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      Aryana handed Camden the binoculars that she’d been using and pointed out to the west. Just as she indicated the position of her target, the Hunter slipped behind a tree. She muttered a curse, knowing that he wouldn’t see anything and think she was showing a moment of incompetence—something many in the pack already believed.

      Camden pocketed his phone from the text he’d been replying to and waited in silence for a few moments, agitation growing evident on his features. His creasing features eased when an unnatural glint near one of the trees flickered in the afternoon sunlight.

      “Got him. You taking the shot or do you want me to engage?” Camden asked.

      “I’ll take it. What did mom say?”

      “She said to finish this up and get back to the house. The party is about to start.”

      “Alright.”

      Aryana adjusted her grip on her specially crafted Gardinian rifle while Camden turned his attention back to the densely packed forest and monitored the surrounding area.

      “He’s on the move. Heading west.”

      Instead of offering her brother an irritated reply, Aryana shifted her position a hair and made a slight adjustment to her scope.

      “Got him.”

      Unlike the original, Gen 1 Hunters, the Variant Hunters were the ill-tempered, forgotten dregs of society. They lacked the discipline, strength, and the Gardinian blessings of their Gen 1 counterparts. Their overall lack of training made them easy targets that allowed Aryana the ability to track the Hunter male’s procession through the forest—why he’d given away his position in the first place.

      Aryana slowed her breathing, trying to create that ‘killing headspace’ her mom talked about and ignore the deafening sound of the Hunter’s footsteps in an otherwise quiet forest. Even the animals could sense that death was coming. After another slow exhale, Aryana compressed the trigger, the Hunter’s slow movement towards cover halted as he played catcher’s mitt to her Gardinian bullet. The Hunter’s head exploded, becoming a mess of wildlife nourishment.

      Unfortunately, the sloppy Hunter turned out to just be an inconvenient exclamation point to their task, not the end of it. Hunters popped out of various locations, weapons and attention trained in their direction. Commands were given, shots fired, but Camden and Aryana had already retreated from the spot that was now being pelted with grenades.

      “Fuck,” Aryana said as she slipped her rifle’s strap over her shoulders and cinched the gun tightly to her back.

      “Texting mom. We’re going to be late,” she said.

      She fired off the message quickly as she followed Camden’s lead to their back up site to gather more weapons. They reached a cave, located south of their now bombed position, and switched out their weapons, loaded everything they weren’t using into their duffel bag. Eight figures appeared as they stood to leave. Four of them were fellow pack members. Camden nodded to their pack members, who ignored her presence, before turning his attention to the unfamiliar Lycans.

      A powerfully built lion-form male stepped forward with his hand extended to Camden. “Lykil sent us. Name’s Troy. The other Aleser is Rory, my brother. The Bao is Mary and that’s her son, Mark. We’re just here to assist. We were cautioned that you two work...”

      “Better together,” Aryana finished for him.

      Troy’s gaze flashed over to her and lingered for an unnecessary and uncomfortable amount of time before Camden stepped between them.

      “The Hunters are to the northwest of our current location,” Camden said, pulling out a map and giving it to Troy. “We were camped here,” he said, indicating to the spot on the map. “They’ve likely moved from there but that’s where we last had a visual on them.”

      Aryana let Camden take the lead on the strategy conversation, despite strategic operations being one of her stronger suits. In spite of her mother’s frequent and exhaustive attempts at making a warrior out of her, Aryana only had talent for guns when it came to actual battle experience. Since females of their pack didn’t fight, it was rare that she was able to get to use her sniper talents, which were typically reserved when the other snipers were away assisting on other missions. If she would have been graced with the power to become an Alpha female, she would have been sent to her grandmother’s pack to enjoy the comforts of the matriarchal pack rather than be stifled by the confines of the patriarchy present in her father’s pack.

      As Camden wrapped up the details of the area and gave a rough estimate of the Hunter head count, Aryana felt eyes roaming over her again. She glanced up to see Troy assessing her. The Aleser was a clichéd presentation of an all-American cowboy: down-tilted hat, golden skin, lean muscular frame draped in stone washed jeans, cowboy boots and a flannel shirt complete with rolled sleeves to reveal his corded forearms. The Aleser may be powerful. He may even register as an Alpha male, but if he kept up the overly fond appraisal of her as if he could fuck her right then and there, she may have to worry about how Camden would explain–non-verbally–how bad an idea that was.

      Rory, built like his brother, but obviously possessing more manners, nudged his brother, breaking off Troy’s fascinated stare.

      Troy cleared his throat and glanced back at the map. “So we’ll head out to the east.”

      “Yes,” Camden replied with barely leashed animosity. “We will flank them, get rid of them, meet back here in an hour, or whenever they’re all dead,” Camden said before he turned and led the way from the cave.

      [image: ]

      Aryana leaned against the doorjamb of the pool house watching some of her pack mates play around in the pool. She knew, despite her best attempts to keep to the outskirts of the party, she held Troy’s attention.

      Past experience taught her better that his interest in her wasn’t genuine. As a hybrid—an Omega one at that—Lycan males assumed she shouldn’t or wouldn’t care what “species” of Lycan wanted her. Males of a varying species really started to show interest in her the moment she started to develop her soft womanly curves in her teens.

      Her ignorance of the male sex let her be flattered at first, but she soon discovered that none of the males who took notice of her wanted nothing more than sex and the experience of bedding a hybrid.

      She watched as Troy made his way through the crowd of people towards her. His gait was smooth, his movements promising. If he were actually interested in her and not another male in a long line of males out to push the boundaries of his sexual experiences, she might consider how well their bodies could move together.

      “Aryana, would you like a drink?”

      He held out a fluted glass filled with pink-tinted liquid, which she declined. With a polite smile, he drank them both. His eyes trailed over her as he tilted the champagne flute back and drank slowly. He licked at his lips when done, his eyes still making their way lower as if in request to insert his tongue into the soft pink flesh between her thighs.

      Aryana cast a quick glance around at those in her immediate area. She needed to convince him that it was in his best interest to look elsewhere for a bed partner. If she didn’t there were more than enough in her vicinity that would love nothing more than to shut him down in the most imaginable and painful way possible. Read: overkill.

      As daughter to the pack’s Mikko and her Hunter mother–vicious as she was known to be–most males weren’t generally interested in risking any part of themselves just to sleep with her. It didn’t help that most of the males in her life were proud and powerful males on both Gardas and Earth.

      Troy cleared his throat, pulling her attention away from his possible death. “So, tell me, how is it that you are still single?”

      Aryana smothered the urge to roll her eyes. Gods where did she start...

      “See that Tala at the table behind you,” she motioned to the table where a bleach blonde Tala sat by himself. “That’s what is waiting for you if we continue this conversation.”

      The Tala had been one in a long line of males that had reduced her to tears when she discovered that he wanted nothing more than to be the first to taste the erotic fruit of the hybrid. To him and males like him she wasn’t a female to be respected like other Lycan females. She was “other” and regarded as separate from the other females of the Harem.

      For deeming Aryana the ideal pick to get in some practice in the sensual side of relationships, her godfather, the God of Destruction, almost destroyed everything the male was by nearly ripping the Tala’s soul from him. After that, the members of her pack, the single males anyway, generally steered clear of her. Aryana was fine with that. She could tell that most that paid her any attention didn’t see her as a real Lycan despite who her father was. Funny enough, no one treated her twin the way they did her, but that had more to do with the fact that he was both male and an Alpha.

      Troy cleared his throat, interrupting her musings.

      “He’s weak. I can assure you, I don’t suffer the whims or strength of a child.”

      In truth, the male at the table had all of the menacing presence as a wounded pup, but it was the nearly vacant look in his eyes that made Aryana feel guilty for the life the male now lived.

      “I would beg to differ. The fact that he still lives is proof of his power.” She looked down to where Troy’s long fingers were making small circles on her hip. “I suggest you remove your hand.”

      He leaned in, brushed a kiss against her cheek before he stepped away from her. Aryana tried to bury a shudder of annoyance that crept up her spine and failed. Of course Troy took it as a mark of his success in seducing her. He moved closer to her, proving that he was too stupid to save considering all the eyes that were now on him. Besides, if Troy thought that being pushy was a way to prove he was dominant, then he missed the mark. She didn’t need the reminder that she was weaker than him and that in a fight there was nothing that she could do against him. Not that she would ever need to fight him. She was too well-protected to have to bother saving herself from him. Unfortunately, he was proving himself enough of an annoyance that she might have to save him from Lycans who were more dominant than he was on his best day.

      Camden beat the rest of her family over to her. “Keep your hands off of her or I’ll send the pieces of your body back to your pride.”

      “Cam, I’ve got this.”

      “Handle it or we,” he motioned to the males of her family, “will.”

      Aryana turned her attention to the Aleser. He had yet to move his hand, so to avoid excessive bloodshed, Aryana played hero and pushed his hand away. “I’m not an experiment to be had, Aleser. You want a ride on the weird express, try someone else. Pursue me and you will die.”

      She skirted around him and made her way towards the house. She’d rather be anywhere than under the pitying gazes of her pack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Trent focused on the princess of the Blue-Oconee pack as she made her way past him, doing everything in his power to keep the bubbling annoyance he felt for her hidden. He probably failed judging by the flicker of uncertainty on her face and the way her brother kept glancing over at him. The Blue prince didn't have to worry about any undo harm coming to his sister from him. Aryana's presence may annoy him, but there were few places she would be safer than at his side.

      Her delicate scent lingered in the air after she passed. It mixed with the acrid scent of death and gunpowder, offending his nose. He closed his eyes and focused on her underlying natural feminine scent. She smelled like the fresh blooming scent of Spring, but unlike the season, the princess was not made of strength. Where Spring held the fortitude to fight past Winter's cold, dead grip, Aryana appeared to be the type in need of rescuing, something that offended Trent to his core.

      Most of those in attendance knew that he was a Rocky, a member of one of the most exclusive groups in the Lycan world. Though they were often imitated, no other group came close to what the Order of Rockys represented. Their ferocity and unbridled dedication to the Nine Noble Canons was noted, making them among the most noble and intimidating Lycans in existence.

      Trent glanced up to note one of his fellow Rockys—the twins’ uncle if he remembered correctly—watching him. He nodded to Ronan, turning away in time to see more than one set of eyes glancing his way.

      No matter where he went, he seemed to garner attention he would rather do without. Even though he mostly ignored the females in attendance, he knew all he had to do was make his interest in them apparent and they would do ungodly things for a moment of his time. The males around him—the Alphas especially—stood a little taller, as if that would make them appear more threatening to him.

      One such male stood next to him yammering on about a battle—really more of a fist fight between inept Lycans—that he’d recently been in. Those nearby were nice enough to indulge his inane comments about how much of a warrior he believed himself to be.

      Trent did what he could to ignore the boy. The Panther was nowhere near what he thought himself to be, especially since he kept casting glances to the Bao female standing protectively behind him. The female had the presence of a protective mother, standing guard over her vulnerable child, something Trent never experienced.

      He was a child of violence, raised with a blade in his hand and educated in the many ways to bring death long before he understood the permanence of what he was doing. He grew into a male who was so known for his battle prowess that his father, the founder of the Order, called upon him to perform the Ardethen. Instead of honoring his father with the ritual death, he chose to rule the Rockys without the blessing of Ulryk, God of Kings and Queens.

      Trent grabbed a drink from a nearby tray and forced the liquor down. He wasn’t much of a drinker, but he was at the point where he’d do anything to distract himself from the continued ramblings of the Bao. Instead of paying attention to another overblown tale of might and glory, he lowered his eyes, but cast them over to Camden and carefully read the prince’s lips as the prince and his parents were intently watching him.

      “What does he have to do with Aryana?” Mikko Kyran asked.

      Camden shook his head. “Nothing. He hasn’t said two words to her. He’s only spared her a look of outright disgust.”

      “And this means he likes her how?”

      Camden smiled at his parents. “Because he hasn’t stopped looking at her. He’s nothing like other males that have bothered with her. She won’t know what to make of him.”

      “How is that a good thing?” Alexis asked.

      “Nobody wants to marry her, they just want the experience of bedding the hybrid,” Camden replied with a gentle smile as his mother flinched at his casual statement.

      Trent managed to hold in a disgusted growl. The fact that Lycans held Aryana’s hybrid status against her, treated her as “other” grated on his agitated nerves. His attention snapped to a hand placed aggressively on his arm—the Bao male demanding his attention.

      “You’d think you could show some respect when people are talking to you.”

      Trent regarded the panther with barely concealed amusement. Respect the overblown ego of a male who appeared as scar-free as a newborn?

      He kept he cup he’d been drinking from poised to his lips, the gentle shaking of his shoulders the only evidence that he found the Bao’s request funny.

      Eventually the male picked up on the nuances of Trent’s silence and exploded with violence. Trent saw the punch coming, but did nothing to avoid it. When the punch cracked into his cheek, he smiled and faced the male.

      The male’s mother stepped forward, but another Bao yanked her back.

      “That is not the way to earn my respect.”

      There were a few curses and people scrambling to get away from them as Trent returned the male’s punch, but unlike Trent, the Bao stumbled and went to his knees. He landed another punch to the male, dazing him and knocking him to the ground.

      This had to be the most depressing example of fighting he’d even been subjected to. Still, the male wanted respect, he’d have to earn it the hard way.

      Through the sound of his punches landing he heard Lykil yell to Mikko Kyran,

      “You throw the best parties, Kyran.”

      It didn’t take long before he felt heavy hands on his shoulders.

      “Can I hit something, too?” The God of Destruction and Champion of the Lycans asked.

      Trent inclined his head. “If you want, have at him.”

      Lykil laughed. “Wise of you to specify who I’m allowed to hit.”

      “Pissed not stupid.”

      Lykil clapped him on the back and pulled him away from the Bao’s bloody body.

      “It’s no fun beating up on mortals. I’ll settle for a drink, if you don’t mind. Absinthe Minded if they can make it,” he motioned to the poolside bar.

      “Remember that one, Bao. He suffers the weak until they start talking, then he shuts them up. Quickly. You are weak and until you surpass that impediment, I suggest you steer clear of him and those like him. In case you don’t know, it’s the ones whose very existence ooze arrogance and yet they speak so very few words.”

      Trent gave the Bao female a short nod before going to obtain Lykil’s drink, leaving Lykil alone with the Bao’s mother who’d quickly fallen to her wheezing son’s side.

      He returned in time to find Lykil’s head bent forward, saying a few Gardinian words meant to speed the recovery of the male’s broken body. Shortly afterwards, the male climbed to his feet, allowing Trent the chance to hand Lykil his drink. He cast the male one final glance before he walked off, the aggression of the moment forgotten.

      [image: ]

      Aryana stepped into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water and tried to understand what the Tala male’s problem was. She had never met him before, so it wasn’t like she could have offended him. He had the presence of a male meant to dominate and, judging by the arrogance wafting off him, it included everyone. She had been briefly under his gaze and it was the most unpleasant place she had ever had the displeasure of being. And that was counting the time she’d stabbed her godfather Lykil on a dare. Aryana couldn’t understand why, but it was readily apparent that the male found her existence disagreeable at the very least. What she’d done to earn his ire, she didn’t know. She shouldn’t care, but she did.

      Aryana took a sip from her glass and tried to force her thoughts onto something more productive. Anything beat obsessing about the visiting Tala’s long hair or the length of carved muscle lying beneath his fitted t-shirt. She definitely needed to focus on something other than his dual-natured eyes, both green and yellow, but the two colors never bled into the other. A circle of green wrapped around a circle of yellow. He was ridiculously beautiful, even for a Lycan, but he made up for that from the barely leashed barbarian that oozed from his predatory stride, which was saying something. A predator among predators.

      “The office?“

      Aryana whipped her head in the direction of a deep voice that managed to marry conceit, dominance, and disdain in just two words. It was the Tala male, standing tall, rippling with muscle, and exuding confidence better shown than spoken. In his hands he held a towel wiping blood from his hands.

      She cursed herself, because she knew she failed to hide the flicker of fear she felt being alone with someone who’d obviously just beat the hell out of somebody else.

      “My father is outside, if you’re needing to speak with him,” she said, barely managing to keep her voice from shaking.

      A contemptuous glare flickered over her. “He told me to meet him in the office.”

      He looked around as if he wanted to find someone more capable of directing him. The fact that he had to further explain himself to her seemed to agitate him. He was the type of male that no one wanted agitated.

      “Go up the main stairs. It’s the room directly behind the landing with the frosted glass and oak doors.”

      He nodded and turned on his heel and left.

      Aryana rolled her eyes. “You’re welcome, asshole,” she muttered.

      He stuck his head around the corner. “Thanks, Harem.”

      The smile he flashed wasn’t a nice one and yet some primitive part of her liked it. There was a vicious wolf in that male and her own barbaric beast liked the look of him. He, his animal, and the creature she barely acknowledged could all go to hell. He’d just relegated her to being nothing more than a protected commodity within the pack. Weak. He’d called her weak.

      Asshole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Trent stood at the rear window looking down on those still at the party when Kyran stepped into his office. He sat in one of the chairs opposite of the desk and greeted him. They went through the usual non-essential conversation topics: state of their respective packs, the war, parents, the usual, before they navigated their way to the reason he’d come to Georgia in the first place.

      “I wanted to speak with you because I know you are in the process of expanding the Lycan hospital.”

      “Yeah. It’s in the planning stages at the moment. Lycans don’t tend to work too well together.”

      Trent smirked. “That’s true for most. I’m here however to offer a level of cooperation.”

      “How so?”

      “I have a few medically inclined pack mates that could use some more formal training. I propose that they come train under you. In exchange I provide five million dollars to help with potential costs.”

      “Finances aren’t an issue. Actually I’m not asking anyone for anything financially speaking. Lykil is floating the costs. As for training those pack mates of yours, sure. One stipulation, however.”

      Trent gave a wary nod. He hated stipulations. Primarily because most people made stupid, impossible, or impossibly stupid requests.

      “Those that you send here are to understand that while they reside here, I am their Mikko. I won’t have anyone under my roof that I don’t have dominion over.”

      He nodded. Mikko Kyran had managed to avoid all three possibilities.

      “That’s understood.”

      “Then it’s settled. I have a property nearby that we use to heal the critically wounded. They can come at any point and train.”

      “Alright, I will send them within the week, but I still propose a trade.”

      “There’s none needed. We need more healers.”

      “That is true but I can’t be obliged to owe favors when I have the ability to settle all debts at the onset.”

      Kyran nodded his understanding. “What do you propose?”

      “I can train someone from your pack, possibly your son. Just to be clear, this is an offer to train someone, not an offer to make a Rocky out of whoever you send.”

      Trent would never casually offer to initiate an unknown Lycan into the Order. While his proposal wasn’t exactly what most leaders would covet, Kyran had to acknowledge the offer was a good one.

      Their training was legendary–to the point that others tried their own watered down attempts at copying it. Becoming a Rocky was a process that only the strong survive. Literally; hence his unwillingness to issue an invitation to a Lycan he hadn’t personally evaluated.

      The Withstanding—the trials Rockys endure to join the Order—could drive a Lycan into madness and some failed to return to the realm of sanity, thus requiring they be given honorable Rocky deaths. Even with such a dark possibility waiting at the end of the Rocky training, it was considered an honor to be asked.

      “The one that I agree to send will come back to me upon completion of their training?”

      “Yes.”

      Kyran nodded and lapsed into a brief moment of silence. “Unfortunately, my son is needed here, but I have another in mind.”

      “Feel free to send him whenever you wish, but you should be aware that whoever you decide on will be gone at least six months. It depends entirely on their competence.”

      “I assure you, my daughter is highly competent.”

      “No.”

      Kyran jerked at Trent’s single-worded “cold day in hell” rejection of Aryana as a potential trainee.

      “Why not?”

      “I train warriors. Male warriors.”

      Trent’s features settled into a slight scowl as if the mere thought that he’d train a female, Aryana no less, was an unacceptable affront to his prowess.

      “Are you incapable of training her because you somehow lack the capability? I’m not trying to be insulting,”—yes he was—“I just want to understand what the hindrance is.”

      Trent glared at him with a barely-leashed hatred, anything to mask his approval of Kyran’s diplomatic way of addressing what he perceived as a weakness.

      “There is no hindrance on my part. I just don’t tolerate the inherent weakness of the female sex. Since I assume you want your daughter returned to you in working order to one day breed with some acceptable male, I can’t take her.”

      “First, never let my wife hear you say that. She might kill you on principle.” He leaned back in his chair, kicked his feet on the desk nonchalantly, though Trent could detect the Mikko’s irritation. “Second, yes, I want my daughter back in working order, but it damn sure isn’t to breed her. Animals are bred. Since I know you aren’t equating my daughter to an animal, I’m going to take that as an insult to the type of man and parent you perceive me to be. I am not, nor have I ever been that male. Now, as for the inherent weakness of a female, you must surround yourself with ones who cower in your wake. I have no weak females around me. Their strength astounds me. The fact that males who share your opinion of them still exist is a testament to that strength. As for who you’ll train, take my daughter or consider yourself owing a favor to be claimed at a date and time of my choosing in the future. It goes without saying that my daughter should suffer no unnecessary harm.”

      Trent was silent for a long moment before he nodded.

      “I’ll take her with the understanding that harm is part of training.”

      “I’m not dense. My daughter has been shot, stabbed, and had many bones broken in the name of training. By unnecessary I mean she should come back with all the parts she leaves here with and those parts should be in the same working order or better.”

      “Send her when you are ready to part with her and thank you for finding time during your party to see me.”

      “You’re welcome. And she leaves when you do. If you wouldn’t mind staying overnight, she can be ready to leave with you in the morning.”

      Trent nodded before he excused himself from the office.

      [image: ]

      Aryana stared at her father trying to understand the gibberish he thought was supposed to make sense. She was supposed to be leaving in the morning to spend at least six months under the arrogant tutelage of the acting Mikko of the Rockys. To make matters worse, Cam wasn’t going with her.

      “I can’t be ready by tomorrow,” she said, hoping her father would be able to put it off for a few days at the very least.

      “What exactly is keeping you here?”

      Ignoring him she turned to try and plead her case, but was met with her mother’s disapproving silence and her father’s stoic resolve.

      She was going whether she liked it or not and nothing she said would keep her in the safe confines of the pack house.

      “Fine, but what do we do about my blood work?”

      As a hybrid, Aryana was more like her mother genetically, therefore she ovulated more than once a year unlike other Lycan females. However, unlike her mother’s predictable fertile periods, Aryana’s occurred sporadically, which required routine monitoring.

      “We’ll draw some blood tonight and send Cam out to run your work in a few months. You should be good until you get back after that,” Kyran said.

      Aryana turned from the room knowing that she had to obey her Mikko’s wishes, though she didn’t understand them. A Rocky training an Omega had to be an insult. She just hoped that she wouldn’t have to pay for whatever agreement the leaders had come to.

      Once she made it to her room she crawled into bed, putting off packing until the morning. Her tears came easily enough while she lay staring at her ceiling begging for sleep to come. Her door opened and quickly closed, but she moved over to make room for Camden.

      They laced their fingers like they did when they were infants, Camden’s touch one of the few things that could calm her when everything seemed to be falling apart around her.

      “You know I wouldn’t let them make you leave if it wasn’t good for you, Ary.”

      “I know.”

      “You aren’t mad?”

      “No.”

      She turned her head away and let her tears fall to her pillow.

      “Don’t cry Ary. Trust me, this is your chance to be a better fighter. Besides, Trent won’t appreciate it at all.”

      The thought of Trent didn’t make it any easier to stop crying, but soon enough she was drifting off into the weighty arms of sleep. Just as sleep wrapped over her consciousness, an old familiar voice drifted from the dark reaches to whisper to her. As always the feminine whisper repeated–as she had since Aryana’s childhood—a mantra that seemed to sear itself to her soul.

      Weakness dies and you are weak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Aryana was making her way back from the armory when she found Trent’s muscular body leaning against the wall between two of her father’s favorite paintings. The colors—bright as the rising sun—seemed to bleed out of the paintings and bathe him in their multi-hued beauty. She tried to ignore the appeal of his long lashes brushing his high cheekbones as she slipped into her room to finish packing.

      She would have thought he was sleep, but the sense of awareness radiated from him as if he was never truly unaware, even in his sleep.

      After packing the extra ammo she’d grabbed from the armory into her weapons bag and she made a note of her hormone levels from her blood draw.

      For Aryana, being a hybrid had more consequences than just being genetically weaker than full-blooded Lycans. She was like a human who had irregular cycles. They couldn’t predict when her Rut would hit, because she fell somewhere in the between her mother’s quarterly ovulation cycles and a typical Lycan’s yearly one. Being away so long could be risky, but she had to hope that her father would inform the Rocky of her “impediment” and do what he could to ensure she was taken care of when that time hit.

      In the event of things went to hell—as it often did when it came to her—she grabbed her sleeping pills and hoped the dosage would work in a pinch. Lycans rarely succumbed to prescription drugs for long periods unless the dose was high and remained at a constant level as their bodies metabolized the drugs too fast.

      A knock sounded on her door as she zipped the bottle into one of the side pouches in her bag.

      “Come in,” she called.

      Ryu, one of the few males she bothered to spend any time with, walked in. He was a few inches shy of six feet. His shirtless, lean-muscled frame shimmered with a light sheen of sweat, his natural skin tone like the gentle glow from an Edison lightbulb.

      “I heard you were leaving. How long?” he asked.

      Aryana loved the sound of his deep, commanding voice. It soothed where Trent’s put her on edge.

      She let out a breath. She couldn’t make two thoughts connect without Trent inching his way into them and it was annoying.

      “At the least six months.”

      There was a moment of silence before he waved her over. She went to him and let him wrap her in a sweaty hug. With the exception of her brother’s comforting existence, few places on the planet made Aryana feel safer than being ensconced in Ryu’s warm hugs.

      “That’s a long time.” He paused. “I’ll miss you.”

      Ryu was a friend, though at times he acted as if he wanted more. His cousin, Yumi, was currently dating Camden, which was the way they’d met. Now Aryana found herself spending more time with Ryu because when they were at home, Camden’s time was solely for Yumi, his Soul’s Mate.

      “I’ll miss you too. Trust me, if it were up to me, I wouldn’t be going anywhere.”

      “Our Mikko must have ordered it.”

      “Yeah.”

      Ryu nodded and tilted her head up so that she could briefly get lost in his eyes—dark like the most decadent chocolate—before his lips melded to hers.

      Aryana made a move to push him away, but found herself pulling him closer. They’d never kissed, but as Ryu’s tongue glided against hers, she wondered why she hadn’t bothered before.

      A sharp rap at her door came just before it opened. Camden stepped in, observed the lack of space between them and narrowed his eyes.

      “Later, Ryu,” Camden said as a means to dismiss him.

      Ryu didn’t respond, just trailed his thumb across Aryana’s pouty lips before he exited the room. Camden clicked the door shut before turning to scowl at his sister.

      “What’s your problem?” Aryana asked.

      “You’re being a brat. Get your stuff and go. The Rocky is actually waiting, calmly I might add, for you to finish whatever it is you are in here doing.”

      “So? He can keep waiting.”

      Camden sat on the edge of her bed and dropped his shaking head into his hands.

      “A calm Rocky is a plotting Rocky. If you think he will suffer your attitude and complete disregard for his time then you underestimate him.” Cam motioned towards the door. “That particular Rocky commands the entire Order without the blessing of Ulryk, Ary. If I were you, I’d stop being so flippant about wasting his time. He already doesn’t find you to be a good use of it.” Camden smirked with the last few words because he knew it would piss her off.

      “That arrogant fuck –”

      “Is going to be training you. I suggest you stop stalling and go. The longer you hang out in here, the worse it will be when you’re alone with him.”

      Trent was a predator among predators. He demanded–with nothing more than his presence–to be heard and obeyed. And in her brilliant fit of rebellion, she’d given him the respect one paid to a gnat.

      Camden laughed as she made a hasty effort at wrapping up her packing, cursing herself for the going to bed instead of completing it the night before.

      “Shut up, Cam.” She pulled her rolling duffel towards the door, where she grabbed her bag of weapons.

      “Do you want some help?”

      “No, I’m sure I don’t need any help appearing more helpless than I am, thank you.”

      Camden slammed his hand on the door before she could open it. “Don’t say stupid shit like that, Ary. It makes you look weak, and you aren’t.”

      Aryana said nothing, just nodded. They didn’t have time for their ongoing argument. She was genetically weak. They had the paperwork to prove it. Their father had been sure to meticulously document everything about them. The scientist in him wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Her brother’s first shift at the age of sixteen had prompted the genetics test, to see where on the spectrum of power that Camden resided. Turned out as a hybrid they worked opposite to normal Lycans. The earlier a hybrid shifted, the stronger they were. Theory being they had to fight against the Hunter side that never shifted.

      Aryana didn’t shift until four years later.

      Camden could say–until he was blue in the face–that he meant she wasn’t weak of spirit, but it wouldn’t matter. A person could be as spiritually strong as they wanted to be and still be the first to get their ass handed to them. She liked to believe that she faced her reality head on, accepting what she was good at and letting the rest slide off into irrelevance.

      She opened the door and stepped into the hall. Trent was there, still leaning against the wall, full of masculine promise and infinite patience.

      He pushed away from the wall and led the way to the foyer where her parents were waiting. The power of his stride demanded that she follow, not that she was still so dense as to try and stall now.

      He gave her parents a nod before going outside. Aryana gave them a hasty hug and promised to call when she made it to Rocky territory. She shot Ryu a quick smile and waved by to Camden and Yumi before exiting the door.

      The ride to the airport was a silent one. Trent obviously wasn’t one for conversation and Aryana hadn’t bothered trying. Everything about the male radiated “shut the hell up”. When they took their seats on the jet—one of a twelve carrier fleet owned by Lykil to be used by the Lycans—Trent hadn’t even bothered to look at her.

      They had just taken off when he tossed her a one-subject spiral notebook.

      “Read that. I’ve left nothing unanswered.”

      He reclined his seat and closed his eyes, but Aryana knew better than to think he was unaware. She doubted that even in the grip of REM sleep the male would be oblivious to his surroundings.

      She opened the notebook, half expecting to find the scratches of unintelligible handwriting. Of course it wasn’t. His handwriting was slightly slanted to the right, indicating he was left handed. It was neat, neater than hers in fact, but the content was a nearly violent detraction from the gentle rolling of his script.

      She read what she quickly discovered to be a rather extensive list of don’ts.

      Aryana sat aside the spiral and tried to wrap her head around what her life was going to be like for the next six months. According to the list, he didn’t have much hope of her to lasting more than a few months. She was a hopeless case that he was undertaking to avoid owing the Blue-Oconee pack any future favors. She should consider herself lucky—she didn’t—to even be allowed to train with him. The only ones he personally trained were males, though there were females within the Order. Every single one of them were Alpha females, and according to his spiral, they wouldn’t be all that inclined to interact with her. They didn’t tolerate inherent weakness either.

      “Do you need any clarification?” he asked without opening his eyes.

      “Can I make a call when we land?”

      “Calling your boyfriend?”

      “I don’t...no. I need to call Camden.”

      He raked his gaze over her before looking her in the eye. For all the times he avoided direct eye contact, she wish he did now. No kindness lingered in his odd colored eyes.

      Finally, he broke his wordless assessment and nodded.

      “Your reliance on him is part of the reason you are so useless,” he said before closing his eyes and relaxing into his seat.

      Part of his rules stipulated that she hand over her phone. Her personal life ended the minute they started training and training didn’t end until she left to return home.

      His spiral stated that he owned her. She didn’t know about that, but she’d play along for the time being. No one could own a person until that person gave themselves over to be owned. And that was something she hadn’t, and never would, agree to.

      When the plane landed at Boulder Municipal they disembarked and Aryana followed Trent to his gas-guzzling truck. He hadn’t spoken a word to her since their conversation on the plane, but she couldn’t take any more silence. She took out her phone and plugged in her ear buds. He could have silence, she’d settle for one of her playlists littered with all her favorite bands.

      They’d just hit CO-119 when he reached over and took her ear buds out of her ears with a hard yank.

      “Turn that off,” he said.

      She glared at him and hit pause. Some things were sacred and silencing any of her metal gods grated to the bone. Trent could take anything else from her, but her music was not one of them.

      “Is there a reason I need to cut it off? It’s not like you’re talking to me.”

      “I have no words to waste on you. As for that noise blaring from your headphones...I like my sanity.”

      “I’ll just turn it down then.”

      She put her headphones back in and went to push play, but his hand wrapped around hers and the phone, nearly crushing them both.

      “No.” He shot a glance over to her before turning his gaze back to the road.

      “But—”

      “No,” he said as he withdrew his hand. “Silence. You’ll learn to enjoy it.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned her attention to the passing cars.

      Though she could think of infinitely better places to spend her time, there wasn’t a better time for her to come to Colorado. The state had long shaken off its winter white and embraced the warmth of late spring. By the time Aryana would be going back to Georgia, the frigid winter would still be a couple of months away.

      She may be a Tala, but she was no fan of the cold, which her family found weird. Of course they loved the cold. They didn’t suffer her inborn weakness.
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      The half-hour drive was mostly silent, sporadically punctuated by the repeated sighs from his bored princess. Trent finally pulled into the long driveway that led up to the Rocky compound located northwest of Longmont. He was glad to be home even if he did have to bring home a major explanation.

      The only way to be found worthy of being trained as a Rocky was through the trials—both physical and mental—that made up the Withstanding.

      Many packs and individuals tried to pay exorbitant amounts of money to train or have one that they felt worthy, train with the Rockys. However, money couldn’t buy the strength that one needed to make it through the Withstanding. Only the fiercest—in body and soul—warriors made it through the process. The princess fit neither description which was bound to cause some confusion as to why she was even allowed to enter the compound.

      Aryana wouldn’t understand or care about the implications that bringing her into the fold would mean, but he’d have to play diplomat to his pack to soothe any implied slight at her presence.

      At some point he’d have to play politics with her father, because the Mikko was under the impression his daughter would be returned to him at the completion of her training, but she wouldn’t. She belonged to him, even if she wasn’t aware of it.

      A Rocky mate was a precious thing, not even his father understood the madness of being apart from his one and only.

      Trent smiled to himself as he watched her make a valiant effort at ignoring his presence in favor of watching the Rockys log cabin come into view.

      Though it had been built more than a hundred years ago, the cabin was meticulously maintained, its true age hidden with modern additions and a fresh coat of varnish to protect the logs. Over the years they had expanded the cabin from its original four bedrooms to its current capacity of ten rooms and a basement that the pack used as an indoor training facility, complete with a gun range and indoor track.

      He parked his truck in the circular drive, directly in front of the door and got out. The princess was staring up at the majestic front of the cabin, two stories of bulletproof glass framed by pine logs to create a series of diamond patterns.

      Trent saw that several of his pack had made their way to the upstairs balcony, which allowed them an unobstructed view of the Order’s newest arrival.

      “When we go in, don’t get offended if they don’t speak to you. Don’t address them either. We only want to see trainees, not hear them speak. You’re like the first of spring, a hint of green poking past snow-covered earth. You’re both brave and fragile. Don’t give them a reason to try and crush you.”

      Trent hid a smile at her muttered retort and led the way up the concrete stairs that had been stained to mimic wood grain. He held open the large wood framed glass door and waited as she pulled her bag inside. Aryana stopped just inside the door, awe at her surroundings evident on her features.

      “Mikko, welcome back,” Tanya said as she walked down one of the curving staircases that led up to the open aired walkway.

      Tanya was the acting commander of the females of the pack. The Rockys were all warriors, with no need of a Harem to keep protected. Again, the princess represented, simply by being present, a departure from their norm.

      Trent nodded up at her and turned his attention to Sean, the acting commander of the males, as he walked sleepily down the stairs.

      “Mikko,” he said, his voice still graveled with sleep.

      “Sean,” Trent said, “go get Mark for me. Tanya, get Willow. I want to see them in my office after I get her settled.”

      They both nodded and left.

      Trent walked to the left of the stairs towards his bedroom. He opened his custom carved door—one that reflected a scene between Tuyir and Lykil—and motioned Aryana to precede him.

      She stepped into his seating area, which he’d decorated simply with his personal computer and a comfortable leather sofa with a large flat screen mounted to the wall directly in front of it.

      “Through those doors,” he motioned to a set of double doors that hosted another scene but also a prayer, “lead to the bedroom. To the right of the bed is the bathroom. To the left, the closet. Make your phone call. I’ll be back.”

      [image: ]

      Aryana stepped toward the bedroom and paused. The scene on the door was nothing like the one on the outer doors. Those had been all about bloodshed and destruction. These...not so much. The doors to the bedroom framed a prayer to Afri and Nolf, the goddesses of love and lust respectively. The outer bands of the doors were made up of various scenes portraying explicit depictions of just how well two bodies could congregate together. Who needed Kama Sutra when there was Trent’s door to serve as a guide?

      She glanced over her shoulder to find him reclined against the wall. His gaze was hooded and the smirk on his face showed so much erotic promise that the stupid instinctual part of her threatened to make a fool of them both.

      “I can’t stay here.”

      “You will.” He said it like a command that brokered no argument, but she’d argue. If his doors were any indication of what he expected of her, then he was sorely mistaken.

      “Where will you sleep?”

      “It is my bedroom.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you. No amount of training, no matter how good you think you are, is worth me cheapening myself for it.”

      “First, I don’t think. I am that good. Second, you will sleep with me. Keyword: sleep. I was expecting to train a male. I have room for a male, but all the spaces for females are taken.”

      “I can sleep in that bed.”

      “No you can’t. That bed is intended for a future Rocky. You are weak, too weak to survive what it takes to become a Rocky.”

      “I’m not weak.” Her rebuttal sounded embarrassingly fragile and she knew by his snort that he didn’t believe what she said any more than she did.

      “Make your phone call, princess. We have a lot to do before we go to bed.” With that he left, leaving her trapped between rebellion–which would be stupid–and compliance. She complied.

      When she turned the handle she expected to find a male’s version of everything promising long nights in bed and none of it spent sleeping. Instead what she found was an inner sanctum of peace. The colors were an array of neutrals with sporadic splashes of color. She pulled her duffel to the closet and turned to take in the room.

      A massive stone fireplace sat to one side of the room. It should have left the room feeling small by comparison, but the soft gray paint color on the walls gave an illusion that the room was larger than it was. Opposite of the fireplace sat a monstrosity only Trent would consider a bed.

      Aryana could say that she didn’t know a single Lycan that slept in a regular sized bed. Even a California King was too small of a bed to be bothered with for some of her family members—as if they required the yards of additional fabric, pillows, etc. in order to sleep at night.

      She preferred a king. It was big enough considering all she was doing was sleeping in it. Alone.

      The size of Trent’s bed was the only saving grace of their arrangement. Yards of space would keep them separated. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough space to prevent her from trying to smother him in his sleep, which she was sure he’d drive her to at some point over the next six months.

      Aryana pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed Camden. He was slow to answer, which meant he was with Yumi.

      “Hey, Cam,” she paused when she heard a lot of shuffling and a muted feminine laugh in the background. “I can just call Mom if you’re busy.”

      “Huh? Sorry, what’s going on?”

      “I’m just checking in. I have to give him my phone.”

      Cam made a low non-committal noise, not sounding the least bit surprised or alarmed, which slightly irritated her.

      “Yeah. To top it off I have to share a room with him.”

      Cam snickered. There was no other masculine word for it.

      “It’s not funny, Cam.”

      “And you’re whining Ary.”

      “So? He’s an asshole and I have to share a freaking room with him. It’s bad enough that I have to be here in the first place, but to never be able to get away from him...”

      Cam let out a long irritated sigh. “Do you want to be stronger?”

      “Yes, but –”

      “No buts, Ary. You have to suck it up and do this. This is for you, not the pack. We don’t need you as a fighter. This is who you want to be, if you’re content to sit in an office and plan military strategy then come home. If not, stop whining. Hell you’re complaining and you haven’t done anything yet.”

      Wasn’t that the truth, she murmured to herself. They hadn’t even officially started training and she was more than positive that it was only going to be a sharp downhill trip from here on out.

      “So are you staying or not Ary?”

      She paused, not necessarily weighing her options, but judging how bad she wanted to run from her trainer.

      “Staying,” she said after a heavy sigh.

      As much as she didn’t want to be with the Rockys, she knew she would never be satisfied sitting at home playing strategist, which was more than most Harem received.

      The only missions she was allowed on were sniper missions and she only went on those with Camden. Those type of missions were few and far between, especially considering she had to hope when one came up that there wasn’t another sniper available and that Cam was available to go. He was
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