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      To Michelle.

      Thank you for being my emotional support person.
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      Hungry and raging. That was how I’d felt the last couple of weeks as I healed from the poison Callista left me with before I killed her. There was a hunger brewing inside me for so many things that it had been hard to know where my focus needed to be.

      I was convinced bonding with Roman was something that needed to happen sooner rather than later, but he wasn’t as eager to seal the deal as I’d expected him to be.

      Something I’d been obviously relentless about in many ways.

      My palm is going to find your ass if you don’t stop, Roman grumbled into my thoughts. The ability to mind speak had come and gone up until a few days ago. Once the perk finally decided to work consistently, it had completely changed my tactics.

      Was that supposed to be a threat? Because I didn’t hear one. Plus, I haven’t done anything wrong to justify your tone, I replied sweetly.

      I’d have to disagree. Picturing yourself naked in our bed while I’m in a meeting and sending those thoughts to me justifies quite a bit.

      He closed the connection and got back to his conference call with the other pack alphas and betas. While I felt moderately bad for interrupting him, I’d needed the distraction from my thoughts of hunting down Kyle.

      He’d killed Roman’s father and needed to pay, yet none of our resources had been able to track the bastard down. That was where my raging came from. Kyle and Cohen had stuck their noses where they didn’t belong, and people were dead. On top of that, the supernatural council had caught wind of my abilities.

      To say that things were tense would be the understatement of the year.

      There had been a one-month timeframe set for me to turn myself over to the council. Ten days of that time had passed, and as we inched closer to our looming deadline, my emotions were all over the place.

      You need to be in control more than ever. Roman needs to stop being so obstinate, Adira complained. Her ire had moved on from my stupidity to Roman’s, and it was great to not be the cause of her wrath.

      Though, I understood where Roman was coming from. I’d been an idiot only mere weeks ago and rejected him. My change of heart had happened after life-altering events—you know, like dying a time or two—but that didn’t mean my feelings weren’t true. I’d just needed to have some sense knocked back into me before I truly understood.

      All that didn’t matter, though. There were consequences to my choices, and Roman’s wants mattered just as much as mine. He needed to be certain I was confident in my decision, and I respected that. Even when the wait was driving me batshit crazy.

      I’d meant it before when I agreed to push aside my fears and move forward. I was ready for whatever came next, and that included being bonded to Roman. I’d be as patient with him as he was with me.

      “Hey, Asstie. You busy?” Embry called from the hallway.

      I’d moved out of her cabin last week when I woke up one morning to find my clothes were no longer in my room.

      Roman had added my belongings to what he’d already had for me and made things official. It was then that I knew I was ready to bond with him. The old me would have been pissed the hell off by him doing that on his own, but the complete opposite had happened.

      My heart had melted into a puddle, and I’d eagerly accepted the movement of my stuff.

      “Come on in,” I replied back to Embry as the door was already opening. Her rose-gold hair was braided, and she had a backpack on. “Where are you going?”

      My shoulders stiffened and fingers flexed as I awaited her answer.

      “Vaughn and I are going to take the lead on the hunt for Kyle,” she answered sheepishly.

      I raised a brow. “By yourselves?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      My head shook. “I’m coming with you.”

      Embry wagged a finger at me. “I knew you’d say that, and no, you’re not. You’ve been making progress by leaps and bounds, and you have your final test tomorrow that I’m beyond pissed I have to miss. Plus, we can’t risk the council snatching you. Here, we have some protections. Out there? We have no leg to stand on if they find us.”

      The supernatural council was going to be the death of me. Possibly quite literally.

      “How long are you two going to be gone?” I asked.

      “No idea. However long it takes. I can’t come back here and see Ramona’s face if we fail. She’ll take matters into her own hands if we don’t bring results this trip. It’s been hell keeping her here.”

      Oh, that I was already well aware of.

      When Jack died, I’d been unconscious for the worst of it, but I’d seen the violent outbursts she still had two or three times a week. Her mate had been murdered, and she’d been forced to stay within the pack. Forcing an alpha female to do anything was not a pretty sight.

      Roman had used his alpha power on her—something he’d very rarely used on anyone else. She’d refused to speak to him at first, but finally caved after the first five days.

      Embry sat on my bed and took her backpack off. “How are things with you? Still being shut down?”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘shut down’ is the right way to describe things, but nothing has changed either.” I sighed.

      “I have some tips⁠—”

      I waved my hand as I joined her on the bed, crossing my legs and facing her. “I’m good. I promise. Though, I wish we were going with you.”

      Vaughn strolled into the room as if he owned the place. “Hard pass, Witchy Wolf. We don’t need the kind of attention you’ll draw.”

      I laughed at his newest nickname for me. The beta was convinced I was part witch, given my inability to die—or stay dead, anyway.

      Vaughn jumped onto the bed, nearly causing me to fall off with his momentum. “I thought you enjoyed the way I shook things up,” I joked.

      “Around here? Hell yes. Out there? Not so much. Plus, Roman would murder me,” Vaughn answered.

      “Yes, I would. I also might enjoy killing you for laying in the same bed as my mate,” Roman said, standing in the open doorway with his arms crossed.

      Vaughn held his hands up. “Easy there. I was just coming to get Embry.”

      Roman entered the room as Vaughn got up, grabbing Embry’s bag and tossing it at her. “Time to go?” she asked.

      “Yep. It’s almost three,” Vaughn confirmed while stroking his red beard. “If we leave now, we’ll make our first stop just in time to grab dinner and go night hunting.”

      “Perfect.” Embry turned to me, and I stood to hug her goodbye. “Be safe here, good luck tomorrow, and I’ll let you know how things are looking out there,” she said.

      I nodded against her shoulder. “Don’t do anything overly stupid without me, Asstie.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” She moved back, joining Vaughn closer to the door and waving.

      I blew her a kiss and then sent one to Vaughn for fun. Roman’s chest rumbled next to me as they moved out of eyesight.

      Turning toward him, I patted his chest. “How was your meeting?”

      He picked me up by my elbows and tossed me back on the bed before stalking forward like the predator I enjoyed playing with. The rumble in his chest grew in volume, telling me his wolf was close to the surface. “It went as expected. I didn’t give them all of the information, but enough that they’ve agreed to come here and meet you. Once they hear us out, I know they’ll agree nobody has the right to demand another supernatural’s presence without just cause.”

      “And I’ve given the Supernatural Council no reason, right?” I asked, because while I’d learned a lot recently, there would never be a day when I knew enough.

      Roman settled his body over mine as I propped myself up on my elbows. “You most certainly have not given them any reason,” he said before leaning in to kiss me.

      Our lips met for the briefest of seconds while I sank my fingers into his hair and jerked him closer, causing us to fall back onto the pillows.

      “I missed you,” I murmured against his cheek as he kissed down my neck.

      “Not nearly as much as I missed you.”

      I no longer had any qualms about showing him affection. My wolf had made sure of that, and none of the other pack members seemed to bat an eye when they saw us together anymore. If only everything else wasn’t so shitty, life would be great.

      Roman pushed up, his eyes meeting mine, intense yet loving. “You’ve settled into the pack life this last week faster than I thought you would. How are you feeling about meeting the other alphas?”

      When I first arrived in Texas and learned that wolf shifters were real, I’d been petrified of them, but I had no issues with meeting more. In fact, I could only think of reasons why it would be a good thing.

      “They need confirmation of what they’re potentially fighting for, and I’m happy to give that,” I said.

      He grinned. “You are the perfect mate.”

      I grabbed his ass cheeks. “Then, why don’t we make it official?”

      Roman’s grin turned into a frown. “We won’t be rushed. Everything is going to be perfect for us when it happens. Not convenient for everyone else.”

      I sighed and turned my head. We’d had the same discussion a dozen times now. He gripped my chin and turned me until I met his stare again. “The depth of my feelings for you is endless. You are mine for as long as I live. There will never be a lifetime when my soul doesn’t find yours, now that we’ve met. We will know when it’s right,” he said, turning my heart into a heaping mound of emotion.

      I didn’t deserve him, but I quit telling him that after he withheld his touch from me after I said those thoughts out loud one too many times.

      “Patience isn’t really my thing,” I replied with a grin.

      “A lot of things aren’t ‘your thing’, but you still manage to succeed at them, like the physical exercise part of your training. You’re one of the fastest wolves in the pack. I’m eager to see what you can do during the next new moon,” Roman said as he rolled off of me and stood next to the bed.

      “No mid-afternoon foreplay?” I teased as I took his outstretched hand.

      “Not today, Kitten. We need to go see my mom. I haven’t told her that Vaughn and Embry left to hunt Kyle down. I wanted them gone before she knew.”

      Sadness slithered its way through me. I visited with Ramona at least twice a day and it never got easier. As a wolf shifter, we sensed high emotions, and her fury over Jack’s death was potent, almost making it hard to breathe around her.

      “I was with her this morning. She’s not any better than yesterday,” I said as I got out of bed and searched for my sandals.

      “She won’t be until we find Kyle. I never would have let Vaughn leave the pack otherwise,” Roman said.

      Vaughn ran what he called his Super Squad—a group of thirty wolves who were trained to protect our pack and run the perimeters daily, checking for anything unusual. The guards were spread thin with having to send some of them up north, where a good portion of the pack still was. For now, everyone was managing with the added workloads. We just had no idea how long that would last.

      “They’ll find Kyle soon and we’ll have one less problem to worry about,” I said as I took Roman’s hand.

      He led us into the hallway, and we made our way up to Ramona’s room. I knocked once before we entered and heard glass breaking. Roman sighed and pushed the door all the way open.

      “Mom?” he called out.

      “What?” she snapped.

      We followed her voice only to find her standing in the middle of the kitchen with shattered glass all around her.

      It didn’t always work, but I’d found the most success in getting Ramona to talk by using dry sarcasm.

      “Didn’t feel like doing the dishes today, huh?” I asked, ignoring her pointed glare.

      “Something like that. What do the two of you want?” she asked with less bite than I expected. Then she grabbed another plate, and I didn’t feel so confident.

      Roman stepped closer, keeping his confidence. “I thought you’d want to know that Vaughn and Embry just left to join the search for Kyle.”

      The plate cracked within her hands, and I waited for it to break all over the floor. Instead, she threw the dish at Roman, narrowly missing his head.

      “Get. Out.” Her words held no emotion, but it was her eyes that broke my heart. They filled with unshed tears and wrath.

      “Mom—”

      She took a single step forward, claws extended. “I said out. Or are you going to abuse your power some more and take over my private space as well?”

      Her words made Roman flinch. They’d been a low blow and she’d have known that, but I couldn’t see any regret written on her face.

      Roman turned to walk out the door, and I met her gaze. “He’s grieving as well. You shouldn’t push him away.”

      “Until he lifts the ban on my ability to leave the pack, I’ll treat him however I see fit. You of all people should understand why I’m furious about losing control. Oh, wait. I’d forgotten. You’ve fallen in line like the rest of them. Did Roman use his alpha power on you, too? Is that why you’re so agreeable now?”

      I’d thought Roman had left, but I’d been wrong.

      “Enough,” he roared. “You can take your anger out on me, but you won’t disrespect Cait. I understand you’re mad⁠—”

      She cut him off again, clearly not intimidated by his pissed-off tone. “Mad? You think I’m mad?” She let out a dark chuckle, eyes wide as she started to come unhinged. “Oh, dear son. I’m not mad. I’m a woman scorned, and if you don’t let me out of this cage soon, you’ll see a side of me you’ve never known existed.”

      Ramona was worse off than I’d yet to see her. Instead of allowing Roman to respond, I tugged on his arm until he willingly followed me out of the room. We safely made it to the bottom of the stairs before he stopped us.

      “Am I doing the right thing keeping her here?” he asked, voice rough with the sadness I knew consumed him deep down.

      “For now? Yes, I believe so. She’d get herself killed out there with raging emotions like that. Once we have more information and she’s had time to process more of the grief, then we should revisit the choice to keep her from leaving the pack.”

      Roman pulled me into his arms and squeezed me tight. “I can’t believe he’s really gone.”

      The anguish in his words nearly broke me, but I doubled my resolve and made a silent vow to be strong for him.

      He’d been there for me, and it was my turn to be there for him.

      Kyle would pay for what he’d taken from our pack. I wouldn’t fully rest until we made sure of that.
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      The following day, I braved my morning trip to see Ramona. She’d bolted her door the night before and skipped dinner, but I was hoping she would be reasonable enough to accept breakfast.

      With a soft knock on the wooden frame, I held gooey cinnamon rolls in front of me, patiently waiting for her response.

      Stomping feet sounded through the third-floor loft area she occupied, and when the locks disengaged, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      The door cracked open, and she peeked through. “What?”

      “I brought you a bribe.” I pushed the plate closer to the door.

      Ramona took one inhale and walked away from the entrance, but let the door fall open. I took that as my opportunity to follow after her.

      The tornado of glass from the night before was gone, but there were dark circles under her eyes that made my soul ache.

      I hadn’t officially bonded with Roman, so I didn’t understand how she truly felt, but I could imagine the devastation. The thoughts didn’t paint a pretty picture.

      Ramona stood at her kitchen counter, and I set the sugar-coated goodies in front of her. “You can’t bribe me into forgiving Roman,” she said as her fingers itched closer to the food.

      “I have no intention of doing that. Since I joined him in delivering the bad news, I thought maybe I needed to win you over again.”

      She shook her head. “Just don’t come back with my son and I’ll keep letting you in. But if you want me to be nicer, then get me off the pack lands.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” I sighed.

      She leveled her powerful stare at me. “As alpha female, you can.”

      I raised a brow at her. “Explain.”

      “An alpha’s mate is the only one who can veto them. You bond with Roman, and you can get me out of here.”

      There was a hole in her story. “Aren’t you the alpha female until Roman and I make things official?”

      “To the pack, yes. Power wise? Unfortunately, not.” There was a tick in her jaw, and we were getting off track, so I grabbed plates and changed the subject.

      “I can’t help you and you know that, but I do have good news,” I said as I served us each a cinnamon roll.

      “Kyle is strung up a tree somewhere?” she asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of, but I did convince Roman to have Kyle brought back here so you can see his execution once he’s found.”

      Ramona’s lip lifted into a snarl. “If he’s brought here alive, I’m killing him myself.”

      That didn’t seem like an unreasonable request, and I’d make sure Roman honored it. His mother deserved that vengeance for her mate.

      “Deal,” I said.

      She nodded stiffly and took an angry bite of the breakfast. We sat in comfortable silence until both of us finished eating and I stared at her until she met my gaze.

      The depth of her hurt seared into me as I took in the shadows beneath her bloodshot eyes, along with the tear tracks staining her cheeks.

      Ramona’s soul had been torn in two when Jack died. The other half of her was off somewhere else, waiting to be reborn in hopes they’d find each other again. The knowledge of that was nothing short of heartbreaking.

      “I don’t need your sympathy,” she deadpanned.

      “I wasn’t planning to give you any, so that’s good.”

      She grunted. “Someone’s gotten a backbone since they came back to life.”

      I had no reply to that. She was right. My first death had helped me move past my fears of accepting Roman, and the second one had lessened my give-a-damn. While I hoped there were no more episodes like that in my future, I couldn’t complain much if I kept coming back a better person.

      Or at least a better version of myself.

      “It’s more like acceptance,” I said.

      It’s more than acceptance. You should be proud of all we’ve accomplished in the last two weeks, Adira said.

      My wolf wasn’t wrong. I was proud, but I didn’t need to talk about myself with Ramona unless that was what she needed.

      Revenge and time are all that will heal Ramona’s broken soul, Adira added.

      What if we don’t get either of those things? I countered. There was a chance we might not ever find Kyle, and we needed Ramona whole before it was time to face the Supernatural Council. There would be no such thing as too much help when it came to dealing with the unknown of this world.

      Adira didn’t answer my mostly rhetorical question. Instead, I focused back on Ramona. “Care to go for a walk with me?”

      She laughed. “Not a fucking chance.”

      I’d never heard her cuss, but the words rolled off her tongue naturally. “How about we play a game then?” I asked.

      Ramona sighed heavily making her irritation known. “I appreciate what you’re doing, Cait, but your efforts are wasted. Until my son understands what I need, I will stay up here where I can most feel Jack. What hurts me most is that when you were taken, I supported Roman. I encouraged him to do whatever it took to get you back. Now, when I need his support the most, he won’t give it to me.”

      Her words were filled with a sorrow I’d yet to see from the strong alpha female, and I began to understand why she was acting the way she was. I’d already told Roman we couldn’t keep his mother locked up forever. Hearing how Ramona saw the situation, I had to find a way to help that still kept her safe like Roman wanted and needed. It was the least I could do for the woman who had supported me no matter what idiotic decisions I’d previously made.

      “We’re going to set this right,” I vowed.

      Ramona shook her head. “There is nothing right to set. There is only doing what needs to be done for the greater good of our kind.”

      Once an alpha female, always an alpha female. Ramona might be pissed the hell off, but I could see that no matter how furious she was, the pack would always come first. Killing Kyle wouldn’t just bring her a minuscule amount of peace, it would also keep the pack safest from future threats.

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. “I need to meet Roman. I’m taking my final training test I mentioned yesterday morning. Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      “I’m sure, and I appreciate you coming by even after last night,” she said, sounding more like herself than she had since losing Jack.

      “There isn’t a single thing you can do or say that will keep me from visiting you. You were there for me, and I have every intention of returning the favor.”

      She tried to smile, but the gesture didn’t reach her eyes. “You’re going to make a wonderful alpha female, Cait.”

      I wanted to hug her, but the counter still separated us, and I was sure she’d kept it that way for her own sanity. Instead, I reached a hand across and gripped her forearm. “Only because I’ll have the best person to learn from.”

      Ramona nodded, and I took the opportunity to leave with things on a good note. As I closed the door behind me, I called out to Roman. On my way. Be ready to have your ass kicked.

      His laughter echoed through my mind as I raced down the stairs. My training had included working with various pack members that specialized in certain fighting tactics like Muay Thai skills which were my favorite. While I had natural talent from my Luna Marked magic and the help of Adira, the other wolves had helped hone my skills in a way I hadn’t thought would come for years.

      As I moved through the pack house, shifters bowed their heads to me in a sign of respect. I smiled and waved, calling most of them by name. I’d worked hard to get to know as many as I could which was easier now, given half of the pack wasn’t around.

      Just as I stepped onto the porch Serene latched on to my arm. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      I sucked in a breath. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      She grinned and released me. “Nope, but I could if you’d like.”

      “I’ll pass. Were you headed to the pack house or looking for me?” I asked.

      “For you or Roman. Beatrix needs my help with a young wolf pup out in LA. Given she came here when we needed her, I’m going to head there and see what kind of trouble I can stir up.”

      Serene was the absolute worst name for this woman. There was nothing calming about her, but that was what I enjoyed most when she wasn’t trying to kill me.

      “If we can do anything to help, let us know,” I said.

      She nodded, waving both hands in the air as she twirled back around and headed in the direction of her house.

      Once Serene was out of sight, I leapt off the porch and shifted into my wolf form midair. When all four paws hit the ground, Adira shook out our long silky fur, and our tail sashayed back and forth as we ran swiftly toward the training area that held the obstacle course.

      It was the last bit of training I hadn’t completed. Once I was done with this, I would have a more normal schedule with the other wolves. I’d been excited for this moment for the last week of my expedited training.

      Adira held our head up as we slowed down. She was a proud wolf, and it showed in everything she did. While we’d become more of the same being with our thoughts and actions, the pride she exuded I let her take all of the credit for.

      We arrived at the main training field in record time to find Roman and Sam waiting for me. Sam had been playing a decent role in my newest training, but we still hadn’t been able to talk much. Something told me she was still deciding my worth.

      Adira thought the same and wanted to challenge Sam’s wolf, but I held her off. Sam was not our enemy. She was protective of Roman, and I tried to be grateful for that fact. If the Supernatural Council did get their hands on me, he was going to need someone like her in his corner.

      I shifted back to two legs. “Thanks for waiting for me.”

      “How was my mother?” Roman asked. He was wearing loose running pants and a fitted navy-blue tee that made his eyes stand out, a color he needed to wear more often.

      “Better than I expected,” I answered, leaving out any details for the time being. I didn’t want to talk about Ramona’s requests outside of our room. She deserved more respect than that.

      Roman nodded. “Well, let’s get started then. Today is the final challenge.”

      Sam’s eyes moved over me. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      I smiled in return. “I was ready days ago.”

      The obstacle course included rope contraptions, monster tires I had to manhandle, and concluded with a tower I had to get to the top of before Roman. On my own, the process was easy, but the course was meant to be competitive, and it would be Roman’s job to make me fail. Though, he normally didn’t handle this part for the rest of the shifters—that was part of Vaughn’s role.

      If I could make it past Roman and ring the bell at the top, then I was officially done. I had to do this.

      “Being cocky is the number one reason most shifters get themselves killed,” Sam said to me.

      “I bet it’s also how they get trapped in soul-sucking stones,” I countered.

      Roman tensed between us, but Sam just laughed. “Quite possibly.”

      I knew she wanted to like me.

      Other wolves began to gather. They were all curious to know what I was capable of, and I didn’t blame them. I’d have been, too, given I’d just showed up one day at the pack, rejected their way of life and then came back as some freaky wolf with abilities none of them had ever seen before.

      Just for show, I stretched out my muscles, reaching for my toes, then up into the air. I was wearing tight black workout pants, a charcoal sports bra, and a loose t-shirt, but I didn’t plan on playing fair. No, the shirt came off along with my shoes while Roman had his back to me and I stepped to his side.

      “Beautiful day to kick your ass, isn’t it?” I joked when he turned toward me again.

      Heat filled his eyes as my lack of attire caused the distraction I was hoping for. “Where did your shirt go?”

      “Back there with my shoes.”

      “And you have no shoes on because?” he asked, taking a step closer to me.

      I tightened my ponytail and shrugged. “I feel closer to my energy this way.”

      That part was true. There was something to be said about laying in the grass and soaking in all that the earth had to offer.

      He muttered something under his breath, and Sam joined us. “You have twenty minutes to ring the bell.” She pointed to the top of the tower. “There are only three rules: no tampering with the structures, no physically striking each other, and no shifting. Understand?”

      Roman and I both nodded.

      Sam glanced at her watch. “Good. Your time starts… now.”

      I expected nothing less from Sam, so her lack of a heads up didn’t surprise me. Running at top speeds, I arrived at the first obstacle and scaled up a knotted rope. Roman was right at my heels, but I ignored him.

      At the top, there was a small platform made for one that Embry warned me to jump off quickly. Otherwise, Roman would have the opportunity to knock me back to the ground.

      The balls of my feet barely touched the wood landing before I leaped toward the next rope. My fingers barely caught hold, and I had no time to recover before swinging my body back and forth. I needed momentum to get to the next section and ended up overcompensating. I flew over the wobbly, floating wooden steps and landed belly first halfway through the second section.

      Roman growled from behind me when I almost fell the thirty feet back to dirt, but he clearly wasn’t that worried, because he jumped over me, landing perfectly on the swinging step next to me.

      He leaned down. “Need a hand, Kitten?”

      “Not a chance.” I had to do this on my own.

      You can do this, Adira encouraged.

      Everything had become so much easier when we got along better and her positivity boosted my energy, allowing me to get back on track with the course. Roman was racing across the fragile bridge where one wrong move meant getting your legs tangled in a mess.

      I quit paying attention to him and continued on. With one focused step at a time, I made my way forward and arrived at a loose rope wall that I needed to climb in order to get to the zipline that would take me to the monster tires.

      Roman was already halfway to the top, but I still had time to catch up. This part was the easiest to get tangled in, according to Embry. I needed to act with precision and forethought, or I’d find myself caught in the spider’s web.

      Using all of my senses, I judged the tautness of each rope square. Not all were created equally, and only some of them would pave my way to finishing first.

      Halfway up, I worried I was moving too slowly, spending too much time focusing and not enough of it acting on instinct. That was until I heard Roman.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered just loud enough for me to hear.

      “I’d offer you a hand, but this kitten is all out of them.” I winked and moved past him without an ounce of guilt.

      My actions infuriated my mate more, causing him to get further tangled in the mess of ropes. I took the advantage and wasted no time going down the zip line.

      At the bottom, I could see Roman continuing on, so I hurried to the tires. I had to move the six-foot-tall monster tire that weighed a bajillion pounds a total of one-hundred yards without rolling it.

      This was where I had to work smarter, not harder.

      I wasn’t allowed to shift, but my powers didn’t require me to be in wolf form in order to use them. Channeling my energy into my hands, I grabbed on to the nearest mountain of rubber, and any overflow of magic poured into the earth—my real reason for ditching my shoes.

      He’s gaining on us, Adira warned.

      I didn’t bother to look back. I buckled down and began the painstaking process of flipping the tire up and over, hoping to gain a bit of momentum with my consistent force.

      Hope seemed futile as my muscles screamed at me, even with the added help of tapping into my energy.

      This course was all about strength of the mind and body. Knowing what choices to make and when to make them. I hadn’t been allowed to practice on it ahead of time, so Roman had a leg up on me there, but my mind was constantly evolving, thanks to my Luna Mark magic.

      I could win this. I had to.

      Otherwise, the training wheels weren’t coming off anytime soon.

      With those thoughts, I channeled the motivation needed to finish the task at hand.
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      I’d badly wanted Cait to lose. I wasn’t ready for her to be unleashed on the world. Sure, that was selfish, but she was the most precious being in the world to me. The drive to keep her away from danger wasn’t something I could make go away.

      Except, the harder I tried to get ahead of her on the obstacle course, the worse things went for me. She was almost to the final tower, and I was tiring faster than ever before while still flipping a stupid tire.

      I could use some help, I said to my wolf.

      He was silent, which didn’t bode well for me.

      Are you seriously going to let her win? I asked.

      This isn’t my fight, he replied.

      I was beginning to understand.

      Have you been talking to her wolf somehow?

      He grunted. I wish. But I can sense her wants, and if she’s capable of achieving them, then why not allow her to? We shouldn’t be holding our mate back.

      While I didn’t want to agree with him, he had a point. Still, the overprotective alpha in me refused to quit trying.

      With every bit of strength that I could muster on my own, I manhandled the tire down the field and got to the tower just as Cait was getting to the second level.

      The tower itself wasn’t complicated, but this part of the course was the whole reason two people competed at the same time.

      I launched myself into the air, landing on the opposite side of the tower as Cait, and began to scale up. I could see her through the metal framing, but my view was obstructed by the contraptions at my disposal.

      Racing to get even with her, I was finally able to get in a good position.

      If you hurt her, I’ll make you pay, my wolf warned.

      Nothing here will harm a hair on her body.

      Our mate’s pride is just as important as her body, he replied.

      His words slammed into my chest as they took hold of my thoughts. Cait and her wolf were extremely prideful. They thrived on being able to take care of themselves. Passing this test wasn’t just about being able to go on more missions for Cait. No, it was also about showing herself and the other wolves that she was capable.

      Damn it.

      Still, I couldn’t give Cait the win. That was just as bad as trying to sabotage her. I’d lost position when I’d let myself get distracted, but quickly caught up with her again. My wolf was helping me now that we were in agreement.

      Cait needed to win, but she needed to be tested as well.

      Using the tricks that I already knew about the tower, I rested against wood braces and reached into the middle. Three power lines ran up the middle, and if the right two crossed, it sent an electrical current through the metal.

      The shock wouldn’t hurt Cait, but it would certainly throw her off balance. If she was as good as she wanted to be, my actions wouldn’t cause too big of a problem. Touching the lines together with a stick that kept me from getting zapped as well, my eyes darted up to watch Cait.

      Her jaw clenched and grip tightened on the bars as her nerves responded to the shock waves. Cait’s body glowed purple, and her eyes narrowed at me as she forced her grip off of the metal braces and onto objects the electrical current wouldn’t travel through.

      “You’ll pay for that,” she sneered.

      “I have no doubt.”

      Racing further up, I began shoving braces through the tower, several of them jabbing Cait in the ribs and thighs, but she never once faltered. She kept pushing herself, even when I knew her body was battered.

      Finally, we were only a couple of feet from the top and I pulled out the dirtiest trick on the tower. I hated to do it, but Cait needed to know she’d won fair and square, as did the rest of the pack watching.

      There were ropes holding the top of the tower together. With one yank, pieces of the side Cait was climbing began to fall off wherever she tried to grab hold.

      “So much for no sabotaging,” Cait sneered while doing whatever she could to find something solid to
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