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The Alpha (Shifters of Summerdon, #4)


Aura always knew exactly what type of vicious wolf she was, but when that ferocity hurts her pack, she finds herself running away to hunt down the anti-shifter human extremists, hiding behind the guise of protection. Unfortunately, not even an alpha wolf can outrun Fate.

––––––––
[image: ]


AURA HAS MADE SOME mistakes. Now she’s determined to rectify them, hunting down the human extremists and protecting her pack. Along the way, she’s confronted with reminders of her past and a mate ready for the future. As she fights her own emotional battles, the physical ones start to become dangerous. When she finds the extremists, will she be able to take on the whole corrupt organization? Or will it be too much for even a dominant alpha shifter?
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Dedication

For my own big sister
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Chapter One
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NOT EVEN MY WOLF’S speed is fast enough to outrun the memories. I can hear their words tainting what is supposed to be a brief escape from reality. Running through the miles of Hollowell territory should be relaxing, and it used to be until their words grew stronger and louder again.

I thought I’d moved past this. For the last two years, I’d put all of my energy and focus into building a relationship with Everlie and Ruth. We’d somehow formed our own tribe within the Heier tribe. It was the perfect distraction.

Fate had seemed to hand all three of us a harsh start. Then Everlie bonded with Shade, and Ruth with Valence. All that was left was X and me. He wasn’t my fated mate—that was obvious. Even though X wasn’t born in this pack, we’d been around each other long enough to know we weren’t mates. That never bothered me. Plenty of shifters are abandoning the idea of fated mates. It’s the only way to survive without the packs mingling as they used to.

Sometimes, though, Fate reminds us that she truly knows best. If I’d run away from the Hollowell pack when I left my parents’ tribe, I would have missed Everlie and Ruth entering my life. So I trusted Fate and what she had in store for me.

X seemed to be that. Three females in their own tribe somehow found their fated mates, all within their own tribe? It was the perfect ending to our stories.

Then she came along.

Just the thought of her has me howling at the moon, halting my sprint for a moment to let the anguished cry rise to Fate herself. I hate thinking about her, so I start my run again, pushing myself until even in this form, my lungs begin to burn.

Leonora Carmichael, the true fated mate to X, completed the Heier tribe. A half-shifter. Someone my mother would love for her expressive femininity and gentle composure.

I know I’ve treated her badly—I just can’t help it. She’s my biggest fear, my biggest insecurity personified. It doesn’t matter how strong I am or how strong my wolf is. It’s the mental shit that always seems to break me.

My eyes shift from night vision, brightening as the day begins. If the sun is already streaming through the trees, it’s much later than I thought. Another night lost to running, and I still haven’t worked out anything.

Aura, where are you? Everlie’s voice through our mind link can’t hide her nervousness. At this point, I’m not even sure whether she’s worried about me or something else.

Running.

Come home. We have new information from Mai.

I stop moving, ignoring how hard I’m breathing as I try to figure out which direction is home. I’m not even sure I could call it that anymore. The bedroom I’d just moved into a few months ago was originally a spare room that Everlie and Ruth managed to convince the Heier tribe to let me move into. Now I try to stay away from there as much as possible. Leonora is uncomfortable with my presence, just as I am with hers, and she’s bound to X, which gives her more of a right to be there than I do.

A part of me has considered just moving out. Letting Everlie and Ruth bond with Leonora, as I know they want, instead of holding them back to keep me comfortable. I don’t doubt they love me—we’re a tribe, after all. That means I know they also want to connect with Leonora. Maybe not add her to the tribe, but they want more than just housemates.

Aura? Ruth’s hesitant voice pulls me out of my pity party.

Yep, on my way. I’ll be about an hour.

You’re that far?

The forest in Summerdon stretches for miles and miles. I can’t even smell the pack, so I’m not sure an hour is enough to get back. Not that I’ll admit that to Ruth. No doubt, if she knew how far I run and how hard I push myself, she’d want her mate to join me. Not even a dominant male like Valence could keep up, which would stop me from getting the whole I’m-about-to-die experience I need from these runs.

I’ll be back as quick as I can, I tell her before shutting the mental door on the bond. She could still technically break through if something is truly wrong. This way, though, she’ll at least know I need some time alone.

I’ve been needing a lot of time alone lately.

Dammit, this is not how I want my life to be going. The growl that comes from me sends birds fleeing from the trees, shrieking warnings that a predator is beneath them.

Looking up at the rising sun, I point myself north and take off. The running instinct that comes with my shifted form lets me push myself without worrying about tripping over roots or burrows. My paws are thick enough that there’s no pain or worry about twisting my limbs.

Growing up, I was never allowed to shift. I might have been raised in the Hollowell pack, but the Kephale tribe had its own rules I was expected to follow. I still remember how shocked my mom was when I moved out of the tribe house at fourteen. She thought I would be back in less than a week because I didn’t have anywhere to go.

Then, right there on her front lawn, as my father and the rest of the tribe watched, I stripped and shifted. Taking care of myself hasn’t always been easy, but I’d make the same decision if I had to do it again.

I’m not sure how I ended up with so much dominance, considering neither of my parents could so much as make eye contact with the old alpha. Me? I’ve always done my best to feign submission. Maybe Shade would be okay with my dominance surpassing his, but I knew Alpha Zero wouldn’t have been. Even at fourteen, I knew I was going to be strong.

Hiding became part of my identity at some point. Everlie and Ruth know the truth, though they’ve never witnessed it. Both are too low in dominance for me to be around them without constant constraint.

Stopping every other mile, I sniff the air, searching for any familiar scents that tell me the exact direction back to the cabin. Eventually, I find the trail of some past shifters and use it to get closer to the pack center.

Now that I know I’m close, I slow my sprint to a run. It’s starting to heat up, which isn’t too strange for spring, though today might be an exceptionally hot day. With how long my fur is in this form, it insulates me well, keeping me from overheating. It also means I heat up faster than others, though.

I’ve considered cutting my hair. In my human form, the brown strands fall to my hips, something my parents would love, since it’s apparently a sign of femininity to them. I just haven’t been able to convince myself to do it. Maybe it’s my last resort to bond with my family. Or perhaps it’s my silent fuck you. My way of showing them I could be what they want, and I’m still choosing not to.

The cabin is finally in sight. I can see Ruth and Valence standing together, as if they’re waiting for me. From this far away, Ruth’s scars are impossible to see. The silver marks show every place she was cut open and experimented on. Even her crooked fingers are distorted by the metal plates in them, ensuring they’ll never heal right.

Just thinking about them makes me want to turn around and start running all over again. Instead, I have to pretend to be normal.

At least normal is relative. Despite Valence’s high level of dominance, most members still gawk at him whenever they see him with the high mohawk he’s now famous for. I’m pretty sure he used to do it just to drive the elder members of the pack crazy. Now, it’s his way of protecting Ruth, drawing everyone’s gaze to him rather than her. And it works.

When I reach the couple, I’m panting hard. I need just a few breaths to calm down before I make my way into the bathroom to shift, shower, and change.

Ruth crosses her arms over her chest, sticking out her hip to make her point that she isn’t happy with me. You’re late.

I was farther than I thought. I came as fast as I could.

Why the hell were you even that far away, Aura? What’s going on with you? Her features soften slightly, and her arms drop to her sides. Is this still about X?

Yes. No. I don’t know how to explain it to Ruth. How do I tell her that my care for X went only as far as thinking Fate had a hand in connecting our tribes, and that my fear of losing X was mainly about losing her and Everlie? How do I tell her, in those first few days after X met Leo, that I panicked at the thought that my own tribe would abandon me for her?

The truth is, I’m still not sure I’m ready to be honest about what’s going on. I don’t want to hear their words of absolution, like they’ll always be my tribe, because my thoughts are too full to truly believe them right now.

No. This isn’t about anyone, I finally tell Ruth.

She glares at me, clearly disliking my answer. “You stink. Hurry up. Everyone’s waiting.”

Behind her, Valence chuckles, pulling her closer and nuzzling her as I pass. My paws are heavy on the wooden floor. The males of the Heier tribe designed and built this cabin. It’s a mix of basic logs and modern techniques, like the fireplace and kitchen, both of which needed more insulation than a typical cabin could offer.

The kitchen is full of breakfast smells, the food still laid out as if they’ve just finished. Ruth and Valence follow me in while the rest of the tribe is in the living room. Everlie smiles when she sees me. She’s dressed and ready for the day, just like her mate. Now that they’ve inherited the alpha position over the whole pack, it’s clear what Fate has in store for them.

Shade is strict, blunt, and to the point, whereas Everlie is softer and gentler. Similar to the alphas before, yet her mate doesn’t overshadow Everlie. She’ll stand up to him, interrupt him, and make her own decisions.

Even Ruth and Valence share similar qualities. The latter is wild, always thinking outside the box and pushing limits as loudly as possible, while the former is quieter, always watching and taking note of everything around her.

On the opposite side of the couch are Leo and X. We’ve been in a sort of silent agreement not to acknowledge each other. Since their bedroom is the first door opposite the living room, and mine is at the end of the hallway, it tends to work out for the best. Especially considering I’ve found myself eating in my shifted form more than usual.

I don’t actually taste any of the small critters my wolf form hunts. It simply satisfies the gnawing hunger, which is all I need.

“Hurry up,” Shade says, his tone not unkind, though the tension in the room tells me I’ve already missed something.

Unable to help it, I bare a fang at him to show my annoyance, earning a chuckle from Everlie. My bathroom is outside my room because it was built as a spare. Occasionally, Everlie or Ruth will use it, though it’s mostly mine. Once inside, I shift, stumbling for a moment as I get my bearings. Okay, maybe I truly have been spending too much time in my shifted form.

I turn the water cold and then get in. As much as I’d like to ignore my hair, it needs a good scrubbing to get rid of the dirt and sweat. By the time I finish, my fingers are pruned from being in the water so long. I grab my towel and quickly go to my room.

My dresser is organized by shelf contents, making everything easy to find. It helps that I don’t have many clothes. Leaving home at fourteen meant I didn’t think to take anything with me, and I can’t even count how many clothes I’ve shredded from shifting in them.

I settle for a matching sports bra and shorts, choosing a shorter set with looser fabric because it will be so hot. Then I hesitate. I fucking hate that—hesitating in my own home. A growl crawls up my throat, and I have to force it back. Stomping back to my dresser, I yank it open, glaring at the wooden shelf as it falls out of the dresser completely. Grabbing a crop top, I put it on. It won’t cover much skin, though it should at least make Leo more comfortable.

The part of me that feels guilty for sleeping with someone’s mate is an insistent bitch. I’ve tried to find the time and words to apologize, but all I’ve managed to do is scare Leo. Sometimes I wonder if X knows how dominant I am. It’s the only way I can explain why he lets me be so close to his mate, given our history. I don’t doubt he couldn’t care less about my existence now that he has his mate, but he did fight a pack alpha for her. Maybe he isn’t sure whether Shade or Valence would jump in to save his ass next time.

Taking a calming breath, I finally leave my room, half-stomping toward the couch. Valence and Ruth are sitting in the space between the other couples, and I refuse to acknowledge the hurt of seeing all six of them there. Just because I’m not happy doesn’t mean others don’t deserve to be. It just means I’ll be a little vexed while I work through my emotional crap.

“Well?” I demand. I look only between Everlie and Ruth, knowing they won’t be offended by my stark tone.

Shade leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, but he doesn’t speak. Everlie leans closer to her mate, rubbing his shoulder as she says, “Go on, Leo. Tell Aura what Mai said.”

It takes a lot of work for me not to tense up at Ever’s words. I cross my arms over my chest and turn so I’m slightly facing Leo.

“So, um, the call started normally,” Leo begins. “She was just updating me on her life and whatnot. Then she warned me not to freak out because she was going to tell me something crazy. Of course, her warning only made me freak out even more...”

My jaw aches from how hard I’m clenching it to keep from snapping at her. She needs to get to the point. Who delivers bad news as a story?

“Anyway, she told me that when she and Romeo first left the Modocsill pack, they stopped overnight to rest and came across two boys. She said they were pretty young and covered in scars.”

Even though Mai’s mate might have been an alpha of a pack that homed humans and shifters, I’m pretty sure these boys are meant to be the latter. So, abandoned pups. The thought makes me feral. It makes me wish I could punish the people responsible for the pups’ pain. I would rip their limbs apart as they continued to breathe, my claws would peel their skin from their bodies, and I would relish their screams as they died—a suitable punishment for hurting pups.

“It turns out they were being held in a facility that tested on them.”

The room breaks out into snarls and sobs.

On top of the cruelty toward the pups, there’s the fact that these humans are constantly managing to survive. After we destroyed the compound where Ruth had been held, we knew the primary doctor had escaped. Still, we assumed we’d freed all the shifters. That we had won.

Apparently, we’re just a group of idealistic fools. First, the doctor showed up, and I had the supreme privilege of removing his soul from his body while defending Leo. Then we learned about all that shit going down in the Modocsill pack with their own doc. On top of that, the Rosetti tribe has now claimed that their human mate has managed to attract the attention of a human organization intent on exterminating us.

“Enough.” Shade’s demand for quiet immediately silences the room. He stands, though he reaches an arm out so he’s still touching his mate. “We need to figure out what we’re going to do.”

Everlie is the first to speak up. “As much as I want to help the pups and everyone else who’s trapped, we need to care for our pack first. We have humans somewhere, hiding in the forest and planning an attack.”

“We can’t do nothing,” Ruth wails.

Valence tightens his arms around his mate, and I wish I could do something to help her. Usually, just being near me helps calm her because she can sense my dominance. But if I move to offer her comfort, it’ll only freak out Leo or convince her I’m some sort of villain again. So I do nothing.

“Who’s in charge of the Modocsill pack now that Romeo is gone?” Valence asks. “Maybe we can get in contact with them and see if they’re willing to send someone to investigate. See if there’s an extremist compound up there.”

Shade shrugs. “Alpha Valentine might help, especially since that’s the most likely place for his doc to have run off to.”

“What about the Kiowal pack?” Everlie asks. “If there’s a problem here and with the Modocsill pack, they probably have one, too.”

“The Kiowal pack is almost impossible to get a hold of.”

“I thought your dad—er, Alpha—I mean.” Leo stutters so much that she has to cut herself off before starting again. “I thought our pack had some sort of relationship with Kiowal? Didn’t they have information about half-shifters?”

She’s been a member of this pack for how long, and she doesn’t even know our history? Everlie reaches out through our mindlink, reminding me to be nice before she answers Leo’s question. “Alpha Zero didn’t have any alliances with the other packs. When a new alpha takes the position, they usually make the rounds for introductions, so he isn’t unfamiliar with the other alphas. Given how long the Kiowal pack has intermingled shifters and humans, they no doubt thought the information was simple enough to just hand over.”

Shade nods along to his mate’s words. “I’ve introduced myself to Alpha Kai, but that’s the extent of our conversations. He isn’t willing to so much as hear me out.” Each word grows harsher before Shade cuts himself off.

We are definitely getting off track at this point. I look at Ruth, watching as she wrings her hands together, a movement she’s done since the day we took the cuffs off her wrists. Doing nothing—leaving whoever is inside the facility where the pups escaped—disagrees with her. Our tribe didn’t have to save the other shifters that were trapped with Ruth. She had gotten out. She was safe. We did it because it was the right thing to do.

“All of this is a moot point.” My words are abrupt and sharp.

Thankfully, Valence nods in agreement. “We need to figure out what the Modocsill pack is willing to do. They might thank us for this lead.”

“And if they don’t?” Ruth asks. “If they’re not willing to stop what’s being done?”

The silence after her words is deafening. No one is ready to speak up, or maybe no one knows how to answer. I remember how fast those shifters ran once their cages were unlocked. I remember how deep the stench of fear was, soaked into the walls. Despite the facilities' cleanliness, every sterilized instrument was only a hint of the monstrosities committed.

It’s those memories that have me saying, “Then I’ll go.”

Chapter Two
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MY SUDDEN DECLARATION draws mixed reviews. Ruth’s body relaxes, her frame settling into her mate like my words comfort her. She even gives me a soft smile, a silent thank-you. Everlie, however, is not in support of my idea, most likely because she’s already figured out that I’d be traveling alone, leaving my tribe behind.

I love Everlie and Ruth. They’re more than sisters to me. They’re a defining part of who I am—a protector. But the way we’re living now just isn’t working. In another situation, I wouldn’t have considered leaving my own pack, my own tribe, unprotected while humans lurk around. We aren’t fully safe here, and that thought has me wanting to go hunting, not stopping until I’ve ensured no harm comes to anyone under my protection.

This isn’t a normal situation. Other shifters are in danger. Maybe even more danger, since they’re already trapped. On top of my need to protect, there’s also the need to fix what I broke in this tribe.

Everlie, Ruth, and Leo deserve a chance to get to know one another. Leo will never feel brave enough if I’m around, and my tribemates feel too loyal to me to reach out to her. I won’t force on Leo what was done to Mai—making her an outcast in her new pack.

“I can go to where Mai found the pups,” I tell the tribe. “I’m one of the best hunters, anyway.”

“What about our human problem here?” Valence asks. No doubt he wants me close so I can help protect his mate.

I shrug. “They’ve been playing cat-and-mouse for months now. There’s no proof they’ll attack any time soon, or even at all.”

“Okay, okay, let’s just take a pause.” Everlie stands, palms up, silently asking us all to shut up. “Before anyone leaves, let’s call the Modocsill pack and see what they’re willing to do.”

Everyone seems to agree, and Shade heads to his bedroom to grab his phone. As he’s making his way back, I can hear the ringing as he waits. Now that Alpha Valentine is in charge, Shade will probably have another meeting with the pack about our alliance. Romeo was willing to work with us because he’s Mai’s mate. I have no idea whether Shade’s worked out an agreement with Valentine.

I’m often brought along to in-person meetings as a sort of bodyguard. Not that I mind. Even though I’m dominant, I’m not one for making decisions. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. Listening to grievances and talking with snooty alphas aren’t my thing. I don’t have the patience or kindness to lead a pack.

Everyone seems to be on the edge of their seats as Shade gets through the pleasantries over the phone. Now that there’s a lull, my body reminds me I’ve been distracted from eating. It’s been a few hours since I ate in my wolf form, and if I’d stayed in it, I could have survived longer. Our human forms demand more frequent feeding to compensate for the magic of the shift.

Both Everlie and Ruth glance toward the dining table, watching me eat. There’s sausage and bacon, along with various breads, cheeses, and other breakfast fillings. I barely taste the food as I scarf it down, focusing on the conversation between Shade and the other alpha.

“We haven’t had any missing persons,” Valentine argues. “There’s no way a compound like that could be so close. The pups must have underestimated how far they traveled.”

Shade growls into the phone with such force that I’m shocked he doesn’t break the device in his hand. “Your doctor was selling to these people. It makes sense they’d be close enough to drop off unaddressed envelopes and pick up samples.”

“Maybe he was protecting the pack,” Valence says. “Rather than letting the humans kidnap his packmates, he offered them a solution. We never considered that before.”

Valentine scoffs. “You sound like EL now. Doesn’t matter the reason why.” He pauses, the sound of him walking or pacing coming through the phone. “If I’m honest, I can send a few members out to investigate, but the whole pack has been on lockdown here. We’re still worried about the retribution for Doc being gone and what it means for us.”

His voice is even quieter as he adds, “We’re a mixed pack. I don’t know if that’ll work in our favor or not.”

I can’t deny the relief I feel at the realization that I’ll be going. The more I think about it, the more I conclude that this is a good idea—a needed break. There’s a pressure that surrounds me here to conform to this new normal. I just need some time to get back on track. To remind myself that tribes are more than friendships handed out to anyone. I need time to remember to forget my parents’ words.

I’m not too masculine to ever find a mate. I’m not too dominant to make any male feel inferior. Fate doesn’t abandon her creations. She didn’t make a mistake when she thought of me.

“Before anyone makes any moves, let’s talk first.” Even though Everlie’s words are directed toward Shade, she adds through our link, You, too, Aura. I can see you already making plans.

I roll my eyes, though I don’t correct her.

As I stuff myself with the last few bites, the alphas hang up, and the cabin falls silent again, just for a moment.

“Should I call Kiowal now?” Shade asks. “Before we make our own plan, it makes sense to see what everyone’s doing.”

Everlie’s eyebrows pull together, her only sign of a little uncertainty. She learned young how to hide her emotions. It’s not uncommon for pups to test each other, especially as they come into their dominance. The tribe Everlie was born into had a naturally low dominance status, and hers was somehow even lower. So that look she wears constantly, hiding her emotions for only her mate and tribe to see, didn’t come from mating. That was already there from her younger years.

“Will they answer?” she asks. “The last time you tried to get them to sit for a meeting didn’t end well. It hasn’t been long enough for them to cool off.”

“We’ll find out.”

The call to Kiowal’s pack goes unanswered. It rings only a few times before ending abruptly, and Leo snorts.

“He hung up on us,” she says, whispering to X as if the rest of the tribe can’t hear. Or maybe she’s just hesitant to break the tense silence while we all figure out our next move.

“Explain,” X demands.

“You know, like phones ring for a certain number of times, but if it’s fewer than that before it ends, then the other person declined the call.”

Shade growls, then quickly cuts the sound off when both Ruth and Leo flinch.

It might be disrespectful not to answer an alpha's call. Nevertheless, my curiosity is piqued. Why not just let the phone ring so no one suspects they’re deliberately ignoring it? Are they so determined to end any relationship with Shade that they’d go out of their way to show their distaste? Doubtful. Something must be wrong.

I can feel it in my bones, the need to protect. It’s an instinct I never ignore, except there’s nothing to be done. The Kiowal pack is hours away, if not days.

“Call him again.” The words are out of my mouth before I can think better of it.

Shade’s dominance rises in response to my tone. We stare at each other for a long moment, the golden color of his wolf peering out at me from his eyes. He isn’t a weak alpha, not by a long shot, and the need to show him I’m not weak, to prove myself, is constant. Now isn’t the time, though. As my own instincts rise to the challenge, I force myself to look away.

The tension in the room is rising with each drawn-out second that Shade doesn’t acknowledge my submission. My jaw is tight, and my teeth ache from how hard I’m grinding them.

Obviously, I waited too long to look away. Submitting is getting harder the more out of control I feel.

Finally, though, the sound of Shade’s dramatic exhale releases the tension in the room. It’s been years since we’ve had dominance issues in our tribe. Ruth gives me a look that tells me she’s really starting to worry about me, while Everlie silently talks her mate down. Even Leo is looking back and forth, her wolf instincts nonexistent, so she’s lost in what just happened.

Shade gives me a pointed look, then redials the phone, and it clicks off again after the second ring.

Aura? Ruth reaches out to me. What’s going on with you?

Nothing.

I can’t tell whether you’re lying or just don’t see it. I’ll ask Ever.

No, don’t—but she’s already cut me off.

“So, the Kiowal pack wants nothing to do with us,” Everlie says. “The Modocsill pack is struggling with their own humans nearby. What about the Chochmo pack?”

Valence shakes his head. “Before we go blabbering to everyone about our problems, let’s not forget there’s a rat somewhere.”

“You suspect the Chochmo alpha?” Shade asks. He sounds intrigued, as if the idea had never occurred to him.

“I hadn’t before, but I was thinking about what Leo said earlier. She mentioned that Zero had gotten in touch with a few packs to talk about half-shifters. Who knows how that conversation went? Leo’s human, and with a lot of records to follow from the human world. She’d be easy enough to find or to tell the cockroaches about.”

“This is all getting out of control,” Everlie says. She takes a long breath, recentering herself, then continues, “We don’t want to make ourselves too small. The last thing we need is to become victims ourselves because we’re spread too thin. So maybe we can form a group. Pull just a few wolves together to visit the Chochmo pack and the Kiowal, and then help Modocsill.”

Shade nods along, appreciating his mate’s words. Even Ruth seems happy with this. It’s Valence who glances my way for a brief moment before asking, “Who will we send?”

“I’ll go.”

Both Ruth and Everlie glare at me, most likely not appreciating the unbridled enthusiasm in my voice.

“It makes the most sense. I have a bond with Ever and Ruth. My dominance will be enough to ensure no alphas are offended that I’m representing our pack. Plus, I already told Ruth I’d go to Oklahoma.”

“I wouldn’t actually hold you to that,” Ruth says.

I raise a single eyebrow, silently disagreeing. Ruth looks away, her shoulders slumping slightly in defeat, though I don’t actually scent any sadness from her. We haven’t truly been apart since she came to the pack, and she’s still hesitant around all the members. But she has Valence and Ever, and maybe even Leo now. This isn’t forever, just temporary.

Nonetheless, if I thought it would be easy—to claim my intentions and then act on them—I was wrong.

“Let’s all take a break for a moment,” Everlie suggests. “We went through a lot of information. We can think about it and come back in an hour to actually make some plans.” Aura, in the kitchen. Now.

It’s solely out of respect for Everlie that I don’t ignore her demand, getting up from the dining table to join her on the opposite side of the island. It’s a large piece made of some decorative rock that Ever loves. She’s always displaying snacks on it for her tribemates to munch on, since we have to pass the counter to get anywhere in the house.

There’s barely any food left on the table from breakfast, so she dumps the scraps, moving about the space in a flurry.

Is there a reason you’re so determined to leave? she asks.

Sort of.

Care to share?

Everlie continues moving around the kitchen and dining area, cleaning, tossing, and organizing. Ruth joins us, perching on Ever’s precious countertop and tucking her socked feet under her.

You haven’t been around as much, Ruth adds, making Ever nod even though she’s not even looking at us. And when you are, you’re just hanging out on the sidelines.

How long did you run last night? Everlie asks. You left before dinner.

Yeah, you’re never around for meals anymore.

I sigh, making sure the sound reaches both of them through our link. Words feel heavy in my mind, as if I’m barely strong enough to sort through them, let alone confess them. It’s one thing to admit my feelings to myself. It’s another thing to admit them to anyone else.

The best I can do is. I’m just trying to figure out our new normal. With X mated, Shade pack alpha, and more humans to deal with, there’s a lot going on—a lot of change.

You being gone is not going to become the new normal, Ever snaps—not even pretending to clean anymore—as she glares at me.

That’s not what I meant.

What did you mean? Ruth asks.

Despite having a mind link with them, I wish they could just read my mind. I wouldn’t have to stumble over my words or worry about upsetting them by speaking too callously.

Just trust me on this. I glance back and forth between the two most important people in my life. I need a break from here, a brief pause from everything that’s happening, and everything I’ve done.

Ruth reaches out, touching my shoulder. The contact says a lot about her, considering how much she hates skin-to-skin touch with anyone who isn’t her mate. Of course, we’ll support you. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to run away.

I’m not running away.

Aren’t you? Everlie asks.

Crossing my arms over my chest to mirror her stance, I ask, Aren’t you reluctant to spend more time getting to know Leo because you don’t want to offend me?

Her arms drop, but I refuse to feel bad. I’m not trying to be mean. This whole situation just doesn’t work as it stands. Something has to give. Someone has to bend. Considering I caused most of these problems, it only makes sense that it’s me.

It takes some effort to soften my mental voice as I say, I’ll go. Check in on the other packs and help find the facility that held the pups. You both will have time to get to know Leo, and hopefully, the shit with the humans will continue to amount to nothing.

I have rules. Everlie doesn’t even wait for me to agree before she starts listing them. First, you’ll check in every day. Second, you’re only exploring. Don’t get hotheaded and think you can take down an entire facility without your tribe. Third, you have six months, at the absolute maximum. Then you need to be home. Not on your way home. Home. Anything else you want to add, Ruth?

Um, no. I don’t think so.

Okay, do we have a deal, Aura?

Agreeing is easy, so I do. Then I feel it. The need to start, to go. I haven’t felt this excited in a long time, probably since I first hoped that X and I would mate and that our tribe would be complete. No—now isn’t the time to think about that. For the next few months, I’m not going to dwell on what could have been, or on whether my parents were right.

I cling to the excitement bubbling in my stomach and follow Everlie and Ruth back into the living room. X and Leo join us, taking their seats on the couch again. I’m still standing, still slightly on the outside of my own tribe, ignoring how it makes me feel.

Shade stands, silently demanding everyone’s attention. “I guess it’s been decided. Aura will take a team to visit Chochmo, Kiowal, and Modocsill. In the meantime, we’ll need to figure out what’s going on with the humans around our territory.”

“We need to figure out, once and for all, whether the rat is in our pack or not,” Valence adds. “At a minimum, I feel like we can rule out the Rosetti tribe. Leo might have had a bad interaction with them, but they wouldn’t do anything to put their mate in danger.”

“Who does that leave who knew about Leo?” Ruth asks.

“There’s the rest of the Menin tribe,” Shade says. “Both alphas of the Chochmo and Kiowal. Not counting whoever they might have told. The Bane triplets’ parents. Although I don’t know if we can truly count the Rosetti tribe out. They’ve only recently bonded with their human mate.”

“They were coming into the shop to see Priscilla before I even started working there,” Leo admits. “Although, if we’re making a list, shouldn’t Husk be on it, too?”

Shade nods. “Husk, too, though I doubt he has reason enough to hate you.”

Leo glances down at her feet, then shares a look with X. Considering they can’t actually speak in each other’s minds, it’s mildly impressive that they manage to communicate silently. Then again, X basically only communicates silently.

The discussion continues on, but personally, I don’t think the rat is in our pack. Most likely, when Zero asked for information, he had to give some in return. The question is: which pack, which alpha, sold us out? And why?

Chapter Three

––––––––
[image: ]


I DON’T WASTE ANY TIME making preparations. Unfortunately, we can’t travel in our shifted forms, so I’ll need to bring money for human necessities. It also means we’ll spend our days in a small metal box. That alone has me almost regretting my desire to go.

In the time it’s taken me to sort and pack all my clothes, grab the stash of money I’ve managed to save, and be forced out to the dining space for lunch, I've put a lot of thought into who I want to bring along on my little trip.

The Conifer tribe is probably the best option. Made up of two males and two females, they’re mated, though not fated, and their younglings have formed tribes of their own. Most of our pack works solely on Hollowell territory, but the Conifer tribe is the exception. If I understand correctly, they work with an organization to ensure the safety of certain forest areas. Of course, it helps that their free range allows them to shift. They’re also the members who report the stats on the natural habitats, ensuring we don’t overfeed or overgraze and draw human attention.

I need members who aren’t so dominant that I’m taking away the protection our pack needs here, while also not leaving myself too vulnerable. If I had my own way, I’d go by myself. Ideally, I’d shift and just run there. Neither of those is an option, however, so I’m working the best I can within my restrictions.

Everlie and Shade follow me to the Conifer tribe. Their home is only a few miles away, close enough to walk without shifting. There’s a sort of center for Hollowell territory where Shade can call pack meetings. It’s mostly open, with carved wooden benches arranged in a large circle and a small stage in the middle. A small pup is curled up on the stage now, completely zonked out despite not being allowed on the platform.

Past the pack meeting area, there are some play pieces for the little pups to climb on and practice agility. A mile north, there’s a waterfall that pools into a small lake. The water comes solely from rain, and luckily, we get a lot of that here. In our shifted form, most of us drink from this nearby water source, then go the couple of miles to the larger lake to play. Although a few members refuse the longer, couple-mile trot to the bigger lake and let their pups splash around in the closer water.

Most tribe homes are pretty far from this central area to try to reduce the constant noise. Some tribes built new houses to fit their needs, while others moved into vacant ones, updating and cleaning the space.

Maybe I should consider moving out? Most tribes live together, but our current living situation isn't comfortable for everyone. No—I’m not making any drastic changes until I get back. Still, the thought lingers as we head up the path to the Conifer’s home.

Their home is one of the taller ones I’ve seen, with a small amount of smoke drifting off into the wind from a brick chimney. The front door is open, and Shere stands in the doorway. He’s a tall male, even by shifter standards. His shirt is dark blue with a high collar, tucked into tan pants. The combination makes him look incredibly human.

“Alpha Shade. Alpha Everlie. Aurora. Come on in.”

Everlie smirks at me over her shoulder just as I roll my eyes. Anyone who talks to my parents and their tribe probably still calls me by their preferred name. Aurora is apparently a beautiful, feminine name, whereas Aura is too harsh. Or something like that. I’m not an expert on their craziness.

Their home is cozy, though very old-fashioned. The kitchen is small, with no counter or separation between it and the round dining table. Mercy, Shere’s mate, is already sitting and eating a snack. I’m pretty sure she’s the eldest in the tribe. Her thick blonde hair has somehow lost the shine and fullness I remember from when I was young.

Looking around, I listen and sniff, trying to determine whether Archer and Paige are in the home. It’s hard to tell since their scents are soaked into the house, though I don’t hear any breathing to indicate they’re sleeping.

“What brings you here, Alphas?” Mercy asks. Her tone is soft and tired, as if she just woke up. Maybe she did. I have no idea what hours they work out in the human society.

“I have a favor to ask,” I tell her, stepping forward before the alphas can answer their question. “I’m visiting a few packs and need some company. I was hoping your tribe would join me.”

Shere and Mercy exchange a look, clearly communicating. The former takes a chair next to his mate, then looks at me. “Is this a friendly visit? We’re not the young pups we used to be.”

“Just a visit,” I agree.

“How long?” Mercy asks.

“Six months at the most. Preferably one or two,” Everlie answers.

Mercy and Shere have a private back-and-forth. It’s typical in pack life, especially when dealing with tribes or mates, but I can admit that their hesitancy grates against my nerves.

“Mercy and I will go,” Shere finally says. “We’ll need a day or so to take care of our human lives. Give me a minute to reach out to the rest of my tribe.”

While Shere did that, Everlie started to fill Mercy in on the basic details. We aren’t telling them the whole truth, just that we’re going to check in on the packs we’re working on alliances with. A gesture of goodwill, essentially.

[image: ]Once the rest of the tribe agrees, I want to leave as soon as possible. Since the phone call with the Kiowal alpha—or, I guess, the lack of one—I have this nervous energy. My instinct says I need to go there first, and I always trust my gut.

When the conversation lulls, Mercy turns toward me. “Are you going to tell your parents you’re leaving pack territory?”

The snort that comes out of me would have my mother gasping. “No.”

“All right. They miss you, you know. Wouldn’t kill you to stop by the tribe’s home.”

I don’t dignify that with a response. My parents made it very clear they weren’t proud of me and even clearer that I wouldn’t have a relationship with them unless I took their advice. Advice along the lines of—don’t shift, stop lifting heavy weights, and consider makeup to show how truly beautiful I am.

Crossing my arms over my chest is my only defense against the topic. Make someone uncomfortable or make them think you’re angry, and they’ll change the subject. It helps when I add my glare, as I do now.

Mercy huffs, glancing away.

When I picked the Conifers, I chose who would be best for the pack. A middle ground for protection. It helps that they’re among the few members who deal with humans. They’d be useful to me, especially since I rarely venture beyond pack lands. Most of the humans I’ve interacted with have ended up dying. Then again, I’ve been the one to kill them.

The biggest issue in dealing with this tribe is their relationship with my parents. I’m not going to spend the next several months dealing with emotional manipulation. This is supposed to be a time for me to figure out my own mess and decide how to handle the future.

I’m about to make that perfectly clear when Shere speaks up. “Archer and Paige said they’ll file the paperwork for all of us. We’re taking a leave of absence from work. That’ll mean someone here will have to monitor the hunting habits. The last thing we need is a notable loss of small game, which would bring the other rangers to investigate.”

“I’ll make sure the pack knows to keep track of their kill count,” Shade says.

“Or at least to hunt farther from home,” Everlie adds.

We say our goodbyes and agree to meet up the day after tomorrow, early in the morning, to get started. I have no idea what I’m going to do with a full day, though I’m considering checking in on Priscilla, the Rosetti tribe’s mate. As far as humans go, she and her pup are preferable to any others I’ve met.

“I’ll call Alona and let her know you all should be there around next week,” Shade says.

“Don’t.” I ignore Shade’s glare and let Everlie comfort her mate as she always does, while I keep going. “If they expect me to come, they’ll have time to prepare.” To hide.

He doesn’t respond for a moment, then nods. We walk the rest of the way to the cabin in
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