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      NYT Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan returns to the world of paranormal in the thrilling and dynamic new Aspen Pack series.

      The betrayal that had nearly taken out the Aspen Pack has passed, but the ramifications of starting with a new hierarchy are taking their toll on Audrey Porter. Once traitor to the former leaders for trying to save their people, she’s now the Beta of the Pack and must try to hold their shattered remains together. Only she never expected the man from her past to awaken memories long since buried.

      Gavin Powers is the new Tracker for the Aspen, yet it feels as though he’s always been part of the Pack, rather than a newcomer trying to heal a people long since thought forgotten. There are secrets within the den that could alter how the world sees shifters, and if Gavin isn’t careful, his attraction to Audrey could ruin everything.

      There is a mysterious new enemy on the horizon, one long since vanquished into myth. As the darkness surrounded the Packs is unveiled, it will take a wolf and a lioness to unbury the past and fight for their future—or risk losing everything before it begins.
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      Malphas had known what the demon Caym had been up to in the human realm. But he hadn’t cared all too much. For if he were to care about what another demon was doing, then others might notice what his plans were with a certain realm. No, it was better to walk away and let the little demon do what he had to within a Pack of wolves.

      Malphas snorted as he ran his hands over his dark black suit. No, little Caym had thought small potatoes, as the humans liked to say.

      For that demon had wanted to take over a single Pack, so he could destroy another Pack of wolves, and then maybe at one point possibly take over the world.

      No, Malphas didn’t care what Caym did. Unless others noticed and started to look into his personal plans.

      Then Malphas would have to care.

      Neg strolled through the open door and glared at Malphas.

      “What is it?” Malphas asked as he adjusted his tie. He’d gone into the human realm a few times since the portal had been opened thanks to the sacrifice of that Central wolf. He always liked getting the best suits and attire from the humans. It was either that or wear the leather and chains that some of the demons liked within this realm. No, Malphas preferred the sophisticated life. After all, his children would enjoy those benefits as well.

      “The higher-ups have finally taken notice of Caym.”

      Malphas froze and turned ever so slightly to the one demon that he could possibly call his friend. “And we have our orders then?” Malphas asked. He was a general for the one true demon, but he only took orders from that one. No one else. Unlike little Caym.

      Neg shrugged. “We have to pick him up. We’re also taking Trail with us.”

      Malphas frowned. “Do they honestly think it’s going to take the three of us to bring that little demon back to our realm? It took an entire Pack of magic and sacrifice to bring him to the human realm. He had no power to do it on his own. And yet we are supposed to take him in force?”

      Neg just grinned. “They want a show. I do believe they don’t want this to happen again. Caym was a little loose with his magic and wasn’t listening as he should have.”

      Malphas sighed. “And I suppose we’ll put on that production, and another wolf or human or even a little witch will never think to use that spell again to call us forth.”

      “They think to bind us,” Neg growled.

      Malphas sneered. “They think to own us. But they will never. They don’t understand the power that we wield.”

      Neg grinned evilly. “They don’t. But they will.”

      Malphas adjusted his tie one more time, slid his hand over the silk, and nodded tightly. “Let’s go pick up that little demon. The one who tried so hard,” he teased.

      Neg just shook his head, another smile playing on his lips, as they made their way to pick up Trail and find that woebegone demon. Thanks to the magic of the wolves on the other side of the rift, and their own, they opened a portal to where the Redwood Pack lay.

      There was shouting and screaming. It seemed as if there had been a battle of some sort. Malphas didn’t care, but he still stepped through the portal in a V formation with Neg and Trail. They did bring the image of power, didn’t they?

      Malphas raised his head as Caym began to scream. However, the demon didn’t have that power. He couldn’t overtake them.

      The wolves surrounded them as if they were ready to take on three demons from the hell realm. They didn’t know much, did they?

      Instead, Malphas stepped forward and gripped Caym’s arm. Caym struggled, trying to get away, but Malphas didn’t care.

      Neg and Trail continued to help, and they pulled Caym through the portal.

      Malphas couldn’t help himself though, he looked over his shoulder, directly at the wolves with the bright green eyes, and winked.

      One little wolf’s green gaze narrowed as their mouth dropped, and Malphas held back a smile.

      The demons slid through the portal, and as it snicked partially closed, Malphas knew soon a little minion would come to finish closing it from their end.

      Or… Malphas thought. Maybe he could have a little fun.

      After all, they say revenge is best served cold, or was it patience saves the day? He wasn’t sure what the humans said. All he knew was that he had necessary plans.

      Plans that had nothing to do with the hell dimension and everything to do with the children he planned on sending into the human realm.

      But they would have to wait to see exactly what happened next.
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      I dodged the blacked-tipped talons handily but nearly tripped over the wolf to my side. I winced as I jumped over Ronin and didn’t let the fact that he cowered beside me insult my cat. After all, he was a new wolf. And he didn’t know exactly how to fight yet. This wasn’t exactly the training I had planned for the day, but there was no going back now, not when I needed to fight whatever these things were.

      It looked like a man, a normal man, with excessive strength. Its eyes were dark-rimmed, but I couldn’t see its irises to tell what color they were. And its fingernails had turned into claws, or perhaps the talons I had once thought. But they looked as if they had been dipped into black ink. The nails were black for sure, but even the fingertips seemed to radiate that darkness.

      I had never seen the like, but as I was part of the Aspen Pack, I knew that not all was what it seemed, and there were many unknowns out there.

      I let my claws push through my fingertips and raked the nails down the back of one. The man in front of me let out a shocked gasp, then fell to his knees. I didn’t want any of that black tar or whatever it was to touch me. My cat didn’t like the scent of it, and frankly, neither did the human part of me.

      I was a lion shifter in the middle of a wolf Pack, a wolf Pack that was like none other.

      And my cat already had enough and arched its back up.

      There were two of these creatures in front of me, and they didn’t scent of the rogues that we had been fighting for years, nor did they scent of wolf.

      I wasn’t sure if they were a witch gone bad or not, but whatever they were, we needed to deal with it before it was too late.

      I grumbled a bit, then found a branch to toss at Ronin. Ronin gave me this odd look, his human face looking puzzled, and I sighed before I made sure he held the stick, and I pulled the dagger out of my boot.

      I used my claws on the creature’s back, but I wasn’t about to get anywhere near its mouth.

      My senses told me it wasn’t a good idea, no matter what it was.

      I used the dagger to stab the closest creature at the base of the skull and twisted. It let out a scream, one abruptly cutoff, before it fell to its knees, its body at an odd angle on the ground.

      I went to the other one, but it came at Ronin quickly, ignoring me. I cursed under my breath, my cat ready to slice at those who endangered our people. Ronin was under our watch, and we refused to let him get hurt because we weren’t strong enough.

      I kept moving towards it, but Ronin smacked the thing with the branch.

      Well, that was one way to fight it. Probably not the best way, but we were getting somewhere. At least I hoped so.

      Ronin smacked it again, but then the creature gripped the branch and shook it. He tossed Ronin twenty feet back, and my brows winged up.

      Well then, that was some strength. He probably could even beat Hayes when it came to strength, and that polar bear was the strongest person I knew.

      It seemed it was time for me to stop pussyfooting around, as it were, and take care of this thing.

      It was bleeding from the claw marks, and the blood was red, so I counted that as something to take note of, but I wasn’t sure what it meant.

      I didn’t want to wait to find out, so I moved forward and tossed my dagger directly into the creature’s eyes.

      It screamed, pulling at the dagger but not falling down.

      That image would haunt my nightmares for years to come. Considering the number of things that already haunted my nightmares, that was saying something.

      “Okay then. Why won’t you die?”

      “This is only the beginning,” the creature growled as he pulled the dagger out of its eye.

      I swallowed hard. I hadn’t been aware it could talk. I had no idea what it was, but it wasn’t dead from a dagger to the eye, and it stepped forward once, twice, and fell.

      Oh good. It was dead. Thank the goddess because I wasn’t sure exactly what I was supposed to do now.

      I sighed and then went to take my dagger back.

      Ronin sat on the ground and looked up at me before lowering his gaze.

      His wolf was in the golden glow surrounding his iris, and my cat wanted to reach out, bat him on the head, and then hug him close.

      Ronin wasn’t submissive by any means, nor was he a paternal wolf. He was a dominant, but so in the middle of the chain that he could wobble either way depending on who was around him. And my cat was one of the most dominant shifters in the Pack.

      It didn’t matter that the rest of them were wolves except for a select few. My cat was Beta of the Aspen Pack and had held that title longer than any other leader within the Pack. Everyone else had gained their connection and responsibility after everything had changed.

      I alone remained.

      My heart ached, but I pushed away the pain.

      Just because the rest of the hierarchy was relatively new in the past year and a half didn’t mean we were falling or breaking.

      I just happened to be the only one with experience.

      Experience that was met with hatred in some eyes, but I was good at ignoring that.

      I leaned down in front of Ronin and gripped the back of his neck as I would a pup. He looked up at me then, meeting my gaze for an instant before lowering his eyes but not his chin.

      My cat purred in happiness. That was showing who was more dominant, but not lowering. And that I counted as progress.

      “Are you okay? Did their claws or teeth or anything else out of the ordinary touch you?”

      Ronin shook his head. “No, I’m fine. I’m fine, but I messed up.”

      I shook my head. “Whatever that was, was far stronger than either one of us was prepared for.”

      He looked up at me then for just an instant and blinked in surprise. “You don’t know what that was?”

      I didn’t want any more lies in my Pack, not after years of pain and sacrifice and nothing but lies. So I told him the truth. Chase would have to find his own path and tell me exactly what he wanted the rest of the Pack to know in general. After all, he was my Alpha and had once been my friend.

      I pushed that thought away and squeezed the back of Ronin’s neck again. The younger wolf relaxed marginally, and I knew he liked the action. “I don’t know what that was. We’re going to find out, though. It was strong, so strong that I had to use my dagger rather than my claws or strength. You did what you could, and while you aren’t ready to hold a weapon on you at all times like that, we’re getting there.”

      “I nearly tripped you,” he grumbled.

      “We were just finishing a long training session when those whatever they were slithered out of the trees as they did. They came on us out of nowhere, and we’re both exhausted after our training.”

      He wrinkled his nose, and I knew he smelled the lie on that.

      “Okay, you were exhausted. I’m tired. Does that make your wolf feel better?” I asked, putting a lighthearted note in my tone.

      Ronin nodded. “Yes. Sorry. I’m still getting used to all these scents and everything.”

      My heart ached for him, and my cat wanted to reach out and lick his face just to make sure that he felt better. Doing that in human form with a new wolf, one that didn’t know me well, was probably not the best thing.

      “Everything’s okay. We are going to figure out what these are and put them in the basement so that way our Healer can take a look at it.”

      “Maybe the other Packs know?”

      That made me smile. “Hopefully, the others do. They’ve all dealt with many strange things.”

      “Well, we have our own strangeness,” Ronin said with a bit of pride, and I felt it too. The Aspen Pack was unique in that we were not just wolves. Other than a few people who held our secrets, the rest of the world thought the only shifters out there were wolves. After all, they were the ones that had been forced to be revealed to the public. And after a war and scary end of times, humans and wolves lived in a decent harmony. The fact that the government had wolf sympathizers helped. Any scary laws that could have restricted the movements and freedoms of anyone magical in nature were now scrubbed off the table indefinitely.

      Wolves and witches were able to live freely.

      Cats and bears, on the other hand, were unheard of.

      I knew of a couple of cats that roamed the earth as individuals, but I was the only lioness that I knew of near here other than Aimee. There was a lynx shifter as well, and she was my best friend, but other than that, it was just me here.

      And there was only one bear that I knew of.

      Perhaps there were other secret Packs that held them, and I had the hope in my heart that there were. But even most wolves didn’t know we existed, and that had been for a reason years before.

      Now I wasn’t even sure what the reason could be.

      I looked down at the two dead bodies next to me, my cat hissing, and ran my hand over Ronin’s back. Then I stood up and helped him do the same.

      “We should head back into the den, behind the wards. But we need to tell the others what happened.”

      There was no doubt that Chase as Alpha would be able to feel that something had indeed happened.

      The others would as well since Steele was the Enforcer, and he could feel outside threats to the Pack. This just felt like such a different threat that I wasn’t sure he would be able to tell what it was.

      Cruz might be able to tell as well, but he was the Heir and felt so lost that I wasn’t even sure he would know to respond at all. It didn’t matter that he was a dominant wolf. We were all so far out of our depths, it was a little scary.

      I rubbed at my chest and then was reminded again that I wasn’t the only cat shifter around. At least the only lioness around. I wanted someone of my own kind, even if it didn’t make sense. I should see Aimee. And check on her. She was a lioness like me because of what I had to do to save her.

      I shook my head, remembering the Talon Pack lioness who now lived in a Pack of wolves as I did.

      She was strong, mated to the Healer, and could handle anything on her own.

      At least, that’s what I figured. It wasn’t like I could truly speak to her often these days, not with my needing to be with the Aspens as much as I was.

      I turned to see Steele coming towards me, a glare on his face as always. I didn’t know him well, though that was only because I had to hide my true loyalties for so long that I didn’t know my Pack as I should.

      He gave me a tight nod as he looked around at his lieutenants. “What happened here?”

      I raised a brow because he wasn’t as dominant as I was. The only person that was within this Pack was Chase, and even then, some days, it didn’t feel like it.

      Steele just shook his head, his own wolf understanding that he didn’t get to growl at me like that in front of others. We were all still finding our place, figuring out how to work together as a cohesive unit. The fact that I hadn’t had a cohesive unit with the previous hierarchy spoke volumes. We were taking our cues from the Redwoods and Talons. But even then, the Redwoods had decades of learning to work together and were an actual family. The hierarchy before the current generation was still around, guiding them. They weren’t elders per se, but they were a tight unit.

      The Talons, on the other hand, had to rebuild from the ground up at one point, and so we were trying to follow their lead. Much like the Central Pack was doing. Though their Pack had been completely demolished, only coming back with a blessing from the actual moon goddess, the goddess of wolves.

      I shook my head and looked over at Steele. “I don’t know. I’m trying to figure it out myself.”

      I explained about the dark claws and the fact that it had spoken even after we had shoved a dagger into its eye. Steele raised a brow, then pulled out his phone. “We should talk with the Redwoods and the Talons. They might have seen something when they were down south.”

      I frowned, then remembered that nearly a year ago the Tracker for the Redwood Pack had gone down south to meet another Pack of all things and had come up with something similar. The dark smudges and black bite marks.

      “Do you think it’s that? I thought that those were genetically modified rogues or whatever that they had found.”

      “Not exactly. The dead bodies that piled up happened to be because of that rogue, the wolf that had gotten out thanks to the drug that is no longer a problem within our borders. However, the black marks seemed to be something different.”

      I cursed under my breath. “I didn’t know that.”

      “I only think I know it because I was talking with Gina.”

      Gina was the Enforcer of the Redwood Pack, his counterpart, and had more experience than he did, but only barely.

      “Okay. I’ll talk with Chase then. Do you guys have this settled?”

      “We do. We’ll meet up with Wren.”

      A smile slid over my face at the mention of my best friend’s name. Wren was a lynx shifter and our Healer.

      As long as she was connected to the Pack, she could use those bonds to heal those around her. She was also an MD and kept up with her medical studies throughout her years. She had been a doctor before the goddesses had called on her to become the Healer of our Pack. It had fit, and now she worked on the mystical side and the medical side.

      “Hopefully, she’ll figure it out, and hey, I hear there’s a new geneticist joining the Pacific Northwest Pack Alliance.”

      I grinned. “Is that the name that you’re going with now?” I asked.

      Steele rolled his eyes. “I think Cruz is having a little too much fun with the other Packs forming names. But since we’re working so close together, the Pacific Northwest Pack Alliance seems to be working with the four of us.”

      That made me smile because it wasn’t just the Redwoods and the Talons any longer. The Aspens were going to bring things to the table, and I knew the Centrals were doing the same. Even though the Centrals had a dark past with the Redwoods, we had just as much of a dark one with the Talons.

      My stomach ached at that thought, and my cat scratched at me, so I pushed that thought away and sighed. “I need to go meet with Chase.”

      “I take it training’s over then?” he asked, looking at Ronin.

      Ronin lowered his head, and if he were in wolf form, his tail would’ve been tucked between his legs. I moved forward, went on my tiptoes, and ran my hand through his hair. “You’re fine. We’ll finish up the day after tomorrow. I know you have your studies.”

      The kid, and he really was a kid, only in his early twenties, beamed at me. “Yes, true. Thank you so much for your help. I know I’m getting better, right?”

      “You are. You fought well today. We weren’t expecting this, but we made it out because we had each other. So thank you.”

      His eyes widened before he walked away, speaking with another wolf his age that was a Lieutenant. That Lieutenant was far stronger in dominance but had just an edge of maternal nature to her that she seemed to ease Ronin’s wolf.

      “You’re good with him.”

      I looked at Steele. “I’m trying. Sometimes I feel like I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      He swallowed hard. “I feel like that too. Even though you’ve been Beta for longer, you had to be a different Beta before.”

      I knew he’d said it as a compliment, but it felt like a slap nonetheless. “I know. But we have new wolves joining the Pack every week, it seems.”

      “We do. And that’s something that Chase is going to want to talk to you about,” he added with a grimace.

      “What?”

      “Allister’s here.”

      I blinked at his mention of the Thames Pack Alpha. The Thames Pack was over by the actual Thames River in England. “I didn’t realize he was visiting.”

      “He wanted to meet with our alliance, or whatever else he wants to call it. And in doing so, he brought with him a lone wolf that’s been with them for a while but wanted to come back to the United States. And since the Centrals and the Aspens are pretty much recruiting for Pack members at this point, he figured this guy would work out well with us.”

      “Oh. Okay. What does it have to do with me?”

      “As Beta, Chase wants you to help him get acclimated to the den. He’s going to blood him in later today.”

      “Him? Just one?”

      “There are two women that are joining the Central Pack, from what I can tell. But we get the Tracker.”

      My lion perked up, her tail swishing back and forth. “He’s a Tracker?”

      “He is, and has the talent for it, and since our Pack doesn’t actually have one as part of the hierarchy, Chase says the moon goddess will bestow the new guy with the title.”

      A Tracker was someone who could follow the Pack lines and use extrasensory abilities to find anyone within the Pack. If magic or other impediments were in the way, it didn’t always work, but a Tracker was great to have. We hadn’t had one in a decade. Not since our former Alpha had killed him for daring to disobey him.

      I swallowed hard, thinking of another Tracker that I’d met in my lifetime. One I didn’t want to think about too hard because it hurt even to imagine.

      “I guess since I’m the Beta, it’s my job to see to the needs of the Pack.”

      Steele saluted me as he turned back to work with the dead bodies that I had left behind, and I shook my hair out before making my way towards the den.

      The den was situated in the northern part of California, amongst the Redwood trees, much like the Redwood namesake Pack that was a little more north of us. We took over Washington, Oregon, and California once you put all of the Pack territories together. We were a large group, but insular.

      Our wards protected the den itself, but a lot of our Pack lived outside the den, within the communities of humans and witches. That was how it should be. A den was a place to come home to.

      It hadn’t been like that for so long that it almost felt odd to think that now this den could be healthy once again.

      I walked through the wards, past the sentries, and let the magic settle over my skin. My cat preened, enjoying the tingles of magic, and I shook my head at it.

      Silly cat.

      She wanted to run, to let the world look at her glorious golden pelt, but I ignored her. We had things to do. We could laze in the sun later.

      I turned the corner, my cat perking up, an odd scent hitting her nose.

      I frowned, wondering why it scented so familiar.

      “Audrey. You’re here. Good,” Chase, my Alpha, stated as I came towards him, but my heart stuttered, my skin breaking out into a cold sweat. I couldn’t focus. Not on him.

      It couldn’t be.

      This wasn’t him.

      It was a ghost, a death. This was nothing. I was dreaming. Maybe I had been bitten by whatever I just fought, and now I was dead.

      Because this couldn’t be true.

      “Audrey, you know Allister, and this is Gavin. He’ll be a new member of the Aspen Pack.”

      Gavin. That was the name of the stranger, the stranger with the eyes.

      This wasn’t Gavin.

      No, the man before me was the replica of Basil.

      My mate.

      My dead mate.
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          GAVIN

        

      

    

    
      “I have to go.” The woman in front of me with golden-blonde hair and vivid hazel eyes turned on her heel and walked away slowly, her shoulders back as if she was forcing herself not to run.

      I frowned and stared in her wake as I looked over at my soon-to-be new Alpha and then back at my current Alpha.

      Allister, the man who had saved me from myself all those years ago, and Alpha of the Thames Pack, frowned and cleared his throat. “I’ve never actually seen Audrey do that before. What’s going on with her, Chase? Something we should know about?” Allister asked as he pushed back his black and silver hair. He was the only wolf I knew that had silver in his hair as if he were aging. I had always found it a little reassuring since shifters didn’t age.

      Once they reached the age of the majority and hit their mid-twenties to thirties, shifters stopped aging. If you were turned later in life and survived the bite and the undeniably painful process of becoming a shifter, you slowly began to regenerate those skin cells and looked to be your younger age again.

      Graying at the temples and deep laugh lines didn’t truly exist in the world of shifters and magic. Witches without a shifter mate lived slightly longer than average lives, but they were mortal. Humans were the mortal ones.

      I wasn’t sure about demons and had only heard about them from afar back in the Redwood war a few decades ago, but I was pretty sure they were even more immortal than shifters were.

      Immortality was an odd concept. It wasn’t as if I was truly immortal. I could die. If I couldn’t heal my injuries, or if the resident Pack Healer couldn’t aid me, I would die. My body would give out, and I would meet the moon goddess in the afterlife.

      But I was as close to immortal as you could get, considering how long-lived we were.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with her,” Chase whispered from the other side of me. He ran his hands through his dark brown hair, and I blinked at his eyes like I did every time I looked at him. His eyes were ice-blue, as if they were painted from the sky itself, and they were always shocking to see.

      I had only met him a couple of times before this and that had been in passing, and his eyes continually surprised me.

      “That was Audrey?” I asked, feeling as though I was once again three steps behind.

      “Yes, she’s the Beta of the Aspens. You’ll be working with her often once you get settled.”

      “If…” I grumbled, and Chase gave me a look. His wolf didn’t push, though I could feel its dominance. Yes, his wolf was far more dominant than mine, but then again, Chase was the Alpha, and I was a would-be Tracker, one that could find anybody. If I caught a scent of the wolf, human, or witch, I could find them.

      The Aspens didn’t have a Tracker on hand, not with the restructuring of their own den, so I was here.

      Because I needed a home.

      I swallowed the knot in my throat at that and pushed those thoughts away. No, I didn’t need to think about that.

      Not again.

      “I’ll see what’s up with her soon. I know she and my Enforcer were out dealing with a few things.”

      I narrowed my eyes, along with Allister. “Things I need to worry about?” I asked, my wolf pushing at me. He wanted to find out what delicious scent that woman held, but why I would care at all? And she didn’t smell right. That was probably not the best thing to think about a beautiful woman who had just turned on her heel and walked away quite rudely. However, I couldn’t focus on that at the moment since I needed to make a good impression with my Alpha.

      “It’s something that we’re figuring out. I’m not quite sure. I’m sure Steele will let me know.”

      “Steele’s the Enforcer?” I asked. The Enforcers were the members of the hierarchy that held bonds to the Pack that spoke of protection. They had extra senses from the goddess herself that helped them sense any outside forces that could come and hurt the Pack. It wasn’t always accurate. Many times it was a gut feeling. But those senses helped them control the security of the Pack. They worked alongside the Heir and the Beta in order to protect the Pack from enemies. And with the constant wars that we’ve had with others recently, the Enforcers had to be strong. However, I knew that the current hierarchy was utterly new.

      Only the Beta, the woman who had walked away from us without a word, had remained from the original hierarchy. Everyone else had been killed by the other Alpha and been replaced.

      So, what made that woman so special?

      “I still wonder why she left like that,” Allister mumbled from my side.

      I looked over to the other man. “I don’t know. I suppose I’ll ask since I will apparently be working with her.”

      “Let’s show you around the den a bit. Allister, do you want to come with us?” Chase asked.

      Chase was a younger Alpha. He was new at this, and I understood that he was still learning how to hold his mantle of power. The Aspens had been through hell. Their Alpha had turned on his promise of protection, and he had twisted the roots of their secrets in order for him to gain more power.

      He had killed those under his protection. He had broken his ties with some of his shifters and had brought dark magic within the bonds.

      And that man had been Chase’s father.

      And now Chase was the Alpha of a Pack broken and fractured and trying to figure out exactly how to heal again. And if that wasn’t a metaphor for exactly why I was joining a new Pack after so many years, I wasn’t quite sure what was.

      “I’m going to head over to meet Gideon,” Allister mumbled, and I blinked, looking over at the man who had helped rescue me over thirty years ago.

      “You’re not coming?” I asked, wondering why I sounded like a child asking after his father and not a man who had been a lone wolf, a protector, a fighter, and a friend of the Alpha at his side.

      “I think you should get to know your new den and your new Alpha before you’re blooded in, Gavin. I will be around. I won’t leave you high and dry.”

      “I wasn’t aware that I was a duckling in need of being rescued,” I muttered, a smile on my face.

      Allister rolled his eyes. “Never a duckling. Maybe a little wolf pup.”

      “You’re welcome to join us, Allister,” Chase whispered, his wolf obviously curious.

      “No, I need to meet with the Talon Alpha. See how he’s doing. And we all have a lot to talk about, and I’d like to meet with the new leaders of our supposed council.”

      I knew he was speaking of the Supreme Alphas, the mated pair that the goddess blessed with the power to rule all shifters in the world. It was all relatively new, and we were all still figuring out exactly what that meant. But that power had saved the Pacific Northwest Packs, as well as any alliances that had been brought forth to protect shifters against witches and humans who might want to take advantage of us.

      So yes, there were many reasons that I was joining the Aspens, and being in close contact with the Supreme Alphas was only part of it.

      “I’ll be back,” Allister said as he nodded at us and walked away, presumably towards where we had parked. I knew it was more than a few miles away from the town and den, but Allister would make it. And that left me alone with my soon-to-be new Alpha.

      “Every time a new wolf joins our den, it’s different. A little awkward, with a lot of questions, but I’m glad you’re coming with Allister. You are the first to leave a Pack, though. Most have been lone wolves, fine on their own until they realized that they wanted that hierarchy. Or wanted to see exactly what secrets the Aspens hold.”

      Chase raised a brow as he said it, his wolf peeking through his eyes with that golden glow.

      I shrugged, as my story was common knowledge in the European Packs. I had an American accent after all, even after over thirty years of living in the UK. “I woke up one day with no idea who I was, just the fact that I had a wolf who needed me, and no bonds. No mates, no Pack, no memory. Allister found me and blooded me into the Pack. My wolf shook at the bit, but I figured out exactly where I needed to be for that time. Now…” My voice trailed off, and I shrugged. “I don’t know. This just seemed right. I don’t know where I’m from, so I might as well start looking. Because I’ve waited long enough.”

      And no one had come to search for me. I didn’t say that out loud. There was too much knowledge in Chase’s gaze for that.

      “I know some of it. After all, I know who’s going to join my Pack.” Chase’s eyes glowed gold, and I lowered mine, not meeting his gaze. Out of respect. This would be my Alpha, and I didn’t want to make any waves. My wolf, however, wanted to push just a little. To test the waters. But my wolf was an asshole sometimes.

      “I figured. And if I’m a Tracker, I’m here to protect the Pack. So, I guess I better get to know it.”

      Chase grinned. “I guess so. There are a few things that are different about the Aspens that you have to understand.”

      “That’s not foreboding at all.”

      My wolf scented something else, something different, and I frowned, wondering what it was. Maybe it was the fresh air. While I loved my flat in London, it was nothing like where we were now. Yes, the den for the Thames Pack was in the woods like the Redwoods and Talons and Centrals and Aspens were out here, but it was completely different. Here we were literally amongst the sequoias. Trees that stretched to the sky as if they were praying to their own goddess. You could feel the magic reverberate in the bark and the leaves and the roots. Even my own wolf vibrated at the thoughts of the scents and age within these trees. They were older than some of our oldest shifters. They had a memory, a magic. There were countless witches and humans and shifters alike that roamed these woods and lived and thrived. Some lived in the human cities, amongst themselves and their brethren. But their home and their power were seated within the den.

      The Aspen den was situated between two large hills, for lack of a better word. I couldn’t call them mountains, as they weren’t the Cascades or the Rockies, at least these edges weren’t, but there were cliff faces and trees and streams and rivers. It was miles upon miles of glorious nature that I knew that the shifters spent an achingly huge amount of time keeping pristine and healthy.

      You could hike in the wilderness for hours and not sense another soul, and in this day and age, that seemed almost unheard of.

      I couldn’t wait to see the other dens if I could visit those, to see this mysterious Redwood and Talon mega Pack.

      The hierarchies of the Pack had mated within each other so much that while there were two Alphas, their dens and peoples had blended into one large unit of power and peace and prosperity. My wolf wasn’t sure what to make of it because he would rather be a lone wolf than connected to a Pack. I had moved from Allister’s Pack in and out again over time, trying to come to terms with the fact that I didn’t know who I was, and my wolf would rather be alone than with others. Allister had let me.

      I had made friends with the Pack, had even met one of the now Talon Pack members named Parker, the Voice of the Wolves. It was his job to connect the Packs to ensure that they could come together in a time of need. He resided right under the Supreme Alphas, who were also of the Talon Pack. There was a power here, and now I was part of it. Or at least I would be once I was blooded into the Pack.

      I had left the Thames Pack a year ago when my wolf had needed to roam. Allister had let me, and though I gently called him Alpha, technically, he was not my Alpha any longer. Allister was here to introduce me, but my wolf did not answer to him. No, I was a guest here, a lone wolf, but not a rogue. I was in complete control of my faculties, but I needed to find a home.

      And so I would. Here. Because for some reason, this place felt almost familiar. I wasn’t sure why. Why would I know of this area, this land, and yet have woken up thousands of miles across an ocean in another country?

      It didn’t make any sense to me, but then again, my life didn’t make much sense. “Okay, let’s show you around,” Chase said after a moment, and we walked through the den, nodding at others. There were some in wolf form, but most were in human form, going about their business, working in the buildings interspersed amongst the trees.

      “We have a school, shopping areas, and our central areas, but many of our members do work and live outside of the den. We’re not at war, thank the goddess,” Chase said as he knocked on a tree as we walked past. “If we are at war, then we bring our people home. We protect them within the den wards.”

      The wards were fused to the Pack hierarchy itself. Between the witch’s magic and the goddess, power protected the den.

      You had to be invited into the den wards themselves to step foot into the den. Witches and other Packs and a demon long ago had tried to break through the wards.

      Sometimes, through immense sacrifice, they succeeded, but it took far more power than most could ever even dream to attain.

      “You didn’t come out here when Allister came for the war.” Chase didn’t state it as a question as we moved through some of the smaller dwellings where single wolves lived.

      “No, I stayed behind, as an Alpha coming out at all was a big thing.”

      “For the meetings of the Alphas.”

      “Your father was there, though, right? You weren’t?” I asked, then winced at the look on Chase’s face. “I’m sorry. I don’t know if I should bring him up or not.”

      Chase looked at me then, his chin raised. “I wasn’t here. I was away when that happened.” There was a story there, but it wasn’t mine to ask. At least not yet. “However, we need to speak of Blade. My father. He was an abomination, a traitor. He hurt this Pack more than you could ever imagine, and we are still healing. We need new blood, new protectors. And that’s why you’re here. Blade killed over fifty dominants in three years.”

      My wolf froze, my body shaking. “Fifty?” I asked, my voice a rasp. Somebody looked at me then and came up to Chase. It was a smaller submissive wolf, and she smiled up at me, then leaned into Chase’s hold. He hugged her tight, and it was of affection and friendship, an Alpha to his Packmate, before she walked away and waved.

      “Sorry, she wanted to soothe my wolf, and mine needed the same,” Chase said with a sigh. “I’m still getting used to that. We weren’t allowed to do that much when my dad was Alpha.”

      “But that’s a sign of a healthy Pack?” I asked, and then could have slapped myself. “Then again, I suppose it wasn’t healthy before. I’m sorry.”

      “No. I don’t know when my father turned, but things worsened when he brought in a witch as his surrogate mate. My mother had been long gone before then. Things changed. He changed. It wasn’t her, though,” Chase added. “No, my father was twisted right on his own. But he killed the dominants, killed our protection. Killed anybody or harmed anybody that could fight against him. I couldn’t do anything because I wasn’t here. Audrey? Well, she’s the bravest person I know. She did everything in her power to protect the Aspens and broke everything inside her to make that happen.”

      “What did she do?” I asked and then shook my head. “No. Don’t tell me. From the way that she turned away from us, I’m sure there are stories there. If we’re going to work together, I suppose she needs to be the one to tell me.”

      Chase’s blue eyes glowed gold, and he nodded. “She is the reason that the Aspens are even alive. She’s the reason that we’re here. Though as my Beta, she doesn’t see that.”

      “Is she your mate?” I asked, tilting my head as I inhaled. “The way that you talk about her, I’m sorry if that was too much.”

      Chase’s lips twitched. “No. She’s not my mate. That would make things interesting in the hierarchy, wouldn’t it?”

      “Maybe,” I laughed. “I don’t know if I’ve ever heard of an Alpha mating their Beta.”

      “There’s a Pack in Montana, I believe, and a couple of others,” Chase said with a shrug at my wide eyes. “The Supreme Alphas are learning so much. We can’t wait for you to meet them.”

      “Same. It’s odd coming here when things are still so new, I guess.”

      “But that’s why you’re here. To help us build from scratch, even though it’s not that. Or perhaps weave together what we have into a semblance of a whole. We’re all still learning, but we don’t have much time left to learn.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Nothing too dire, but it’s been a year and a half since we’ve come to power, since we’ve had to learn who we are, and the other Packs have been gracious in aiding us. But the rogue attacks are increasing, and there’s a darkness out there. We don’t know what it is, but we’re going to have to figure it out. I can feel it in the bonds of my wolf and in the goddess. So we need you to be strong. And we need you to be Pack.”

      I looked around and found myself standing in a copse of sequoias, in a perfect circle.

      “Is this the Pack circle?”

      “Yes, the others will be here soon, but first, you need to be Pack.”

      Then Chase sliced out his claws, digging them into my chest. I stood still, my gaze lowered, but my chin raised. And when Chase sliced his own palm, then put his blood over mine, the bond smacked into place. I shook, going to my knees at the sense of Pack and loyalties and who the Aspens were.

      For the Aspens held secrets, and when I looked into the eyes of my Alpha, and he let me, my wolf howled, and the bonds of who I was as Tracker and Pack settled.

      I was Aspen.

      I was home.
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      My lion scraped at my skin, begging to get out, but I couldn’t let her. I couldn’t focus on anything other than running. I had walked calmly from my Alpha, from an outsider Alpha, and from the man that wore the face of someone who was but a ghost. I had walked calmly. I had reminded myself. And then, as soon as I could, I ran because I couldn’t breathe.

      I dodged through the trees, over the muddy hill, jumping over logs and leaves. I was a cat, a lion. My kind did not dwell kindly in the forests. We were supposed to be on the savanna, in the heat. We were supposed to be the hunters and the gatherers—the ones to bring the meat to our cubs and our mate. We were the ones that roared and fought with tenacity. We were the victors and the fighters.

      We lay in the sun, we breathed in the hope of our futures, but right then, I was a woman. I was without hope. I was human. And I ran.

      How could that man have Basil’s face?

      I didn’t understand. Basil didn’t have a twin. He had died. Over three decades ago. I had felt the bond snap when my mate left this earth.

      Bonds between mates did not just break. I had only heard of that happening maybe once, and it had taken dark magic that had nearly killed all those involved. If a mating bond snapped, then the mate was dead.

      But that man held Basil’s face.

      Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it wasn’t him, and I was just lonely, and yet, my cat knew. Knew who he looked like and who he could not possibly be.

      My heart ached. Everything ached. I kept running. Through the forest and away from the man who could not be the love of my life. The man I had only known for a short while.

      I snorted at that thought, wondering how I could have fallen so quickly.

      But in the months that I had known him, we had shared everything that we knew of one another, everything that we were to one another. He was the other half of my soul, my future, my past, my everything. And he had been taken from me.

      He had been a lone wolf while I was a cat hiding amongst a wolf Pack. He had known I was a cat shifter because I had been the one to show him after he had wondered why I had scented unique. But he hadn’t come out and asked. No, it had taken my cat to recognize his wolf for us to realize that we were mates.

      And so I told him my deepest and darkest secrets.

      And he had kept them for me.

      When we had bonded, our animals aligning, and our paths supposedly connected for always, he would’ve become Aspen. He would’ve met Blade, become Pack.

      But then he had been taken from me.

      I continued to run, though I was within den wards. Our den was vast enough that I didn’t have to slide through the wards, possibly alerting Steele where I was going. Most of the hierarchy had a connection to the wards, but Chase and Steele could feel it more than anyone.

      And it wasn’t until I came upon a cabin in the woods that I knew where I was running.

      Adalyn was a hunter. An Aspen and a wolf a little older than me, but with the long ages of our animals, that small difference didn’t matter. We were friends. She had been here through Blade’s terror, and she had remained my friend, even when I hadn’t been able to save everyone.

      I inhaled and held back a smile, knowing that Adalyn wasn’t alone. Our other friend, Wren, the Healer and a lynx, was there as well. My lion needed to speak with someone. I needed to tell them my truth. A truth I had been hiding for far longer than I cared to admit.

      Adalyn stepped out onto her porch and frowned at me, her arms folded over her chest. Wren came out beside her, her blonde hair flowing over her shoulders as she stared at me.

      Wren was much quieter than Adalyn and usually used that to her advantage to settle any arguments between us. But the three of us were friends. “Why do you seem distressed?” Adalyn asked as the wind tossed her hair back from her face. Adalyn’s reddish-brown hair curled slightly in waves and always looked as if she had been running her hands through it multiple times a day. She had perfected the sexy tousled look, and I knew she didn’t even try. She was just that gorgeous.

      She was fierce, a protector, a hunter. Dominant, though not as dominant as I was. It always surprised me, though, that the goddess hadn’t blessed her with a place in the hierarchy. I thought perhaps it had to be for a reason, or maybe not. Maybe it was because I was the one that needed to be punished.

      I shook my head, clearing those thoughts from my mind, as I looked at Wren. Wren tilted her head as she stared at me, those green eyes bright. She was far more submissive than we were, but her powers as a Healer gave her practically the same rank as I had.

      “I have to talk to you,” I said after a moment, and I knew if I weren’t careful, Adalyn would shake the words right out of me.

      “Talk then.”

      “Offer her something to drink first,” Wren said with a roll of her eyes.

      “I’m not going to offer her tea if I’m going to have to shed this skin and get into wolf form and claw someone’s eyes out.”

      At the look the two gave each other, I smiled as I held back tears. I would not cry. I had done my crying over the years when I had first lost Basil. When my heart had been broken in two and had been left standing alone, mateless. A woman without a mate, my soul forsaken.

      I cried when Blade had changed. When he had twisted the Pack, and he’d killed the dominants. When he had used the secrets of the different types of shifters within the den to his advantage and had brought dark magic into our bonds in order to strangle us.

      I had cried then.

      I had cried when he had shoved me in a cage and locked me away, starving me, torturing me. All so I would be a symbol to the others for daring to defy him.

      Because I had gone for help.

      I had gone nearly rogue, defying my Alpha and his orders, and my lion had nearly been strangled because of it.

      “I don’t need anybody to rip anyone’s face off. Not that I know of. But I sort of just ran from Chase. So I need to talk.”

      “What did Chase do?” Adalyn asked while Wren walked down the porch steps and cupped my face. I could feel her lynx pushing at me, gently wanting to soothe my ruffled mane, but I just shook my head, pulling back from her.

      “He didn’t do anything,” I told Adalyn. “I’m fine. You don’t need to heal me.”

      “You didn’t get hurt from the fight earlier?”

      “Yes, what was that fight?”

      “I don’t know. I was hoping you would know more.”

      Wren shook her head. “Not enough yet. My team’s working on it with me, though. This was my break right now, so I could take a breath. And force Adalyn out of seclusion.” Wren narrowed her eyes, and Adalyn just rolled hers.

      “I’m not in seclusion. I’m having a bad day. Let me have my bad day.”

      “Probably not as bad as my day,” I said as I began to pace in front of the cabin.

      “Talk to us. What happened?”

      I swallowed at Wren’s words. “I saw a man that looks just like my mate.”

      Both women stared at me, their mouths agape.

      “You had a mate?” Wren asked, her voice a squeak.

      “When? Why didn’t you tell us? Oh, my goddess, Audrey. What the hell?” Adalyn came closer and practically shoved me before Wren stood between us.

      “I’m only going to hold her back for so long because I want to shove you too. My lynx is snarling, by the way.”

      I shook my head and wiped my tears, annoyed that I would even let them fall at all. “It happened at the end of the Redwood Pack War. When things were destabilizing around us. I was out on long patrol, remember? Blade sent me into the city for six months.”

      “And you came back broken,” Adalyn whispered.

      “But you wouldn’t tell us what it was about. And then Blade went insane,” Wren mumbled, her own eyes filling with tears.

      Sometimes I found it odd that Wren wasn’t our Omega, Hayes was.

      Hayes was big, growly, and didn’t look like any Omega I’d ever met. His role in the hierarchy was to help soothe the emotional needs of the Pack. He was bonded to every individual in the Pack just like I was, but while I had to circumvent certain ideals somehow to protect the Pack’s needs, Hayes could feel everything. Every single emotion, he could touch it, taste it, and break from it. No wonder he was an asshole sometimes.

      Wren, however, felt like she could be empathic like Hayes was, but she wasn’t. She was our Healer, the one who could use the Pack bonds to heal our flesh while Hayes touched our souls.

      And my job was to try to find every single daily need that the Pack had, all the while knowing that I wasn’t even sure if they trusted me.

      “You’re in your head again, and I don’t know if it’s about this or what you just told us.” Wren paused. “Should I call Hayes?”

      “I don’t need the Omega.”

      “The person who shouts they don’t need them is usually the one in the direst need of that Omega,” Adalyn remarked.

      Wren moved forward. “Just tell us. Tell us, and then we can figure out exactly what’s going on. But we cannot help you if you don’t talk to us.”

      “I should have told you before, but it was so hard to put into words when it happened, and then everything with Blade changed, and we became so insular as a Pack that I could barely keep my head above water.”

      “And you were the Beta, are the Beta. You put Pack before yourself. As always,” Adalyn countered.

      “It’s my duty.”

      Wren shook her head. “You put the Pack alongside yourself.”

      I snorted. “You are the Healer, and I’ve yet to see you ever put yourself before or beside anyone else. It’s always Pack first.”

      Wren stared at me, then shrugged. “Perhaps. Now speak before I get our Omega. He’s a grumpy bear. He will growl.”

      I ran my hands over my face, grateful I was no longer crying. “I met Basil while I was living in the city. The moment I looked at him, I knew his wolf was for me.” I sucked in a sharp breath, my throat going tight. “I loved him. Even in the short amount of time that we had, I loved him. We mated, and were going to come to the Pack, and I would bring him in as Aspen.”

      Adalyn’s brows shot up. “He was a lone wolf?”

      “He liked being a lone wolf. When we bonded, it didn’t bring him
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