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They say to the victor go the spoils.

	 

	 

	Juri has been waiting for his chance to be alpha of his clan for years. When Juri’s half-siblings are born, and his father decides to retire, Juri’s time has finally come. But Viktor’s announcement draws the attention of other bear shifters hungry for the prestigious alpha position. Before Juri can lead, he has to face the first challenge of his life.

	Phoenix Jones wants nothing more than to be an alpha—until he lays eyes on Juri Vasiliev and his priorities shift. Can two alpha personalities find enough common ground to take a chance on an unexpected love?

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Spring

	Shea’s screeching shout from upstairs could be heard even in the kitchen. “If you ever touch me again I will cut off your balls!”

	Juri winced in sympathy. He tightened his grip around his mug of cooling coffee, his right leg bouncing nervously. “Well, if Dad survives Shea giving birth, he’ll have six kids in total. I don’t think he needs his balls anymore anyway.”

	Stefan, who sat opposite him at the table, looked a bit green around the grills. “Can you not talk about our father’s balls, please?”

	“You’d rather talk about our step-father, who’s younger than me, currently giving birth to our three half-siblings?”

	Stefan choked into his coffee. He quickly placed the mug back on the table and grabbed a napkin while the liquid ran down his chin. He dabbed at it, then slammed his fist into his chest. “Go on like that, and our dad will win three kids and lose one on the same day.”

	Juri snorted. Shea had woken around three in the morning to a wet bed and broken water. Quickly after that, their father had roused the whole house with his panicking. After raising three boys, Juri had thought his dad was better prepared for fatherhood. He’d been dead wrong.

	Since the clan doctor had arrived at half-past three, nobody had gotten a wink of rest. Stefan hadn’t even shaved, and the napkin he’d rubbed over his chin had left napkin fuzz in his stubble.

	Juri thought it hilarious. He looked Stefan in the eyes and flicked his index finger against his own smoothly-shaven chin. Laughing, he leaned to the side when Stefan threw the balled-up napkin at him.

	“Don’t tell me you’re not excited.”

	Juri leaned back. “I am. The tykes will turn our home into a madhouse, though.”

	“Please.” Stefan rolled his eyes. He got up and grabbed the empty coffee pot. When he held it up, Juri nodded. “It’s been a madhouse since Shea breezed into Hazel Woods on Santa’s sleigh.” He filled the pot with water and walked back to the coffee machine.

	Another ear-piercing scream split the air. Juri groaned and closed his eyes. “Poor guy. I’m so glad I’m not an omega.”

	Stefan hummed. “Dunno. You with a cute little bump...” He laughed when Juri growled at him. “Sorry, baby alpha. Did I hurt your macho genes?” He spooned coffee into the filter, then snapped the machine closed and pushed the little button to get it going.

	“Nonsense.” Juri scoffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not one of those guys who think omegas are weak. Look at Shea. He’s as tall as you and almost as broad.” They collectively winced when their step-father let out another drawn-out sound of deep pain. “And he has bigger balls than both of us for pushing three babies out of his—”

	“You’re obsessed with balls.” Stefan threw his hands in the air. “First Kirill and now you?”

	Juri arched one eyebrow. “You know I don’t mind a nice set of balls. Especially when they’re attached to a cute little guy who has a wicked mouth and flexible limbs.”

	Stefan placed his hands over his ears. “I don’t want to hear. It’s bad enough I walked in on Kirill and Andrei. Believe me, I’m happy for them. But I never wanted to see my brother with a cock in his mouth.” Stefan shuddered violently.

	A faint wail reached their ears. Juri grinned and held up his palm. Stefan high-fived him with a whoop.

	Stefan peeled his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll let Kirill know. I hope at least one of the babies is a girl. I want a sister to spoil rotten.”

	Juri smirked. “You can spoil a boy as well, you know. Anyway, our dads will have their hands full.”

	“Tell me about it. At least Dad can count on you helping him with clan business.” Stefan’s fingers flew over the screen of his smartphone.

	Juri nodded and looked up when a second tiny screech joined the first. He was elated about the additions to their family and the possibility of showing his father he’d make a good alpha once Viktor stepped down. They’d talked it through over the past few weeks. Juri had started helping his father with the clan three years earlier, slowly learning the ropes from the best mentor he could imagine. After the cubs were born, Juri would shoulder even more of his father’s workload. Viktor deserved some time off to take care of his mate and their babies.

	Stefan chuckled when a third crying baby sounded from upstairs. “Think we should welcome them to the family?”

	“Yeah, let’s. Dad will be too relieved to snarl at us for seeing his mate in the nude.” Juri sprang up and ushered his younger brother toward the stairs. Halfway up, he squeezed past Stefan.

	“Hey! Cheater.” Stefan grabbed his shirt, but Juri twisted loose and put on a burst of speed. At their father’s bedroom door, Stefan caught up and together they tumbled inside.

	The room was a mess Juri chose to ignore. He usually wasn’t queasy. But seeing and smelling the side effects of birth wasn’t at the top of his list of favorite things. Juri ignored his father’s warning growl and hurried toward the bed, Stefan close behind him.

	Viktor sat on the bed beside a very exhausted and sweat-soaked Shea, cradling a wiggling baby in a green blanket. Shea held another child that whimpered softly, and Doc Liam the third. Juri dropped to his knees beside his father and leaned over to look at his sibling.

	“Aww.” He placed his hand on Viktor’s knee and moved even closer. “Boy or girl?” He slid the tip of his index finger carefully over the baby’s silky soft cheek.

	Shea laughed, though it sounded tired. “That one’s a girl. And seeing the trouble Viktor has holding her, I’d say she’s a future alpha.” He gently rocked the kid in his arm, and she quieted down and blinked huge blue eyes. “This is your little brother.”

	Stefan sat beside Shea’s legs and touched the tiny boy’s hand. “Wow. Unbelievable that we were once so small. They’re prefect.”

	Viktor looked at them with a gentle smile. “And I still think you all grew up too fast.”

	Doc Liam came closer and showed Stefan and Juri the third baby. “And here we have another sister.”

	Juri immediately stiffened when Liam placed the little girl in his arms. “Are you insane? What if I drop her?”

	Shea yawned. “Nonsense. You’ll learn to hold your siblings, young man. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

	Viktor leaned over and kissed Shea on the lips. “I love you.”

	Juri’s face heated, and he concentrated on the baby in his arms. He thought himself too young to settle down and start a family. He had responsibilities to his clan. Now that he would cover for his father, even more so. But someday, he wanted what his dad and Shea had.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Winter

	“What kind of fucked-up shit is that?” Juri smashed his fist onto the table with full force. The wood cracked under the assault and made a screeching sound.

	Tara shrieked and flailed her chubby arms. Juri immediately felt remorse. “Oh, sweetie...”

	Stefan got up, cradling Tara to his chest. The expression on his face was murderous. “Save it. She was about ready for a nap, you ignorant b... bear.” He kissed Tara’s fluffy brown curls and carried her out of the kitchen. A second later his footsteps could be heard on the stairs. From the three brothers, Stefan had turned out to be the most skilled when it came to taking care of the babies. He had almost the same calming effect on them as their omega father.

	“Get your ass back on that chair and stop scaring your siblings.”

	Juri flinched. His bear submitted immediately to his father’s harsh words. Viktor’s patience wasn’t the best these days. Especially not when it came to Juri. Juri knew his dad expected him to step up and do his job as substitute alpha, not throw a temper tantrum.

	Juri swallowed and plopped back into the chair. “I’m sorry.”

	“I understand that you’re upset.” Viktor sighed and ran a hand through his hair. It curled around his ears and was in desperate need of a cut. The man’s sweater was wrinkled and sported stains that looked like dried baby formula. The shapes of two emergency pacifiers pressed through the breast pocket of his sweater.

	Juri placed his forehead in his upturned hands and groaned. He didn’t want to stress out his father even more. Still...

	“Why, Dad?”

	“You knew this day would come.” Viktor sounded surprised.

	Juri looked up. “That’s not what I meant. Of course I expected you to retire as alpha after the cubs’ birth. But this is my clan. My position. I earned it.” Juri snarled.

	Viktor rubbed his eyes. “Yes, you did.”

	Juri got up and fetched his dad a cup of coffee. He heard steps on the stairs and expected Stefan to return, but it was Shea who carried a sleeping Georgia in her baby sling.

	“Hey, Papa.” Juri quickly poured another cup and carried both to the kitchen table. “Here.”

	“Thank you, Juri.” Shea stopped behind Viktor and placed one hand on Viktor’s shoulder, kneading softly. With the other, he caressed Georgia’s head. “What’s with the shouting? You know I don’t like it.”

	Viktor turned his head and pressed a kiss to his mate’s knuckles. “Sorry, love.”

	“It’s my fault.” Juri sat down. He followed the crack in the table with the tip of his index finger. “I don’t understand why another alpha is coming to Hazel Woods to challenge me for alpha position.” He suppressed a growl. He wasn’t keen on incurring Shea’s wrath by upsetting two-thirds of the omega’s cute brood.

	Viktor took a sip of his coffee. “You know I had to announce my retirement officially to ensure that lone alphas get a chance to earn a clan through a fair challenge. Phoenix Jones is a good man. I met him several times in the past. He’s strong, but you’ll mop the floor with him.”

	“You don’t know that.” Juri crossed his arms over his chest. He knew he must look like a pouting child. He couldn’t help it. Since birth, he’d been groomed to take over as alpha. “I’ve known each clan member my whole life. I fought beside them. For them. No outsider will take away what rightfully belongs to me.” He slapped his palm against his chest.

	Shea arched one dark eyebrow. “Careful, Juri. Pride goes before a fall. You were born with all the traits that make a potentially good alpha. Strength, intelligence, compassion. And pride in your achievements. Being a real leader takes so much more.” He ran his finger’s through Georgia’s black hair and smiled when the baby cooed.

	Juri pursed his lips, forcing down his anger. “And you think I don’t have what it takes?”

	“That’s not what I said at all. I’m convinced you’ll make a great alpha. All leaders face challenges in their lives. Yours comes sooner than expected, but the experience will help you grow.”

	“What if the experience gets me tossed out of my home?” Juri raked his fingers through his hair.

	Viktor smiled grimly. “I trained you. What could possibly go wrong?”

	Shea rolled his eyes. “Pride. I swear...”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Phoenix Jones barely hid his smirk when he heard the middle Vasiliev brother, Stefan, whistling under his breath. It obviously annoyed the fuck out of Juri, the oldest brother and leader-in-waiting. Phoenix was close enough that his enhanced shifter hearing picked up snippets of their conversation.

	Juri was jumpy. He clenched and unclenched his hands. He even shifted from one foot to the other. It couldn’t be easy for him that another man was threatening what he saw as his birthright, but he should learn to conceal his feelings.

	Stefan dipped the bottle in his hand and made cooing noises at the cute baby in his arms. It looked about half a year old. Phoenix had heard about alpha Viktor mating a much younger omega, so he guessed the cub was Stefan’s half-sibling.

	“Stop fidgeting like a bride on her wedding night,” Stefan said. “Makes you look jittery. There’s no need to worry just because your challenger is built like a tank.”

	Juri turned to his brother with a snarl. “You’re such an ass...” Juri’s gaze dropped to the baby. “Assertive guy.” He returned his concentration on Phoenix. “And he’s not that big.”

	If looks could kill...

	Phoenix lifted his hand and waved with a smile. As predicted, Juri’s eyes switched to glowing, sherry-colored bear eyes, and his upper fangs lengthened past his lips.

	Phoenix shook his head and took in the crowd that had gathered to witness the fight. He guessed about fifty people stood in the clearing in loose groups, chattering animatedly and sharing the latest gossip. Some had brought kids. Phoenix was surprised to find Viktor’s clan so relaxed shortly before a challenge that might change the balance of power forever.

	Closing his eyes briefly, Phoenix breathed in the clear, crisp winter air and forced himself to relax. He hadn’t expected anxiousness to overcome him. For the first time in his life, he found himself hard-tempted to lose a fight deliberately.

	Phoenix opened his eyes and raked his gaze over Juri’s body. The oldest Vasiliev was broad around the shoulders, with clearly defined pecs and abs under his woolen sweater, and strong thighs that stretched his jeans. He stood, however, two inches shorter than Phoenix’s six-four. Not that Phoenix thought that gave him an advantage in the oncoming challenge. He’d had smaller, slighter men take him down with the right technique. Phoenix was the first to admit that he was pure brawn and no finesse during a fight.

	What had taken him by complete surprise was the instant attraction he’d felt upon seeing Juri for the first time. Based on the hatred gleaming in Juri’s eyes, that feeling wasn’t mutual. Juri probably wouldn’t appreciate Phoenix propositioning him if Juri lost the challenge. Unless Juri was a special kind of kinky.

	Viktor and his male mate—who was juggling two babies—emerged from the tree line and joined the brothers. Viktor raised his hands, and a hush came over the clearing. Phoenix’s skin goose-bumped under the wave of power Viktor radiated. Despite his fatherly aura, Viktor was one scary bear.

	The alpha gave his clan a warm, welcoming smile. “Shea and I want to thank you all for coming today, although it’s as cold as a—” He grunted when Shea jabbed an elbow into his side. “Although it’s cold.” Viktor coughed to the amused chuckles of his clan mates. He placed a hand on Juri’s shoulder. “This is an important day for our family, so it’s an honor that the whole clan is here to join us. Today, I’m stepping down as alpha of the Hazel Woods clan.” He spread his arms and lifted his palms. “I’m saying goodbye to over thirty years in your service. Thank you for your trust.” Viktor sounded a bit choked up.

	When the clan started cheering and clapping, Phoenix saw several members quickly brushing their hands over their eyes. Some sniffled. All of them wore happy but wistful expressions. It was obvious how much they loved and respected Viktor. Filling his shoes would be hard. Phoenix looked at Juri and saw the same overwhelmed feeling he was experiencing reflected on Juri’s face.

	Viktor returned his hand to Juri’s should, this time to squeeze it. Then he looked at Phoenix. “My oldest son is making me a very proud father today in accepting Phoenix Jones as his first challenger for alpha position. My son, this won’t be your last challenge. But you’ll never forget your first.” Viktor winked.

	Shea snickered beside his mate and shook his head. Juri rolled his eyes.

	“You both know the rules. The fight is to submission.” Viktor shot them both a stern look. “No weapons are allowed aside from your own teeth and claws. Mr. Jones, did you decide on a second?”

	Phoenix slowly walked over to the Vasiliev family and dipped his head. “You know I didn’t bring anyone with me, Alpha. I trust in Juri’s honor.” He held his hand out to Juri. The man looked at Phoenix’s hand as though it might bite him. It took a nudge from Stefan before Juri gripped Phoenix’s hand in an almost bone-crushing grip. Phoenix smirked and held on tight when Juri tried to break the handshake.

	Juri snarled. “To a fair challenge.”

	Fuck me now. He’s perfect.

	Phoenix let go and met Viktor’s worried gaze. “I’ll let Juri chose in which form we’ll fight. I’m fine either way.”

	Juri’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead.

	“That’s very generous.” Viktor smiled. “Your call, Juri. Bear or human form?”

	“Bear.”

	Phoenix wasn’t surprised at all. Most shifters felt more comfortable in their animal forms during a challenge.

	Viktor nodded. “Get ready to shift, then. In case one of you changes back to human form during the fight, the other is not allowed to attack him in bear form. Break that rule, and I’ll wipe the forest floor with your furry ass.”

	Juri stalked off and stopped beside a fallen log. Without looking at Phoenix, he toed off his boots and got rid of his hooped socks. Next, he reached up behind his head and yanked his sweatshirt up and over his head, revealing a perfectly sculptured chest with only a light smattering of hair.

	Phoenix’s gaze stayed glued to his opponent’s perfectness while Juri unbuckled his belt and shoved his worn jeans down his legs. Phoenix swallowed and finally averted his gaze. He didn’t want to leave a bad impression by springing wood in front of all the spectators.

	Viktor coughed, catching Phoenix’s attention. “Good luck, young man. I’ll keep an eye on you.”

	Stefan snorted, juggling the baby. “I don’t think you’re his type, Dad.”

	Feeling heat creep up his neck even in the nippy air, Phoenix turned and followed Juri to the log. The other man seemed surprised when Phoenix undressed right beside him. Phoenix felt Juri’s gaze on his naked skin like a branding iron. He gave his cock a silent warning not to embarrass him.

	“Irony of fate,” Phoenix muttered.

	“Excuse me?”

	Phoenix folded his jeans and placed them on the log. “Nothing. Let’s get this over with before we freeze our balls off.” He walked backward, never leaving Juri out of sight until about thirty feet separated them. Then he lifted his hand. “You can shift first.”

	Juri sneered. “Stop coddling me, asshole, and treat me like a fucking man.”

	Phoenix curled his hands into fists. “Be careful what you wish for. You might get it.” He let the change flow through him. His muscles and tendons contorted, cinnamon-brown fur sprouted all over his body as he dropped onto all fours. Once he was fully shifted, he snuffled and shook out his fur. Phoenix grunted when he heard gasps around him. One of the women in the crowd was looking at him with wide eyes and an open mouth.

	“He’s a Kodiak bear,” she whispered to the man beside her.

	Phoenix stomped with his front paws, impatiently urging Juri to shift, as well. His bear was eager for a little romp. He wasn’t sure why, but his bear didn’t seem to understand it was supposed to fight against Juri. The silly animal wanted to play.

	Poor Juri looked a bit pale. However, his posture was proud and his stance wide as he initiated his own shift. Soon, a dark brown grizzly bear stood in Juri’s place. Juri raked his claws over the frozen earth, letting out a deep rumbling growl.

	Phoenix hesitated. He had to be at least one hundred and fifty pounds heavier than Juri and twenty inches longer from snout to tush. Juri didn’t have the same concerns. He roared and charged at Phoenix full force. Phoenix skipped to the side, dodging that first attack. He flicked his tiny round ears and snorted, his bear happy about the action.

	Juri didn’t look happy or even the slightest bit amused. He rose onto his hind legs and roared again, showing sharp, lethal teeth. Phoenix turned his body so they were face to face. When Juri let himself fall forward, his front paws landed on Phoenix’s shoulders. Juri clamped down onto Phoenix’s ruff with lightning speed. The bite didn’t hurt, thanks to the thick fur around his neck.

	Phoenix grunted and let himself fall to the side, taking Juri with him to the ground. They rolled around, Juri trying to force Phoenix onto his back and Phoenix enjoying the close contact. Juri’s fur held the sharp, fresh scent of pine needles. Clearly he’d recently been hunting in one of the many creeks in this area, for the tang of water and fish clung to him as well. To Phoenix’s bear that was an intoxicating mixture of scents.

	Nipping Juri’s ear, Phoenix growled playfully, then shoved at the smaller bear with his paw.

	Juri got off him, shaking out his fur. If bears could look frustrated... Juri suddenly swiped at Phoenix’s shoulder harder than Phoenix had expected, sending fur flying through the air. Warm, sticky blood tickled into his fur.

	Damn, that had hurt. Phoenix should’ve expected the move, because the challenge wasn’t a game for Juri. Where Phoenix had nothing to lose, Juri was at risk of losing the clan he considered his birthright as well as his reputation. Obviously, Phoenix had agitated him even more with his playful banter.

	Phoenix rose to his full height of nine feet and roared. When he fell back down onto all fours, the earth shook underneath his huge paws. He took a couple of threatening steps toward Juri, but instead of backing off, the other bear attacked again and butted his head into Phoenix’s injured shoulder.

	Phoenix howled in pain and sidestepped, then turned quickly and shoved into Juri. He took Juri by surprise, tumbling him onto his side. Juri curled his paws close to his body, ready to rake Phoenix with his claws, but Phoenix didn’t attack. Instead, he circled Juri, never taking his attention off him.

	Juri seemed confused by his behavior, cocking his round head to the side in a more canine move. Juri surprisingly shifted back to human form.

	Phoenix initiated his shift. He gracefully rose to his feet while Juri stumbled a little and glared at him. His black hair was in disarray, leaves and twigs were sticking from the locks. Juri’s skin was smudged with dirt, but not a scratch marred the perfectness of his body.

	Juri shoved his hair out of his face and spat onto the forest floor. “Are you fucking kidding me? Do you want me to become a laughing stock? Fight me, you damn asshole.” The clan let out a collective gasp. Juri closed the distance between them in a couple of long steps and swung his arm.

	Phoenix ducked, and the punch landed on his shoulder. Again. “Dammit.” The crowd cheered around them. More blood seeped from Phoenix’s wound, running down his arm and making his hand slick. “You want me to lay you on your ass?” Phoenix lowered his upper body and rammed his good shoulder into Juri’s hard stomach. The impact drove the air out of Juri’s lungs. The man fell backward. Phoenix wrapped his arms around Juri’s waist and brought them to the cold, hard earth.

	Phoenix’s head snapped back when Juri landed a punch in his face. His eye throbbed like hell, and he retaliated by hitting Juri’s perfect nose.

	Juri merely grunted, brought up his knee like a man trying to wrap his legs around a lover’s waist, and drove his knee into Phoenix’s kidney. Grunting, Phoenix grabbed Juri’s hair and forced his head to the side. Although Juri struggled underneath him like a slippery salmon, he didn’t stand a chance against Phoenix’s bulk.

	Snarling, Phoenix bit the tender spot where Juri’s neck met his shoulder, careful not to not break the skin. Juri gasped and stiffened, his hands clenching where they rested on Phoenix’s shoulders. An eerie quietness entered the clearing as the clan waited for Juri’s reaction to the bite that demanded his submission.

	Phoenix noticed his mistake too late. That particular spot didn’t only hold meaning during a fight. It was the place where a more dominant shifter would place his claiming mark. As though at his command, Phoenix cock stiffened against Juri’s leg. Juri let out a quiet, tiny sound that was like the sweetest music to Phoenix’s ears. For a second Juri’s body relaxed. Phoenix removed his teeth from Juri’s neck and teasingly licked the purple mark he’d left. That was an even bigger mistake.

	Juri screamed in outrage and slapped him upside the head. Shocked, Phoenix sat up and stared at the man lying before him like a sacrifice. “I didn’t—” Phoenix didn’t get to finish his apology, for Juri kicked him in the chest.

	“Never! Not in a million years,” Juri yelled.

	Thank God Juri was naked, or that kick would’ve hurt like a bitch. Phoenix quickly grabbed Juri’s ankle and stood, yanking at Juri’s leg. When Juri flailed and grabbed at the leaf-strewn ground, Phoenix snatched Juri’s wrist with his free hand and had Juri on his belly in a New York minute.

	Phoenix would’ve loved to take some time to admire Juri’s ass, but feeling it against his belly was the next best thing. Catching and holding Juri’s wrist behind his back, Phoenix covered the wiggling man with his body. “Stop it,” he murmured.

	Juri clenched his hands into fists and wailed. “Get off me. The fight isn’t over.” He tried to kick out, but Phoenix pushed Juri’s legs together with his knees.

	Phoenix brought his mouth to Juri’s ear. “You want to continue?”

	“Yes,” Juri hissed.

	Sighing, Phoenix got up and offered Juri his hand.

	Juri slapped it away and pushed to his feet. He dragged the back of his palm over his upper lip, smearing the blood that had trickled out of his nose. Then he lifted his hand and beckoned Phoenix with three fingers.

	Phoenix chuckled. “You have guts.” His admiration for Juri grew in leaps.

	Juri threw a punch at him that Phoenix didn’t even try to avoid. Juri’s fist connected with his jaw, and Phoenix used the man’s second of surprise to swipe his legs out from under him. Juri crashed to the ground with a thud, letting out a pained moan.

	“Have you had enough?”

	A muscle jumped in Juri’s jaw, and the man shook with rage as he kicked at Phoenix’s shin. Phoenix danced around Juri and knelt behind him, catching him in a headlock.

	Juri gasped. He reached up and made one last effort to hurt Phoenix’s bleeding shoulder. But when Phoenix tightened his hold around his neck, Juri suddenly raised both his hands and went lax in his arms.

	Phoenix breathed a sigh of relief and repositioned his arms around Juri’s shoulders and chest. He pressed the side of his face against Juri’s sweaty, dirty cheek. “You’re a good fighter,” he whispered. “Your father trained you well. Be glad you didn’t grow up with a trainer like mine.”

	Juri gasped for breath, his chest rising and falling rapidly. “Who the fuck trained you?”

	“Life.”

	“The challenge is over,” Viktor said as he came over. No disappointment about Juri’s defeat showed on his face. Phoenix saw that the alpha was still proud of his son. And relieved that Juri wasn’t seriously injured. Cuts and bruises would heal.

	Phoenix kept his arms wrapped around Juri as he got to his feet. Once they were both upright, Juri shoved him away and wouldn’t meet his gaze.

	“Son.” Viktor placed his hands on Juri’s shoulders, then yanked him into his arms. “It was a fair fight.”

	Juri remained stiff in his father’s arms. “I know. I’m sorry that I disappointed the clan.”

	“You didn’t.” Phoenix held out his hand, surprised at Juri’s self-depreciating words.

	Juri shook his hand very briefly before he turned and strode away with a slight limp. The clan had fallen quiet after Juri had submitted to Phoenix. Now they watched the man they’d probably thought would lead them over the next few decades leave their circle.

	“Congratulations.”

	Phoenix returned his concentration on Viktor and took his hand. “Thank you, Alpha.” He couldn’t quite keep the confusion over his disappointment out of his voice.

	Viktor arched one eyebrow. “You don’t sound too happy about your victory. Or am I mistaken?” The older man gazed at him with a wisdom earned in many years as a leader.

	Phoenix swallowed. “I’m happy. It’s... complicated. I mean I never thought that day would ever come,” he hedged as he followed a naked Juri with his gaze.

	“Aww. You can’t be serious.” Stefan lifted the sleeping baby to his shoulder. He patted the little one’s back.

	“Excuse me?” Phoenix placed his hands on his hips.

	Viktor cleared his throat. “Enough, Stefan.” He raised his voice, his deep bass carrying over the clearing. “It’s my honor to proclaim Phoenix Jones as the winner of today’s challenge for alpha position and announce him as my successor. I know how you feel right now. However, Phoenix is a good man. I expect you all to treat him with the same respect as you treated me. And Phoenix promises to work hard to earn that respect.”

	Phoenix understood the alpha’s last sentence as the warning it was. “Thank you, Alpha.” He nodded at Shea. “Alpha mate. I’ll never jeopardize the new chance life has given me.” Now he had to figure out how to console a deeply disappointed man who most likely hated the idea of comfort offered by the enemy.
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