears from her face as she ran. She had to get home. She could feel Nafarius' rage, a mirror to that of her mate. Grief held them immobile, but it wouldn't be long before they came looking for blood.










****

Nafarius eased out from under Marcus, setting the male gently on the ground. Standing, he stared down at his mate. Sam sat with Marcus' head in her lap, her fingers shaking as she brushed the hair back from his face. 

He had ordered her inside with the rest of them, but for once he was grateful she hadn't listened to him. 

"I have to go," he said quietly. He was numb, grief and rage having burnt out his insides, leaving him empty of everything except vengeance.

Sam nodded. "I'll stay with him." Nafarius wouldn't want to leave Marcus here alone.

"I'm coming with you," Roland growled. His eyes glowed yellow where they stared down at the remains of his close friend. Clenching and unclenching his fists, Roland's skin rippled as he fought shifting, holding his wolf back by the barest of threads. 

"Where's Natasha?" Sam asked, looking for the female.

Roland's head snapped up, fear at finding his mate gone the only thing strong enough to break through the haze of rage. Closing his eyes, he groaned at the memory of yelling at her, his rage no excuse for the hurtful words.

Reaching out through the mate bond, he felt her fear and her sadness. He also sensed she was moving quickly, driven by her need to get home. "She's headed home," he told the others.

Sam looked up at him, her eyes wet and red from crying. For the first time that he could remember, she didn't reprimand him for his less than gentle handling of his mate.

"Find him," Sam said, her eyes darting back and forth between alpha and beta. "Find him and kill him. Slowly."

Nafarius shook his head. "It will be a quick death," he said. "This is my fault, I should have acted sooner."

"I don't care whose fucking fault it is!" Sam snarled, her fist pounding the ground beneath her as the last of whatever humanity she possessed slipped away. "Find him and KILL HIM!"

Nafarius responded to his mate's demand, her need snapping the last of his control. His wolf surged, Nafarius' body contorting painfully as he shifted and his wolf tore its way free.

Bending his head, Nafarius nuzzled Marcus' neck, the animal whimpering softly before lifting his head and howling. Beside him, Roland completed his shift, the white wolf adding his voice to that of his alpha.

"Kill him," Sam ordered, her eyes glowing green with the need to shift. Her skin rippled, her wolf so close to the surface that Sam felt fur. The animal wanted to run down Dimitri and rend his flesh. She would have a strip for every piece of flesh that had been torn from Marcus' body.

Nafarius studied Sam's face one last time before bolting into the trees, leaving his mate in the center of death. Roland charged after his alpha, shadowing the male as he barreled through the forest. 

It wasn't long before they crossed into Dimitri's territory, the first time Nafarius had been this far north in nearly fifty years. The fact that he hunted a male he once called friend didn't stop him, didn't even slow him down. 

That male was gone.

The path to Dimitri's pack house was easy to follow, the scent of death and sickness lay thick on the ground, sticking to trees and bushes as the old alpha passed by. The two wolves ran in silence, eventually making their way up a shallow rise. The pack house was tucked up above them and surrounded on three sides by thick trees. Like any good den, there would be only one way in or out.

Nafarius headed for the front door, pulling up short when it opened and Natasha stepped out. What the fuck?

"Talking would be a lot easier if you shifted," Natasha said, addressing Nafarius and studiously avoiding looking at her mate.

Roland eyed his mate before giving Nafarius a low gruff of agreement. He would guard his alpha while he shifted.

A few minutes of tense silence later and Nafarius unfolded to his full height. "Where is Dimitri?"

"I don't know," she said, steeling her spine against her alpha's displeasure. Not an easy thing to do when he stood naked and pissed.

"You warned him we were coming," Nafarius ground out.

"No," Natasha said, shaking her head. "He was gone when I got here."

"You'll understand if I don't believe you," Nafarius said, moving to step around her.

Natasha jerked back at the verbal slap but held her ground. "He's not here," she said, putting herself between Nafarius and the door to her father's pack house. 

"What are you doing Natasha?" Nafarius asked. She was strong for a female, nearly equal to Sam in strength, but she was no match for him. A battle between the two of them would be over before it began.

"Protecting what is left of my father's pack," she told him. Nafarius stood towering over her, trying to intimidate her with his size. It was working.

"I have no quarrel with them," he told her. Nafarius could feel his beta's distress as he squared off with the male's mate. 

Roland shifted, struggling to put his wolf back in the bottle and pushing his way through the transition. Standing, he tried to get a read on his mate. She refused to look at him, fixing all of her attention on Nafarius. Heart sinking, he focused on the mate bond but found it locked down tight.

"Maybe not," Natasha said. "But we both know what would happen if I allowed you inside."

The pack wouldn't stand for another alpha in their den, swarming Nafarius in an attempt to protect what was theirs. If it was just Nafarius, Natasha might think they had a chance, but Roland would never let his alpha inside alone and the two males would cut a bloody path through the pack.

"I want Dimitri," Nafarius growled, fists clenching at his sides. 

"He's not here," William said, stepping out of the house to stand with Natasha. "He rarely comes home anymore."

"Tell me where to find him," Nafarius ordered, his voice saturated with power and rage, demanding that the lesser male obey. He was surprised when William looked down at Natasha, waiting for her nod before turning back and addressing him. 

"I don't have a specific location," William said. "But he always comes from the north. There's a series of small caves up there, I suspect that's where he's been staying."

Nafarius nodded to William. Turning to address Natasha, he said, "You and I are having words when this is over."

Natasha nodded silently, watching as Nafarius turned and spoke quietly to Roland, his words too low for her to hear.

Roland nodded, staying behind as Nafarius strode into the trees.

Natasha clasped her hands behind her back, lifting her chin as Roland finally looked at her.

"You're leaving me," he said, searching her face, his eyes begging her to tell him it wasn't true.

"No," Natasha said softly, the tension leaving her shoulders. She hadn't meant for him to think that. "But I didn't think you would want to see me just now." 

Her father's scent had been all over the death scene leaving no question as to who was responsible for Marcus' death. Roland's fury had been understandable, she was just too weak to withstand that much rage boiling over and onto her.

"You belong with me," Roland said.

"She belongs here," William said. The pack had been surprised when Natasha showed up, her arrival unexpected but welcome. 

"You can't protect her," Roland growled, taking a step forward and lowering his head.

"We can - " William stopped, Natasha's hand on his arm silencing him.

Roland snarled at his mate's hand on another male. "If you don't want him dead, you'll take your hand off of him."

Natasha slowly lifted her fingers but stepped between William and her mate. "This is...was my father's pack," she reminded him. "I grew up here and no matter what has happened, they're still mine to protect."

She felt it then, the bond with her father's pack snapping back into place. No, not her father's pack - her pack.

Over Natasha's shoulder, Roland watched William's eyes grow wide, the male's body shuddering as he made a move towards Roland's mate. Snarling, Roland took another step forward.

"Don't," Natasha said, stopping Roland's charge with a hand on his chest. Opening herself up, she let him feel her pack, her joy spiking along the mate bond. "He's mine, Roland. They're all mine."

Roland's relief at feeling his mate back along the bond was short lived. Natasha was alpha, the bond to her old pack having snapped back into place when she'd stepped up to protect them. "What about us?"

"I don't know," she said. All three bonds were still in place, each one running along the next. "I thought it was crowded in my head before..."

William quietly slipped inside, closing the door behind him. Inside, the rest of the pack pushed forward, eager to know what was happening. "Not now!" William hissed.

"Come home with me," Roland said, he couldn't lose her. 

"They need me," Natasha said, her eyes darting over her shoulder. She could feel them behind her, the pack anxious to greet her as alpha and fearing that she would leave with Roland, turning her back on them.

"I need you," Roland whispered. Ringing had started in his ears, his heart pounding against his chest leaving him short of breath. "I'm sorry I yelled - "

"I know," Natasha said, smiling softly. "But this isn't about that. This is my pack. I was born here..."

"You promised me a thousand years," Roland reminded her.

"And you promised me forever," Natasha said. "Come with me."

Roland blinked. 

Natasha ignored the wall of shock that came from the pack. With his scarred face and body there for the pack to see, not to mention his reputation as Nafarius' beta, it was no wonder her pack was suddenly uneasy and restless at her back.

"I can't leave Nafarius," Roland said. The male had rescued him, seen something in Roland worth saving. He couldn't repay him by abandoning him.

Natasha gave him a knowing smile. Reaching for him, she cradled his face in her hands. Drawing him down, she brushed a soft kiss across his lips. "I love you," she said. "We don't have to decide anything right now."

Roland allowed himself the pleasure of wrapping his arms around her waist, and pulling her close. "I've already lost so much," he whispered. "I can't lose you too."

"You're not losing me," Natasha said, her smile widening. "You're gaining a pack."

Roland groaned, feeling himself ready to capitulate and give her whatever she wanted, just so long as she stayed his. "Because that's just what every werewolf needs, two packs."

Natasha laughed, knowing that everything would work out, one way or another.

Roland gave himself another moment just to hold her, his forehead pressed against hers. "I should go," he said quietly, hating it when she stiffened.

Natasha nodded, her throat tight.

"I'm sorry," Roland said, brushing the hair back from her face before taking it in his hands and kissing her. "This will all be over soon."

Natasha nodded. "Promise me you'll bring my father back," she said.

"Tasha..." Roland wasn't sure that was a good idea.

"I don't care," Natasha said fiercely. "I don't care what he's done or what condition he's in, he's still my father and I would see him buried and properly mourned."

Roland hesitated, but eventually nodded. "Alright, I'll bring him back."

"Thank you," Natasha whispered, reluctantly letting him go.

****

Natasha closed the door behind her, leaning her head back against the aged wood to catch her breath. Jesus, what had she done? Eyeing the waiting pack, she estimated she had about three seconds before they were on her.

"What happened?"

"Are you really back?"

"What about Nafarius?"

Questions came at her from all sides, all of them deserving answers. "Wait, wait!" Holding her hand up for silence, Natasha scanned the crowd looking for one face in particular.

"Craig," Natasha said, addressing her father's beta.

Craig slithered forward, his hands tucked into the front of his neatly tailored pants. "Welcome home," he sneered. There was no way he would bow before this bitch. If she thought - 

"Get out." Natasha ordered.

Craig's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me," Natasha said. The pack shifted nervously, most of them moved away from Craig and lined themselves up around her. "Get your stuff and get out."

"I don't know what you think happened out there," he said. Like everyone else, he'd felt the pack bond snapping into place, but he'd be dead before he stood as second to a female. "You have no right to order me out."

"This is my pack," Natasha snarled. "And it's been clear to me that wherever your loyalties lie, it isn't with us."

"I've served Dimitri well," Craig said. He'd come too far, put up with too much from the crazy old alpha to lose it all now. 

"You serve yourself," Natasha said, her hand cutting the air when he went to interrupt. "You could have put my father down, spared him and everyone else the horror of this past year. There is as much blood on your hands as my father's."

"Perhaps," Craig's smile was slimy, Natasha suddenly wishing for a shower. "But if that's true, then there is no way you're strong enough to take this pack from me."

"Not on my own," Natasha admitted. Her skin crawling as she forced herself to step closer to Craig, shoving her face into his. "But you've met my mate," she said, drawing on some of Roland's power through the mate bond and letting it fill her eyes. "It won't be me alone you have to deal with."

Craig saw the knowledge swimming in the bitch's eyes and felt her power through the pack bond. It may not be her own, but the well of power her mate provided went beyond anything Craig could summon.

"Fine," Craig capitulated. He didn't need this bitch or her pack of backwoods wolves. He had enough information to buy his way into the Agency. No longer on the inside of Dimitri's pack, Jones would have no excuse for denying him clearance. "Keep 'em, I certainly don't want them."

Natasha's smile had teeth as she severed the pack bond, cutting off the contact with Craig. "Good, now get out. There's enough daylight left for you to make it out of my territory before dark."

Craig growled low in his throat, his stronger wolf answering the challenge thrown down by a weaker female. "Don't push me, bitch."

Natasha stepped into Craig's space, William's hand on her arm a subtle reminder. She could draw on Roland's power through the mate bond but even that may not be enough to defeat Craig if the male decided to attack.

Craig watched Natasha, the female holding her ground. She didn't push him but she didn't back down either. Shrugging, Craig flashed Natasha a smile that never reached his eyes. "You'll never be able to hold this pack, not even with that scarred beast by your side."

"Maybe not, but it's no business of yours," Natasha said.

Craig looked around at the pack. All eyes were on him and there wasn't a friendly one among them.

"Well, as you say, there's still some daylight left," Craig said, slipping past Natasha and reaching for the door. "Good luck," he said, his smile knowing. "You're going to need it."

Natasha waited until the door closed firmly behind Craig to sag against William, the male catching her up into a bear hug that had her squealing in surprise. 

"Woohoo! Girly, you did it!" William bounced Natasha in his arms. His new alpha was a little slip of a thing, but there was time enough to get some meat on her bones. "I never did think he belonged here."

"Good," Natasha said, smiling down at William, her hands resting on his shoulders. "Because you're my new beta."

William dropped Natasha to her feet, lifting his hands as if touching her had been the problem. "Oh, no."

"Yep," Natasha said. She could feel the pack's power and knew where they all fit and how they would meld together. William was perfect for the role of beta, the male quietly loyal with a backbone of strength that most missed upon first sight.

William looked around for help.

"You held them together," Natasha said quietly, her eyes on her new beta filling with thanks. "I wouldn't have a pack to come back to if it wasn't for you."

"I couldn't take care of your father," William whispered, still shamed by the fact.

"That isn't on you," Natasha told him. She didn't want to think about what was taking place north of the pack house. Sadness for her father warred with fear for Nafarius. Both males were strong, her father had age and experience on his side, while Nafarius had strength and youth to protect him. And Roland.

Natasha's eyes closed briefly. Please let her mate be safe. She didn't want him pulled into the battle between Nafarius and her father.

The pack picked up on their alpha's distress, Kate coming forward and linking her arm with Natasha. "Come, let's get you settled back in." 

Natasha let herself be led, Kate mothering her into sitting down and having a bite to eat. Looking around, Natasha realized they had a lot of work ahead of them. The house had fallen into further disarray in her absence, everything old and worn. For too long the place had existed under the fear of her father's illness, no one really living.

Rising, Natasha helped clean up the dishes, smiling her thanks to Kate before slipping back outside. Thankfully, no one followed, everyone understanding that she needed to keep this vigil alone. 




****

"DIMITRI!!" Nafarius bellowed, stalking through the forest. He didn't bother to hide his approach, he wanted the other male to know death was coming for him. "Dimitri!"

"Ah...Nafariusssss..." Dimitri stepped out from behind a tree. Hunched over, his arms hanging loosely by his sides, the old alpha's body was as bent as his mind. "I see you got my invitation."

Nafarius's heart hammered in his chest as images of Marcus' mangled body flashed before his eyes. There would be no mercy given, and none expected. An alpha would die today.

Nafarius stood crouched, ready to strike. Dimitri circled around, but Nafarius spun on the balls of his feet to keep the insane male in front of him. Better to wait, and let him make the first move. What mattered was who made the last one. The memory of Marcus spurred Nafarius to attack, to rend, to kill. It was making a fine argument. Then Dimitri's half smile sent him over the edge. Snarling, Nafarius abandoned caution and charged at the mad alpha. 

Although he was old, Dimitri's reflexes were still sharp. He surged forward to meet his nemesis. Closing the distance, Dimitri met him halfway, his eyes lit with an unnatural glow and a chilling smile carved on his lips.

Like two runaway trains, the alphas smashed into each other. Bone, muscle and history collided in a violent crash that sent the overhead birds scattering from the treetops.

Nafarius had taken hits before, but this impact crushed the breath from him and left his mind reeling. He staggered backward, blinking rapidly, wondering what building had just fallen on him. 

Drunk with madness, Dimitri accepted the brutal impact as just one more injustice in life. He saw Nafarius was stunned, and he saw his opening. Dimitri drew back a thickly muscled arm, and launched a roundhouse punch across the enemy's face. Stony knuckles crashed into Nafarius's jaw, and the impact snapped Nafarius's head around.

Nafarius's vision darkened and he saw splashes of dull red against the blackness. The pain blossomed vividly in his brain, a fireworks show of agony. Gods, he's strong.

Nafarius knew he needed to respond, and fast. He allowed himself to stumble back one step. One step only. Then he launched his counterattack. He used the increased distance to his advantage, and leaned back, then drove his leg forward in a vicious straight kick. His heel slammed into Dimitri's stomach, doubling over the huge male.

Dimitri clutched his gut, falling to one knee and suddenly staring at the ground, gulping for a breath that wouldn't come. His body begged him to let it vomit, but Dimitri yelled down such traitorous talk. He just needed a moment to get back on his feet.

That moment gave Nafarius time to collect his senses, and to respect Dimitri's strength. Another hit like that, and the pack would be in real trouble. The thought of Dimitri continuing his vendetta against his pack added steel to his spine. He straightened up, looking down at the gasping alpha. 

Dimitri turned his head up then, laughing at Nafarius. "Is that all you've got?"

Nafarius saw the frantic scrawl of insanity written in the male's eyes. He was worse than feral. A wolf who turned feral was still part of the natural world. This was... something unattached to the world. With nothing to lose.

Dimitri pushed himself up, breathing the cool forest air in deeply. He fixed Nafarius with a glare that made him wonder if the temperature had just dropped.

"You betrayed me," Dimitri said. "And by doing so, you betrayed your own pack. Because I will see them all dead. Especially your human bitch. She will get my special atten-"

Nafarius launched himself at the insane alpha. Too late, he realized Dimitri's intent. The old alpha opened his arms, and embraced Nafarius, pulling him into a bear hug. Dimitri's arms clamped down on Nafarius like an iron vice, squeezing the breath and life from him. 

Nafarius told his lungs to inhale, but they couldn't, Dimitri's crushing embrace was too strong. Again, the elder alpha's brute force was dangerously effective. In seconds, he'd lose consciousness, and with it, he'd lose the pack. And Sam.

Nafarius looked down into Dimitri's face. His ragged grin was wet with spittle, and his mad eyes were ablaze with anticipated victory. I will not leave this creature alive.

Nafarius brought his head back, then slammed it forward into Dimitri's face. He heard the nose break with a soft, hollow crunch. 

Dimitri howled with pain, and threw Nafarius away, sending him crashing against the trunk of a thick fir tree.

Breath exploded from Nafarius' lungs, his chest tightening painfully as he sucked in a lungful of air. Dimitri's mind might be going but it did nothing to diminish the male's strength.

Landing on his side, Nafarius rolled to his feet, popping back up just in time to duck a right hook that would have had him seeing stars.

Dimitri's fist connected with the tree, bark exploding as he tore a chunk out of the trunk. Nafarius planted his shoulder in Dimitri's chest, and lunged forward, forcing Dimitri back as he pounded his fist in the male's ribs. A sharp snap rewarded Nafarius for his effort. Let's do that again.

Nafarius rocketed another fist into Dimitri's ribs, then another. Snap. Nafarius thrilled at the sound, his lips lifting in a vicious sneer.

Dimitri flinched as ribs cracked, his body turning aside as he tried to protect the new injuries.

Seeing Dimitri expose his back, Nafarius drove his fingers into Dimitri's right kidney. His rage celebrated in glee as he aimed to maim, to break, to kill.

The assault on his kidney spun Dimitri back around, wincing, and he used the motion to plant his fist in Nafarius' face. Like a hammer on an anvil, the force was devastating, and more than mere bone could withstand. Nafarius's cheekbone snapped, and Dimitri felt three fingers break from the force.

Nafarius shook his head, trying to clear his suddenly blurry vision. His sight returned just in time to see Dimitri kick out with his foot, the crushing blow sure to strike at Nafarius's heart. Nafarius's hand snapped out, wrapping around Dimitri's ankle and yanking him off his feet. Dimitri landed hard as Nafarius viciously twisted the male's leg, stomping down on his knee and snapping the bone.

Dimitri bellowed out his pain and rage. Rolling onto his good knee, he took a swipe at Nafarius, power and age transforming fingers into claws.

Too slow, Nafarius leapt back, the scent of blood exploding on the air as his side was sliced open. Pressing his hand to the wound, Nafarius felt blood, hot and sticky, seeping through his fingers. Not fatal, but another inch or two to the right and Dimitri would have succeeded in gutting him.

Reaching out, Nafarius hooked his arm through Dimitri's, spinning the male around and forcing him onto his broken leg while yanking his arm up behind him. Hearing bone snap, Nafarius released Dimitri's arm, and it dangled uselessly.

"You're going to have to kill me," Dimitri mumbled. 

His face etched in agony, Dimitri's only good arm shot out, the fingers wrapping around Nafarius's throat. Nafarius heard the words as fingers of steel closed around his windpipe. Was that a tone of regret he heard?

"I already have," he told the mad alpha.

Nafarius brought both arms up and broke Dimitri's hold. Continuing the motion, he took the male's head in his hands. Nafarius hesitated for a split second. Forgive me, Natasha. Dimitri's sigh sounded almost like a 'thank you,' the fight leaving his body.

Nafarius twisted, snapping the male's neck.

Dimitri sagged in Nafarius' hands, his lifeless body collapsing sideways. Gently, Nafarius lowered the old alpha to the ground before stumbling away, catching himself against a nearby tree.

Pressing his hand to his side, Nafarius winced as he slowly lowered himself to the ground. Staring out over at Dimitri's body, he waited for a sense of satisfaction that never came. All he felt was weary. Two good males lay dead, their packs forever changed. 

Shit. Natasha. The female was no doubt waiting for him, for them. Dimitri still lay where he'd fallen, his back to Nafarius. Gods, but he didn't want to get up. Resting his head back against the tree, he stared up at the sky. Fir trees swayed back and forth, their gentle undulations in stark contrast to the violence that had happened just below them.

It was peaceful here, in this moment there was nothing that had come before and no future to move forward to. Closing his eyes, Nafarius gave himself the moment to rest, a brief pause in time when there was no other care in his world.

It wasn't long before thoughts of Sam surfaced, his mate's face floating behind his closed eyes. He'd left her to care for Marcus, her own burden as alpha just as heavy as his. He wouldn't leave her to carry it alone.

Gritting his teeth, Nafarius started to push himself up, pausing when a hand appeared in front of his face. Lifting his eyes, Nafarius found his beta beside him, the male offering him a hand up. "How long have you been there?"

"Long enough," Roland said. He'd arrived just in time to watch Nafarius break Dimitri's neck. Fear for his alpha turning to grim satisfaction as Marcus' killer lay dead. He'd watched Nafarius stumble, his first instinct to go to the aid of the injured alpha. But it was obviously not a fatal wound, Roland stepping back into the shadows of the forest and giving his alpha a much needed moment.

"Let's take him home," Roland said, intent on honoring his mate's request.

Nafarius nodded, letting Roland pull him to his feet. Together, they walked over to Dimitri, staring down at the old alpha. In death, he was void of both life and insanity.

"Promise me," Nafarius said, bending down and lifting the old one into his arms and pinning Roland with eyes that still glowed gold. "You won't hesitate - when my time comes, you won't make the same mistake I did."

Roland hesitated. Staring at his alpha, his best friend, he remembered the wild thing he had been when first they met. Nafarius should have put him down, there had been no reason to show mercy. Yet, he had, taking in an injured werewolf and bringing back the male. There was only one way he could repay such kindness. "I promise."

Nafarius nodded, some of the tension in his shoulders easing as he turned and headed towards the pack house.

****

Natasha was waiting for them, the female pacing outside the pack house alone. Light from a nearby fire highlighted her red hair and cast shadows against the house.

Nafarius paused. "Wait here."

"But - " Roland immediately started to object. Nafarius cradled Dimitri in his arms. Despite his injuries, he had refused to let Roland carry the fallen male.

"Don't make her remember you as a part of this any more than she has to," Nafarius said quietly. Taking a step forward, Natasha's head snapped up, her eyes locking on Nafarius. He was several steps closer before she dropped her eyes to her father.

Nafarius steeled himself, prepared for her grief, her anger, perhaps even hoping for it.

Natasha watched Nafarius approach, her chest aching as he delivered her father, holding the male in his arms. Behind her, the front door opened, the pack filed out, silently filling the space behind her.

Nafarius laid her father at Natasha's feet, wincing slightly as he rose.

"You're hurt!" Natasha exclaimed, reaching out a hand to her alpha. "William, get him something to stop the bleeding."

William nodded and turned to go back inside.

"And something for them both to wear," Natasha said, her eyes flicking over Nafarius' shoulder to her mate.

"That's not necessary," Nafarius said, his voice quiet. He didn't want her care or her concern. He had no regrets, no doubts over what he'd done, but so many things about this situation were just wrong. 

"Sam would never forgive me if you bled to death walking home," Natasha said, taking a towel from William as he returned and handing it to Nafarius. 

Nafarius hesitated, staring at her outstretched hand before slowly taking the towel and pressing it to his side. He was quicker to accept the two pairs of jeans.

Having cared for the living, Natasha knelt to see to the dead. She hadn't seen him since that night. The horror of that day and everything that had happened since still lingered. But beneath it was the promise of the future, the possibilities that came with knowing her father could no longer do them any harm.

The male he had been before would be glad Natasha was back. He would have smiled with pride to see her leading his pack. That is how she would remember her father, not the monster he had been at the end.

"He's finally at peace," Natasha said, brushing the hair back from her father's face. Oh how she wished she had been strong enough to give that to him. It was a regret she shared with William. To be too weak to take care of someone you loved was a miserable kind of powerlessness. She owed Nafarius more than a simple thank you for what he had done. She also owed him more than a simple apology for what it had cost him. But they were all she had to give. 

"Nafarius, I - " she started, looking up only to find both males were gone.

****

Natasha took her time, forcing herself to take carefully measured steps despite the fact that she wanted to run. Her stomach was a cluster of knots and anxiety, while worry ate at her insides.

She had talked her way in, out and around this decision, her mind worrying over every angle until she was dizzy. William had finally provided the shove she needed, literally pushing her out the door and closing it gently but firmly behind her.

The trek from her pack house to Nafarius' den wasn't particularly long when you didn't worry about crossing from one territory into the next. In fact, it was surprisingly short. A sign, perhaps?

Natasha's sigh blew the hair back from her forehead. When did she start needing a sign to know what was right? It wasn't like her to doubt herself, but the past few days had shown her just how little she knew about leading a pack.

Coming up on the den, Natasha had no doubt that her presence had been noted, her progress into Nafarius' territory marked. You didn't walk into another alpha's territory and expect it to go unnoticed, no matter who you were.

Nafarius was waiting for her. He stood alone outside of the pack's den, his arms crossed over his broad chest. Once again, he reminded Natasha of the warriors of old, everything about him ready to do battle.

"I was expecting you sooner," Nafarius said, his eyes unreadable.

I, not we. Natasha didn't need to look to know that her mate was nearby. She could feel Roland through the mate bond, his emotions tightly tied down.

"I had some things to do before I came." Natasha stopped at the tree line, wary of trespassing where she might no longer be welcome.

Nafarius nodded but didn't comment. He was waiting to see what she had to say for herself. Roland had told him about Natasha's new bond with her old pack, the male obviously torn over what to do.  Neither of them had ever heard of a werewolf becoming a member to more than one pack.

"I wanted to thank you," Natasha said, squaring her shoulders. "For what you did for my father. I also wanted to apologize and tell you how very sorry I am about Marcus."

Nafarius flinched. They'd buried Marcus three days ago and the pack was still in mourning. Roland in particular struggled with the loss of his friend, the male slipping away on his own for hours.

"It wasn't your fault," Nafarius said. He couldn't blame Natasha for her father, not after seeing the insanity that had plagued the old one at the end. 

"Maybe not," Natasha said. "But I think we need to clean this up if we're going to move forward."

"So, you've made a decision then?" Nafarius asked, eyes narrowing when Natasha lifted her chin.

"About that," Natasha started, her stomach finally settling with certainty. "I have a proposition for you..."










****

Roland paced their burrow. He could feel Natasha, his mate so close he would swear he could smell her. A week had passed since he left her at her father's pack house. No. Not her father's, her pack house.

He had waited, along with the others, to see what she would do. He knew that she was okay, even happy. Each day that passed leading him to wonder if she was ever coming back. Roland had only just decided that it was about time to retrieve his wayward mate when word came that she was seen crossing into Nafarius' territory. Nafarius had insisted on meeting with her first, sending Roland to wait - and pace.

"Can I come in?" Natasha asked, her voice soft in the still of the room.

Roland's head snapped up, his eyes locking on his mate. Distracted, he hadn't heard her approach. He drank in the sight of her, quickly reassuring himself that she was healthy and whole. She looked good, her face smooth and more rested than he'd ever seen her. 

Natasha shifted her weight from one foot to the other, the skin around her eyes tightening as uncertainty slid down the mate bond. 

"You never have to ask," Roland said, realizing that he'd left her standing at the entrance. "This is your home."

Natasha nodded, wondering if he would still feel that way once she told him of her decision. 

Circling the small space, Natasha ran her fingers over familiar surfaces, surprised to find how much the place felt like home. They'd spent very little time here, but it seemed they had created a lifetime in just a few days.

"You saw Nafarius?" Roland finally said, watching his mate's face closely.

Natasha nodded, unable to keep from smiling. Nafarius' response to Natasha's proposition had been...entertaining.

"You've made a decision then?" Roland couldn't decipher Natasha's smile and he wasn't sure he wanted to. That look did not bode well.

"More like a proposition," Natasha said. She stopped on the other side of the room from Roland and feasted her eyes on him, his familiar scowl was more dear to her then she ever thought possible. 

Roland groaned. "I'm not going to like this, am I?"

Natasha's smiled widened. "I think it's the perfect solution, but then again, it was my idea."

"Out with it, female," Roland snarled, his patience at an end. The past week had done little to improve his mood.

"I can't leave them," Natasha said quietly, all humor gone as she watched Roland's face. "And I don't want to leave you."

"You can't have both," Roland said, fear churning in his gut.

Natasha frowned. "Why not?"

Roland opened his mouth on a reason that didn't form. 

"Exactly," Natasha said. "I already have both and there is nothing saying that I have to give one up for the other. Not unless you or Nafarius ask me to."

"Did he?" Roland would have loved to have been a fly on the wall for that conversation.

"No," Natasha said, worrying her bottom lip. "Not exactly."

Roland lifted a brow at her evasion.

Natasha sighed. "Look, Nafarius is my alpha, nothing has changed that. I will never be strong enough to challenge him directly, which also makes holding the pack on my own difficult. So I made him an offer."

"You mentioned that," Roland said.

Natasha's eyes narrowed at the hint of sarcasm but let it slide. "I keep my pack and in exchange for his protection Nafarius gets the rights to hunt in my territory."

 Roland blinked. The idea was...not bad.

"It means nothing else has to change," Natasha said. "The only thing is that I wouldn't be here all of the time. I'd have to divide my time between the two packs, but I have a good beta and Nafarius' protection gives me the freedom I need to move back and forth."

Taking a step towards him, Natasha ran her hand lightly down Roland's arm, her touch asking him to understand.

"I want you as my mate," Natasha told him. "Nothing would make me happier than for us to lead my pack together as alphas. But I know you couldn't do that and stand as Nafarius' beta and I won't ask you to chose. Maybe it's selfish of me, but this way I get to keep you as my mate and my pack."

Roland saw the potential problems, including the risk his mate would be torn between two loyalties. But he could feel her hope, her desire to make it work. 

"Nafarius agreed to this?" Roland asked. It would certainly solve several of their problems, the most pressing matter being the need for new hunting grounds. But it would also add a layer of responsibility, something Nafarius and Sam might not be willing to accept.  

 "We're negotiating terms for a trial basis," she said, her chin lifting. Dealing with Nafarius as another alpha was a lot harder than dealing with him as a pack member. His affection for Natasha hadn't garnered her any favors, Nafarius making her work for every point. She suspected it was her first test as alpha, but it wouldn't be her last. "But what is important to me is what you think."

"And if I say no?" Roland couldn't help but ask, part of him needing to know who she would choose.

"Do you need to hear me say that I would pick you? That I would put my own needs above that of my pack?" Natasha asked softly, her heart aching at the thought that she might not be able to give him what he needed. She understood, or thought she did, the depths of past betrayals and what it had done to him. But she wouldn't let his past dictate their future.

Roland searched her face, she stood close enough that he could feel the heat of her, her warmth penetrated a cold he'd lived with most of his life. She had taken all of him, never once flinching from all that he was. She had offered him a place by her side, the role as alpha one most males killed for, and gracefully accepted his answer with a knowing smile.

"No," Roland said, his heart settling. "I don't need to hear you say it. That's not who you are," he acknowledged, finally reaching for her and drawing her into his arms. "That's not the type of female I mated."

Natasha closed her eyes in relief. Resting her head against his chest, she wrapped her arms around her mate, breathing him in for the first time in too long.

"We'll make it work," Roland said, pressing his cheek to the top of her head. "We have a thousand years to get it right."


Author's Note




Thank you for reading Untamed, the second book in the Wolf Lake Trilogy. I hope you enjoyed Untamed and learning more about Roland and Natasha.




Please be sure to rate Untamed and let me know what you think about the book. 




I enjoy hearing from fans and you can find me on Facebook at:

http://www.facebook.com/JenniferKohoutWriter
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