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  Some Kind of Creative


THERE ARE A DOZEN ways to commit suicide if a gal is creative, and hanging wasn't one of my better ideas. I'd done a good job of stringing myself up, one a gal could be proud of actually. Problem was, I didn't want to die. Hadn't for one second intended it. As I dangled from the girder of my cell door, my legs already beginning their involuntary spasms against the finality of death, I realized threatening to off myself in the first place had been a stupid idea, not a brilliant one. To hold any water, a threat needed to be pressed all the way home. There wasn't much room to play chicken and win when you've shouted at your captor you'd rather die than let yourself be mated to the bastard who killed your father. 
So there I dangled, lead assassin for Beo pack, a shifter who put everything she had into doing damn fine work -- especially the nasty business of killing -- dying like some regular schlep. The knot at the back of my neck was perfectly tight even if it was strung by silk bedsheets from the top girder of the panic room's barred door. I was just off the floor enough I couldn't touch even a toe to the hardwood floor. I'd even chosen the best, most optic spot in the middle of the girder, straight in view of anyone who came up the stairs of my father's mansion to its suite of rooms I occupied as a prisoner. I dangled in plain view of the stairs with the bedroom suite behind me, and in front, through my cell door and beyond-- the broad portico that broke the wing into suites. 
I knew my prison all too well. My real mother had designed it as her own panic suite when she and my father rebuilt this mansion back in the 70s and it was newly fortified in the months before she panicked herself right out of our lives. It was outfitted with a bedroom and bath, a store of food and weapons, and a reading room that joined the bedroom suite to a portico leading out to the rest of the mansion. None of that familiarity helped my circumstance one bit. For the last few heart-sickening seconds, I'd been gaping at a bowl of fruit on the table, put there obviously by my captor, Caleb, with the thought that I'd be grateful for that small generosity. 
All it served to do was taunt me as I dangled, fighting the gravity until the idiot jailer could find me.
I should have seen half a dozen guards running my way by now, barreling up the stairs and sprinting down the hallway toward me. There were none. There might never be any until it was too damn late. Mistake number two: if you're stupid enough to threaten your captor with your own death, thus making mistake number one, then don't decide to kill yourself at dinner time.
I struggled to reach above my head and resist the deadly pull of gravity. My biceps felt like they'd been tied to the floor. I didn't need to try kicking at the bars with plenty of noise to wake the dead. My legs found plenty of energy to do that all on their own. Hell if I didn't truly do a damn good job.
If I looked up from where I hung, I would see the slot where a three inch thick steel door could be dropped down, effectively sealing off the suite from the portico. It should have protected my family from invasion, except how could they know and be prepared for such an intimate invasion from within the ranks, from a man they had trusted for almost twenty decades.
Now the bastard thought he would tame me long enough to make me his mate and secure the rest of the pack to his cause. Except it wasn't going quite as well as he'd hoped. I would have chuckled at that if I could have found the air.
I kicked out again, banging on the bars with my booted foot. I strangled out a groan in an attempt to force the ninny jailer to investigate, thinking that if I ever got my hands around his throat, I'd make sure he didn't procreate and pass on his stupidity.
"To hell with you," I gargled out at the MIA jailer, jamming my fingers into the material cutting off my air supply. I needed a bit of air. Just enough to keep me going. I was a fighter dammit. Just let me fight something other than my own survival instinct. And yet, it had been just that brawling attitude that had got me into this mess in the first place.
I'd been lured days earlier into believing my pack was in danger. Since I was our pack's assassin, it was my job to neutralize any threat. I killed each fully human zealot hunter over the last week that came my way, not thinking for one second the threat that had sent them had come from within my own pack. Too late, I'd swarmed my father's sprawling mansion to discover he'd already been murdered by my foster brother, Caleb, and in doing so, left myself open to capture by a mercenary human man Caleb had hired. Under threat of having my younger brothers murdered as well, I'd given in. Consequently, there I hung.
I managed for one moment to relieve the pressure with clawing fingers, and raked in a sweet but thin funnel of air.
"Bastard," I squeezed out around the stringy knot, but I couldn't do more. I was losing strength and ended up hanging there as my arms fell to my sides limp and useless. Some part of my brain thought I should transform, but even that seemed beyond me without the ability to suck in enough air to fill my lungs. My legs were quickly losing any oxygenated blood that would fuel the muscles to keep kicking. My bladder even ached in anticipation of letting go my last bit of fluid.
Several sparks of white light exploded in the center of my vision just before it went black. The last thing I saw was that damnable platter of fruit with a bright green apple perched at the apex. I couldn't hang onto my consciousness and all I could think was it was over, and I hadn't even been able to sink my teeth into Caleb's throat and tear out his jugular.
Even as I tried to fight the blackness, I was vaguely aware of the sound of a voice calling out to me.
"Shana," it said. "Jesus, she's blue."
The feel of strong hands fumbling for my torso. The weight lifted, and I felt buoyant for one heady second.
It was just enough time for my beast to suck in air and send prickles of transformation across my skin. The human half felt weak, but the beast within wanted vengeance. It didn't care who the rescuing hands belonged to, they were going to die.
"She's coming round," someone said, slapping my cheeks. "Shana."
I tasted blood; I thought I was sawing through someone's skin. Something deep inside my chest grew warm with satisfaction. Take that bastard. 
"She bit her tongue," the voice--male, I realized--kept saying. "It's pretty bad. Get someone."
I floated to the surface of consciousness and let my hand fly upward, grabbing for the hand that roamed my chest, fleeting over my heart. I felt a thick wrist in my grip. Hair tickled my knuckles.
"You're a dead man," I roared, the intent to kill, maim and wreak vengeance coiled into my tissues like a cobra. I went completely limp with dismay when I heard how jumbled and incoherent the threat came out. I hated the whimper that prowled along after it for the way it made me seem weak in the face of my enemies. Damn death and his suffocating cloak.
I blinked open my eyes and took in a set of crystalline ones hovering just above my own.
"You," I said, recognizing the face. Jeb. The suit from the alley when I'd killed that hunter kid I'd been sent out to track and kill, all so Caleb could end up with free reign of the complex. I'd thought Jeb nothing but an innocent bystander then, a businessman unfortunate enough to have discovered a seemingly human woman crouching over a murdered youth. I'd taken pity on him at the time, knowing I should execute him for bearing witness to what would be considered a crime on the outside, human world. I hadn't. 
Jeb, the man in the Armani suit who later seemed to command an entire platoon of mercenaries. Caleb's hired mercenary muscle.
For a moment, I thought how similar in coloring he was to Caleb, and I growled at him, listing off all the things I would do to him when I recovered, all the torturous ways I would injure him, all the pain I would inflict. Blood bubbled across my lips, spattering onto his chest as he held me. My tongue refused to act with dignity.
Jeb's sandy brows scuttled downward as he stared into my face. He'd just saved me from succeeding at my suicide attempt but he looked more confused than concerned I had just threatened to kill him. 
"What?" he said, then shook his head. "Never mind. You're pretty bad off, don't try to talk."
I squeezed his wrist, doing my best to twist his arm away from my chest. It wouldn't budge. I knew then that I'd done more damage than I'd planned. My tongue, where I'd bit into it, was bleeding down my chin, and it was all I could feel through the numbness of my oxygen-starved skin. 
Despite my best attempts to fight him off, I ended up sagging in his arms as he lifted me to his chest and cradled me there. I felt my beast within letting go. I should flog it for its surrender, except the heat of his body radiated into mine and I realized how cold I'd been. Close. I'd been too close to death for comfort. I snuggled in, greedy for the heat. I'd have to kill him another day.
"It's OK, Shana," he said, peering down at me. "I've got you."
As though I needed him. As though his 'having' me made all the difference.
I hated the way I snuggled in to his heat.
He strode with me across the room and laid me on the bed. I imagined I could still smell my mother's perfume in the pillows and with an almost nostalgic sense of habit, I ran my fingers to the edge of the mattress and slipped them beneath. I had seen her pull a dagger out from beneath it once, threatening my father as I lay next to her, snuggled in close after a bad training session. She demanded he stay away from her. In my beleaguered and oxygen-starved mind now, I told myself that even if I had searched the room already and found no weapons, I might have missed that one thing. The dagger had been small, needle sharp. In my furious search, it would have been easy to miss, and maybe if I get my fingers around it, position it to the ready, I could inflict just enough harm to neutralize a human looming over me.
I could see that human man now through my shuttered eyelids, crossing his arms, the navy suit jacket straining where it was too tight over his shoulders. I just needed a breath or two, wait until the swimming of the air currents stopped making my vision a wash of blurry color. And then I'd transform and my beast would heal those injuries and I'd be ready. Damn them all I'd be ready for vengeance then. 
"It's not there," Jeb drawled.
Almost as though my fingers themselves felt guilty, they froze in their covert search and slipped to the side of the bed. They fluttered against the bare mattress. Of course there was no dagger. My mother had been gone for decades. I tried on my best innocent damsel look but I knew he wasn't buying it. He held my gaze with his own with a steady, uncomfortable intensity, those blue eyes revealing nothing but a stoic determination.
"I searched the rooms myself," he said. "They took away a hatchet, four daggers, two pistols, and some weird looking weapon Caleb informed me was a haladie."
I knew the weapon well. Galen had trained me with one just like it. My stomach sank as I thought of Galen. My trainer. Murdered as well, right in the gardens he had retired to.
Without stepping closer, Jeb reached for my wrist, several fingers touching the pulse. Clinical, detached, and yet his own throat muscles went tight as he looked down at me.
"Much more steady," he said, then he dropped my wrist back to the side of the bed. It flopped there and then clenched into a fist.
He watched my hand, his gaze flitting just once to my face. "He's going to be pissed you know."
I nodded. Of course he would be. Hell, I was pissed. Stupid, Shana. So stupid. I ran a hand over my throat, testing for soreness and winced at the barest of touch.
"I think you'll be alright after you shift. Maybe some pain in your throat where you crushed your voice box."
I grunted and cringed at the rasping burn.
His charcoal brows scuttled down in confusion and I realized he couldn't make out what I was saying.
"Don't try to talk," he said. "You're still in a bit of a mess."
I could imagine. No doubt my eyes were pinpricked with blood, my throat bruised, my cheeks puffy. I could still taste my own blood from where I'd bit down on my tongue, and the hair from my braid clung to my cheek in places. Stuck there with fluid, I imagined. I would have sighed, regretting my actions and the consequences, but an assassin for the Beo pack had no room for vanity. She had only duty. Best I dye my silver hair red and save myself the repeated shocks of seeing it in the mirror go from white to red to white so often.
I must have sighed; Jeb took a step closer, and he looked like he would speak again, but a ruckus of voices sounded outside the open door. He knew what it meant as surely as I did. Caleb had arrived to see if his prize lived or died. 
Despite my predicament, my heart stuttered when he entered the room and closed the suite's wooden door behind him, shutting us off from view of the portico beyond. Caleb was one of those shifters who could make a human woman climb a greased flagpole just to catch a peek at him. Broad shoulders, muscled from jaw to toe. I'd seen women's knees turn to water when they met him for the first time, and I'd seen him use that to use the women who did. I knew human women didn't understand the way their bodies called out to him. I also knew his profile revealed a hardness that an intuitive human woman should retreat from if she was smart enough to listen to it. Caleb was not a woman's wolf. He was a shifter's wolf through and through. A female shifter wanted to cut her meat with the steel of that jaw. She wanted to cozy up next to the lean body and lift her haunches for him.
I couldn't believe that after all he'd done, my own beast wanted that as much as the human part wanted to kill him. It trembled in my breast, quivering with excitement as it crouched in the center of my core, taking in the man that had been able to overthrow a powerful alpha without so much as a hiccup of indigestion. I hated that my beast recognized that old and primal desire but I understood its respect for it. Regardless, the human half had to flog it silent with the memory of my father's bloody head as it dangled from Caleb's fingers, my step-mother's blood on the tiles. I had to remember my twin brothers in chains as he had paraded them in front of me to show his prowess.
I was both wolf and woman, and I'd be damned if I'd meet him on my back and not on my feet. All I could see was him as he stood there; the bowl of fruit dissolved into air, the mercenary man--Jeb--ceased to exist. Even the pain in my mouth evaporated in face of that green-eyed stare.
"Bastard," I garbled out as he stopped on his side of the bars. 
"Shana," he said, taking great pains to lean in toward the bars without touching them. Silver-coated, I knew because I had burned myself on them earlier. They would hurt where the metal touched his skin. No wolf--alpha or not--wanted to feel that agony. 
I struggled to get up and found I was weaker than I'd thought.
My efforts didn't go unnoticed by him, of course. "Why don't you strip off those clothes and let your beast take you?" he said. "Heal that wound."
Something inside me simpered at the suggestion eager to do what he wanted. I mentally slapped its nose with a rolled up paper. I wouldn't strip but I would let the beast come forth just enough to regenerate my tissues. 
I was partially transformed by the time I met the bars at the door, which meant my tongue was already healing from where I had bit down on it. But the restraint of my jeans and T-shirt held my full beast back, the feel of the silver coating singed into the fur of my snout as I jammed my nose between the bars made the beast retreat, leaving me in my fully human form. Burned like a bitch, but I'd be damned if I'd show him I was weak.
"Impressive," he said with a note of thought in his voice. He had seen me over the decades resist the pain of silver for longer than he had ever been able to, and I knew he wasn't impressed. Not really; it was more of a challenge for me to hold the pose and so I did. Gave him the full show as I took him in. He had on scuffed jeans and wore a red-neck flavored plaid shirt that was tight across his muscled chest. He hadn't shaved in what looked like two or three days. The sand-colored scruff that disappeared into his hairline told me exactly how busy he was. He was always shaved. He took such immaculate pains with his appearance, I guessed he was having some trouble controlling the pack now that he had murdered the alpha and kept my two young brothers prisoner somewhere. 
He crouched down in front of me on his side of the bars, just out of reach with his hands across his knees. 
"You might resist the pain for a moment or two," he said. "But you're not immune, no matter how bad you might want to look it."
He had no idea how immune I was. He'd come to the family half a dozen decades after my mother's ritualistic training sessions, imposed on me from my earliest horrific memory. I could hold against the silver. Longer than him at least. I didn't care how well he thought he knew me. He knew only pieces and even if some of those pieces hadn't been things I'd been proud of, I'd never have told him about that part of my life. I told no one. Not even my father. Our tutelage under Galen had made us close at times, but not that close.
We had tested each other out, once. As early adults. I'd let him kiss me, and even though I was far from innocent, I had discovered he'd been practicing far more than I had. His skill ignited a small and tentative flame deep in my belly. Yet even at that young age, I understood a spark could cause more harm than good. There was something I didn't like in the shadows of my soul that the light illuminated. Yes. One time I had found him attractive. Now, he was just a ruthless beast who had taken innocent children and used them as pawns for his desires. 
He'd shown me his true self. The beast within him was far too primal, the ratio of human to wolf was too far off-balance.
"Come closer," I said to him. "Let's see how much pain you can take."
I strained even further through the bars, the silver singeing into my cheek and making me wince. I noted just how perfectly out of reach he was. I could waggle my fingers and strain for him as much as I wanted. He'd evidently measured exactly how far he needed to be to be just out of reach. Careful, cunning Caleb.
"Coward," I said and fell back onto my bottom, defeated for the moment. I smelled my own skin burning, but I was too weak to transform again. I didn't remember my mother ever having the bars coated. Too easy to hurt herself by accident. Obviously, he'd painted the bars with the most pure form he could afford. 
Several spots of my body burned like hellfire but I ignored it in favor of focusing on the man just beyond the bars. For one vivid moment, I felt rage so acute, it reflected even so far as my mother. I hated her in that second. But for her paranoia, I'd not be trapped here in a place that made it too easy for Caleb to hold me. He knew it too well, as I did. 
"The bars aren't covered with silver to hurt you," he said. "It's to keep you from hurting yourself." 
He looked up past me and I followed his gaze to where Jeb stood half a foot away from me, inside the cell but looking so unlike a prisoner, I wanted to spit at him. I'd forgotten about him. Now, I looked at him with renewed interest. Maybe I could kill the muscle instead. Rage by proxy.
"You're quick, Jeb," Caleb said. "I'd heard that about you." He rose to his full height, an impressive six foot four. "I suppose I owe you for saving her life."
Jeb said nothing but I noted how clenched he held his jaw as he faced Caleb. 
Caleb grunted and swung his cold green eyes to mine. "It's a waste of time, you know, this resistance. I already have a sizable following."
I huffed. Perhaps, but my father had been the best leader the pack had seen in eons. No doubt the followers were weak-willed, puny beasts.
"You just need me to bring you the best," I said, sidling my way toward Jeb. "Have they stormed the manse yet with pitch forks and silver bullets? Is that why you hired human mercenaries to swarm the grounds?"
Caleb didn't answer.
"I see," I said. "They don't know." 
It was so like him: steal, pilfer, navigate beneath the stormy waters like a German sub and rise to the surface with subterfuge. He wanted to have all his ducks in a row before he got shut down. That meant hours at least, days at most before someone from the pack came calling.
"You want out?" he asked me.
I glared at him. He knew I wanted out. He also knew I'd kill him if I managed it.
His biceps flexed beneath the redneck plaid, purposefully, I thought. 
"It can all be over very quickly," he said.
Over. I could be free. I could kill him in his sleep at my leisure. I had to wait until the beast within was finished squirming before I could answer. "It'll be over for you before you know it."
He knew I meant to kill him. He wasn't a fool. I could see it in the way his fingers twitched in his pocket as he spoke. "But then how would you know where the boys are?"
The boys. My brothers. I chewed at the bottom lip but refused to answer.
"I'll spare them," he said, shifting ever so slightly to the left. "You submit to me. I free them."
"You won't," I said, blinking up at him. "Because they'll kill you in your sleep."
He grinned and I noted a short chuckle from Jeb that I knew Caleb heard too because his fingers twitched against his leg. 
"Did you know Jeb here is very skilled in persuasion?" He knelt in front of me again. "He was stationed in Guantanamo before they shut it down." He blinked at me impassively, letting the words sink in, then he addressed Jeb without so much as a glance. "Isn't that right, Jeb?"
Jeb said nothing but he sighed as though he had heard his credentials used a hundred times by a coward to gall another man. I hadn't managed to make my way all the way over toward him, but I had gone far enough I could leap for him. Before I could, Jeb set a track for the cell door. He nodded at the jailer on the other side and the man reached for a key. Caleb stood, quiet appraisal of the man inside the cell with me frankly apparent on his face. He pushed his fists down into the pockets of his jeans as he studied Jeb's authoritative stride. I had the feeling Caleb was already adding up the hundreds of ways he could use the human to his benefit. Jeb wanted something from Caleb, that was evident. It was also evident Caleb would not give it up until he had used the human past what that thing was worth.
I watched as the jailer inserted the key into the lock. Maybe I didn't have to settle for the mercenary. Maybe Caleb would be a possibility after all. I swallowed down the anticipation, braced myself.
Perhaps two more heartbeats and the door would be open. Perhaps three and Jeb would be striding through it.
Half a heartbeat was all I needed, and I leapt for the door. I had been told I was one of the best fighters in my pack. Only one other was stronger than me, and that werewolf was about to die.
At least that's what I thought until I heard the report of a gun.






  
  Smile.


I felt the searing path of a tiny projectile into my shoulder. The stink of gunpowder wavered into my nostrils, bringing along with it the faint tang of silver. 
I didn't have to smell the metal to know it was in the bullet. My shoulder burned like I had laid it across a hot griddle.
I dropped to my knees a foot from the door, catching myself against the bars and collapsing. My free hand clamped onto the wound in a useless attempt to relieve the pain as I lay there, rolling onto my back. My beast recoiled and left me to feel the pain. Until the bullet was out, I wouldn't be able to transform again. In the meantime, I'd be in agony until I could extract it.
I stared up in angry disbelief, imagining the jailer had shot me on Caleb's orders, and I wanted to let him see from my face exactly much pain he would be in if I ever freed myself.
Except it wasn't the jailer who met my gaze as he aimed his pistol directly at my chest. It was Jeb. 
I panted through the pain, trying to work out if it was a warning shot or an intent to kill me. Caleb's gasp on the other side of the bars indicated his surprise, and as I peered up at Jeb, I understood that if I made one more move, he would squeeze the trigger again.
"Stay down, Shana," Jeb said. There was something curious in his eyes as he regarded me, but all I could think was how badly I wanted to scoop them out of his sockets. And I would before long. Oh, how he would suffer when I got out of this god-forsaken prison and had a chance as a free wolf to tear him limb from limb.
"Don't get up," he said. "I don't want to shoot you again."
I growled at him, letting him see my teeth even though I knew they were merely human ones. I might not be changed, but I certainly felt feral.
"When I kill you," I said. "I will take my time."
He made a face as though he wanted to tell me that such a thing wasn't possible. And then he was on the other side of the bars, and the door to the cell had clanked closed.
Caleb edged closer to the cell, peering in at me as I lay there on the floor, holding onto my shoulder.
"I'm losing patience, Shana," he said. "He shouldn't have had to shoot you." He twisted around so that he faced Jeb. "I should make you pay for that."
Jeb shrugged with one shoulder and holstered his gun beneath his jacket. 
"You have enough doctors in this place, I'm sure they can dig it out." 
Jeb looked at me, his crystalline eyes roaming over my body in a frank appraisal that had nothing to do with desire. "If I were you," he said to Caleb. "I would just take her while she can't transform. Might be easier on you."
"You bastard," I said and tried without success to roll over onto my side. The pain lanced through my collarbone and made me groan. "I'll tear you apart. Even your mother won't recognize you."
"My mother is dead," he said. "And in light of that threat, I'm glad of it."
The way he said it, I remembered the brief amount of time Caleb had let me see my two brothers, Luca and little Lynden. At ten, they were just precocious boys. Their change hadn't yet come upon them, but they already exhibited all the traits. They adapted quickly, they had a higher pain threshold than children their age. Even so, they'd be confused and afraid. They had been unharmed at the time Caleb had trotted them out to display in front of me like trophies, shackled with silver chains. They cried as they stood there, unable to stay strong under the pain of the metal. Even so, I knew Caleb wasn't interested in causing them pain, it was more than a display of ownership, it was about a show of power. He could and would execute them. I had only to recall the decapitated body of my trainer and the still bloody head of my father as Caleb lifted it to show me, to remind me that the man in front of me meant business. 
But I wasn't stupid. Caleb would never let them live. They were the straightest blood path to my father while Caleb was but a fosterling. Werewolf lives were long, and their collective ancestral memory even longer. Even if he managed to assert control over the whole pack, those boys represented a power he would always fear: loyalty. Rebellion in their name could come a decade or three down the line, but it would come. I had no choice. I had to neutralize his threat the way I neutralized every other. It was my duty and I was bound to it. I had failed once; I couldn't fail again.
Even if my temper seethed, and my shoulder burned with pain, I did my level best to take in Caleb with nothing more than cold detachment and calculation as he stood there.
"What happens to the boys?"
His demeanor shifted, betraying a subtle bit of hope as he sensed victory within his grasp. 
"If you do as I ask, nothing. They will grow to be happy, healthy werewolves."
"Meaning that if I don't do as you ask, they will not grow at all."
The hand in his jeans pocket worked itself into a ball. 
"You know how these things are, Shana," he said. "Packs only follow the strongest. If I can't force submission from a simple woman, how can I manage an entire pack?"
"Such a charmer," I ground out. "And to think the last time you tried to woo me it was with such pretty compliments."
He edged closer, careful not to touch the bars, but leaning in enough that I could see the ruthlessness behind his expression. 
"I meant them for all the good they did."
I thought of all the times I'd laughed with him. All the flirtatious and harmless evenings sitting with a cold beer on the stoop. I'd not for one moment thought this man had been secretly conniving a coup. I wondered how many years the plans had gone on, whether or not each time he flirted with me had been just a weak attempt to see how it would go and if he'd finally just given up trying to woo me. 
"So now it's force," I said, bile rising to my throat to flood out the desire that my beast tried to slip past me. "They have a word for that."
He lifted a plaid-covered shoulder. "Facts are facts. I need you to show me and the pack you submit. The rest will fall in line."
"Except mere submission isn't enough, is it?"
"I need you without question."
"Bondage," I spat out and he sighed.
"You twist the word into something ugly. Bondage is for humans and the weakest of wolves. Alphas have a choice. I choose you."
From the corner of my eye, I caught Jeb's movements as he leaned against the bars as though to illustrate how impervious he was to the silver. The seersucker of his Armani suit jacket puckered where it touched and he examined his nails with such interest it was obvious he was mocking the both of us. 
I dragged myself closer to him, hoping to get within hand's reach. "And what do you get out of this, human?"
Jeb turned to grip the bars with both of his hands, wrapping his fingers fully around them and giving them a shake. 
"My humanity is an insult, is it?" he said, jerking his head toward Caleb. "Your kind don't seem so different to me: kidnap, murder, sexual bondage."
While I chose to ignore him, Caleb took the taunt badly. He transformed just enough, his hands turned into meaty white paws with fearsome looking nails. He swiped at Jeb who must have seen the blow coming but only braced himself for the connection. Four streaks of blood rose on his neck, and rather than mopping them up, he let them bleed onto the T-shirt beneath his dress shirt. I wasn't sure whether he was frozen in fear or rage as Caleb confronted him.
"Two strikes," Caleb said to him. 
I craned my neck in Jeb's direction, trying to assess the result. Jeb made no show except one that the comment bothered him. He blinked. I knew right then, there was more to the partnership than either Caleb or Jeb let on. That the human was here in the first place revealed how far Caleb was willing to go to force this coup to completion.
I had to admit that the murder of an alpha wasn't unheard of in our world. Often, it was how one male was able to overthrow another and offer the pack new blood. So often did it happen, in fact, that even in a more civilized world as the one we lived in now compared to the early part of the century, many packs expected a bloody coup and often wouldn't follow an alpha who had been named rather than fought. 
Our pack had been led by the same alpha for so many generations that I had just took for granted that my father would always be there. I never once imagined any other wolf would contest his leadership and although he was a fierce warrior, I couldn't imagine my father fighting to maintain his place. In the imaginative world of a daughter, Lynden just always existed as a perfect male whom no other wolf would want to depose. That wasn't the truth, and it was abundantly clear to me in those moments I stared Caleb down. 
My father lived with and accepted the risk of being deposed every day. It was the natural order of things. When an alpha's time ended, that shifter who beat him took a mate and together they ruled the pack and offered them safety until the next contest.
Humans fictionalized our existence and even had a good grasp on how that worked in their imaginary and fanciful world of make-believe shifters. We kept it all hush hush, and my job had been to root out those dangerous humans who discovered us and threatened the carefully nurtured notion that it was all fiction.
Caleb would have known this too, and yet he chose to bring in a human. That alone told me that this was not the natural order of things. Caleb was after more. He might want me, yes, but I also offered him something else as well. I wondered what that thing might be.
If Galen had taught me anything in his years of enforcing and training it was to be cagey. If you couldn't overpower someone with your strength, you undermined them with your intelligence. 
Caleb might be stronger than me, he proved it time and time again, but he was not more intelligent. It was time for me to remind him of that.
I struggled to my feet, trying to ignore the pain in my shoulder, and I took trembling steps toward the bars, close enough that I could look into his mossy green eyes and offer him everything in my face that he wanted to see.
"When do we do this thing?" I said, trying on a mask of resentful compliance. He would never believe a complete turnaround. I'd have to make it look as though my acceptance was a begrudging one.
His charcoal eyelashes beat like moth wings as he considered my seeming acceptance.
He swallowed, and I thought something in the back of his mind might be telling him this was a trick, but that he badly wanted to believe he had won.
"With witnesses," he






