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***TRIGGER WARNING***

This book contains rape, violence and explicit sex scenes, some of which may act as a trigger for some readers. Please proceed forewarned and forearmed.

(Several sex scenes include one character performing oral sex without penetration on his mates while he’s in his shifter form.)

This book has been written in British/Australian English. Any words perceived to be spelled incorrectly aren’t. Any slang terms used are cultural. Post-edit beta readers picked up some terms they didn’t know and couldn’t find with Google. I have included a list of these terms on my website. I am happy to add to these as people contact me with ones I’ve missed. You can find the list here. Please feel free to email me with any questions about our brand of slang!

Reading authors from other countries is wonderful for expanding our knowledge base. Google is a fabulous tool in assisting this (barring the terms it misses!). Enjoy your cultural journey!

Legal drinking age in Australia is 18.
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Dedication
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For anyone who has ever had a dream and followed it to the end.

For anyone still on their journey.

For those whose journey was interrupted by cruel and callous acts of violence of any sort and still pulled through to keep on living... 

My deepest respect to you.
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Searing pain engulfed her body as she felt the skin around her anus rip from the forced entry. Her screams were muffled by the rag wedged in her mouth, held there by a ratty old tie. Her gag reflex kept making her retch but with nowhere to go, the vomit couldn’t escape. Her attacker wrenched her hair back by her ponytail, and tears streamed down her face from the radiant pain spreading through her neck and back. The male behind her grunted as he pumped into her very-unprepared and pain-filled rear entry. 

She whimpered, the sound swallowed by the rag and drowned out by his grunts and groans. Her body was stuck in one position; she’d been draped over a bench and tied down, with her hands taped up and tied to a chain in front of her. She couldn’t even move her feet—they were shackled to the legs of the bench. The sick bastard, who was at that moment viciously fucking her, had prepared all this, she was certain of that. This was no accident or random attack; this was malicious and full of intent. And that infuriated her, not knowing who in the hell had her and what she’d done to warrant this abuse.

He tugged on her hair again and growled, “He’ll never want you again after this, bitch.” Fingering the sticky strands, he taunted her, “See, he didn’t even want to blow his load inside you. You’re just a temporary distraction he doesn’t need. Soon enough, he’ll come running to me and I’ll finally have you out of his life.” 

She froze. She knew that voice. It was Justin, her mate’s best friend. Ha! Some best friend, doing this shit. She pondered his words and wondered at the jealousy that must’ve been festering inside for him to be able to plan this. She tried to ask him why, but of course, the gag prevented any words from forming. He chuckled darkly.

“Don’t try talking, you stupid bitch. You’re gagged for a reason. I don’t want to hear what you have to say; plus, that whiney, fucking voice of yours drives me insane. It makes me want to claw my ears off. I don’t know how he’s put up with it for so long. But soon... soon, it won’t fucking matter. Because he’ll be mine and you’ll be in a padded fucking cell. And when I do this to him”—he thrust deeper into her, making tears spring to her eyes—“he’ll be allowed to enjoy it. I’ll make him enjoy it. Every. Last. Thrust.” 

Each word was punctuated with another harsh pump and jerk of his hips, driving him further and further inside her back passage. Tears streamed silently down her cheeks and she could feel her nose starting to block up. Panic started to fill her as she realised if her nose was congested, she’d die. But then, perhaps that would be better than suffering through whatever else he had planned for her. 

Clamping down briefly on her self-pity and her gag reflex, she inhaled deeply, sniffing back any snot that had started to fill her nose. She swallowed and almost retched again, trying to focus on anything that wouldn’t make her gag or intensify the pain. Nothing was working. She wriggled her hands inside the duct tape, trying to loosen it, but the sticky material just grabbed her tighter and rolled up, creating a nearly impossible bond to break. The pain of the tape pulling at the hairs, however, was just enough to distract her. 

But only just. Her cat paced restlessly inside her skull, knowing it couldn’t help her by shifting. While she was bound like this, she couldn’t shift. She pulled on the cuffs around her ankles, tugging and wrenching until she felt the metal bite into her skin. She knew she’d succeeded when she felt blood drip down her foot. Any pain, any distraction to take away from the madman violating her, destroying her pride, self-esteem, and innocence all in one go. She couldn’t even fight back. Couldn’t even talk her way out. Helpless. Utterly helpless. 

After an indeterminable amount of time, and countless ways of her body being abused, she could feel the cat in her head stop its pacing and yowl at the injustice being forced upon her. Her insides felt utterly mangled. Her brain started shutting down, one cell, one synapse at a time. Her cat-self curled up in a defeated ball and with one last, mournful yowl, passed out. She wasn’t far behind her beast, closing down the conscious part of her so she’d no longer feel pain, no longer feel the humiliation and anger. 

Could no longer feel the blood trickling from her ripped anus down the back of her legs or the way the delicate skin had been torn until it burned. She vaguely felt a slap on her arse cheek and his fingers bite into her hips, but she no longer registered the pain of the act. She was merely a spectator, no emotion or feelings of attachment to herself. Oblivion was looking like a great place to live.
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An hour or so earlier

“Just a few more days until we can make it official!” Vanessa’s excited voice rang through the small room of their treehouse, making him tingle with anticipation. She was about to turn eighteen in a few days, and then they could be mated. But he didn’t want to wait for her to turn eighteen. They’d waited years for this. He didn’t care about any official ceremonies or whatever the pride would want them to do. 

He leaned in to her and nibbled gently on her neck, teasing her just under her ear. She shuddered beneath his touch and tilted her head to the side. He took the invitation and continued down to her shoulder then along her collarbone, taking the neckline of her t-shirt with him. His hands found the hem of her shirt and he slid his hands up her body, feeling the silky, soft skin under his palms. Lifting her t-shirt over her head, he tossed it to the side and admired the view of her bra-clad torso. 

“See anything you like?” she teased. He couldn’t help but grin at her cheekiness.

“Always, sweetheart, always.” Rebel maintained eye contact as his fingers found her erect nipples, pushing at the fabric of her bra. His cock was already full and standing at attention behind the zipper of his jeans; he was constantly hard around his mate. It had been embarrassing at first, but he’d become used to it over the years. He moved forward until his groin was pressing against her knee. A groan escaped them both as he rubbed himself and her breasts, pleasure filling them in different places. “Lie down. I can’t hold back the need to taste you today.” 

She lay back on the ratty couch, thrusting her breasts into his hands as she went. The love he had for this amazing girl made his heart want to burst. He knew it was only a few days until he could make her his officially, but he just couldn’t wait. Even a few days felt too long. There was something nagging at him to do it right then. Now or never. He wasn’t one to dispute his instincts; they’d never failed him before. Following her down but keeping his weight from her, he kissed her passionately, leaving her breathless. 

As he left her lips, he traced the natural line of her body with his tongue, down her neck, around each breast and to her belly button. Dipping in made her squirm and he chuckled at her reaction so he did it again. He was rewarded with a giggle. Her giggle. It made his heart pound with adrenaline knowing he was pleasing his mate. Rebel smiled and lay kisses under her navel. Her hands found his hair and gripped a handful of the scruffy mess. He winced a little and stroked her fingers to encourage her to ease the tight grip. She massaged his scalp and he continued his journey. He kissed and licked his way over her mound of neatly trimmed hair and parted the entrance to her sex with his fingers. 

He wanted this to be memorable, but it was taking every ounce of inner strength not to dive in and devour her. Laying gentle kisses around her opening, he felt her shiver beneath his hands. He licked up one side, around the top above her clit and down the other side. Her squirming told him she was becoming impatient with him, but he refused to hurry this. Rebel still had a little patience left, even though his cock was trying to imprint the zipper pattern from his jeans on its length; all it wanted was to be embedded deep within the treat in front of him. His fingers spread her lips wide and he took a leisurely swipe with his tongue from the bottom and up the centre, over the glistening opening and up to her clit. Vanessa moaned his name and he almost exploded in his pants. He took a deep breath to centre himself and immediately wished he’d turned his head first; his super sense of smell went into overdrive as his brain filled with the scent of her arousal. 

He felt his cock twitch and pulse as his balls drew up tight. Ah, what the hell. He thrust his tongue into her pussy as he came in his jocks. Rebel stroked his fingers up and down the fleshy pink parts of his favourite person in the world, rubbing his nose against her clit. As he finished pulsing, his body emptying of his seed, Vanessa’s muscular spasms were just beginning. Her breathing sped up and he felt her heart rate increase as he played with her, inside and out. He withdrew his tongue and flicked it over her clit, over and around, circling until she twitched beneath him. 

He dipped the fingers from one hand into her soaked sex and gathered the evidence of her extreme arousal. Withdrawing them, he traced a slick, wet line down to her puckered hole, caressing gently. She tensed for a moment before relaxing and giving herself over to enjoy his ministrations. His other hand gripped her thigh gently as his incisors elongated and ached, ready to mark his woman. He slid two fingers into her pussy, wiggling and stroking among the twitching muscles as his thumb stayed and teased her other hole, and his tongue...his tongue darted out and flicked her overly-sensitive clit again. 

She shuddered beneath him and he struck. Sinking his fangs into the soft flesh of her upper thigh, he marked his girl, forever his. She creamed on his fingers, a powerful orgasm rocketing through her as he ingested some of her blood before lapping at the wound to close it up. Rebel kissed his way up her thigh and belly, withdrawing his fingers as he went and licking them clean. Vanessa panted, her breathing ragged, chest rising and falling fast. He stopped to admire her beauty, flushed with passion, spent from the pleasure he brought her. 

His status as a shifter was never more apparent than at that moment as his pants tightened again. He felt the stickiness of his cum in his jocks and longed to shed them, longed to plunge into her tight sheath. His ability to be hard again within minutes of release was both a blessing and a curse. Right then, he’d take it as a blessing as Vanessa’s eyes fluttered open and focussed on his erection. She licked her lips and fixed him with her desire-filled gaze. 

“My turn, my love,” she purred. Rebel recited times tables so he wouldn’t spill in his pants again before she got started. He was so engrossed in his distraction technique that he was shocked back to reality when her warm mouth descended on his manhood. His hands fisted at his sides, the urge to grab her hair almost too great to ignore. If his pants were still up, he would’ve grabbed them, but Vanessa had skilfully removed them while he was halfway through the nine times table. 

She licked and sucked, teased him with her teeth—Goddess, I love it when she uses teeth—and caressed his ever-tightening balls in her free hand. He could feel the tingle rushing up his spine, ready to blow again so soon. There was no holding back this time; no amount of math would help him. Suddenly, she let go with her mouth and pumped hard with her small hand. Just as his release came, she sank her teeth into his thigh, close to the same spot he’d chosen on her, marking him as hers. Forever. His cum spurted as she pumped, milking him for every drop. 

Vanessa licked his wound and kept licking up his thigh to his still-twitching cock, up the length to the tip where his cum still pulsed out. Her mouth on his sensitive head made him groan, and he couldn’t help but stroke her hair. His hand came away sticky and his chuckle couldn’t be contained. 

“I think you need a shower, my mate.” He looked down at her hair, cum streaked through it, matting as it dried. She looked up at him, releasing his cock with a small pop as a chuckle burst from her lips.

“I think you do, too!” She stroked up his belly, rubbing the viscous fluid into his skin, a wicked grin on her lips. “Let’s have one together. Or better yet, let’s play in the lake.” Her eyes glimmered with desire and naughty thoughts, and Rebel couldn’t help but want to do what she suggested. 

“I’ll meet you there in ten. Just going to grab us some towels for afterwards.” He stroked a finger down her cheek. “No one is going to see my mate naked after today.” The possession in his tone made her visibly shiver, and he couldn’t be prouder than in that moment. Rebel planted a kiss to her forehead and pulled his pants back up, leaving them undone for the time being. He helped her stand and wrapped her in a hug before finding her clothes and watching as she got dressed.

“I’ll meet you there, Rebel, my mate.” She blew him a kiss and a cheeky grin as she sauntered off through the woods. Rebel watched her departure for a few seconds before hightailing it to his parents’ house to grab some towels. 

Vanessa

She skipped through the woods like a kid, bursting with happiness at her life. She was tied to her soulmate, her Rebel, and nothing could tear them apart. Even if the elders wanted the official mating ceremony when she turned eighteen in a few days, she had pledged her love and commitment to Rebel in the way of their animals. They’d exchanged bites. On the day of her birthday, she would wear his mark, just as he would be wearing hers within hours. Rebel turned nineteen a few months back and had been waiting eagerly with her for this moment, even though they’d jumped the gun slightly. 

Their genes dictated the minimum age of mating—both needed to be eighteen, no matter what the couple wanted or how long they’d been together. Occasionally, she cursed their genetic code for this annoyance, but she would never complain about having always known who her mate was going to be. 

The fresh scent of water reached her well before she arrived at the lake. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the rush of oxygen through her blood. Her favourite smell, aside from Rebel, was water. Rain, to be precise, but the lake was equally awesome. When she reached the lake’s edge, the urge to dive right in itched at her skin, teasing and cajoling to wait for Rebel within the watery depths. She rolled up her pants legs instead and waded into the shallows. Would she strip off and wait for him in the deeper water, or would she wait until he was closer and strip for him on the shore before running in? 

She tilted her head back to feel the sun on her face, the breeze playing with the ends of her hair. So lost in thought and decisions on where to be naked for her mate, she missed his approach. Before she knew it, one arm was locked around her waist while the other came up to hold the side of her head still. Instincts warned that something was off and she tried to turn around, but his grip only grew tighter, which spiked her adrenaline. 

She panicked. Her breathing turned into short, sharp pants as she tried to regain control of her body and an odd scent hit her nose. She already knew it wasn’t Rebel by his actions, but her nose confirmed it and told her something her brain couldn’t comprehend. She struggled in his grasp and tried to break free. Unfortunately for her, males were inherently stronger and she found herself weakening fast. 

A large hand clamped over her mouth holding a stench-filled rag. She fought her attacker and the need to breathe, but succumbed to both. No matter how shallow her breaths were, she couldn’t escape the substance contained in the fabric. Her movements slowed, her mind went foggy and the beauty of the lake area took on a sinister darkness. The last thing she remembered was her knees collapsing and everything going black. 
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Rebel

His instincts prickled. Glancing up, he looked around for the cause of his sudden uneasiness. Nothing. There was nothing there to make his cat perk up, either. So what was wrong? He continued walking through the woods toward the lake where Vanessa was waiting for him. Towels slung over his shoulder with an impromptu picnic basket in hand, he picked up his pace to a jog to get back to her. Despite the lingering buzz of their incredible mating, something wasn’t quite right. The source wasn’t clear to him just yet, but when his instincts kicked in, he refused to ignore them. 

Just as he reached the lake, the beast in his mind cocked its head to one side then let out a mournful yowl. Something was wrong with his mate. He looked around, searching for her. The water was still, flat as glass, and the silence around him made his hackles rise. His cat yowled again, more urgently that time. Rebel dropped the basket and threw the towels down, shooting off in the direction of his instinctual compass. Urgency made him strip mid-stride and shift into his beast, desperate to eat up the distance, anxious to find out what the hell was wrong with his woman. Sleek black paws pounded the ground before him, his panther-self making better time than he would on two feet. Toned muscles bunched and stretched as he increased his speed, the sense of urgency escalating.

With confusion, he rounded the side of a building familiar to him. It was the tiny cabin he’d hung out in when he was younger, the secret hideaway he’d shared with his best friend, Justin. Keeping his cat form, he approached the structure with trepidation, hackles further rising in tufts from his neck, ears pricked forwards. He froze as whimpers reached him from inside. On soft pads, he stalked to the door and nudged it, lucky to find it open. There were never any locks on this door, but he wasn’t sure if whoever was inside had barricaded it. The whimpers tore a hole in his heart as he searched the space inside the tiny cabin. His mate! His Vanessa! The sounds were coming from her. Whoever was hurting her was a dead man. D. E. A. D. Dead. No ifs, buts, or maybes about it. Retribution would be his once he reached her. 

In a corner of the room, hidden in shadows, the sight before him had his beast roaring. Instinct took him across the room to pounce on the offender who dared to violate his mate. Jaws wide open, claws slashing, he attacked. A high-pitched male squeal of disbelief reached his ears in the rage-filled haze. He knew that voice, even in its stressed state. He knew it. So did his cat. 

Releasing the struggling body from his jaws, he sat on his haunches, growling, fighting the urge to rip shreds off the male while utterly stunned at the offender’s identity. His best friend. Some best friend he was. He batted the teen across the room with his paw and spun towards his mate. Vanessa was shackled and roped, tied up in the most horrifying position he’d ever seen someone in. Blood ran freely down the back of her legs, and the smell tickled his senses. His cat saw red as anger rose hard and fast to the surface, knocking any semblance of rationale out the window. He swiped at her bindings with his claws extended, shifting to human form to catch her just before she slumped in a heap to the floor. Tears wet his cheeks as his broken girl lay unconscious in his lap. He looked up at the slightly moving figure in the other corner.

“How could you? How could you do that to her?” he bellowed, rage filling his voice. He expected Justin to be cowering in that corner; he definitely didn’t expect him to start chuckling. Chuckling? Seriously? After the way I just attacked him? 

“Do you still want her? After I plundered her arsehole? That sweet, tight space that made her scream in pain. I tell you, it was the best feeling ever, being able to violate her like that,” he sneered. Rebel had only a split-second to remember and place his precious bundle down gently before he shot off the floor, launching himself at Justin. Arrogance turned to fear as Justin saw Rebel wasn’t slowing. “Stop! Don’t you want to know why?” 

Rebel stopped short, identifying the tactic for what it was, but his cat was a damn curious creature and at the very least, it wanted to know the answer. “Go on then. Tell me your pitiful, twisted excuse for raping my mate.” 

Justin blanched at the word ‘mate’, but spoke anyway, standing up straight and tall as he did. “You. You’re the reason I did it.” Rebel frowned as Justin spoke. “It’s always been you, Rebel, always. Even when we were cubs, it was always you.”

Rebel didn’t hide his confusion as he asked, “Me, what? What’s always been me? You’re talking nonsense, Justin.”

A myriad of emotions ran across his former friend’s face before contempt took pride of place. “You are my mate. My choice for life. Don’t tell me you don’t feel it.” To accentuate his words, Justin ran a finger down the still-hard length of his cock, which twitched at the caress.

Rebel lost his lunch, all over the floor of their childhood hangout. He vomited until there was nothing left, then dry-retched some more. Was he serious? “But I’m not gay. Are you telling me...?” He couldn’t finish the thought, let alone the sentence. He gagged again. Just the thought of Justin doing to him what he’d just seen him doing to Vanessa made him sick to the core. 

“I would’ve made it feel good for you,” Justin cooed, wrapping his hand around his shaft, stroking it until the tip beaded with cum. The action was making the bile rise in Rebel’s throat again. “It would’ve been perfect between us, Rebel. Just us, not her; it was never supposed to include her.” Despite the revulsion Rebel felt at watching his former best friend jack himself off, he could still hear the emotional pain and stress in Justin’s voice. Apparently, it would seem his true feelings had come to the fore.

“We were never going to be anything but friends, Justin. I was always going to mate with a female,” he sneered, and Rebel put more steel into his voice as he continued. “You know what this means now, though, don’t you?” 

Justin’s eyes opened wide. “No. You wouldn’t? Your best friend in the whole world, the only one who’s stuck by you through thick and thin. Would you really follow through with the Dictates of the pride? On me?” 

Rebel nodded. “As hard as it would be, after all we’ve been through together, I’d do it. You hurt my mate, Justin. I can’t ever forgive you for that and I couldn’t, in all good conscience, let you get away with what you’ve done.” Rebel stepped toward Justin with menace in his gait. As he passed through the room, he picked up a knife that was sitting with other implements of pain and torture on a low table. He shook his head in disgust. “You really want me to reconsider?” He pointed to the table. “Really? And what the hell were you planning on doing with all of these? What else would you have done to her if I hadn’t gotten here in time, huh?”

Justin took a deep breath and Rebel could see the fear leave him; defiance and resignation filled his mien. “You know what? Since you’re determined to follow through with the Dictates, I’ll tell you. The knife was to slice her up with.” Justin shuddered as he ejaculated, the sick, twisted pleasure of his words the final push. Rebel grimaced and forced the bile to stay down while Justin licked the cum from his own hand and kept speaking. “I was going to slice that disgusting part of her you guys all seem to drool over. You guys all call it pussy... well, you’re all pussies for bowing down to it and wanting it so badly. I could’ve been so much better for you, Rebel. I could’ve given you everything you ever wanted in a mate. You didn’t need some horrid female ruining your life, keeping you enslaved with her pussy. You’re a weakling with—”

“Kids,” Rebel interrupted the sickening monologue.

“What?”

“Kids. That’s what you could never give me. Children, cubs, offspring, rugrats. Do you want me to keep going?” Rebel dropped the hand holding the knife to his side as he looked piteously at his friend. “I know there’s adoption, but why on earth would I do that if I had a female mate? One who I loved with all my heart.” Rebel shook his head, saddened by what he’d have to do. There was no judge or jury for shifter crimes like these, only retribution with the backing of the pride’s Dictates. Pride law. That was all. And because the crime was against his mate, it was his job to carry it out. He looked at the huge knife in his hand and shuddered inside. Justin really was crazy to have planned all this out, to be able to even think about doing this to an innocent girl, let alone carry any of it out. He chanced a glance back at the love of his life lying broken on the floor. 

Oops, bad move. Justin launched at him, screaming in rage and madness. Rebel went down, sprawling across the tiny cabin’s floor, the knife in his hand skittering away across the timber. He fought Justin off the best he could, but surprise had given Justin the upper hand and without shifting into his cat again, he just didn’t seem to have the strength to push the maddened male from his chest. In the blink of an eye, though, it was over, as Vanessa hurled herself, screaming invectives, across the space and sprang upon Justin with the knife in her hand. Enraged and incensed, she stabbed him, over and over again, until the cabin, Rebel, and Vanessa were coated in blood. The once life-giving essence of the now-dead male pooling on the floor before them. 

Rebel scooped up the knife and tossed it away. Vanessa locked eyes with him before they rolled back in her head. Adrenalin surge spent, she collapsed, unconscious, before him. Gathering her in his arms, he cradled her close to him, skin against skin, as he took them outside into the fresh air. He inhaled deeply as he stepped across the threshold, hoping to clear his body of the events that had so quickly passed. 

His phone was somewhere back in the woods where he’d shifted and discarded his clothes, and her phone... he had no idea of its whereabouts, or her clothes. He wasn’t in the right frame of mind to look for them in the cabin either, so he started walking back towards his home, holding his unconscious mate in his arms. 

Not long after beginning the trek home, something wet made the arm under her legs slippery, making his grip on her precarious. Gently, he lowered them both to the ground and slipped his arm out from beneath her. Blood. His arm was covered in blood. Whose was it, though? Was it hers or Justin’s? Through the mess of emotions and memories of the last half hour, he remembered her injuries when he’d first arrived at the cabin. A red haze clouded his vision for a moment before he reined it in and gently turned Vanessa over. The roar he let out was warranted when he witnessed the injuries inflicted upon her tender body. Blood covered her bottom and surrounded her anus, seeping out slower since she’d had time to clot. He took in the damage, wondering how she’d ever heal from it. 

Her cat. Why hadn’t she shifted to heal herself? He tried to rouse her, desperate for her to regain consciousness so she could shift. The act of shifting would heal the physical injuries, at least. The mental wounds, they would heal together. He stroked the hair from her face, kissed the spot on her neck he liked best. It usually worked a treat, that spot he loved; it had the power to wake her every other time he nibbled on it. He felt like a complete arsehat for doing this, nibbling on her neck while she was out of it, but he could think of no other way to wake her up, short of shaking the crap out of her, and that truly wasn’t his idea of taking care of his mate. He checked her breathing and heart rate, the latter a little slower than he’d like it to be, but still pumping. The upside was that it was no longer pumping all her blood out from her injury. Sitting back on his knees, his girl in his arms, he pondered his next step. How else was he going to check her? 

His cat. He closed his eyes and let his other sense roam free. They’d forged a connection the first time they’d made love—not quite the mating bond, but a bond nonetheless. It allowed him to check on her cat, at least, the part of her his cat could connect with. He waited in his own brain as he watched his cat sense for hers. His other self cocked its head, and Rebel swore if it could raise an eyebrow or frown, it would have. The cat part of him sensed nothing, which was really worrying. Her cat couldn’t leave her, so where the hell was it? Where had it gone? If her cat wasn’t present in her mind, then she couldn’t shift and if she couldn’t shift then... He reeled at the thought of the implications. 

The pain she’d be in to heal at the human rate would be excruciating, especially where it was. Everything she did would impact on the injury and cause her pain. A tear rolled down his cheek at the thought and agony ripped through his heart. His tear fell onto Vanessa’s smooth skin, rolling down the curve of her waist and onto the ground. He had to be strong, had to man up. Even though he was nineteen years old, the feeling of helplessness and anguish threatened to collapse his still growing frame.

The blood on his arm had dried enough by that point, and what was still slippery he wiped across his hip. He hoisted Vanessa back into his arms and rose from the ground. They had to make it home before dark so he could inform the leaders of what had transpired. They’d require him to accompany them to the site and take care of the mess. His stomach rolled as he recalled what lay waiting for them all in the tiny cabin. And to think that had been his and Justin’s safe haven for so many years, the place only they knew about and could guarantee peace and quiet from the world. Rebel’s mind spun at all the times he’d been there with his best friend and how close they’d been; he’d never have guessed what was going on inside Justin’s head or the attraction that was so clearly one-sided. To think that Justin had been stewing on those emotions of rejection for so long made Rebel thankful the damage to Vanessa wasn’t worse than it already was, especially with how unhinged Justin seemed to be. 

Rebel shook his head as he walked, his brain so full of thoughts and feelings, he couldn’t hope to process them all in the short amount of time it would take for him to get home. He had to sort through the sequence of events so he could tell his father everything with the level of coherence expected of the alpha’s son. He’d have to explain to everyone what had happened to the love of his life. Shit was about to hit the fan.

Chaos broke out when Rebel arrived home. The house was already full of pride elders, his parents and—oh, my Goddess—her parents, too. They surrounded him as he entered the living room, swarming like bees. He was starting to feel closed in when a booming voice cut through the ruckus. 

“Silence!” 

A hush fell over the crowded room as his father, the pride’s leader, stalked forward, his panther’s presence evident in his gait and glowing in his eyes. The glow lessened for a split-second when he saw Rebel’s bundle then flared again as he took in her state. Tears escaped Rebel’s eyes and flowed freely down his cheeks. He wasn’t even going to try and stop them; the love he had for his mate was such that it would be disrespectful to her to try.

“What happened to her, son?” 

Rebel’s throat closed up with the thought of having to repeat in front of all these people what had happened to Vanessa. He swallowed the lump and forced the words out, his voice raspy and hoarse.

“Can we take this somewhere private, Dad? Please? I can’t tell everyone; it would just be wrong.” His father motioned to the gathered crowd to let Rebel pass as he moved through the space. “You’d better get Nessie’s parents in here, too. I’m not sure I’ll be able to repeat this any time soon.” He walked through the doorway into a quiet, empty room and sat down on the couch, Vanessa still cradled in his arms. He wasn’t letting her go until it was absolutely necessary. “Oh, Dad, we need to get the healer in here, too,” he called over his shoulder. There was really no way he was going to be able to recount this tale more than once. If they wanted a testimony, they were going to have to record it at that moment or take his father’s word for it. 

As he waited for the relevant parties to gather in the small room, he rested his forehead on Vanessa’s, needing to feel as close to her as he could. He had the horrible gut feeling that it was going to be the last time he’d be holding her. 

When everyone was present, he looked up, meeting everyone’s eyes, one person at a time. Then he began.
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At the end of his sordid tale, every eye in the room was flowing and glowing. He’d not often witnessed the males in the pride crying, but that day he had three in the same room, tears falling freely down their cheeks at the atrocious manner in which the girl in his arms had been treated. Everyone’s cats were near the surface, too, showing clearly in the eyes of all present, not more than a hair’s trigger off snapping and shifting. The healer stepped forward, wiping the moisture from his face as he did. 

“You’re going to have to let me look at her, Rebel. She’s injured, can’t shift, and in need of medical attention. We’ll treat her here with you present, if that helps.” Rebel just nodded as he rose from the couch and followed the healer over to a table that had been set up in a corner while he’d told his tale. Placing her gently on the blanket-covered surface, he held on to her hand with one of his as he stroked her cheek with the other. His father passed him some clothes. Rebel felt physical pain as he dressed, not being able to touch her. He couldn’t imagine life without her in it, but he knew, deep in his already-breaking heart, that he’d be without her soon. Sooner than he had ever expected. His visions of them growing old together, their children and their grandchildren gathered around their home in the pride’s woods, were about to be dust in the wind. 

He felt her knotted hair beneath his fingers, his gut clenching with the reason why it was so tangled and ratty. Rebel tuned out the healer’s ministrations as he sat down beside her and focused on whispering in her ear: the love he had for her and would always hold for her, the fact they were supposed to have a happily ever after and what they were going to name their multitude of cubs. His tears wet her hair as he continued to cry openly, the sounds around him only background noise as he uttered his sweet nothings to her. Never once did she stir. Never once did she show any signs of being able to hear his words. 

A roar filled the room, bringing Rebel back to reality in a rush. Vanessa’s father had snapped. In his place stood a giant panther, sleek and black, stalking towards him. The cat’s tail lashed from side to side, his anger evident to all. Her mother choked back a wail and called her mate. Rebel was confused; he knew her injuries were horrible, but to the extent that would force a shift? He wiped the tears from his eyes and made eye contact with the beast huffing at him, then glanced up to be greeted by the sight of his parents, sobbing into each other’s shoulders, and the healer looking a little grimmer than when he’d started. Rebel looked back at the cat who had bypassed him and was rubbing his huge head against Vanessa. Rebel’s breathing hitched as he tried to speak, but no words would come. The healer spoke instead.

“She has to move away.” Rebel choked out a barely audible “No,” as the healer continued, “She needs time to heal, and to be away from what caused this—”

“No! She can’t go! What will I...” His distressed sobs echoed in the small room. 

His mother came and gathered him in her arms, mindful not to disrupt his hand on Vanessa. 

“We know, Rebel. We know how much you love her. But this is what’s best for her.” 

He grew angry then and shot up off his seat. “But I didn’t do anything to her! It was all Justin. He was the one who...” he choked on the words again but forced himself to say them anyway, “he was the one who raped her, not me. And he’s gone now anyway. Why would I be bad to be around? Surely she’ll heal better with my love and support. Won’t she?” Rebel could feel his face falling and his heart breaking as all eyes in the room showed pity. This can’t be happening. Surely this can’t be happening.

“I’ll have to put her into a coma while she heals. There’s little else I can do except let her heal naturally, slowly, but I can take away a lot of the suffering.” Rebel nodded at the healer’s words; it was small comfort to know she wouldn’t be in agony as her body mended the violated part of her. Bile threatened to rise again at the image, forever burned into his brain, of her bound and bleeding. 

“She’s been accepted into college, so once she’s healed, we’ll take her there,” Vanessa’s mother quietly uttered, as she approached the table. She buried her hand in the furry scruff of her mate. Her mate. What about his mate? What about him and Vanessa? 

“But our mating. Surely there’s something we can work out. Please!” Or not, judging by the looks he was receiving from the group. He felt his heart shatter into a million pieces and his emotional core begin to shut down. If she was being yanked away from him, then there was nothing left there to live for, no reason left to be happy. 

A loud banging came from outside the room and his father left, frowning, to see what was going on. Raised voices became clearer as the door opened and disappeared again when it closed. Rebel stroked her hair again, mindful of the knots and tangles; he didn’t want to rip any hair out and have her waking up in more pain than she would already be enduring. What about his hurts? Could they keep him in an induced coma with her until he healed, too? His skin felt too tight and his blood whooshed in his ears. Not knowing what was going on outside the room was worse than the impending doom he was expecting. He’d never had to act upon the pride’s Dictates before, the laws of retribution, and he wasn’t looking forward to it at that point. Even though it had been his girl who had taken the final swing, it would be up to him to clean up the mess. Oh, how he never wanted to set foot in that place again. 

The door flew open and two of the pride’s largest enforcers approached him, a combination of pity and menace on their faces. He nodded once and turned back to his girl. As his heart prepared to be boarded up, he gave his girl, his mate, all his love and tenderly cupped her cheeks, stroking them gently as he covered her face in kisses before placing a final one on her lips.

He turned around and left the room, escorted by pride enforcers. 

“Where are we going?” he asked the two heftily built men, knowing the answer but stupidly needing to confirm it to his grief-stricken brain.

“Dictates.” Meaty hands wrapped around his teenage-sized arms were the only thing that stopped him from falling as his brain fizzled and everything went black. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Rebel regained consciousness slowly, but still only saw darkness. He could hear voices in the distance, arguing. Clambering to his feet, he searched the darkness with his enhanced vision. The moon must be hiding tonight. It was never usually that dark—even with full cloud cover there was always some moonlight sneaking through—but that night it seemed even the moon sensed the imminent death and destruction in the air. He walked slowly over to the other pride members and listened to them as he approached. 

“But it’s his job! He was the one who instigated the Dictates, so he will be the one to carry out the clean-up.”

“I know it’s his job, but why it can’t wait for the morning, I can’t fathom. He’s gone through enough tonight. Just give him this one night in peace to grieve. He just lost his best friend and is about to lose his mate-to-be.”

Rebel tuned out the rest of the arguing voices as he turned numbly and headed toward the cabin they’d brought him out to. Dictates declared that a serious wrong-doing by one person could only be acted upon by the mate or family of the one who had been wronged. Since Vanessa was his mate, despite the arguments to the contrary he could hear around him, he had been allowed to enact retribution against Justin, including death or banishment. Rebel wondered if the pride members could actually hear themselves arguing, since in fact it had been Vanessa herself who had killed Justin, and Rebel had had nothing to do with the final blow. Functioning on auto-pilot in a mind-numb state, Rebel grabbed one of the old-style torches sitting by the cabin, illuminating the darkness, and pushed open the door. 

The flickering torchlight made the whole scene a little more eerie but somewhat easier for him to detach from; as he walked around the tiny space, he was able to see the carnage without collapsing in a heap on the stained floor. The torchlight illuminated something, bringing Rebel’s attention to the glimmering item in the corner of the room, and he headed towards it. 

A pile of Vanessa’s clothing was strewn haphazardly, obviously discarded there by Justin before he’d performed his vile acts. Rebel squatted down and picked up the item which had glinted at him from across the room. Her necklace. The one he’d given her for her seventeenth birthday. She’d never once taken it off after he’d clasped it around her neck. Not once had it left the sanctuary of the cleft of her bosom. Not once, until that day. He felt his eyes burn, and pain gathered in his throat. He swallowed past the forming lump and blinked to clear his vision. Fastening Vanessa’s necklace around his neck and bundling up her belongings, he stretched to his full height and surveyed the scene of devastation before him. He took a deep breath to steel his emotions and instantly wished he hadn’t. 

Vile smells assaulted his nose. Why couldn’t he smell them before? The stench of Justin’s body, the stench of the mingled blood on the floor and walls, the stench of violated female and broken hearts. He’d been wrong. Justin had been dead wrong when he’d tried to defile Vanessa to deter Rebel from her. It would never work. He’d always want her, always love her, even after this. In fact, it just made him love her more. Justin had failed in that respect, but he’d still succeeded in separating them. After all this carnage, this waste, he’d damn well succeeded. 

Fury swept through Rebel as he took one last look around, just to make sure he had everything belonging to Vanessa that had been so thoughtlessly tossed aside. Satisfied he had the lot, he walked with purpose to the doorway, paused and tossed the torch over his shoulder. Keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead as he walked away, he passed the shocked pride members there to witness, the council members there to ensure the clean-up had been finalised. As the blaze crackled behind him, he hugged his mate’s clothing closer to himself and stalked off through the woods. 

Never once looking back.
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Vanessa

Floating in a haze of nothingness and pain, Vanessa was only vaguely aware. Darkness surrounded her. Pain pulsed through her. Voices wove in and out, muffled like they were wrapped in cotton wool. In the black pool of the void, snippets of conversations came and went. She understood nothing. Remembered nothing. 

“She’s going to have to leave. There will be too many triggers here for her. The physical damage is one thing—that will heal. It’s the mental damage I’m worried about.” Internally, she frowned. I’m not damaged. A little lost, yes, but not damaged. Before she heard more, darkness stole her.

...

...

The feeling of surfacing from her favourite pond washed over her. Voices murmured from all around.

“But there’ll be no one there to support her.” That sounded like her mum. The image of her mother crept into her vision and faded out as another voice encroached.

“We can request a guard from another pack to look out for her while she’s in school.” She could hear someone crying, masculine murmurs trying to comfort. She looked around her, trying to find who had spoken. A forest materialised off to her left, and the voices petered out as she shuffled forward. There was a feeling of peace as she entered the space—familiar, homely. She disappeared into the maw of stolen light.

Emerging from the forest, with no memory of entering, whispers wove through the air, hushed and urgent.

“But what about her cat?” That sounded like her father.

“There’s no sign of it...” 

The onyx void wrapped around her again. Alone in the dark mist, tapping sounds surrounded her. Clicking, clacking, pause. Clicking, clacking, tack, tack, tack, pause. Like plastic keys...

...

...

An explosion sounded in her head, bringing her back from an abyss she didn’t recall. Loud voices arguing made her surface, listen. She knew the voices. They were important to her.

“You can’t do this! You can’t keep me away from her,” a familiar male hollered.

“But we can do this, Rebel. She’s our daughter and she’s suffered enough already. Can you guarantee she will stay sane if she remembers what happened to her out there? Can you?” That was her dad. 

What the hell are they talking about?

“No, I can’t, but I can honestly say I’ll stick by her through anything. She’s my mate. I’m in this for life, no matter what.” She melted at his words. His commitment and fidelity. One word stuck out, though. Mate. They were more than mates, more than friends; they were getting married...weren’t they? His words confused her until flashes of memory showed them exchanging mating bites. 

“Rebel, please don’t make this any harder for us; it’s tearing us apart to let her go to college as it is. Knowing she’ll be there alone is killing us, but we have discussed this at length and have decided it’s for the best. She needs to go there alone, with no triggers of today’s events. You’re a major trigger. You need to let her go.” 

What the hell is Mum saying? They’re doing what now? Rebel was accepted to the same college, though. What’s going on? Her heart rate quickened as the words took root inside her head. She was going to be alone. Rebel wasn’t coming with her. She howled inside her own head.

“What have you done to her? What have you done?” Rebel yelled at her parents. “She can hear every goddess-damned word we’re saying. What did you do to her?” She heard a collective gasp travel around her. 

“I gave her a sedative to help her heal, since she needs to be immobile to let her body recover. She should be completely unconscious.” Hmmm, that’s the pride’s healer. Why is he here, too? 

“But she’s not!” Rebel’s voice was loud enough to send coloured waves skittering across her vision. Wow, what did they give me? “She’s aware of everything we’re saying. Oh, my Goddess, how do you think she’s going to feel about you two when she wakes up? That you stopped me from being with her? It’s against clan rules to keep mates apart, or have you conveniently forgotten that part?”

Vanessa could hear scuffling and grunting. If only she could open her eyes to see what was going on. Something was terribly wrong and she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but listen. A thwack of flesh against flesh sounded and a pained grunt followed. A body connected with wood, that tell-tale dull thud. 

“Sign it.”

“Never! I’ll never sign that piece of trash you’ve concocted. It’s wrong!” 

“Boys,” a gruff voice commanded. A teenager’s masculine scream echoed through her skull and made her shiver inside. “You will do as you’re told, Rebel. You will sign this and you will stay the hell away from her. No contact whatsoever. You’re not mated yet, so we can keep you apart.” The commanding tone of her alpha’s voice made her shudder inside, the finality of it heartbreakingly ominous. 

“Noooo! You can’t do this, we are ma—oof.” Rebel’s confession was cut off by another thump. They were beating her mate and she couldn’t do anything to stop it. 

The rustling of paper and scratching of a pen followed, the whimpering of a broken boy making the normally benign sound somewhat eerie. Silence settled around her, sobbing the only sound creeping through into her encroaching void.

Inside the void, Rebel was there, her beautiful mate. He was trying to talk to her, but she couldn’t hear him. Calling out his name, over and over, didn’t work; he couldn’t hear her, either. Distressed and alone, Vanessa started to panic, but through the panic came a last-ditch effort to communicate
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