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      To all the confident women who have been labelled bitch simply for standing up for themselves. And to all the women who are still finding their voice. You’re amazing, don’t let anyone keep you down.
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      For those who require a little warning before heading into a book:

      This story contains the following: domestic abuse, imprisonment, sexual harassment and assault, physical and verbal abuse, drug use, and mentions of death, murder and rape.

      

      And for those that hate cliffhangers… Sorry!
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      In this world of shifters, a pack can have multiple alphas and betas, especially if it is a large pack. However, there is one alpha that rules them all. His right-hand man will be a beta, even if he is technically an alpha as well. Alphas tend to take on leadership roles, with betas supporting them. Omegas are at the bottom of the pecking order.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain and tears mixed on her cheeks and dripped off Vivian’s chin as she stumbled her way through the forest, with only the nearby trees to hear her sobs.

      She’d made a near fatal mistake today, one she’d thought would save her life, but it had brought only shame and pain.

      Kissing Rafe had been pivotal for her, but it hadn’t shattered the Earth for him in the way she’d hoped it would. He’d eased away from her, wrapped his arm around her shoulders and faced off with the bullies who had been teasing him about being gay.

      He’d admitted to their accusations and destroyed her pre-teen crush in one swoop.

      It had been foolish to think one kiss would make him want to mate her, would make his desires change. While it had been embarrassing, it paled compared to what was waiting for her when she got home.

      Her father had heard of what she’d done, and rather than demand Rafe mate with her to save her reputation, he’d gone on a rampage about her stupidity.

      She’d read one too many Victorian novels and fairytales where men had honor and decorum, and even a smattering of respect for women.

      Her father’s words rang out in her mind as she bumbled over dirt and tree roots in the dark.

      “You fucking whore! How could you do this to me! What did you think would happen? That I’d be proud? He’s a faggot and you threw yourself at him!”

      “And he rejected her,” her brother had added with an amused snort.

      “Get out of my house until you’ve learned to show me the respect I deserve, or I swear to God the second you turn eighteen, I’ll mate you off to the first of my friends that asks for you.”

      The remembered threat had her crying all over again. How was she to escape this life?

      Her face burned from where her father had backhanded her. Her clothing clung to her from the pouring rain she’d been tossed out in. And misery consumed her soul.

      The light from Rafe’s cabin came into view, like a warm beacon. He might not be thrilled when she turned up at his door, but she knew he wouldn’t leave her to the elements.

      She drew closer, making out the shapes of the small building. Black trim enhanced small square wood panel siding. The tidy covered porch called to her, offering some shelter from the elements. Two plastic chairs were under the overhang, with a corn broom between them and the green front door. The porch light was on, giving her a bit of hope on this dismal night. Her shoes were wet, nearly making her slip on the wooden planks beneath her.

      Drawing a fortifying breath, she raised her hand and knocked.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t Rafe who answered, but rather his best friend, Elliot. Hulking, giant six foot seven, Elliot.

      Vivian took a step back, but Elliot took one look at her face and muttered, “Shit.”

      Likely swollen, her face was probably turning a nasty shade of purple by now. She was about to ask for the homeowner when Elliot called into the house for Rafe.

      Dark-haired, beautiful Rafe appeared. He sucked in a breath when he saw her. “Shit. Your dad do this because of what happened today?”

      Nodding, she burst into another wave of tears.

      He shut the door after her, and motioned for her to stand on the doormat and remove her shoes. Elliot rummaged for something in the kitchen freezer and returned with a bag of peas.

      Taking the bag, she put it gently against her face, and glanced way up at him. “Thank you.”

      The pity in his eyes was almost more than she could bear. People got out of the way when Elliot walked through a crowd, yet here he was, looming, staring down at her with compassion and worry.

      Feeling like she needed to say something to ease his concern, she told him, “I’ll be okay. It’s not the first time. It’ll heal.”

      His nostrils flared, and his jaw locked, and for a moment she was a little terrified, until he bent down and swept her off her feet. He strode through the cabin and deposited her on the bathroom’s threshold. “Rafe will get you something dry to wear.”

      A few minutes later, she was standing in the bathroom in one of Rafe’s shirts. He was an eighteen-year-old wolf shifter; she was a twelve-year-old girl—the shirt swamped her, but it was warm and dry and smelled like Rafe.

      She brought it to her nose and inhaled. Instantly, it brought her some measure of calm. She was safe here.

      Placing the bag against her face once more, she ignored the mirror and turned toward the door, silently pulling it open.

      In the small living room, Elliot was pacing, while Rafe sat in an orange and brown striped armchair that looked like it belonged in the 80s.

      “We can’t let this sit, Rafe,” Elliot was saying. “He can’t get away with this!”

      “There isn’t anything we can do right now,” Rafe’s voice was smooth and calming.

      Elliot stopped his pacing and looked pointedly at Rafe. “Bullshit.”

      “He’s pack beta, Elliot. You challenge him, and you challenge Thatcher. You want that? You really want to deal with that headache?”

      “He hit her, Rafe! Her face is black and blue. She’s barely twelve years old! You want to just let him keep doing it? Turn a blind eye?”

      “Of course not,” Rafe sighed, becoming irritated.

      When she’d shown up, she hadn’t expected to ignite such a dramatic reaction from them. Challenging her dad, the pack beta, would be a big deal, a huge deal. It could get them killed, and that was the last thing she wanted. If Rafe was gone, so was any chance of salvation for her.

      “Rafe’s right. It’ll be okay, Elliot. It isn’t like this all the time. I’ll just be more careful from now on.”

      Elliot looked at her as though she were deranged. “That’s no way to live.”

      “What I did today was foolish. And I’m sorry.”

      Rafe stood up and crossed the room. “Don’t apologize.” With a knuckle beneath her chin, he raised her gaze to his. “What you did was brave and compassionate. I appreciated your concern. And I’ll always be your friend. You can always come to me, or Elliot, but right now, you’re young. You haven’t even gone through your first shift.”

      “That’s coming soon,” she objected. Her first shift would soon arrive with the onset of her menstrual bleeding. She could sense it coming.

      “Don’t wish away your innocence, or your youth. And please,” Rafe stressed his words, “don’t pin all your hopes on a man, on your mating. Please, try to figure out who you are first.”

      She looked down at her bare feet. “He threatens to mate me off to awful people. His friends, or Jessop,” she said, referencing the pack alpha’s terrible offspring.

      Rafe raised her chin once more. “That’s a long way off. He’d need Thatcher’s permission to do that before you turn eighteen. I think it’s an empty threat.”

      Elliot snorted. “Rafe’s probably right on this one. Norman is full of hot air. You come to us if you’re worried, though.”

      “Okay.”

      Rafe pulled her in for a hug. “Is your dad going to come looking for you?”

      “Not tonight. He told me not to come back until I showed him some respect.”

      Elliot collapsed into the armchair Rafe had vacated. “He deserves no respect.”

      Vivian hid her smile.

      Rafe chuckled before nodding to the stairs. “Head up there and sleep.”

      “But…”

      “I’ll sleep on the couch and don’t even argue with me about that.”

      Tears, this time happy ones, built in the corners of her eyes. “Thank you.” She glanced around him to Elliot. “Both of you. I promise I won’t make a habit of this.”

      Elliot frowned. “You come for help whenever you need it, girl. You got that?”

      When she didn’t answer, Rafe interjected. “That’s the promise we want from you. You come for help when you need it.”

      Nodding, she blinked back tears. “Okay. Thank you.”

      She grabbed Rafe for one more hug, needing the extra comfort.

      Twenty minutes later, with her head on Rafe’s pillow and her body nestled between his sheets, she was nearly asleep when they started to argue.

      “They can’t keep doing this!” Elliot hissed. “We can’t let it continue.”

      “We don’t have a choice.”

      “Yes, we do! You and I know it.”

      “Keep your voice down,” Rafe demanded. “She’s sleeping.”

      “The things Thatcher and his buddies get away with, it has to stop.”

      “How?”

      “You know how. It’s time, Rafe.”

      “No, it’s not. I don’t want it.”

      “Why not, Rafe? Why the fuck not?”

      “I’m scared.”

      There was silence for a moment.

      “You think I’m not? He killed my dad. Your parents.”

      Who? Vivian wondered. Who are they talking about?

      “Doesn’t that terrify you? He wouldn’t hesitate to do the same to us.”

      “He can’t,” Elliot stressed. “So what’s the real reason? Why are you being a chickenshit?”

      “I. Don’t. Want. It.” Rafe whisper-roared the words, his venom strong. “I don’t fucking want it, Elliot. I don’t want this pack. I don’t want this. This isn’t what I want. Don’t you get that?”

      They were quiet again.

      She almost didn’t hear Rafe when he said, “It isn’t fair.”

      “Heroes aren’t born, Rafe, they’re made. And that girl up there, she needs you. They all need you, despite what you think. Despite what you want.”

      Vivian could imagine them, squared off, ideals very different. Desires unique, and needs unmet, just like the rest of the pack. Was Elliot trying to talk Rafe into mating with her? Sacrificing what he wanted for her happiness?

      This morning that would have made her ecstatic, but now she wouldn’t sacrifice Rafe’s happiness. She would be better, perfectly behaved, and not give her father reason to mate her off. Maybe he’d even let her find her fated mate.

      Hey, a girl could dream.

      A noise downstairs drew her attention as one of them sat heavily on the couch. “Can you just go?”

      “You have a duty to these people.”

      “I need more time.”

      “And until then?”

      “We keep doing what we’re doing. Put out the fires, fly under the radar. Don’t give him a reason to eliminate us.”

      “You could change all of this!”

      Rafe sighed. “Could you just go? Please, just go home, Elliot.”

      A moment later, the door shut. Rafe shuffled around downstairs, locking the door, running the faucet, opening and closing the freezer. Finally, he shut off the living room light and settled onto the couch.

      The next morning Elliot and Rafe began construction on a treehouse, one just for her. A getaway for when she needed an escape.
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      The pickup truck had seen better days, but as it neared, Callum could tell his cousin Elliott had kept up the engine and exhaust maintenance. Though the body was three different shades of blue and the bumper had duct tape flapping in the breeze, it sounded fucking awesome as it pulled into the bus station parking lot.

      Exhausted, Callum heaved the strap of the duffel holding all his clothes over his shoulder, and picked up another duffel bag from the ground.

      In just a few hours, he’d be in the heart of Thatcher’s pack. It was the last place he wanted to be, yet exactly where he knew he’d end up.

      For weeks now, he’d been traveling north, from Maine. He’d left the safety of his pack and given up his position as beta to go in search of his mate. He knew it was time to find her, and instinctively he knew she was going to be in Thatcher’s pack. Or somewhere near there.

      Since crossing the border, he’d stopped to visit each pack he encountered, hoping he’d find her on his journey north.

      He hadn’t.

      Elliot knew how much Callum dreaded the idea of spending any time in Thatcher’s pack. Each time Callum had called and reluctantly informed Elliot that he was still on his way, his cousin had laughed. 

      His cousin honked as he rounded the lot. Callum took a deep breath and waited for the truck to pull up. Elliot parked at the curbside and got out. “Callum!”

       “This thing is still running, huh?”

      Elliot grinned and pulled him in for a quick hug. He hadn’t seen Elliot in over eight years, and though he’d never forgotten how big his cousin was, it was a shock to be dwarfed by the nearly seven-foot-tall man. 

      “Did you get even bigger?” He smiled back as Elliot took the bag from his hand. “Or is it just the beard? Is that it?” 

      With a lopsided grin, Elliot opened the passenger side door and tossed the duffel into the seat.

      Callum cringed. “Careful, my iPad is in there.”

      Wincing, Elliot said, “Sorry.”

      They both climbed into the cab. Callum adjusted his luggage, and soon Elliot pulled away from the curb. Resting his head against the seat, Callum closed his eyes, eager for a bit of sleep.

      “I got to make a few stops before we head back.”

      Sighing, Callum opened his eyes. “Okay.”

      “Do you need anything before we head out of town? Any creature comforts you can’t live without?”

      “I don’t know.” Thatcher’s pack was out in the boonies, and Callum wasn’t sure what to expect.

      “You got all your personal stuff? Deodorant, underwear, socks and shit? Chargers?” He shrugged one massive shoulder. “We’ve got stores where we’re going. It’s a whole little town, our pack, but not the name brand stuff that you’re used to.”

      “City slicker like me?” Callum teased.

      “I wanna make sure you don’t need a special pillow or anything. You need a sound machine to sleep?”

      Callum didn’t acknowledge Elliot’s joke beyond a slight smile. “The sound of crickets will be refreshing.”

       “How about the sound of me snoring?”

       Internally, Callum cringed. “So I’m bunking with you?”

       “I got my own cabin a few years back. Mom thinks it’s best if you stay with me.” Elliot ran his hand over the steering wheel as he turned the truck out of the lot. “But we’re going to pick up a mattress. And some new blankets and junk.”

      “Junk?”

      Elliot glanced over, gleefully. “Pillows, pillowcases, sheets, and shit.”

      “The couch is fine.”

       “Mom will skin me alive if I make you sleep on the couch. It’s not even a pull out. But the cabin is tiny, so it might not fit more than a queen on the living room floor.”

       He thought about Aunt Charlotte. “How is your mom?”

       “Good. Excited about your visit. She misses your mom.”

      “Mom misses her too.”

      Since Aunt Charlotte called all those years ago, Callum’s mom had only seen her sister in person once, when Aunt Charlotte had brought the kids down for a visit. They’d spent a week playing with their cousins, only to have it end abruptly when his parents had pushed for Charlotte’s family to stay in Maine. His aunt hadn’t given up hope that Uncle Kenneth would come back one day.

      After that, they had spoken through phone calls and more recently via video chats.

      Elliot glanced over. “Your parents are doing well?”

      Callum shrugged. “Seem to be. They like retirement.”

      “They’re living in Florida now?”

      “Most of the time, yeah, though I don’t think they’ve decided to stay there permanently. And with Fredrica’s mating, there’s a good chance they’ll move back, even part time if talk of babies starts up.”

      Elliot chuckled.

      “How about your mom?”

      “She’s good. Busy with her shop.”

      Aunt Charlotte liked to knit and crochet. She owned a little store where she sold all kinds of homemade trinkets, blankets, toys, and clothing.

      “What are you going to do with a queen mattress after I leave?”

      Pulling into a packed Tim Hortons drive-thru, he shrugged once more. “Sell it, give it away. Swap it out for my mattress. I don’t know. You want anything?” Using the hand crank, he rolled down the window. “No Tim Hortons up where we’re going.”

      As an American, Tim Hortons didn’t hold the sentimental value that it seemed to for Canucks like Elliot. Nonetheless, he decided a coffee couldn’t hurt.

      They both placed their order. Callum drank a regular coffee as Elliot dragged him to a mattress store, Walmart, and the liquor store. But the caffeine kick couldn’t keep him from yawning, as they packed up the truck.

      “Why are you so tired?”

      “It’s been a long trip. I slept on the bus here, but I was on a midnight run with a pack from Sudbury last night.”

      “Well, you can nap in the truck on the way home. It’ll be a good four hours. But once we get there, you’ll have to meet Thatcher immediately.”

      “He any better?”

      Elliot lifted two big canvas bags into the truck bed, placing them near the mattress. “You keep your mouth shut and your head down and you’ll be fine.”

      Callum sawed his molars. “How can you live like that? You’re an alpha!”

      “It’s live like that, or end up dead in a ditch somewhere.”

      Had that been what happened to Uncle Kenneth? They’d never know.

      “Why don’t you guys come back with me? Drew would happily accept you, your mom, and Sydney into the pack.” Maybe that was the real reason he felt compelled to come north. He could finally get his extended family out of that toxic pack and away from the manic pack alpha.

      His cousin didn’t respond, instead he checked the bungee cords to ensure the mattress was secure.

      “You hear me?”

      Elliot shut the tailgate with more force than necessary. “Yeah, I fucking hear you.” He came close, lowering his voice. “But things are complicated right now. The last thing we need is you coming in and stirring up shit. I haven’t survived this long under his rule to have you blow it for me in the eleventh hour.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Mouth shut, head down.” Elliot growled before stomping to the driver’s side and throwing open the door.

      He wasn’t even there, and already he hated this place.
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      “You might want to find somewhere else to stay tonight.”

      Her mother’s statement pulled her from the movie she was watching. Pausing the screen, she twisted on the couch to glance at her mom. “Really? It’s a Sunday.”

      “You know how the alpha gets when the Curusm comes. It’s only a few weeks away now, and Thursday is our BBQ.”

      The archaic mating ritual always drew a crowd. Shifters from around the world would travel to take part. Their pack was one of the few in North America who still practiced it. And every year it made Thatcher, their alpha, act like a showman.

      Which included the annual BBQ her mother was to host. Her mom dreaded it, and since Vivian had turned eighteen, she’d done the bulk of the work. Rafe had told her to find out who she was before worrying about a mate.

      Well, she loved planning the BBQ and any other event her mother hosted. As the beta's mate, Susan Conners had to host events frequently. Moreso, since it had been over a decade since Thatcher had his own mate to fill the hostess role.

      “Do they have a meeting in the morning?” Normally, on weekdays, Thatcher held a morning meeting with his advisors.

      “I guess he canceled it.”

      Vivian nodded. That was good. Her father could sleep off his hangover. “I’ll make myself scarce.”

      Her mother sighed. “It’s for the best. If you need me, I’ll be at Joanne’s for the night.”

      “Okay. Have a fun night.”

      “I will.”

      She watched her mother disappear through the front hall, her purse bursting with an extra set of clothing, a bottle of wine poking out as well.

      Sometimes she wished her mother had a bit more of a backbone, that she would stand up for both of them, but Vivian knew her mother’s life wasn’t an easy one, and really, could she fault her for not stepping in whenever her husband decided discipline should include a verbal berating, or worse, a belt.

      Her father cheated regularly, and likely would tonight, with whatever floozies the alpha’s friends had found for the night’s entertainment.

      Vivian’s stomach churned.

      After the door shut, Vivian hopped up from the couch and headed for the stairs. In her room, she grabbed an empty backpack and stuffed it with a change of clothing, a chapter book, and her tablet. Returning to the first floor, she filled her water bottle and pushed it into the mesh side pouch, then gathered granola bars and other snacks to top up the bag.

      With her escape bag ready, she put it by the front door, and went back to finishing her movie. When the credits rolled, she headed to the kitchen, reheated a slice of pizza and prepared a salad.

      The front door opened as she was chewing her last bite of crust. She swallowed hard when it wasn’t her father’s voice she heard, but multiple voices. Her brother Felix, and his friends.

      “Hey, is Vivi here?” she heard Benjamin ask.

      Hanging her head, she squeezed her eyes shut. “Fuck, no.”

      She should have left when she had the chance.

      The television turned on super loud as the theme song for some shooter game came blaring through the speakers.

      “Found you,” Benjamin’s voice was loud, as his sneakers squeaked on the kitchen tiles.

      “Great,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Cold pizza for dinner, Vivi?” Benjamin asked, his nickname for her grating on her nerves.

      “I heated it up.”

      He tsked. “I would have taken you for a bite.” His grin was kind, but Vivian knew not to trust it. Other women might fall for his charm, but she wasn’t so foolish. “How about tomorrow night?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “You busy?”

      Vivian took her dishes to the sink and began rinsing them. “No. I just don’t want to.”

      Benjamin growled. “Come on, Vivi.” He walked closer and rested his hips against the counter.

      Ignoring him, she cleaned her plate and fork, and left them in the drain tray.

      “We could be so good together. You should just go out with me. Hell, I think we should mate.”

      Vivian fought not to gag. As she turned off the faucet, he moved close behind her, brushing the hair away from her shoulder. He leaned down, but before his lips could make contact with her neck, she pushed out from between him and the counter. “I said no!”

      Maybe if she was vocal enough with her responses, her brother would actually give two shits and come in to stop his friend.

      Snatching up a cucumber and the iceberg lettuce from the counter, she shoved them into the fridge. She needed to get out of here before–

      When she shut the door and turned, Benjamin stopped her from fleeing the kitchen. His palms connected with the stainless steel, pinning her against the fridge.

      “You need an attitude adjustment, you know that?”

      She attempted to push past him once more, but he grabbed a fistful of her hair, keeping her against the door.

      Leaning close, his beer-stained breath choking her, he whispered, “Lucky for you, I know how to get you to behave.”

      His lips grazed her cheek. Despite the pain, she jerked her head away as best she could. Glaring at him, she growled, “Stop.”

      Sighing, he didn’t back off. With a smirk, he stared at her, disregarding her displeasure. “You’re twenty-three now, Vivi. They’re going to mate you off soon, and frankly, you’re getting old. The only hope you have is that virginity you hold so dear.”

      She froze.

      “Your dad brags about his sweet, virginal little girl.” He ground his pelvis against her. “It gets me hard just thinking about taking your v-card.”

      Using an iron grip, he held her chin and leaned closer, going for a kiss. Thrashing against him, she pushed at his chest and squirmed to get away.

      A scoff came from a few feet away. “Benji, leave her alone, man.”

      Clearly pissed off to be interrupted, Benjamin glared at Hara.

      The omega, another friend of her brother’s, was in the doorframe. Hara shook his head. “Don’t make me call Felix in here.” He motioned with his hand to where Benjamin held her hair in a tight lock. “He won’t like this.”

      Benjamin snorted, but released her. Without another word, he left the room.

      Hara drew closer. “You okay?”

      When he reached out to touch her shoulder, she jerked away. “I’m fine.”

      “Sorry about Ben.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      Yet, now she found herself trapped in the kitchen with Hara, and she considered it just as bad as being with Benjamin.

      In the past, she’d been kind to Hara one too many times. A mistake on her part. Showing kindness to an omega could be dangerous, and now Hara seemed to think she should belong to him.

      She knew he saw her as an easy target. Someone who was kind and gentle, who he could easily gain a mating with, but she wasn’t interested. Mating with him would leave her exposed to alphas and betas who didn’t consider him a threat. She’d be easy pickings and more vulnerable to getting raped.

      Right now, if someone attacked her, her father would be furious. It would be an attack on his honor, and indirectly on Thatcher as well, because of her father’s position. They would discipline her attacker and may even sentence them to death. But if Hara was her defense…

      She shuddered.

      Not to mention she had no interest in him. He was a manipulative worm. She suspected he’d use underhanded methods to get what he wanted. He was smarter than Benjamin, and that made him more dangerous, as far as she was concerned.

      “I have plans with some friends.”

      Hara nodded. “Have fun.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked at the ground. “I’ll see you around.”

      Vivian exited the room with a non-committal “yeah” and headed for the door.

      Blissfully, Felix, Benjamin and all the other dumbasses left her alone as she hurried to put on her shoes, grabbed her bag and absconded from the house.

      Benjamin was right about one thing. They would mate her off soon, and like chattel, she’d played right into what they wanted.

      Her father would get what he’d always wanted. A daughter whose mating would be beneficial to him.

      She was even-tempered, docile, a wonderful cook and house-keeper. She would make an excellent hostess, and she was a virgin.

      Any man in this pack would happily accept the package that was Vivian Conners, and her father would use that to his advantage.

      At least she didn’t have to run in that damn Curusm.
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      “We’re here.”

      Resentful that he had to open his eyes, Callum glanced around, confused by what he saw. A big log building. Lots of lights.

      Wiping at his mouth, he tried to make sense of where here was.

      “Your cabin?”

      “Thatcher’s lodge.”

      He swallowed and examined the structure with fresh eyes. Lights were on inside and out. The parking lot was well lit, but empty aside from a few trucks. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “It’s just after eleven. You should see him now. Disrespectful not to.”

      “He deserves respect?” Callum’s grumbled thoughts weren’t quiet enough.

      “If this was any other pack, you’d search out and acknowledge the alpha before doing anything else. This is no different.”

      Damn. He had a point.

      Grabbing the silver handle, he swung open the door.

      Before they could enter the lodge, a man approached the truck. His jean jacket lay open, along with a plaid shirt that was unbuttoned, revealing a white muscle shirt pulled tight over a toned stomach. A chain hung around his neck with some kind of pendant, but it was too dark for Callum to make out what exactly it was that hung around the man’s neck.

      “You might want to wait until morning.”

      Elliot frowned. “Why?”

      “He’s having a party.”

      “Shit.” Sucking in a breath, Elliot readjusted his ball cap. “Great. I didn’t know he was planning one so soon.”

      The other man shrugged. “Last-minute thing, I think.” He looked at Callum. “You must be the cousin. I’m Rafe.”

      “Hey.” Callum shook the hand that was offered to him.

      Elliot looked at the building, his expression pained.

      Rafe patted him on the back. “Just tell him you got in too late, and–”

      “And what, Raphael?” a voice spoke from behind them.

      Turning, they saw a man about their age heading toward them. A scraggly beard obstructed his chin, and a ball cap covered his hair. Next to him, an unsteady woman giggled drunkenly as she clung to him.

      “And none of your business, Jessop.”

      Rafe and Jessop glared at one another.

      “You know, you don’t give the orders around here. No one’s going to listen to a faggot like you.”

      Elliot growled. “Fuck off, Jessop.”

      Rafe patted Elliot on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Elliot. Jessop’s just pissed because he knows if it came down to it, Uncle Thatcher would pick me over him to lead this pack.”

      Jessop smirked. “You keep thinking that. We both know this pack would fucking eat you alive before falling for any of your liberal ideas.” He leaned closer, the light from the lodge illuminating the couple. “I’d take the first bite.”

      Jessop made a vulgar snapping motion with his jaws, prompting the girl to giggle harder.

      In the light, Callum noticed how dilated her pupils were. She wasn’t just drunk.

      “Jessop!” a gravelly voice shouted from the doorway.

      The voice commanded attention, forcing
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