
        
            
                
            
        





 

 

 

VICIOUS DEVOTION

Wed in the Wild Series: Book 2
in the Fangs With Benefits universe

 

Aveda Vice

 

Bad Bite LLC

 


Copyright © 2023 by Aveda Vice

 

All rights reserved.

 

Ebook ISBN: 979-8-9850042-5-0

 

Print ISBN: 979-8-9850042-6-7

 

No element of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from Aveda Vice, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is theft of the author’s intellectual property. For permissions, contact avedavice@gmail.com.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, cultures, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

This book contains content of an explicit and mature nature and is intended to be enjoyed by those of and above the age of consent.

 

The author does not assume responsibility for third-party websites or their contents.

 

Written by: Aveda Vice

Cover design by: Fay Lane

Map by: Abigail Hair


[image: Image]







Table of Contents

Copyright

Title Page

Map

Table of Contents

Dedication

Author’s Note

Prologue: Pheir

One: Caius

Two: Caius

Three: Lev

Four: Lev

Five: Aren

Six: Pheir

Seven: Aren

Eight: Aren

Nine: Lev

Ten: Caius

Eleven: Aren

Twelve: Caius

Thirteen: Caius

Fourteen: Pheir

Fifteen: Pheir

Sixteen: Pheir

Seventeen: Lev

Eighteen: Lev

Nineteen: Aren

Twenty: Caius

Twenty-One: Aren

Twenty-Two: Lev

Twenty-Three: Pheir

Twenty-Four: Pheir

Twenty-Five: Caius

Twenty-Six: Pheir

Twenty-Seven: Pheir

Twenty-Eight: Caius

Twenty-Nine: Lev

Thirty: Aren

Thirty-One: Aren

Thirty-Two: Pheir

Thirty-Three: Lev

Thirty-Four: Caius

Thirty-Five: Aren

Thirty-Six: Pheir

Thirty-Seven: Lev

Thirty-Eight: Aren

Thirty-Nine: Aren

Forty: Caius

Forty-One: Caius

Forty-Two: Pheir

Forty-Three: Pheir

Forty-Four: Pheir

Forty-Five: Pheir

Forty-Six: Lev

Forty-Seven: Aren

Forty-Eight: Pheir

Forty-Nine: Pheir

Fifty: Aren

Fifty-One: Aren

Fifty-Two: Lev

Fifty-Three: Lev

Fifty-Four: Pheir

Fifty-Five: Aren

Fifty-Six: Caius

Fifty-Seven: Pheir

Fifty-Eight: Pheir

Fifty-Nine: Lev

Sixty: Pheir

Sixty-One: Aren

Epilogue: Caius, Pheir, Aren, Lev

Also By Aveda Vice

Acknowledgements
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When your healing is messy and painful and complex:
you are loved.
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PROLOGUE

Pheir

 

12 hours before Vesta’s death

 

There’s nothing like the night before battle.

Tension. Frenzy. Anticipation. It ricochets under Pheir’s violet skin as she stretches her wings on the balcony. Beneath her, the Vestal camp thrums with activity, people loading boats with supplies under the dense foliage. Treehouses and nests dot the canopy of leaves that spread out before Pheir, lamplight glowing in the windows as far as the eye can see.

It’s a utopia. Fruit blooms luscious and abundant, weighing down the boughs within Pheir’s reach. Floorboards gleam beneath her feet, slick from midafternoon showers. A warm breeze flutters in from the coast and through her feathers.

It’s paradise. Their Alpha, Vesta, made it this way. She built this bliss from the ground up, and soon, every corner of the Break will be as perfect as this.

For years, no one suspected a fringe pack inhabited this abandoned island off the coast. No one knew the Vestals lingered outside of the Conclave’s control…but in a few hours, the Conclave will know how badly they’ve underestimated the Vestals.

Tomorrow, all of the Break will see how many people believe in Vesta’s mission. How many members she’s recruited in the past few years. The Vestals offer power to packs who never had any, who grew tired of living under the corrupt governance of the Conclave. When the Conclave turned their back on the smaller packs who needed them most, Vesta swooped in with open arms to save them.

Once the Vestals overthrow the Conclave, the packs in the Break will kneel to their new leader. To Vesta.

“Pheir?” Thalea hovers in the doorway, fingers curling around the frame. Her branches scrape hesitantly against the wood. “Can I talk to you?”

Pheir leans back against the balcony railing, body tingling with anticipation. “Too excited to sit still?”

Thalea shuffles on the threshold, pushing the vines of her hair behind her ear. The dryad has been tentative for as long as Pheir has known her. Maybe that’s why Pheir’s developed a soft spot for her — that, or the fact that Thalea is Vesta’s mate. Since Pheir’s dedicated her life to safeguarding Vesta, it makes sense that Pheir protects Thalea, too.

Thalea wrings her hands as she steps out onto the balcony. “Have you heard what the scouts are saying? The Conclave’s numbers have tripled. Rhaiden said —”

Pheir’s eyes roll. “Rhaiden’s always trying to start shit. Don’t worry about the numbers; Vesta doesn’t need a huge pack fighting for her. Not when we’re devoted. Not when we’re right. Besides…” Pheir’s smile widens, talons digging into the railing as she leans closer to Thalea. “It’s thrilling, isn’t it? All the packs the Conclave has fighting for them, and they’re still gonna lose to us.”

The fire from Pheir’s eyes doesn’t catch in Thalea’s. Instead, Thalea averts her gaze, following the people that move below them like ants. Soldiers in Vesta’s noble cause. Pheir is so proud, she almost doesn’t hear Thalea whisper.

“I don’t feel thrilled. I feel…scared. Scared for those people. Scared for Rhaiden.” Thalea’s eyes lift to Pheir again. The dryad’s lip quivers. “Scared for you.”

A laugh bubbles out of Pheir, her head tilting back to catch the golden rays of sun. “The only people you should be scared for are the Conclave, and you shouldn’t waste any sympathy for them.” With an elbow, Pheir nudges Thalea. “It’s like one of your story books. Vesta is a hero that fate delivered to us. Nothing can stop her power.”

“The power of love,” Thalea corrects weakly, rubbing her arm. “That’s what the books say. But —”

“Come on.” Pheir pushes off the railing and backs toward the doorway. “Vesta will be back soon. Then the party really starts.”

For a long moment, Thalea lingers on the balcony, lips pulled into a thin line. Eventually, she ducks her head and follows. Pheir brims with excitement as they make their way back into the house. Maps and trinkets cover the dining room table, a makeshift war room Vesta and her inner council use to plan their attack. Pheir lifts one of the faceless figurines by its rabbit ears.

Energy thrums through Pheir. War can’t come quickly enough. In a few hours, the Vestals will have their chance to make things as they should be. To get revenge on the Conclave and everyone else who wronged Vesta. With Pheir’s talons, she slices the wooden figure to pieces and grinds it into the ground beneath her foot.

A sharp voice prickles across her nerves. “I was using that.”

Pheir’s gaze cuts sharply to the lionfish siren standing behind the kitchen counter. Irritatingly, the siren resembles Pheir — a mostly-human woman covered in scales and fins where Pheir has feathers and wings. That’s the only thing Pheir has in common with Rhaiden.

Vesta’s beta and strategist, Rhaiden is the only person with cunning to rival Vesta. A cunning that makes Rhaiden the least-loyal soldier, if you ask Pheir.

“Can’t fight without your props?” Pheir asks petulantly. She knocks another figure aside as her brow hikes, seeking a reaction. “Some of us don’t need them to win.”

Rhaiden is undisturbed. Annoying bitch: the venomous spines lining her body don’t even quiver. “You’ll be grateful for those props tomorrow.” Wiping her hands on a dish towel, Rhaiden nudges two bowls of stew on the counter. “Eat.”

Jaw pulling tight, Pheir’s talons tick against the tabletop. “Not hungry.”

This time, Rhaiden’s spires give the barest twitch. A righteous sneer settles on Pheir’s lips. Thalea cuts in, voice weary. “Please don’t fight.” She sidles up to the counter, patting the seat beside her and turning her big eyes on Pheir. “For me?”

Pheir tenses, gaze locking on Thalea’s hand. Thalea worries her teeth into her lip, but she doesn’t retract the offer. If Vesta saw this rare display of softness, she’d correct them. Don’t waste your power on tenderness. But Vesta isn’t here…

Pheir’s spine straightens. It doesn’t matter; she knows what Vesta would want her to do. Pheir’s arms fold across her chest. Thalea wilts before she turns back to the soup. Through it all, Rhaiden keeps her expression schooled, as cold as the dark depths of the sea. “You need the energy.”

“I’ll make my own food.”

Rhaiden grits her teeth. “Pheir —”

“You eat it,” she spits.

Rhaiden’s jaw clamps shut. Thalea blinks between them. For a moment, Pheir’s heart pounds, as if Rhaiden might actually do it — show Pheir she’s overly suspicious, prove Rhaiden hasn’t been poisoning them for weeks…

Until Vesta arrives.

Everything about the phoenix is aflame. Rainbow fire leaks from Vesta’s mouth, cascading through her feathers and lighting the iridescent strands of her hair. Her opalescent body glows as she lands on the balcony, wings spread like a holy mural.

Breath catches in Pheir’s chest. The two of them could be sisters. Sometimes, Pheir pretends they are. They look similar enough — except Pheir’s dark purple feathers reflect light like an oil slick, and Vesta is the spark that ignites her.

Pheir’s fists clench in anticipation as she rushes to greet Vesta. “Did you get them? What did they say?”

It’s a silly question when Pheir knows no one can resist Vesta, but she asks it to hear Vesta’s achievement. The Alpha holds up her hand for patience, but she doesn’t make Pheir wait long. With a grin, Vesta puffs out her chest and speaks loud enough for all of them to hear. “The Broadleafs will be at the battle tomorrow.”

Pheir crows in excitement.

Rhaiden’s voice dampens everything, like water thrown on a fire. “What did you promise them?”

Vesta waves off Rhaiden’s worry. It’s through years of practice that Pheir clocks the irritation in Vesta’s tone. “We’ve had an ongoing agreement. The Broadleafs want to strengthen their pack, and I showed them a way to do that.”

It’s explanation enough for Pheir, but Rhaiden can’t leave well enough alone. “How?” she questions pointedly.

Vesta glides into the kitchen, brushing back the vines of Thalea’s hair. The dryad swallows thickly before she beams as if Vesta is the sun in the sky. Somehow, the light doesn’t reach Thalea’s eyes.

“What’s important is they support me,” Vesta assures them. “Support us. The Broadleafs understand our mission, and all we can do is rely on the kindness of strangers.”

“What does that even mean?” Rhaiden mutters. She dumps the remaining stew down the drain, bracing her hands on the counter before she lifts her head. “Even with the Broadleafs, we don’t have enough people to take on the Conclave. We should wait to strike —”

“It has to be now!” Vesta snaps, eyes whipping back over her shoulder. For a moment, she looks different. Tired. Faded, as if the color drains from her wings. Just as quickly, her shoulders pull back, warmth radiating from her body once more. “Now is the time. We’re ready.” Her tone leaves no room for argument as she turns toward the balcony. “Pheir? Join me.”

It’s not a question. Pheir brims with satisfaction, turning her back on Rhaiden’s scowl and Thalea’s wary smile. Pheir steps outside to take her place next to Vesta as the encampment hums below.

This is where Pheir belongs. No matter who Vesta’s beta or mate is, Pheir is the one who understands her. The one who keeps sight of Vesta’s vision when the others get clouded with doubt. Pheir believes in what they’re doing. Pheir knows. 

Vesta takes a deep breath as her wings spread behind her. “It’s finally happening, kid. I always knew it would. We’re gonna show the Break how little the Conclave cares for the people under its control.” Vesta’s face is awash in the fading sunlight. Her breath sparks with fire as the words pour out of her, eyes growing wild. “They didn’t give a shit when I was thrown out. And they didn’t bat an eye when you were abandoned.”

The reminder should sting Pheir, but Vesta soothes it over. Without looking, she finds the raised scar on Pheir’s wrist, the “V” that aligns perfectly with two of Vesta’s talons. Vesta brushes over the mark, admiring it with softness that makes Pheir’s chest flutter.

“You were the first person who believed in what I’m doing, Pheir. The first person who gave themself over to me, who was loyal all this time.” Vesta trails her hand up over Pheir’s heart, pressing her palm against it to feel it beat. “You’ll stand by me forever, won’t you?”

The words jump into Pheir’s mouth. She doesn’t need to think; the answer is forever the same. “Always.”

A soft smile crosses Vesta’s lips. “I know you will.”

“Not like Lev,” Pheir adds, smile stretching hopefully. Bashing that bunny bitch is the best way to connect with Vesta, to commiserate over their shared hatred, to remind Vesta of the people who’ve failed her. Not Pheir, though. Pheir would never leave. Pheir would never betray her.

It was the right thing to say. Vesta’s teeth seem to sharpen against each other when she smiles. “No: you’re not like Leverette at all.”

Praise pulses in Pheir’s veins. She’s barely met Lev, but she doesn’t need to, not when Vesta’s painted a vivid portrait for Pheir to loathe. Hating Lev brings the two of them closer, uniting them in their mission. One day, Pheir will sink her teeth into Lev’s throat. It makes her mouth water.

But that’s a distraction from their true goal. Vesta reminds her when she squeezes Pheir’s wrist. “We’re going to change the Break forever, you and me.” The sun dips below the horizon, its golden glow a meek competition to Vesta’s flames. She lowers her voice for Pheir to hear. “Tomorrow, we’ll get the justice we deserve.”








ONE

Caius

 

Present

3 days after Vesta’s death

 

“If you want me quiet, you’re gonna have to rip my throat out.”

Pheir’s words are muffled by the ground pressed against her cheek. Caius bears his foot down between her shoulder blades when he leans down toward her. “Keep it up, and I will.”

In the last two years, he’s learned that nothing deters Pheir. To her, threats might as well be pleasantries. Hell, better than pleasantries; at least threats give her somewhere to direct her anger.

Or maybe she’s aggravating just to be aggravating. Who the fuck knows? Caius can’t begin to imagine how her birdbrain works.

It’s been a few days since her Vestal pack was decimated in their attempt to overthrow the Conclave. Since the moment Pheir was captured — and the moment she was born, Caius would wager — she’s been insufferable. The two of them must be the same age, but she lashes out at him like she’s feral. Despite the fact that Aren and Caius clipped her feathers and talons days ago, her wings keep beating as she scrabbles to break free from her restraints. When she shrieks, it echoes across the open field and into the surrounding forest.

Aren will hear her. The thought raises the hackles on Caius’s neck. Perfect fucking Aren. Never bothered. Always composed. Caius can picture Aren now, flicking those werelynx ears with disapproval as he speaks without a hint of emotion.

Cut Pheir some slack. She lost nearly everyone she knows. Her old pack bonds are trying to stitch together. Being a hostage can’t be easy — especially one arranged to wed the enemy Alpha.

That’s the real problem. Tension knots Caius’s shoulders as he envisions his Alpha, Lev, standing in front of Pheir and swearing love and loyalty to the harpy hellbent on spilling Lev’s blood. It’s infuriating and exhausting. More than that, it’s setting Caius off in ways that it shouldn’t.

He blames it on duty. Even if he hasn’t been fully accepted into the Timber pack, he knows his place as a combatant. His job is to protect his Alpha and strike before the enemy gets a chance. That duty makes sense. It’s something he’s good at. Something that was carved into his bones long before he joined the Timbers.

But how can he protect Lev when her biggest threat is going to be closer to her than Caius has been able to get?

“Your boyfriend’s not gonna be happy when he gets back.” Pheir’s squirming voice cuts through Caius’s thoughts as she searches for a place to plant her feet. Vicious little bitch. Her feathers shake loose, scattering the ground in oil-slick colors. “Aren’s gonna put you back in your fucking place, werewolverine pup.”

Caius’s teeth grit. Pheir’s the one making all of this impossible. As if the Timbers didn’t have enough to deal with before the hurricane of Pheir touched down in their lives. Caius doesn’t know how she’s found exactly how to push his buttons, but it leaves him on edge and more aware of the gap between him and the rest of the pack. It makes him feel like he did the first day he arrived here, emotions spiking out of control.

Digging his heel into the violet of her skin, Caius leans down to grip her mauve hair and snarl into her ear. “Count your lucky stars you’re still in one piece.”

Across the field of crops, the tree line is empty. Aren hasn’t reemerged with the rest of the pack returning from the battle the Vestals instigated. Caius’s nose twitches — no scent of them, either. There’s still time before they arrive. His fingers flex in Pheir’s hair. His hand could slip, claws landing across Pheir’s throat and letting her bleed out before anyone returns. No one could blame him. She’s practically begging for someone to kill her. Idly, Caius clicks the claws of his other hand against each other.

Would it be any surprise if she got loose from her chains, and Caius had to defend himself?

A familiar whiff hits Caius’s nose as two scents rise above the rest — rain after a drought mingling with dark, red cherries. Despite himself, the band around his chest loosens.

Aren and Lev are back.

A tawny gray figure melts through the tree line, fur nearly white as winter approaches. Even from this distance, Lev’s features are sharp for a wererabbit, long ears erect to give a semblance of height as the pack follows behind her.

The pack is made up of bipedal werecreatures, people covered in fur and scales and feathers with snouts and paws to match. There’s no mistaking the intelligence in their eyes, like shifters stuck mid-transformation.

The Timbers fill the compound with life that makes Caius more uneasy than any bloody battlefield. He shifts awkwardly above Pheir’s prone form as the pack approaches, leaning against each other and chattering. The pack members don’t bristle when one of the others approaches from behind. They wrap their arms around each other’s’ shoulders, supporting someone else’s weight with ease. Despite their injuries, they look relieved to be together.

Of course they are. Caius’s fingers flex. None of them worry about breaking everything they touch because they don’t know how to curl their hands into anything but fists.

To busy himself, Caius bends to strap a muzzle around Pheir’s mouth, knees creaking in the cold. He narrowly avoids her teeth, but for once, he’s relieved. The link inside him that’s been straining to reunite with his pack is finally soothed.

Battle— and journey-worn, the Timbers are exhausted, their deepest wounds still healing. Werecreatures may have heightened senses, strength, and speed, but regenerative healing takes time against supernatural injuries.

Lev got the worst of it in battle. As I should, she insisted. Sometimes the Alpha suffers for the good of the pack. With a twinge of a smile, Caius shakes his head. It’s only amusing because Lev survived. He doesn’t want to look into the black hole of how he’d cope if she hadn’t. Truth be told, he wouldn’t be coping at all.

A white-tailed deer stumbles beside Lev, his small rack of adult antlers beginning to shed velvet. This deer is a newer member of the pack. Caius hasn’t bothered to learn his name. D-something. It doesn’t matter: Caius’s concern is protecting his Alpha. He doesn’t need to get friendly with anyone else to do that.

Still, Lev hoists the weredeer’s arm over her shoulder, wincing when he hits the wound still pink across her neck and chest. Caius starts to move toward her, but when her eyes find him, a smile streaks across her face as if her pain’s forgotten. “You look tired.”

The ember in Caius’s stomach flares to life again. “‘I’ve been babysitting your bride.” He toes Pheir’s writhing body as Lev hands the deer off to a passing grizzly bear. Pheir slams her head into Caius’s shin.

Lev tosses the curly white hair of her fauxhawk from her eyes, watching Pheir mildly. “Hasn’t lost any of her spunk, I see.”

Caius rubs his leg with his other heel. “Not an ounce.”

The pack files past them, keeping their distance from the rabid harpy on the ground — or maybe keeping their distance from Caius. A few pack members look concerned. Others look bored. Some look ready to gut Pheir, and Caius can’t disagree with that.

He inclines his head toward Lev. “About your bride…”

Lev turns the honey brown pools of her eyes up, as if Caius has all her attention. Being in her presence warms him. Her gaze settles on his mouth. The corner of his lip pulls up as he leans closer —

Then Aren comes to a halt beside her. Caius’s spine straightens instinctually. Aren’s whiskers twitch when he glances at Caius — then down to Pheir.

“You couldn’t keep her upright?” Aren asks.

Caius clenches his jaw, pulling Pheir upright by her elbows. Of course Lev’s perfect beta shows up to criticize. When Caius gets Pheir on her knees, she lunges for Aren, and Caius barely has time to stop her before he lifts his brows haughtily.

That’s why she’s not upright.

Pheir’s been like this since Aren and Caius returned with her ahead of the rest of the pack. When she’s not fighting, she’s threatening. When she’s not threatening, she’s screaming. Sometimes, she manages all three at once. It would be impressive if it weren’t so goddamn annoying.

Lev glances over the three of them, nose twitching before her eyes narrow.

Caius’s body runs cold. Fuck. He’d almost forgotten what happened between Aren, Pheir, and him after the battle. Caius scrubbed himself raw in the days after, but clearly, the scent of their detour hasn’t faded enough.

How about we see how far you can get before we hunt you down and fuck you into the dirt?

The memory of Aren’s words to Pheir heats the pit of Caius’s stomach. Something primal digs into his gut and squeezes at the image of Pheir on her back, covered in mud and blood and cum as she grit her teeth and begged for more. No amount of hate was enough to keep the three of them from giving into their instincts on the journey here.

Lev’s tone is indecipherable now. “You marked her?”

It twinges in Caius’s chest. The marking was worse than the sex. It was too much like claiming, possessing, making Pheir one of them. In the moment, the thought of her covered in their scent made his dick hard.

Goddamn, it still does…

It’s instinctual, he reminds himself. It’s a testament to your nature, nothing more. The fact that Pheir was the target is irrelevant. Caius is loyal to Lev, despite the fact that they’re…nothing. Nothing he can put words to. Nothing that encompasses the devotion he’d give her if she’d only ask…but she never does.

Aren opens his mouth to answer Lev, but Caius darts in before Aren makes him look worse than he already does. “Pheir’s here to become a Timber, isn’t she? Might as well get started.”

Caius lifts his chin, too proud to admit that embarrassment sears up his throat. There’s a quirk in Lev’s brow, but it’s forgotten when one of the pack members waves her over. A crowd is gathering around the campfire beside the main lodge. Children dart between legs as others embrace, the oldest and youngest members reunited with the rest of the pack. All thirty-some Timbers settle into the circle of benches and seats as the sinking sun darkens the water of the lake.

As Lev moves away, Caius hoists Pheir to her feet. Aren extends a hand. “I can take her —”

“I don’t need your help,” Caius grunts as Pheir drags her talons through the dirt. Aren lingers another moment. When Caius doesn’t so much as glance at him, Aren moves to his post on the other side of the group. 

Good. Why would Caius show Aren any weakness? It’d be one more advantage the lynx has over him. One more reason Lev shouldn’t trust Caius. One more reason Caius doesn’t belong with the two of them.

When Lev approaches the front of the group, a part of Caius stills. Firelight flickers across her face, shrouded in the power she truly holds. Her ears straighten until they’re sharp as spears. That authority stirs a longing in Caius to be near her. Their moment before wasn’t enough. The pack’s return has him shifting weight on his feet, antsy with Pheir struggling in her restraints and Aren watching over them…

Lev finds Caius across the crowd, holding his gaze as she sucks air in through her nose. Breathe, she reminds him with her motions. Relax.

Begrudgingly, he does.

It’s confounding how well she knows him after a few years. Cool air settles into his lungs, lingering as they both hold their breath until she exhales slowly. He follows her lead, and the tightness across his chest loosens. His feet settle firmly on the ground. Lev must see the harsh line of his shoulders fall, because she smiles. His tension eases further.

How does she manage the duality? Standing before the pack she leads, and still, finding a moment for him. She’s strength and sentimentality, control and kindness, discipline and delicacy. His feelings for her go deeper than pack dynamics, deeper than a duty to keep his Alpha safe. It’s…

His mind blanks out the word, one he’s heard in passing or between the pages of secondhand stories. Lev shines a light on him that helps lift the heavy weight of his body. He’s not the only one disarmed by her. Other packs laughed when Lev took over the Timbers years ago, the youngest Alpha in the Break in years. Caius heard the stories after — how the Conclave sneered down their noses at her. A little rabbit? How’s prey supposed to lead a swarm of second-rate predators?

But Lev’s pack didn’t crumble under the Vestal’s reign of terror. The Timbers grew stronger until the Conclave couldn’t ignore their importance any longer. Now, Lev has a seat among the other Conclave members. She’s finally getting the respect she deserves.

That acknowledgement ripples through the pack now, Timbers perking to listen to Lev speak. Despite her exhaustion, she doesn’t show it. She’s stoic, certain, and intent when she rises onto the boulder at the center of the group. Her voice is a comfort as she chuckles.

“Is anyone else fucking tired?”

Curses and shouts of affirmation rise, weary smiles tugging across the group’s faces. Lev presses the heel of her palm to her eye and rubs at a headache.

“I don’t think anyone’s gonna have trouble sleeping tonight, even if Marius starts hissing from the trees again.” Laughter spreads as a hoary bat on the back row flashes their fangs before the group shushes themselves. “It’s been a long few months,” Lev acknowledges. “Longer still since we started warning the Conclave of what was happening. But it’s finally — finally time to put the Vestal uprising behind us.”

A chorus of cheers spread. It’s been a long few years since the Vestals started stirring trouble, flying overhead or lingering at the edges of territories to make people uneasy. When the Timbers backed them down, the Vestals would slip out of sight and let things settle before they’d make their presence known again.

Not that the Conclave cared. They didn’t hear the Timbers’ concerns until the last few months, when the governing body started to take notice of the Vestals gaining power as they recruited and destroyed smaller packs. Only then did the Conclave act.

How fucking proactive.

When Lev’s expression settles, all jostling in the group goes quiet. Her voice is heavier than before. “The battle was costly. Every Timber walked away from the fight, but some packs weren’t so lucky.”

Her eyes soften toward a corner of the seats isolated from the rest of the pack. There are a few people that Caius doesn’t recognize, shoulders slumped as they listen to Lev’s speech. These people don’t cling close together like the rest of the Timbers. Instead, they look dazed and confused, brought out of their numbness by Lev’s voice.

“We’ll be hosting a few people from neighboring territories as they get back on their feet. Willow will ensure you all have what you need to introduce you to our way of life.” Lev’s smile is strained but earnest. “If the Timbers are the right fit, we’ll have a place for you here. We’ll never replace your fallen pack, but we will find a new place for you to call home.”

The strangers nod. Lev doesn’t keep them under the spotlight of attention. Instead, she turns back to the group at large.

“The packs that fought alongside the Conclave aren’t the only ones we lost. All the packs that Vesta poached were wiped out. The Break is still recovering, and it will be for some time. This battle was the last of Vesta’s destruction, not the first —”

A cold voice rises from the crowd, sharp and deadly and aimed at Pheir. “Then why is she here?”








TWO

Caius

 

The speaker is someone else Caius doesn’t recognize, an arctic enfield that must be new. He looks like a white werefox, save for the eagle feathers across his wings and mingling with the fur of his tail. His fists are clenched under the boxing wraps that cinch around his wrists, like he’s ready for a fight.

All eyes turn back to Lev. This newcomer isn’t the only one wondering why Pheir’s still alive. Hell, Caius would love to finish the job himself. Still, his hackles lift at the accusation in the enfield’s tone.

Lev doesn’t avoid the question. Instead, she turns to the rest of the group. “Who else is wondering why Pheir is here?”

Pheir jostles on the ground, voice muffled by her muzzle. A smattering of hands rises from the pack.

“I figured as much.” Lev’s mouth twists before she continues. “The Conclave made a decision to spare the remaining Vestals. We’re giving them a chance to rehabilitate and change their lives. As one of the strongest packs, I agreed for the Timbers to integrate one of them among us.”

It’s not the first time the Timbers present at the battle have heard this, but those who were left behind whisper as their eyes blow wide

“You’re a member of the Conclave, right?” Lev’s sister, June, lifts her brows as she speaks. Compared to Lev, June’s features are rounder and darker. June never hesitates to ask hard questions of Lev. Caius isn’t sure if he hates or admires it. “Couldn’t you tell them to fuck off?”

Agreement ripples through the group. Lev’s mouth twitches. Caius’s lips pull back, prepared to shut down any dissenters, but Lev speaks before he can.

“I am a newer member, but I only have as much say as any of the other fifteen.” Her jaw tightens as animosity flicks across her face. “The five Regents have the final vote.” She shakes the irritation away, focused on the pack as her voice softens. “Regardless, I want to speak with each of you. Some of this is out of our control, but I don’t take the decision to keep Pheir here lightly. I want to address your concerns and hear your perspectives. I hope you’ll hear mine as well.”

Murmurs of acceptance spread through the pack. That’s all it takes to assuage them — the assurance that Lev has weighed the outcomes and intends to discuss them. The pack has followed Lev through difficulties before. They know she’s a woman of her word. Even a modicum of tension drains from Caius’s body.

The same can’t be said for the enfield. As the rest of the pack settles, he doesn’t look away from Pheir, venom seeping across his expression. “It wouldn’t be our fault if there was an accident. If she tried to escape. If she disappeared…”

Pheir snaps her teeth in retaliation. There’s a chilling resolution to the enfield’s tone, like a scavenger circling a carcass. That’s not what gets to Caius, though; it’s this enfield’s blatant insubordination to Lev. That’s one thing Caius won’t stand for. He moves toward the path between seats, bristling as he bares his teeth —

“What’s your name?” Lev’s voice brings Caius to a halt. The pack glances between Lev and the enfield, but Aren’s all-seeing eyes flick to Caius.

Of course Aren noticed the disruption. Of course he’d never lose his cool like this, even when Lev’s being blatantly disrespected. Criticism burns up Caius’s neck as he takes a step back.

This is why Lev always worries about you.

The enfield notices nothing, lips pursed before he drops his answer in the chilly air. “Singer.”

“You were a member of the Alpine pack, weren’t you? Before the Vestals got to them?” Naturally, Lev recognizes him. The Break isn’t overly large; outside of the small pockets of insulated communities, most people have heard of each other.

Singer’s eyes narrow, jaw clamped before he rations out the words he wants to use. “Not all of us were so easily swayed.”

The words leave Caius feeling chapped and raw. He’s easily swayed. He can’t control himself. He can’t school his emotions. Shame ignites at the escalation he’d nearly caused — the fight he always nearly starts.

His jaw thuds with an old ache. It hurts because it’s a lesson. The memory raps against his skull like his father’s knuckles. Disrespect is worse than death. It’s letting them kill you while you’re still alive.

Lev’s voice cuts through the drain of Caius’s memories. “The Break lost a lot of people to Vesta’s extreme views. Joining Vesta was not a sign of weakness —”

Singer’s laughter rises without any humor as he sneers. “Anyone who aligned with Vesta is pathetic.”

“Like your brother?” Lev’s words land like a strike across Singer’s face. His mouth snaps shut. Despite Lev’s pained look, she continues. “Like the Brine and Hillock packs? Like the packs we called friends and neighbors, people we never expected to fight against us? They all joined Vesta’s crusade.”

It’s a reminder of how much was lost to the Vestal skirmish outside of the battle. Connections throughout the Break are on thin ice after neighbors turned against neighbors, packs splitting to join Vesta’s crusade. If your family could cast you aside for power, how can you trust anyone?

Caius understands that more than most.

“We don’t know how Vesta managed to infiltrate so many packs,” Lev continues. “Packs we would have trusted with our lives a few months ago. We don’t know the promises Vesta made or how she attracted so many people in such a short amount of time. We only have a sense of her end goal, and that’s another reason to keep the remaining Vestals alive — to discern her purpose. To understand her appeal. To prevent something like this from happening again.”

The rest of the group is silent, heads bowed in remembrance. Pheir takes the opportunity to jerk at her chains. Caius tightens his grip until she’s forced to still.

“Vesta was cruel,” Lev acknowledges, “but the people who joined her often weren’t. That’s why we have to gain a better understanding. A month ago, many of her followers weren’t Vestals at all. They were friends and siblings and loved ones. There’s a reason why they joined Vesta. Why it was so hard to predict. Why it happened in places we least expected it. We need to figure out what that reason is, and we can’t do that if her entire pack is dead.”

Singer’s voice boils with rage. “The reason is she had a bunch of asinine followers —”

“If you don’t mind…” The deer from earlier stands near the front of the group, leaning on a long-tailed mink for support. Lev gestures for the deer to take the floor. He looks empathetically toward Singer, but the enfield doesn’t so much as glance at him. The deer continues anyway, waving uncertainly toward the group. “I’m Darby. I haven’t been here very long, but I wanted to speak, because…” Darby averts his gaze, swallowing roughly. “My old pack joined Vesta near the end.”

The admittance stuns Caius. Apparently, he’s the only one; the rest of the pack seems unsurprised, nodding toward Darby in support. Caius racks his brain. Sure, he knew some of the unfamiliar faces came from splintered packs, but Caius hadn’t committed any of them to memory. What’s the point? They aren’t people he cares to get close to. Still, it makes Caius bristle at how little he’s retained about the rest of his pack.

“It’s kind of humiliating to admit.” Darby’s laugh is strained. “That people I grew up with, people I trusted more than anything, could be so different than I thought they were. They turned their backs on the life we’d built for empty promises. Maybe it was silly to think that caring for each other could outweigh Vesta’s pull.” The smile Darby tries is heavy with sadness. “But maybe this is an opportunity to wrap my head around it.”

The rest of the group falls silent. Singer stands sourly. Even Pheir has given into momentary exhaustion as Darby lifts his gaze to Lev. “I don’t know if I’ll ever fully grasp it,” he says, “but maybe understanding the Vestals will give some sort of closure. Not just for me — for all of us.” His hooved hands gesture before they fall back to his side. “I don’t know if that makes sense. I just…don’t want to wash our hands of this, even if it’s hard to look closely at it. I want to do what we can to recover. That’s all I wanted to say.”

Lev shoots Darby a meaningful look as he sits. On the other side of the aisle, an older black bear rises, hands folded peacefully across his stomach. His voice is low and rolling. “The Vestal situation isn’t simple. We don’t have to act like it is. For now, we do what we can to help each other heal and find a way to deal with what’s happened.”

Nods spread throughout the pack, leaving Singer a white speck alone in the crowd. Muscles taut in his throat, he lowers back to his seat with disgust. Lev nods appreciatively to the black bear before she continues. “Pheir is my responsibility. Anything she does, I bear the weight of. I’ll see to it that she brings no harm to anyone.”

On cue, Pheir lunges. Caius yanks her back by her muzzle, and the pack watches warily. Lev clears her throat before she adjourns the meeting. “New members, hang back to meet with Willow to begin your introduction to the Timber pack.”

Despite some of the pack’s support, they give Pheir a wide berth as they dismiss toward the A-frame cabins and the lake’s edge. A few give Caius a polite wave. Singer, however, lingers and fiddles with his hand wraps. “Drew the short straw, huh?”

Caius hoists Pheir to her feet. He hasn’t forgotten Singer’s indiscretion to Lev, but Caius restrains himself with a shrug. “I’d rather shove her around than get stuck tending to the goats and chickens.”

Singer’s fangs flash, gaze trailing down to Pheir’s chest. There’s a glint in his eyes. Viciousness seeking familiarity, a dull claw searching for a whetstone as he meets Caius’s gaze. “Maybe I could help you shove her around. Bet we could find out all about Vesta’s ‘glorious purpose.’”

Pheir lunges toward this new target with no thought of self-preservation. Caius struggles to keep her in hand as the idea teases the back of his mind. It would be easy to end her life. Caius could let someone else bloody their hands to give them both what they want — a mutually-beneficial solution. If Caius’s grip slips, and Pheir charges, then Singer can’t be blamed for defending himself.

With Pheir gone, that’s one less thing to worry about. One less person bringing out the worst in —

“Caius!” June waves at him from the firepit. “Guard rotation meeting.”

Singer’s lips curl, as if he’s considering his timing and wondering if he could slice fast enough. If Caius would stop him. Disgruntled, Singer meets Caius’s eyes. “When you get tired of holding back for that bunny, you know where to find me.”

Then Singer slips away.

Caius’s body thrums, fingers clamped tight around Pheir’s bindings. He wouldn’t have let Singer kill her. Of course he wouldn’t. It goes against Lev’s decision, and Caius would never betray her trust like that.

But if Pheir keeps creating problems…

No. His thoughts jolt sharply. Forget it. Better get Pheir out of his hands as soon as he can. He deposits her against a nearby tree, ensuring the cords hold her tight as he returns to the dozen other Timber guards. They jostle each other and joke as Caius lingers near the back.

No one speaks to him, until someone approaches from beside him. His eyes dart warily, but it’s June choosing a spot next to him. She stumbles over her own toes, knocking into Caius who gruffly keeps her from toppling. As she rights herself, she chuckles and nudges him with her elbow. “Hey, watch your giant feet.”

Caius glares down at her. Is she making a joke? Is she making fun of him?

He doesn’t laugh. June clears her throat and steps to the side, leaving a larger gap between them. Across the circle, Aren takes them both in, his expression unreadable. Caius rolls his eyes away and catches a gray wolf staring at him. She averts her gaze immediately, and only then does Caius realize his hackles are raised.

He tries to smooth them down, but his body’s still taut with nerves as he rolls back his shoulders. Whatever. It’s instinct. Wolves and wolverines are natural enemies. Caius doesn’t need to examine why his body responds the way it does, muscles pulled tight and ready to spring. Wind whispers at his back, drawing his eyes toward the tree line.

Take off tonight. Disappear before they know you’re gone.

He grits his teeth against the thoughts. Maybe it would be easier, being on his own again instead of struggling to adapt to a place where he doesn’t fit in. But the image of Lev saturates his thoughts, digging his clawed feet into the dirt. Fleeing is not what he wants, no matter how enticing the idea is. He gets a hand around his fear and pins it in place…at least, for now.

As the last of the pack disperses and leaves the guard group alone, a warm presence slips between Caius and June. He’s tempted to jerk away before he recognizes the soft fur. Lev hovers between them, her shoulder brushing his elbow. With her arms folded, their fingers almost touch. If he lifted his hand a little, they could…

He’s so distracted by the thought that he nearly misses what Lev whispers to June. “Have we heard from the Broadleafs? They weren’t at the battle…”

June shakes her head with a shrug. “Maybe they were caught up in their own shit. You know how they’ve been.”

Lev’s lips twist, but she nods before she weaves back through the small group and disappears from sight. After a moment, she hoists herself to stand on the boulder again. “Thank you, guards, for hanging back. I know we’re all tired, but unfortunately, our jobs are about to get harder.

Good-natured groans rise from the guards as Lev quiets them with a gentle hand.

“The Vestals aren’t actively causing damage, but there’s still a lot to repair. The Break is unstable. We’ve seen it coming for the last year, and we’re ready for it. While the rest of the pack gets back to normal, we have to be prepared for the fallout: skirmishes, schisms, packs changing, territories shifting…” She lists them off on her fingers. “Until things calm down, we’ll revert to Schedule B Guard Duty. Sentinels, continue guarding the pack as you’ve always done. Combatants, shift your focus from offense to pack defense. We don’t want to cause further harm over misunderstandings.”

Does Caius imagine it, or does Lev look at him when she says it? Caius shifts as she glances away again. It’s no secret he prefers being on the attack more than securing the home front.

“As for Pheir,” Lev sighs, “I know she’s not the most amenable —”

A few yards away, Pheir wrestles against the tree.

“But we’re a strong pack,” Lev assures them. “She’s one person. We can withstand whatever she pulls. Keeping Pheir with us will protect all of the Break. Remember that: we’re making choices for the good of our community, not just our pack. Don’t worry about getting information from her. Keep her and the pack separated, and don’t let either one kill the other.”

June tilts her head beside Caius. “Are we adding a post to our rotation to watch her?”

“Yes, add Pheir to the end.” Lev points to the furthest A-frame cabin, the point on the two diagonals that stretch toward the entrance to camp. “We’ll keep her there. Should be far enough away that her screeching doesn’t disturb anyone. Caius, will you help Echo escort Pheir to her cabin?”

Before Caius can nod, Aren steps in. “And we need to bandage her hands.” It’s as fluid as if Lev said it herself. Caius’s nose wrinkles, but Aren continues. “If we don’t, Pheir will hurt herself more than she already has. Oberon, can you handle medical?”

The black bear nods as he rustles through the bag at his side. The other guards watch Pheir from a distance. Her talons are worn down to nubs, blood scenting the air as she claws against the tree. Feathers fall from her in a flurry, eyes glassy as she fights with no one but herself. Nothing phases her. Not exhaustion. Not pain. Not the threat of death.

There’s a haunting familiarity to it, a warped vision that forces Caius to look away. When he does, Lev is watching him — and so is Aren.

Sharply, Caius boards up his expression and turns away from their eyes. The three of them have spent years dealing with the Vestals. Of course now that things are finally settling, one of Vesta’s cronies is still wreaking havoc — drawing Lev’s attention, sowing seeds of doubt, showing Aren exactly what Caius is lacking.

Over Pheir’s muzzle, her glare hones on Caius. This is his chance to prove he can be trusted as implicitly as Aren, but Pheir’s presence fills his world with chaos. He meets her glare with a furious clench of his jaw.

The battle may be over, but this war is just beginning.





THREE

Lev

 

As the group disperses, Pheir’s wild eyes lock on Lev’s still-healing shoulder. Two guards hoist Pheir to her feet, wrestling her toward her cabin as she screeches for the last word. Her muzzle dampens it, but it sounds a lot like, “Hope that fucking scars!”

With a wince, Lev rotates her arm. Maybe Pheir will get her wish, but the remnants of talons in Lev’s chest hurt far less than the alternative. At least she’s still here. At least her pack is still standing.

The Timbers were lucky. They all returned from battle, avoiding the sharp pain of losing a pack member. That pain is worse than an arm pulled out of socket, an appendage hanging limply with no way to reach for what it needs. The phantom pain lingers long after a pack recovers. It’s a dead weight. It’s a lack.

Lev remembers that pain. Now, the Vestals know it, too. Despite the Conclave’s order for them to surrender, their numbers were razed in hours. Lev can’t imagine that — losing one member is bad enough, but an entire pack? Then to be ripped away from the only people left standing?

No wonder Pheir is uncontrollable. She’s been vicious and unruly for as long as Lev’s known her, but this is worse. It must be maddening, dealing with the emptiness of losing her pack. Of course she’s lashing out; she’s driven by grief and loss and a situation out of her control…

Or so Lev chooses to believe. It makes her bleeding heart less apparent.

Speaking of…the scab on Lev’s shoulder cracks, as if Pheir’s words scraped the wound open again. Blood pricks through the tight skin exposed through Lev’s fur. Slipping off the boulder, she waves to the others and makes her way toward the main lodge in search of bandages.

Muscles aching, she searches the cabinets in the medical room. When she crouches, her knees creak. If only Pheir was the extent of her problems. The harpy’s certainly a hurdle, one that Lev will spend who knows how long trying to get past —

The rest of your life.

At the mental reminder, nausea roils in Lev’s stomach. Her mouth grows sour. She fumbles for an empty glass. Water sloshes as she pumps the sink tap, tilting back the cup and soaking the fur around her mouth. Her arms are rigid as she grips the counter, willing away the urge to vomit.

Not exactly how you want to feel about your impending marriage. Eyes clenched, Lev sets the glass back on the counter and swipes the first roll of bandages she can reach. Don’t worry about the wedding now. Focus on something else. For once, pack problems are a benevolent reprieve from her conflicting feelings about Pheir.

Singer’s going to be an issue. Lev’s jaw clicks with frustration as she folds a clean rag. This pack was built on differences, weaving ties and forming a home of people who weren’t accepted elsewhere…but Singer is different. Guilt seeps through Lev like blood through the rag as she holds it against her wound, but that guilt is followed by a familiar nagging feeling.

Lev hates that feeling — her intuition, her “hunches,” whatever Aren likes to call it. That little tingling has been in her head for as long as she can remember, less like a voice and more like a sensation.

As soon as Singer stood, it spread through her body like warning beacons catching fire.

Something isn’t right.

She tries to tamp it down. How can she judge Singer already? Before today, they’d hardly spoken to each other. But that sense won’t let its guard down, combing through facts that heighten Lev’s anxiety.

Enfields are camouflaging creatures, like chameleons. They can disguise their scent, their footprints, their traces, any natural sign of themselves…

Lev shakes the thoughts away, carrying the gauze toward the kitchen. Singer is new. He doesn’t have the same understanding and connection that the other Timbers do. He’ll be introduced to their way of life. Both sides will decide if this is the right fit for him. Lev can’t hold a knee-jerk reaction against him, even if that reaction keeps needling at the base of her skull.

She cracks her neck to scare it away.

She needs to focus. She can’t make a drastic decision on impulse. How can she trust a feeling that pushes her to save Pheir but turns on this new creature in a second?

Besides… Lev’s jaw tightens. She pushes the thought to the forefront of her mind so she’s forced to face it. This “sense” has been wrong before.

With a whisper, that sense curls into Lev’s ear and whispers: Only once.

Smoke fills Lev’s nose. Panicked, she checks the pots and pans on the stove, but there’s nothing but cornbread cooling on the counter. The smell is in her mind, the scent of Vesta’s cremation clinging to Lev’s nostrils. It pulls her back to the battlefield littered with bodies as Vesta’s corpse burned on a pyre. Lev couldn’t take her eyes off of it. The other Conclave members argued over each other, deciding the remaining Vestals’ fate.

 

* * * * *

 

“We need to make an example of them,” Boreas growls. He’s a well-respected elder griffin who’s impossible to argue with after years as the Conclave’s Head Regent. On either side of him, the four other Regents nod. Once again, his inner council is on the same page. How fortunate the people who have the final say in the Conclave’s decisions are in constant agreement.

Lev’s eyes roll.

“Well said, Boreas!” A wolf shifter pipes up with a knowing smile. This shifter’s been looking to expand his territory, and with the Vestal uprising, one good word from Boreas could set him up nicely. Other lesser Conclave members jump to throw their support, jockeying to land on Boreas’s good side. It all sounds the same, congratulatory words with no thought behind them. Lev doesn’t bother watching. She can’t stop staring at the pyre anyway, the fire burning red and orange unlike Vesta’s rainbow flames.

Because Vesta is dead.

The truth sinks leaden in Lev’s stomach. She blinks back a prickling feeling in her eyes. It’s from the heat of the fire, she tells herself before she forces her gaze across the field to the remaining Vestals.

Rhaiden, still and stoic. Thalea, crying silent tears. And Pheir, scrabbling to fight.

Pick your battles.

It’s Lev’s first thought. Clearly, it isn’t Pheir’s, because the harpy has chosen every battle she’s come across. Even now, she catches Lev staring and gnashes her teeth so hard it makes Lev’s jaw ache. It makes no sense why Pheir’s still fighting when the field is covered with evidence that she doesn’t stand a chance. Isn’t she tired? Does she feel anything besides rage? 

And why does that nagging feeling keep telling Lev to extend her hand toward Pheir?

It seems to happen in slow motion, an internal part of Lev kicking and screaming as she turns back to the Conclave. Any suggestion from her will be met with dissent, as it always is. Who wants to hear from the youngest Alpha in years, the head of a pack of misfits? Her legs tremble as if the earth is rumbling beneath her.

Pheir’s shrieking pain digs into Lev’s mind. She isn’t sure what possesses her — a literal bleeding heart or an opportunity to pay Pheir back for all of her torment. When the suggestion leaves Lev’s lips, somehow, her voice is firm.

“We should keep them alive.”

The rest of the Conclave turns to her in shock. Her mouth keeps moving.

“Separate them so they can’t retaliate. See if we can get information from them.”

Boreas glares down his beak as flames pop in the silence. When he lowers his head toward Lev, his voice is loud enough for the rest of the Conclave to hear. “Why would we take counsel from a leader of failures? We haven’t forgotten who you’ve chosen to stand beside you.”

Lev’s tongue curls in a scathing response, but her words are cut off when Boreas continues.

“Not all of us are so keen on second chances for the deficient, lest we forget whose misstep initiated this battle.”

Humiliation swarms hot in Lev’s veins. There’s no explaining why she took the first step on the battlefield. Why she crossed the symbolic line that kicked the fight into action. Why she knew Vesta was here for blood with no intention of surrender.

Boreas’s beak smacks patronizingly as he raises back to his full height. “You’re still young. You don’t understand the way the Break works. Entire packs have been killed for such indiscretions —”

“And that didn’t work, did it?”

Around Lev, Conclave members suck in their breath. Boreas blinks incredulously at her as the other Regents murmur. Lev’s eyes harden before she continues.

“We ended up here again. Perhaps it’s time to try a different tack. Death isn’t a threat to people who don’t fear it.”

She swallows roughly, but she doesn’t let her expression fall. She hadn’t expected to take a hard stance — hell, she never expected to be a part of this discussion at all, but what’s the point of joining the Conclave if she can’t do anything to change it? The Timbers have grown into a force to be reckoned with in the last few years. It’s the thing that forced the Conclave to begrudgingly accept her membership. About time she throws her weight around.

Boreas scoffs to maintain control. “And where do you suggest we send the remaining Vestals? Home with the people they tried to kill?”

“Yes.” No. It’s ludicrous, but standing amidst the Conclave, Lev can’t back down. Not when her peers watch her in disbelief, whispers spreading among the other Alphas.

“What is she doing? Is this a joke?”

Lev’s eyes are drawn once more toward Pheir’s cracking screech. She’s screamed herself hoarse, and still, she keeps screaming. Doesn’t she know when to quit?

Doesn’t Lev?

Apparently not. She keeps pushing. “We bond the Vestals to new packs. Build new loyalty. Help all of us recover. Set an example that way.”

It’s eerily quiet. Even Pheir’s protests are little more than harsh whispers as Lev’s heart pounds in her ears. Another of the newer Alphas — Dante — shakes his head. His hellhound maw is still bloody from the final blow to Vesta. He doesn’t disagree, but his gruff voice isn’t supportive, either. “The Vestals will never agree to join another pack.”

Nods spread through the group. Lev reaches desperately for another solution. “Marriage! We’ll marry them in.”

The resounding silence is louder now, making Lev’s chest tight with nerves. She’s too far in to backtrack.

“It’s the least painful way to forcibly bond someone —”

Smoke snorts from Godras’s snout. The dragon always has some way to dispute Lev. “No one wants a bride poised to slaughter them.”

“Speak for yourself,” Lev mutters…but he’s right. Marrying the Vestals is asking for a morgue rather than matrimony. Still, Lev doesn’t miss the way Godras’s eyes cling to Rhaiden. Lev can use that. “It’s dangerous, obviously,” Lev admits with a shrug. “But if it works? The Vestals are some of the strongest creatures in the Break. Aligning them with our packs would be beneficial. Surely a strong Alpha could handle it.”

A few thoughtful murmurs bleed through the group. Godras shifts his weight, scales shimmering in the firelight as his eyes narrow down toward Lev. “And if it doesn’t work?”

It’s a challenge, but not wholly contradictory. Lev’s mouth twists. “If it doesn’t work, we can reevaluate.”

“Three months,” Boreas declares. It takes a moment for Lev to realize he’s agreed. His smirk stays honed on her. “That’s how long each Alpha will be left to their own devices before the Vestals must be fully integrated. In the meantime, the Regents will do a thorough investigation and find any lingering allegiances to Vesta. If the three surviving Vestals aren’t unified by the investigation’s conclusion, we’ll dispose of them.”

Dispose. The word turns Lev’s stomach, but she nods. Convincing Boreas to keep the Vestals alive was one thing. She should have known getting her way would be harder. His heavy hand falls on her injured shoulder, and she bites back a sound as he leans closer. His voice drags like a fork against a plate.

“We’ll see how your little idea plays out. I’d hate to watch the Timbers crumble because their Alpha couldn’t keep herself from hoarding rejects.”

With force, Boreas claps Lev on the back, sending her stumbling forward as he raises his voice for the rest of the Conclave to hear.

“Of course, since it was your brilliant plan, you can share the happy news with the Vestals. And you’ll volunteer to take one of them to your bed, won’t you?”

 

* * * * *

 

Lev couldn’t refuse, but now, the reality of Pheir among Lev’s family and friends makes her fur crawl. Not because of Pheir’s physical strength — pound for pound, most of the Timbers could take her on. It’s the way Pheir fights like she has nothing to lose. It’s her willingness to dive into the fire, to die for any reason Vesta championed.

It’s the same readiness ingrained in all the Vestals. Before the battle, Lev could see it, even among the packs that sided with the Conclave mere months before they joined Vesta. Faces that Lev recognized were distorted with nothing but hatred glazing their eyes. They were filled with too much fury to stop, mindless soldiers flinging their bodies at anyone who approached them. Those that would have been spared refused to surrender.

Because Vesta convinced them. Because she made them desperate to please her.

Lev chokes on the familiar feeling.

“Is it infected?”

She turns at the voice. From the outside doorway, Aren’s gaze lingers on her wound. Lev shrugs, biting down a hiss as she turns back to the fresh gauze on the counter. “It’s fine.”

The air of the room stills behind her. Her nose twitches, fur bristling on the back of her neck. Old habits die hard, and prey instinct dies harder. She knows it’s Aren at her back, but the sense of a predator nearby sends her primal mind reeling.

A floorboard creaks intentionally. Aren can be as silent as the grave, but he teases her with knowledge of his presence, sending her heart racing in her chest. Hot breath gusts the tip of her ear. She shivers.

“Nervous?” Darkness ticks into Aren’s voice, a shadow before a flash of fang. He’s fucking with her. Her brain knows it, but her body can’t help but respond. He’s out of her periphery, quieter than her breath.

A claw ghosts the back of her neck. Her mind spasms between the drive to flee and the desire for his hand around her throat. Heat from his body edges behind her. She rises on her toes, prepared for — what? To take off running? To tackle him to the ground? To crash her mouth into his?

Carefully, his fingers slot between hers and find the bandages. His mouth moves against the back of her neck. “Let me.”

Her nerves are alive with static. She should deny it, find a way to reroute the conversation and check him for injuries. She’s the Alpha. She needs to take care of —

“Lev.”

Aren knows where her mind goes. Her fingers flex, but his hand clasps around hers, calm but firm. Finally, Lev releases the bandages with a slow breath. Aren unwinds the gauze from the roll and presses his fingers to either side of her wound. It stretches over her shoulder onto her chest and back. “Vesta got you pretty
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