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Blurb:

Elly Long had discovered a different world inside the dreary town she’d called home. The men in the woods captivated and scared her. Their world vastly different than her own.

But as Elly’s world came together, her purpose known, Lilliana Doake’s began to fall apart. Piece by piece, she lost a little more of herself in the secret she harbored. The only one that could save her unknowingly condemned her to the life she was barely surviving. 

Condemnation and secrecy led Lilly to drastic measures. Still, she had to tell Elly goodbye. Upon venturing into the woods, she was met with a fight she never saw coming. 

Fate led Elly to the woods, where Lilliana’s destiny waited. Yet, here she was, on the outside looking in. When the time came, Lilly would have to face demons she’d rather forget. A fight in the unknown, answers would be found, and truths revealed. 
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To my children: may the magic of the world find you as you venture out and begin creating your own lives. Mama loves you.
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THE CLOUDS OF despair began to roll over the mysterious town of Thalia Corner. In this dreary forgotten place, life was never what it seemed. To those passing by, it seemed to be nothing more than abandoned looking buildings from a time long forgotten. 

Maybe the residents of this sparse town kept it looking that way for a reason. To be a visual warning to those looking in that they weren’t welcome there, and they weren’t. The town was small in population, but massive in size. However, no one was unknown, which was why it was very easy to spot an outsider. 

Protective, and maybe a bit fearful, the people guarded the town. Letting no one in on the secrets that lie within, within in the town, within the trees that surrounded it. Though, most of the few hundred people that called the secluded town home didn’t know what it was they were guarding, just the myths and legends.

The Coulum Brothers – Ramon, Tony, and Kyle – were the worst when it came to outsiders. In fact, many have speculated that they’ve actually killed those that ventured out to their land unannounced or unwelcome. These men were said to have been brought here when the mysteries and secrets hit an all-time high to help keep curious outsiders from unveiling the secrets that even many of the townspeople didn’t know.

Hades Grounds owns the main business. Though the man ran the only bar and restaurant, Hades’ Playground, in the desolate place. Although Hades was considered a local, he doesn’t reside in the city. His role in the town was more than the place he owned. Mystery shrouded the man just as it did the town. What importance could Hades play? Was it of good or bad origin?

This collection of land parcels was the talk of the state. Not long ago, the talk of the country. Ghost hunters, adventurers, and more travelled here to try and debunk its hype. Only to leave pale faced and wrong. 

The mysteries guarded here were more than what went on in the woods, or more than the people in the town themselves. No, the truth was, majestic as the men in the woods may be, shabbier things await the townsfolk as the bubble around the woods broke and things were set free. 

Hunted, haunted, and in downright despair, the town of Thalia Corner was about to learn why they were secluded from all things... They had to decide if they were to stand up and fight, or stay back and die. Either way, life was about to change in a drastic way.
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DARKNESS SHROUDED THE figure, both literally and figuratively. Kneeling down to remain unseen, the invisible entity watched the camp before them. The camp has grown considerably since it dared venture from their hole to look in on them. They were cursed to remain lost among the living. Lost among the dead. Forever to exist on a plane that no one could see or connect with.

This camp... This camp held a piece of them though. Not their heart, for they weren’t entirely sure that they even possessed such a thing. There was an invisible string, almost as invisible as they were, that seemed to pull them here. Were they needed, or wanted? They weren’t sure. All it knew was that it had been overcome with the urge to get here. Then, and only then, did it dare venture out.

The last time it felt this pull, their savior suffered a loss that they knew too well. Unfortunately, they were stuck on the side wishing to provide comfort in their time of need. Then he had to watch as his actions and decisions lead to the pain of another friend. Those actions that lead them to this... this imprisonment. 

To be locked in an in-between that no matter how you tried, you couldn’t escape the pain and torture of the life forgotten and the freedom of death denied. To live to see those that matter to not really knowing why or who they were. The torture of this purgatory haunted them just as their absence haunted many of those that were left behind. Left with no reason. No explanation. No closure.

Not yet dead, but not really alive, they were lost. Invisible.

Commotion in the camp pulled their attention back to the reason they’d ventured out. Then they saw him. At that moment, clarity filled the entity as a tear slid down never to land on the ground, but to vanish just as they had. 

Pain. Agony. It all filled them as they looked upon the reason they were here today. The stricken look on his face doing nothing for the shadow in the woods. It only spurred the intensity of the emotions coursing through its spirit. 

Boas, it gasped. I remember you, it thought as memories began to flood them. A loud crack filled the silence that has always followed them. Looking around, they noticed their darkness cloud was shifting. It was... active. 

Turning eyes back to the group forming not far from them, they knew what needed done. With a new clarity on their purpose and tears in their eyes, they turned and ran back to hole they called home. Only this time, they now had a purpose. 
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DANI SHIFTED RESTLESS in her small confines. She was tired of being in the dark. Briefly, she’d been allowed out of the prison that kept her from the family she loved. The life she loved.

Yes, she understood that she put herself here. Her dumb decision. What had she been thinking? This was a question she’d thought about a million times over since being cast down in the darkness. Since the only sound she heard was the echo of her own voice as she sang to bring a bit of relief from the dark. Still, she had no answer.

Every so often, but not nearly enough for Dani’s liking, she’d get a visit from Elly, alpha Cyprus’s mate. Honestly, she wasn’t sure why the woman even came down here. After all, she was the reason for the attack and abduction of her. Still, this woman came down here and talked with her. Though she felt as though Elly was waiting for something. As if Dani needed to supply her with something, but she just didn’t know what that was. An answer to a question that hadn’t been asked.

Still, Elly came down here and talked with her. Dani wasn’t sure just how much time passed between visits, but she was grateful for each of them. They kept her from going insane. Being alone can drive a wolf feral. It was the reason that Tallie had sought out their circle. By nature, they need to socialize. That’s why this punishment was so horrible. Cut off from everything that her wolf thrived on. Unable to shift. Her wolf was succumbing to the torture. So was she.

“Hello, Dani,” came the now familiar voice.

“Hey Elly,” she replied far too eager. “How are things?”

“Well,” Elly answered, shifting in the darkness. “Things are pretty strange right now.”

“How so?”

“Jade swears that he’s seeing a black electrical mist hanging on the edges of the camp. It’s not always there, but he swears he saw it today.”

“Wow...” Dani responded with a bit of shocked awe.

“What?” Elly clipped. “What do you know?”

If Dani wasn’t mistaken, there was a bit of accusation in her tone. As if Dani had some kind of part in this. But, really, who could blame her after what she’d done to her. So, instead of biting back, Dani decided to just answer the question.

“There is this legend around our people that says that those condemned to purgatory will not live but not die either. They say that they’re shrouded in this cloud that removes them from both realms and messes with their memories. Giving them almost like niggling feelings of their previous life. They suffer the emotions of their final days as well as those affected by it. Until...”

The clanging of the gate to her cell alerted her that Elly had moved closer. The movement showing the woman’s need to know the rest. Dani wasn’t going to toy with her. She’d only paused because the enormity of the situation almost suffocated her.

“Until what damn it!” Elly yelled, having grown tired of the wait.

“Sorry, I wasn’t withholding from you. I just can’t believe it. They’re to remain invisible until clarity strikes them. Almost like lightning in a thunderstorm. It is said to happen when the one they affected came into view and looked their way. It could be a direct or indirect effect but one nonetheless. I’ve read stories of it being someone that the other person didn’t know at all. But that their actions had caused a rippled effect in this other person’s life negatively.”

Rustling filled the silence. “I’ve got to go,” Elly said.

“No! Wait! Please... I need the company,” Dani found herself begging.

“I’ll come back.” 

And just like that Dani was alone. Silence surrounding her. This was her purgatory. She paid alive and full knowledge of what happened and was happening. Dani just wished there was something that she could do to free herself from this prison.

“I have failed my pack. This is my destiny. Death tickles the edges of my mind, but never claiming me. I will regret my decision for all eternity... I will never forgive myself. Not for any of it. I shall face my desolation in the knowledge that this is just. May the pain I have caused leave the hearts of those affected. May their pain become mine.”

The silence was now welcomed. Dani deserved nothing less. She understood that now. Knowing that there was someone out there in actual purgatory unable to escape. No one to talk to. Always searching for their reason. She’d take this over that any day.
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BUT EVEN AS Elly rushed out to talk to Cyprus, a scream hit her with a physical force. There in the middle of the grounds, she dropped to her knees, holding her head in her hands. The pain consumed her just as a voice broke through the shriek.

“Save him! He’s breaking. Save him!”

Elly didn’t know who she needed to save but had a feeling there wasn’t a lot of time. How was she to save anyone without knowing who it was?
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LILLIANA LOOKED AT the woods from her car. She had been staring at them for the past hour with tears streaming down her cheeks. The rain echoed the emptiness in her heart. The thunder rumbled her pain. A storm brewed around her, but nothing could be as big as the one within her. In a foolish attempt to be... wanted, Lilly thought that maybe, like her friend, her future was inside those trees. What she realized with perfect clarity was that she was utterly wrong. 

The man she’d fallen in love with didn’t want her. He didn’t want her beyond a moment of rolling around in his bed, or ground. Boas was an incredible man. He was strong and steadfast. His friends and family were the reason he had perfected his position as an enforcer.

Elly had told her that the man had scared her in the beginning. Now, they seemed the best of friends. Boas had never scared her. Intrigued her. Enticed her. Brought out a sudden hunger that she’d never experienced. Never was fear an emotion she felt when she was around Boas. 

For a while there, Lilly had thought that it was because they were mates. But as the time went on and he didn’t tell her or beg her to stay, she realized why. They just had a shortage of female flesh to dig into and she filled the bill.

“For a moment,” she hiccupped her breath through her tears, “you were mine.”

For a moment she’d experienced what life would have been like to have a man cherish her. Boas had too. He’d acted like the picture-perfect boyfriend. In all her life, she had never wanted to hear those three words so badly. You’re my mate. But they never came. Every encounter they had, they ended up in his bed. Or against a tree. Or in a cave...

She shivered as her body began to heat with residual memories of the man she had fallen in love with from the very moment she’d laid eyes on him. When Elly had described him, she hadn’t quite understood the massiveness that he really was. It was his deep brown eyes, that harbored secrets, that gave you the sense he was angry all the time. That and the fact that he really didn’t talk that much, and when he did, it was usually in a grunt or an ominous style tone.

The man she’d gotten to know wasn’t like that at all. From his dark skin and beautiful smile. To his brain that was beyond intelligent and analytical. The emotions that coursed through this man were not only veritable but intense. Boas felt everything and he felt it deeply. 

But he just hadn’t felt anything for you, Lilliana thought sadly.

Just then she saw her friend exiting the woods. She’d taken a few steps out and turned around again. Lilliana used this time to pull herself together and tamp down the jealousy that engulfed her. Elly deserved all the happiness she had at this moment and all them to come. No one Lilly knew deserved it more. 

As she focused on the wood line where Elly had disappeared back in there, her heart stopped beating. Could that have been Boas that she was seeing? No, she shook her head in an effort to force him out of her mind. He didn’t care about her like that. 

Soon, Elly came bouncing out of the woods with a smile on her face. It was a thrilling sight to see her friend so jubilant. So, proud of who she was again. Elly had struggled so much with her ‘difference’ from her family. Now, she seemed to embrace it. Maybe it was because her traits, that made her different to her family, could be used to help save and protect people she loved and loved her in equal measure.

The last time that Lilly had been in the woods was a week ago. She’d shared one last amazing night with Boas and then left while he was busy with his shift guarding the camp. It was wrong of her to do, she knew that, but she had no choice. Facing him, knowing she’d been an idiot and fell in love with him... Lilly needed to build her guards back up before she faced him again.

As Elly approached the car, she cocked her head to the side and her brows dropped. Flinging the door open, she looked at her friend and said the one thing that Lilliana didn’t want her to say.

“What’s wrong?”

It wasn’t that Lilly didn’t want her friend to be concerned over her. No, she loved that her friend cared for her like that. It was because Lilly didn’t want to lie anymore to Elly than she has already. Today, she almost didn’t have it in her to lie any further. So, instead, she gave her an answer that would hopefully suffice her soul sister.

“Oh, you know, dealing with Nikky and James,” she gave her normal eye roll and shrug of her shoulders.

Elly rolls her eyes and she buckles herself in. “Why won’t they just leave you alone already? They’ve not had to take care of you since you graduated high school.”

“Yeah, I know,” Lilliana sighed.

When Lilly was only a little girl, her parents had died in a tragic car accident. Unfortunately, the only living relatives that were around were Nikky and James Graddert. Lilly had never met them before. Imagine yourself, at the tender age of seven, going to a home she’d never been in before. Then to be instantly disliked by the people who agreed to take her in. Her childhood was hard. The memories of her parents were all she had to cling to for happiness.

She hadn’t realized how bad her aunt and uncle were at first. It wasn’t until after the first year that they started treating her worse. Yes, the hatred they had for her existence was there from the minute she was dropped off at their house. It wasn’t until she was ten years old that their poor treatment increased. Withholding meals. Chopping her hair off. Cutting her. Starving her. You name it, Lilliana suffered from it.

“So, why did you take off?” Elly’s question broke into her thoughts.

“Nikky said I had to be in their house, or...” Lilly purposely left it hanging.

Elly was used to the threats that her aunt issued when she disobeyed. Constantly her dear friend would question why she listened to them. That she should cut them out of her life for good. If only she could tell Elly the truth. Then she’d understand. But she couldn’t. There was no way her friend would believe her, for one. Hell, took her a long time to believe it herself. Now, Lilly was so tied to these people that she feared for her life.

“You need to get away from them, Lilly. I know we have this talk a lot, but you do. You need to live for you. Cy would let you live at the camp if it’s because you worry you can’t escape them. You have outlets, hun. Boas would protect you,” she ended in a whisper.

“What?! Why the hell would you think that?” Lilly hissed unintentionally.

“He cares about you. You’re important to me, to Cy, to the pack, he’d protect you because you matter, Lils.”

Yeah, she mattered alright. She mattered for his release. His tension buster. Boas didn’t love her. Lilly needed to remember that and quit letting her heart tell her otherwise.
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BOAS STOOD AT the woods edge watching as Elly joined Lilly in her car. He could feel the heaviness in the air. The storm wasn’t the only thing letting go. He’d not had a good week. Being without Lilly was getting harder and harder.

Lilliana left without a word over a week ago and it gutted him. He wanted to give her time to get used to him. Boas knew he could be kind of intimidating at first. It wasn’t because he was a bad guy. He just had rough experiences with everyone outside of his pack. 

When he’d met Lilliana for the first time, Boas felt as though he’d been punched in the gut. His world suddenly began to turn in the opposite direction. He avoided her at first because he wasn’t sure what was happening. Then, when Cyprus was telling the rest of the pack the signs he knew he’d found his mate, he felt as though he’d been punched all over again. 

“What’s going on?” Cy’s voice broke into his thoughts.

“What do you mean?” Boas answered as he continued to glare in the direction of Lilly’s car. 

“You look like you’re about to commit murder. What is going on?”

“Why didn’t she come and get Elly?”

“What? Oh, you...” Cy stopped for a moment. “Look, Bo. You’re my best friend. And as my best friend and a practical brother to me, I am saying this with all the love in the world. Stay the hell away from Lilliana. You’re not going to upset my mate by hurting her friend.”

Before Boas could tamp down the surge of anger that coursed through him. He leaped on his friend. Soon, they began to fall to the ground with a deep thump. Cyprus flipped Boas to his back after several fist exchanges and put his hands around his throat.

“What the hell is your problem?” Cy demanded.

Boas didn’t answer. How could he without revealing his dilemma? There was no one he trusted more in the world than he did his leader. But speaking it to someone else would be admitting to himself that he really couldn’t wait any longer.

“Answer me!”

“How could you think I’d hurt Lilliana,” Boas replied, not catching the longing in his tone.

Cyprus released his grip on his friend and backed away. “Oh my Gods! She’s your mate?”

“Shut up, Cy. Last we need is for another human to be in danger because of us,” he hissed as he looked around.

A moment of silence stretched between them. Both men stood from the ground and fixed themselves again. Boas felt unsettled. Like one end of his stomach was playing chase with the other. Nothing made sense or calmed unless Lilly was with him.

“How long have you known?”

“Since I first saw her. Though, I didn’t know what it was that gave me that feeling until you addressed the whole pack later,” he shrugged.

“Why haven’t you told her?”

“She’s not ready. Elly says she has a lot going on at home with her family and I don’t want to overload her. So, I’m waiting for things to calm down. Please don’t say anything to Els. I just want to give Lilly time to understand that she’s my beacon.”

But as he stood there and looked out where his mate’s car once idled an eeriness took over him. Something dark... It was more than the fight that still hung threateningly in the air. No, this was nothing to do with that. Yes, they had to keep their guards up. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but suddenly his promised life seemed... wrong.
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LILLIANA STOOD IN front of her mirror and wondered, for the millionth time, why she put herself through this. Her aunt and uncle were permanent thorns in her side. No matter how much she tried to extradite them it was always to no avail. They’d implanted themselves there so long ago. 

When her parents passed away, Lilly had been in shock. So lost and so afraid. The moment she’d stepped foot in the house of the Graddert’s, she never felt more unwanted. The house was cold. The first thing her Aunt Nikky said to her, when the liaison left, was harsh and put her in her place right away. I know you’re trailer park trash, and this is like the Ritz to you, but you aren’t ours and you never will be. Touch one damn thing that isn’t yours and I’ll break your tiny little fingers. Got me?

Lilly realized in that minute, at the tender age of seven, that she was completely alone in the world. But then she met Elly when she started school. They have been inseparable ever since. They told each other everything. Elly told Lilly about all her visions and how she felt the woods were speaking to her. Lilly told her about her crap life at the relatives’ house. Nothing was ever secret from the other... Until now. 

She knew she could speak to Elly and her friend would help her, but she realized a lot over the past few months. Love – real, honest, hold tight love – wasn’t meant for her. Who would want a woman that killed her parents? Hell, she didn’t even want herself half the time. 

Turning from the mirror in disgust, she stomped to her closet to grab the jacket that was mandatory to wear when in the presence of her relatives. It was an ugly thing. Deep blue with shoulder pads, three gold buttons at the base of the waist length jacket. The lapels were a tad darker in color. She hated it the minute she saw it. The navy-blue pencil skirt and white silk camisole were okay on their own, but with this jacket, she wanted to hurl. 

The point of the outfit was to scream money. But to Lilly, it only screamed monstrosity. When she walked into the country club, everyone’s eyes turned to her and she knew their eyes held pity and horror. It took years of practice to not blush and look mortified to be wearing it.

Elly was the one that made it to wear Lilliana could hold her head high while in the atrocious outfit. She had told her that none of the people at that club mattered and that she only saw them once a month. It was that reminder in her head constantly that allowed her to wear this ridiculous getup and not die of embarrassment. 

Looking at her watch, she hurriedly grabbed her purse and keys and ran to her car. If she was late, her aunt would hold her arm all night. While holding her arm, she’d be pinching harder and harder. The last time that happened, she woke up with a massive blood blister and bruises that covered most her upper arm.

Today, she contemplated just running away. Lilliana didn’t want to be around them any longer. She didn’t want to be a part of their game. Why they still insisted on her playing the pawn in their blind game of chess for power, she had no idea. She had nothing to offer these fools. All Lilliana wanted was to disappear and be forgotten. 

A few months ago, shortly after Elly had met the men in the woods, Lilly had gone to her Aunt and Uncle’s for an audience. They spoke to her about all they’ve done for her and how much they’ve given Lilliana since she was brought to them twenty years ago. Lilly had kept her head down and listened to them make themselves sound like heroes. 

Which they were far from. Would heroes cut the arms of their niece because she got a B in a class, leaving three-inch scars on the inside of her arms? Would heroes put burns on their beloved family member’s back from losing a cross country race? Better yet, would heroes break the hand of a little girl for crying for their parents?

They’ve done all these things to Lilliana since she first arrived and more. It was the reason she clung to Elly the way she did. Not that Elly wasn’t worth befriending otherwise. But El allowed Lilly to be herself. A rarity in her life. 

But as she had been running these thoughts through her mind, the words of her aunt wrapped themselves around her throat and began to squeeze. Choking, she’d flung her head up – first mistake – and questioned her aunt about what she had just said. Lilly hadn’t seen the ruler until it was too late. James had hit her on the cheek so hard she thought for sure that it’d cut through. Still, even with tears in her eyes, she fought them on their decision.

I will not marry someone because you said so, Lilly had said to them.

You will or we’ll tell the police that you killed your parents and have your ass put in jail, her uncle had spat.

What, Lilliana had gasped out.

We’ve got all the proof we need to put you in jail, her aunt had said smugly.

I was a child, she said in lieu of denying. Part of Lilly believed she had indeed killed her parents. Believed it to be her fault they were gone. That they’d left her alone with these freaks to torture her as she deserved.

And we’re smarter than you, had been the only answer she got from her uncle. 

No matter, Lilliana ran from their house with tears coursing down her cheeks and fear constricting itself around her heart. She wouldn’t marry a man they put her with. They only wanted her suffering. Only wanted status and money. No doubt the man would be a grade A asshole and she’d continue to suffer.

But the more time went on, she began to believe that this was the life she was destined to live. However, Nikky nor James brought it up again. Then she lost her heart to Boas, a man shrouded in mystery, only to have it smashed. 

Lilly shook herself as she pulled into the circle drive of the grand house of her relatives. Taking a deep breath, she readied herself for whatever was to come from day sipping tea and crumpets. The truth was that nothing could make her hurt worse than the way she already did. 

“Oh, Lilliana,” her aunt said breezily, pretending to everyone here that she adored her niece. “I’m so glad you came today to see us. We have missed you.”

Staring at her aunt blankly, she quietly cleared her throat and gave the mandatory answer. “I’m sorry, Auntie, I’ve been working diligently on the Food for Thought project.”

Though this was a real charity that Lilliana was a part of, her aunt told everyone a completely different story. One was that Lilly had been a silent founder and allowed others to take the claim for it because she was shy. The other was that Lilly was travelling the country visiting struggling communities and giving out supplies they desperately needed. 

The day dragged on. This superficial person and that were asking her questions with fake interest in supporting the cause though she never saw any of them give to the organization. All of them were full of smoke and mirror tricks to make others look at them with envy. When, really, they were all conceited and didn’t give a rat’s ass about the families going hungry around the world. They covered themselves and then some, so they had no reason to look beneath them. 

Then her world stopped turning.

“Oh great, you made it.” She heard her aunt say. “Lilliana, I want you to meet Drexel, your fiancé.”
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ELLY WRUNG HER hands in front of her. Something was wrong, though she couldn’t place it. It was as if the world had tilted slightly and everything was beginning to teeter on the edge of a precipice she couldn’t see. 

The window that she stared blankly out of overlooked the camp. Still, there was so much activity. Cyprus was still building defenses. Elly was even teaching some of the camp residents, that weren’t enforcers or protectors, to fight. She felt as though she was contributing for once in her life. 

Still, she felt unsettled. Something, something was brewing... Something big. Was it the impending attack of the Patterson clan? Or something else entirely? It weighed heavily on her heart. The feeling consumed her every moment. Even started haunting her dreams. Every day the moment grew increasingly more intense. 

“Hello, my gorgeous mate,” Cy said as he wrapped her in his arms. 

“Something’s wrong, Cy. I feel it. I can sense it.” She spun in his hold, facing him. “It even reigns over my dreams. It’s making me restless.”

Pressing a lingering kiss to her forehead, “I don’t like seeing you like this. Maybe it’s time you see Lilliana. She’s pretty good at helping you figure these feelings out.”

“But I hate being away from you,” Elly breathes, the pain already ebbing its way to her heart.

“I hate it too, but I hate even more to see you suffer and not be able to help.”

Nodding her head, she turned to look back out the window. “Max and his followers are out there. Watching. I can see him pacing. The anger in him grows. He’ll be attacking soon. I can feel it.”

“I know,” Cyprus whispered solemnly. “I feel it too,” he paused for a moment before saying, “but we’ll be ready.”

––––––––
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BOAS STOOD OUTSIDE his leader’s door wishing, for the first time, that Elly wasn’t in there. He needed advice. Truth was, Boas was pretty sure he was going insane. Hearing things that weren’t there. Pleas that had never come. There was even a moment that he thought he was back in Clover Grove – most called it Hart Circle – as he had so many years ago. Yet, he was a man. He looked around among the desolate remains of what had been the Hart pack’s home territory for so long. 

Nothing stood. No sound. Fog seemed to cover the sparse space. Echoing in its suffocating silence what he has lost. What he hadn’t been strong enough to save. Boas dreamed of the boy he’d been that had endured the pain and torture of when he gained the scar on his face. His finger ran the gnarled segment of flesh.

“Hey, at least it’s only one strip.” Tallie’s voice broke into his unwelcome trip down memory lane. 

“I think I’d rather have the in your face than the subtle look of this. Do you know that it made Elly fear me?”

“That and the glower you always seem to wear when you’re focused.” He chuckled. “Yeah, I pay attention brother.” Tallie paused as he glanced around the camp for a moment. “Will you come talk with me a minute?”

“Well, actually, I...” Boas tried to stammer out.

“For just a moment. I’ll be right to the point and let you get back to asking Cy if there’s a such thing as a curse,” Tallie raised his eyebrow. 

Glaring at his pack brother, he nodded his head, keeping his trap shut. For a moment there, he’d forgotten that he could read his mind. And then his skin began to heat, starting slowly at the neck and moving its way up. Lucky for him his chocolate skin didn’t reveal his embarrassment easily.

“She didn’t hear your thoughts. She’s stressing about something else. Cy is in there now trying to help her sort through it to figure out what it is that has her so on edge.”

“I’m sorry, man, but I’m with Elly here. Stay out of my head unless I give you permission,” Boas growled.

“I’m not trying to be invasive. You’re just really loud right now. Which is why I wanted to talk to you.” He stopped walking and turned to face Boas. “I know you have a lot going on inside with your wolf right now. I, also, know that some of it goes way back to what brought you to this pack when you were younger...”

Boas began to feel uneasy. For someone to know so much of himself – that he’d rather remain behind the closed door of his mind, where it has sat all these years – he felt exposed. When Baciur had asked him why he was alone and not with his parents or sister... Even then, to that man, he had hidden the reason. Afraid that it would get him cast out on his tail. He’d only been barely a teenager. Surely, if Baciur were here now, he’d understand his reasonings. Boas was almost sure of it. Almost.

Now, he had a man, that he was only starting to get to know, seeming to know the real reason he’d come seeking shelter in the Collins pack, alone. It made him feel human. As if he was no longer man and beast. Just man. He felt weakened. 

“I don’t know the reasonings, Bo. I just know that it was dark.”

“What happened to getting right to the point here?” Boas growled in frustration and a bit of panic.

“Yeah, sorry. I tend to get sidetracked easily, sometimes. You’ve got to figure out this shadow that’s lurking at your doorstep. If you don’t, you won’t be able to move forward with your mate.”

“How did you know I had a mate?” He sputtered.

“Please. I was this pack’s
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