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        DEDICATION

      

      

      This one's for you, Dad.  For simply rolling your eyes when Mom gets lost in another of my books.  More than that, for all those hours spent sitting in the car while I had riding lessons, or finding ways to encourage (and pay for) my artistic endeavors.  I know it was never your thing, but it all led to this.  Well, not necessarily the smutty parts.  I meant writing books in general.

      

      Oh, and stop here.  I promise, Dad, you do NOT want to read this book.  I know you still bought a copy, but this one belongs on the shelf, ok?    
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        CHAPTER 1

      

      

      

      I was standing on the ladder, working loose the bolts for the holiday banners spread through Wolf's Run.  There was always something a little sad about taking down the seasonal decorations.  It was proof that the joy of the holidays was gone, and it had been a good winter break this year.  Our second chance with Elena was slowly but surely working out.

      It was amazing how knowing what we were helped her accept our point of view.  Unfortunately, sex was still off the table, but I actually didn't mind.  She had concerns, and I could respect that.  Now.  After she'd pointed out the flaw in my thinking - but at least she was giving me a chance to prove that I'd learned better.

      Instead, we spent time talking.  There was also a lot of cuddling.  Yeah, and sleepovers were a thing, so there'd been a little making out as well.  Gabby was ok with her mom's crazy relationship with the wolves next door, so Elena was relaxing into making our budding relationship a little more public.

      Not that I blamed her for being careful.  Everything she'd ever known had been turned upside down when her daughter decided to get herself bit.  I was still pissed at Roman for that, but at least the boy had the brains to stay out of my way.  Gabby got a bit of a pass because she didn't know better.  That did not mean she was out of trouble, though.  The girl was basically the wolf version of grounded, and had been for months.

      But the ordeal had Elena a little spooked about becoming a wolf.  Nothing we could say would convince her to risk exposure, and I understood that.  I just didn't necessarily agree, but it wasn't my decision to make.  A little part of me hoped she'd change her mind and decide to join us forever, but she wasn't ready.  She wanted information - no, she needed it.  To set her mind at ease, she deserved to know how this thing we had really worked.

      So my darling sister had doubled down on her search for a doctor to treat our kind, and she may have even found one.  That was why I'd picked the street closest to the front gates to start removing the decorations, hoping to see who stopped at the office.  It wasn't working out so well, though.  Mostly, I was just trying to make sure these holiday banners came down without killing myself in the process, and maybe daydreaming about the last few weeks having my two girls at home.  It had been so nice.

      Gabby's dad had stood her up for the holidays - no surprise there.  In the time Elena had been living in Wolf's Run, the man had only managed to make his first scheduled visit to see his daughter.  So, the guys and I had made up for it.  Yeah, it was a hard line to walk to make sure the kid felt like a part of the pack without acting like she was no longer in trouble, but we'd been managing.  And when it came to Christmas, Ashley and Dad hadn't cared about any of that.  They'd gone a little overboard.

      My father had sent Elena a "holiday bonus" check at the start of December.  Elena had thought it was a windfall, and she'd spent every last cent on Gabby.  Henry went even further, lavishing presents on his "grandpup" without care as to the cost.  Elena had worried about that until I explained how long he'd been waiting for another kid to spoil.  Then there was Ashley.

      My big sister had become my secret weapon.  Every day, she'd figured out a few more things that Elena really wanted, then she'd passed the list to Lane.  Our mate now had new linens for her house, all new towels, new pots and pans, plus a formal dining table that would fit all of us with room for our elbows.  Gabby had a new phone - that had been Lane's idea, so he could keep track of her - and so much more.

      Yeah, we'd spoiled her, but it was the best Christmas I could remember in years.  Arriving at Dad's that morning to see the pile of presents almost as tall as the tree?  And the way Elena's eyes had lit up when she realized that we'd actually found things that Gabby really wanted?  It had been perfect.

      So what if there hadn't been sex in months?  The feeling of her appreciative hug?  It was even better.  Seeing her tipsy on champagne on New Year's Eve?  Priceless.  Dancing with her in front of the whole pack at our party in the community center?  Yeah, I was a very happy man.  No, we weren't back to where we'd been before she learned about werewolves and I'd made a stupid decision, but we'd get there.  I could feel it in my gut.

      The shocker was Seth!  He could understand her confusion best, so he’d stepped in to help her learn.  They had lunch together most days, and I couldn't count the number of times he hadn't come home from her place at night.  The next morning, when he showed up to work, he always had the silliest smile on his lips.  The bastard had a serious crush on his girlfriend, if I wasn't mistaken.

      And Lane was content.  He could touch her.  He could make a lap around her house before bed without freaking her out.  His need to take care of her didn't have to be a secret, so Elena now kept a couple pairs of running pants at her place in case he came to visit and forgot his clothes.  It had happened enough times to be a necessity.

      I had a feeling our sexually-transmitted - and bloodborne - disease wasn't the only reason she wanted to take this slow, though.  There was also the issue of her divorce.  She had to be legally separated for six months before she could file, but that was only a little over a month away, and my father was representing her.  He'd make sure she got full custody of Gabby with no loopholes to worry about.  What she didn't know was that he'd also been looking into ways for us to find a guardian for the teen girl.  If anything happened to Elena, I'd promised her that the pack would take care of her daughter.  My pack, and as the alpha, I would not go back on my word.

      Not that anything would happen to Elena, but it would make her feel a bit less paranoid about getting exposed to this virus we all had.  That was why we'd been cut off.  Her reasoning made perfect sense.  Her point was valid.  Still, I could remember that one night I'd spent with her, and the way she'd felt around me.  The little sounds she'd made as I pleased her.  Which I shouldn't be thinking about while balancing at the top of a ladder!

      I got the banner free and started to climb down, only to notice that I was no longer alone.  Making her way down the sidewalk was a wolf I knew a little too well.  She was bundled in a long coat, with her hands buried in the pockets, and her short blonde hair was tousled by the winter breeze.  I tipped my head at her politely, and she smiled back, heading right for the side of my truck.  By the time I was off the ladder, she'd leaned her ass against the passenger door, clearly waiting for me.

      "Can I help you, Karen?" I asked.

      Her eyes dropped down my body.  "Thought that maybe I could help you, Alpha."

      "Mhm."  I put the banner in the back of my SUV, set the ladder on top, then moved around to see her.  "Am I going to regret asking how?"

      She shrugged, giving me a pouty little smile.  "Sounds like things aren't so good with your new mate.  The whole pack knows you're just looking out for the kid."

      "And 'the whole pack' is clearly wrong," I assured her, knowing she was mostly talking about herself.  "We're pretty happy."

      "Seth says he's not getting laid."  She lifted a brow, daring me to deny it.

      "Which is really none of your business," I reminded her.

      With a sound that was supposed to be playful, she pushed herself off my truck and closed the distance between us.  "C'mon, Ian.  You know I've always been discrete."

      The bitch reached up to straighten the collar of my jacket.  As gently as I could, I caught her wrist and eased her hand away.  Karen's jaw clenched in frustration, but she didn't try to fight me.  She did, however, press a little closer.

      "Quit," I told her.  "What you and my betas did in the past was your business, but it's over."

      "You and I used to be friends too," she reminded me.

      "Yep, and I'd like to think we still are, but friends and fuck buddies aren't the same thing.  Look, I never had a problem with what you, Pax, and Trent got into."

      "And Seth," she reminded me.

      I just huffed out a breath.  "Karen, that was before we had a mate."

      Her smile turned sly.  "You so sure about that?"  Then she flicked her finger up, catching me just under the chin.  "You're still cute, Ian.  I'm still single.  I also know how to keep my mouth shut and that our alpha has needs.  If your little human can't handle that, well, you know where I live."

      Then she turned and walked her pert little ass back up the street.  Why did she have to be a stunning woman?  Why couldn't she have gotten fat or ugly or something?  Why did this bitch have to be tempting enough that my betas would even think about going there?  And had they done more than think recently?

      Holding in a growl, I just closed my eyes and pushed out a breath of frustration.  There was no way my betas had been with her.  Not since Elena moved into the community.  I'd told them they had to call it off with the other women - and I'd mostly meant her.  Sure, she was always willing to have a little fun, but we were taken!  If any of them were cheating on Elena, I'd kill them myself.

      Storming around to the driver's seat, I got in, turned the truck on to get some hot air going, and pulled out my phone.  As I whipped off a text for them to all meet me on Timber Street, where Lane was working, I was seething, and it was only getting worse.  Lane was in the middle of the community.  It shouldn't take long for the rest of my betas to meet us there, but every second only allowed me to get even more angry.

      I threw my truck into drive and headed that way, pulling in behind Lane.  He was just climbing down his ladder, and shot me a look of confusion, but it didn't last long.  I was barely out of the truck before Pax pulled up.  Trent and Seth were only a few seconds later.

      "What's up?" Trent asked.

      "If any of you have cheated on Elena, you're out," I snapped.  "This is your chance.  Fess up now, pack your shit, and go - and I won't kill you."

      "Whoa!" Pax said, lifting both hands.  "Ian, none of us have screwed anyone in months!  I mean, except Elena."

      "Ah, shit," Trent grumbled.  "She talked to you?"

      The sound that came from Lane's throat shouldn't have been possible in his human body.  "What did you do?" he demanded, storming toward Trent.

      "Nothing!" Trent assured him.  "Look, you know that we all used to spend time with Karen.  That was before Elena, and nothing has happened since she moved in, but - "

      "She hit on me," Seth said, interrupting.  "Like, maybe two weeks ago?  Trent and I were doing a check of a house before a new client moved in, and she came to say hi.  She asked how things were going with the human, and how long until she turned.  I kinda didn't think about it, and I said Elena's worried about the virus."

      "And," Trent picked up, continuing for him, "Karen latched onto that.  She was flirting her little heart out, reassuring us that if we needed a little 'relaxation' that we could call her any time, and shit like that.  We didn't."

      "Why didn't you tell me?" I demanded.

      "Because I thought it was nothing," Seth said.  "She wanted to get fucked.  I didn't want to fuck her.  I didn't think anything of it."

      "Nothing happened," Trent assured all of us, but his eyes were on Lane.  "Seth and I both told her that we're mated and that it's not going to happen.  She was annoyed, but I thought it was just that she's always hoped Ian would come play too."

      "Fucking rank chaser," Lane grumbled.  "Never liked her."

      "Yeah," Pax countered, "but growing up, she was always an easy lay.  No need to date.  Just a fuck and go, you know?  Hell, she's been in Henry's pack since she was born.  Now Ian's.  She was kinda like a fixture."

      "A warm and wet one," Seth mumbled under his breath.

      Trent and Pax chuckled at that, but I wasn't quite as amused.  "She always hoped to be our mate," I told them.  "She told me that in middle school.  All she wanted was to marry a Langdon, get rich, and become the alpha bitch.  When we were in prep school, she was all over my brother, and I really didn't want his sloppy seconds."

      "Still went there a few times," Pax reminded me.

      I just groaned.  "Yeah, when I was like twenty!  You three kept going there!"

      "You didn't care back then," Trent reminded me.  "Said that so long as we weren't falling in love, it didn't matter.  Trust me, none of us were feeling more than horny, and she was encouraging us."

      "Why?" Lane asked.  "What brought this up, Ian?"

      "Because that gold-digging little bitch just made a point of talking to me," I told them.  "She told me that if I need a little piece on the side, that she knows how to keep her mouth shut, and it sounds like she's going to start making problems."

      Seth just sighed.  "We need to tell Elena," he grumbled.

      "All you," Pax said.  "Man, I do not want to see her face when she realizes that we had a casual fuck relationship with someone in the pack."

      "I'll tell her," Seth assured him.  "I'll also make it clear that it was before any of us met her, but that our, uh..."

      "Ex?" I suggested.

      Pax grimaced and shook his head.  "Nope, pretty sure we don't want to use that word.  Makes it sound like it was something it wasn't."

      "Hookup?" Seth offered.

      This time, it was Trent shaking his head.  "No, that sounds like we're ruled by our dicks."

      "We were!" Pax told him.  "Seriously, she took both of our virginities.  I mean, that's some history, and um, I kinda mentioned it to Elena.  I mean, not the who part, but that we, um... yeah."

      "Yeah," Trent said, clearly remembering the incident.  "So how are we going to unfuck this?"

      Lane just huffed, the sound filled with disappointment.  "I'll talk to her.  I'll tell her you were stupid, Karen was easy, and now she's jealous.  I'll make sure Elena knows that it's over, and it was over before we met her."

      "Well..." Seth said, dragging out the word.  "I kinda, um..."

      All of us turned to look at him.

      "What?" he asked.  "That weekend was the full moon.  Elena moved in on Saturday, we ran that night, and I may have stopped at Karen's place before coming home.  I mean, I called her the next day to make it clear that it was over, just like Ian said.  But it wasn't quite before Elena moved in."

      "It was the day before the cookout," Lane told him.  "I will explain.  You will too, if she asks."  Then his eyes raked all of us.  "And no lying to her.  No hiding things from her because it's convenient.  She knows we've been with women before her.  She's not stupid, and she deserves to be told the truth.  But if any of you do so much as smile at another bitch wrong, it won't be Ian you have to run from."

      "Heard loud and clear," Pax assured him.  "Lane, we're not interested.  None of us.  I'd much rather cuddle with Elena than stick my dick in Karen, ok?  We were just fucking her because she was willing, and we didn't have any emotional attachment.  Just a friend, man.  Just a fuck buddy, and Elena's so much more."

      "I can't leave her," Lane reminded us.  "That's not an option for me, so don't make her leave me."

      "Promise," I told him.  Then I looked at the guys.  "Sorry I doubted you."

      "It's what she does, man," Trent said.  "Karen's a high-maintenance drama queen.  She can't brag about fucking the betas anymore, so she's going to stir up shit."

      "Which is just what we need," I mumbled.  "Fuck!"
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        CHAPTER 2

      

      

      

      I hated to even think it, but I was so glad that Gabby had gone back to school.  Two weeks of having my teen daughter home all day while I had to be at work had started to fray my nerves a bit.  After the stunt she'd pulled that had ended with her turned into a werewolf?  Yeah, my trust level was low with my daughter, but I'd finally agreed to let Roman pick her up for school again.

      Nearly two months of not being allowed anywhere without an adult was long enough, right?  They'd made a huge mistake, but there was no taking it back now.  Besides, the kid had been trying his heart out to prove how sorry he was, and in truth, the whole thing was Gabby's idea - even if he should've known better.  I couldn't exactly blame one and not the other.

      Thankfully, the guys had helped keep an eye on my daughter - and having her pack alpha make her limits clear worked better than I'd expected.  Ian laid down the law, and she listened in a way she'd never listened to me.  Probably because he was stronger, or more dominant.  I was still figuring that part out.

      So, Gabby could now ride to and from school with Roman, but nowhere else.  This was her probation to see if she'd learned anything.  Still, having her ride with her boyfriend was one less thing to keep track of, and with the holidays over, I was trying to settle into my new role here in Wolf's Run as the alpha female.

      Granted, I still didn't really understand what that meant, but Ashley said it was ok.  No one expected me to yet.  For now, I was simply Ian's mate - which was equivalent to being a girlfriend, not a wife.  Then there was the whole fated mate thing with Lane.  He'd told me not to worry about that until I had the pack stuff figured out, but I was getting close.  I was actually starting to feel like I could handle all of this without losing my mind.

      Sure, it was crazy.  I lived in an exclusive gated community that had been designed to allow werewolves to live in modern society.  No matter how many times I said that in my head, it still didn't sound real.  Although waking up with my face pressed into my boyfriend's fur did make it easier.  And while Lane might be the only one who preferred his wolf form to his human body, my rule of one man and one wolf in the bed had been taken literally.  I had to admit, Trent did have a really soft coat too.

      Thinking about it, I was smiling at my monitor when the door to the office opened.  A very petite Black - or possibly bi-racial - woman walked in alone.  Her short, natural hair was dyed a honey-blonde that matched her eyes.  She couldn't have been more than five foot two and looked like she weighed all of a hundred pounds soaking wet, but she wasn't a girl.  I was pretty sure she had to be right around my age, in her late thirties to early forties.  I greeted her with a smile.

      "Welcome to Wolf's Run," I said.  "Can I help you?"

      Her golden eyes shifted to me.  "I'm not sure.  I had an appointment to speak with Ashley Langdon today?"

      "Sure, and can I get your name?"

      "I'm Dr. Bridget Wright."

      I barely even pushed my chair back before Ashley stepped into the room, negating my need to go get her.  With a smile, my best friend and boss walked toward the woman with one hand outstretched.  The doctor smiled back just as brightly.

      "Dr. Bridget!" Ashley proclaimed.  "I'm so glad you came.  Let me introduce you to the Pack Alpha's mate, Elena.  She's new to the position, and still settling in."

      Dr. Bridget's eyes widened a hair.  "A..."

      "Human," I finished for her.  "Yeah, I'm still learning."

      Ashley just chuckled.  "Her daughter's a convert."  Then she looked at me.  "Elena, this is the doctor we've been looking for.  She's a general practitioner, a wolf, and she'll be able to help."

      I found myself sitting a little straighter.  "A wolf doctor?"

      "Mhm," Ashley almost purred.  "And I bet she has some information about sexual transmission of lycanthropy."

      I felt my face getting warmer.  "Yeah, that, but she'll also be able to treat people without..."  I snapped my mouth shut realizing how stupid I sounded.  "Sorry."

      Dr. Bridget just smiled at me.  "It's ok.  I actually became a doctor because my mother was too worried about seeing a human and potentially infecting them.  I figured that someone should make sure our kind can get a little modern medicine.  We heal well, but we still get sick and hurt."

      "And," Ashley said, "she's looking to see if Wolf's Run will have what she's looking for."  Then she gestured to the door.  "The house I wanted you to see is just down the street.  We can drive or walk.  Your choice."

      "Then let's walk," Dr. Bridget decided.  As they headed outside, I caught only a few more words.  "It's really a lovely place you're making.  I never would've expected..."

      Unable to help myself, I grabbed my phone and sent off a text to Ian, asking if he knew we might be getting a doctor.  I figured that was something he should know.  I also had a feeling this wasn't a done deal yet.  Ashley still had to convince the woman to pick Wolf's Run over all the other packs that needed her services so desperately, but I was hoping.

      Sure, a large part of it was for my own good.  She'd be able to treat Gabby without fear of her catching the disease.  After all, Dr. Bridget already had it!  Mostly, though, a medical doctor would know how to keep me from getting infected by my boyfriends.  I could actually talk to her about the risks without worrying if it was hearsay or phrased to convince me one way or the other.

      Because I was scared.  I'd just separated from my husband of eighteen years.  I had a fourteen-year-old daughter who'd been a wolf for only a matter of months.  My ex-husband knew nothing about this.  He wouldn't even believe Gabby if she tried to tell him.  So, if anything happened to me, what did my daughter's future look like?

      She'd be forced to live with him, isolated from her pack - which I'd been told was mental torture - and unable to deal with the urge to shift.  Any accident she had could potentially infect her father, his girlfriend-fiancée, and possibly anyone near her when it happened.  It was a nightmare, and one that I just didn't know how to deal with.

      So I tried to throw myself into work to keep from thinking about it.  I began making my way through the list of inquiries about leasing options in our community.  Now that I was in on the big secret, it was actually easier.  I could see the coded questions, and I could hint back just as subtly.  This time, it was a woman asking about access to nature areas for her trail hiking hobby.  I assured her that Wolf's Run had an entire nature area within the walls to keep it safe for the community members to use without fear of vandals or trespassing.

      I'd almost made it through the list when the door opened again, but this time, the person walking into the lobby was a sight that made me smile.  Lane was the kind of man who'd scare someone in a dark alley.  He was huge, probably standing around six-foot, four inches, and built like a woman's dream man.  Well, my dreams, at any rate.  He had supernaturally good muscles - literally.  The only problem was that, today, he wasn't smiling when he saw me.

      "You ok?" I asked.

      "Yeah," he mumbled, coming right over to my desk.  "Where's Ash?"

      "Out with the potential doctor, looking at a house.  Why?"

      He pressed both palms on the front side of my desk and looked over it, meeting my eyes.  "I don't want you to be blindsided, but not everyone is happy that we're mated."

      "Uh..."  I just bobbed my head, trying to figure out exactly how I should take that.

      Lane shifted his mouth almost like he was chewing over his next words before he spoke.  "Many of the people in Wolf's Run were in Henry's pack before this place existed.  They all lived together.  We grew up together.  Not all of us, but the core group who started this place."

      "Ok?"  I still wasn't following.

      Lane just sighed.  "And some of them are women."

      Oh.  Oh!  Yeah, they had ex-girlfriends living in the community, and for some reason, I'd never even thought about that.  "So, you have an ex who's pissed off?"

      He made a sound that said I didn't quite understand.  "Elena, Ian's never been the typical alpha.  He didn't prevent us from seeing people, but it wasn't really dating.  Some of the guys had friends.  The kind with benefits.  They were young and curious, and she was as well, and experimenting happened.  I mean, we always knew we'd share with our alpha, but that's different in theory than practice."

      I nodded.  "So, your gang-bang buddy, huh?"

      "Not mine," he insisted.  "Not Ian's, either, really."

      My eyes narrowed at all those disclaimers on that.  "What do you mean, 'really'?"

      "He slept with her, but it was a long time ago, and it was infrequent.  When he was a drunk college kid.  When his girlfriend dumped him.  Things like that.  She was a girl he grew up with and he felt like there were no strings attached, but it was a decade ago, give or take."

      "Ok, and what brought this up?" I asked.

      He reached up to shove a hand through his hair.  "Um, she isn't happy we found a mate.  She'd hoped to become the next Langdon, and to enjoy all of the prestige that comes with the name.  You're ruining that, and she made a pass at Ian today, but made it sound like she'd been screwing the others."  Then he leaned closer.  "We haven't.  None of us have been with her since you moved here, prior to anything between us.  Doesn't matter to her, though.  She wants you to think we're cheating."

      I had to bite my lips together to keep from grinning at the way he said that.  No, it wasn't funny.  It shouldn't be.  And yet, here I was with five different boyfriends, and they were the ones worried about cheating.  Using the pronoun "we" with cheating just didn't make sense in my head.  It was just as unreal as the idea of werewolves, but this was my life now.

      Granted, my heart completely understood what he was talking about.  These were my boyfriends.  My "mates."  We had a relationship, and we were committed to it.  Anything outside of that was technically cheating, and it made my chest tighten to think about any of these guys sleeping with someone else.  It made me feel less important - the same way my ex-husband had.

      "But it's all a lie, right?" I asked, hoping he'd say it was.

      Lane nodded.  "I won't say that nothing happened between them, but I can say that nothing has happened since you became a part of our lives."

      I had to know, so I asked,  "When was the last time?"

      Lane sighed deeply.  "The weekend you moved in was a full moon."  He paused to lick his lips, and his eyes dropped to the surface of my desk.  "One of us celebrated the run with her.  That Saturday."

      Literally the night I moved in.  The day before the cookout.  I didn't even know their names at the time, and they hadn't known a thing about me.  I'd assumed they were young college guys.  They'd probably thought I was some old hag.  I hadn't even really been their neighbor yet.  I was simply the human who was still unpacking and waking them up with my broken lawnmower.

      So I nodded to show I'd heard him.  "Why'd it end?"

      Lane grunted and straightened up, only to pace halfway across the office.  "Elena..."

      "Why, Lane?"  Because that made me think he was trying to hide something.

      And I didn't like this feeling.  I didn't enjoy the nauseous twisting of my gut or the way my heart felt like it kept hanging.  The tingling in my fingers while I waited for the other shoe to drop and my newly perfect life to be proven a lie.  I hated thinking that they'd used me, or that these feelings they claimed were fake.  I just wanted him to tell me it was ok.

      "Because I smelled you," he said.  "That first time I met you in the kitchen, I immediately knew I was fated to be with you.  I scared you, and I didn't mean to, and it drove me crazy.  Ian noticed I was acting like an idiot, and while you were drinking wine with Ashley and Henry, I told them I was fated to be with you, so we all agreed."

      "Agreed what?" I pressed.

      "To try," he said.  "Ian had talked to you earlier, and he wanted to protect you.  Pax and Trent thought you were beautiful.  I was fated for you.  Seth?"  He shrugged.  "He said that everyone wants to find the person of their dreams, so he was willing to try, but he'd only seen you across the lawn.  He broke it off with her before the food was even served."

      Because it had been Seth, I realized.  The "one" who'd spent the night before with her had been the youngest of the group and the last one for me to get to know.  The guy who'd been the most adamant about telling me.  The converted wolf who understood why I was worried about this.

      Which led to another question.  "Did he want to do this, or did the rest of you force him to be with me?"

      "Elena."  Lane turned back to look at me.  "That's not a fair question.  Was he forced?  Yes, to a point, but that point was before we knew you existed.  That's the deal a beta makes.  We give up everything to serve our alpha.  We get back power and prestige.  We serve our pack, but our alpha shares everything of his with us.  It didn't matter who Ian mated, Seth had already agreed to respect that relationship.  Once Ian was mated, we were all committed.  That doesn't mean Seth had to date you too.  It doesn't mean he has to spend the night at your house.  He could've chosen to just be polite and basically ignore you, but he didn't.  Seth made that call, Elena.  Not Ian, and not us."

      The tension vanished.  The sick feeling released, and I felt like I could breathe again.  "So this whole thing is real?  What we have, it's really as good as I think it is?"

      Lane nodded his head vigorously.  "It is.  We care about you.  We're trying to explain everything, but it's crazy and confusing, and we don't know what parts we should tell you first or last, but this?  If she's going to try to challenge you..."

      My mouth fell open.  "Challenge?"

      "Uh..."  And he let his chin drop against his chest.  "Fuck.  Let's just add that to the list of things you still need to learn about."

      "Later," I decided.  "Promise me I'm not going to die today, and I dunno, maybe you can come over tonight and fill me in on that part?"

      "I promise," he said, coming around the desk to kneel before me.  "And I love you, little bunny.  I can't help it, I can't change it, and I'm not upset by it.  I was made to love you, and if you think I'll let anyone make a mess of that, then think again."

      I found my lips curling up regardless of everything else.  "Little bunny?"  It made me laugh.

      He just smiled back.  "Small, cute, and meant to be eaten.  Yeah.  You're my little bunny.  Besides, that exposure thing only goes one way."  Then he stood.  "I really do need to finish taking down the Christmas banners, but think about it."

      And then he headed through the door, but this time, he was smiling.  Then again, so was I.
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      Lane sent us all a text about his conversation with Elena.  It sounded like she wasn't pissed, but we'd just added another list of things to explain to her.  Part of me felt guilty.  She hadn't asked for any of this, and yet she kept getting dragged deeper and deeper into my world.  My problems had just become hers, and the only thing I had to make me feel better was that it went both ways.  Her problems were now mine as well.  All of ours, actually.

      So I headed back to the office just before lunch.  I'd gotten Elena's message about the doctor, but that had been while I was still talking to the guys.  Now, I wanted to see how that had gone, which meant a little meeting with my sister before stealing away my mate for a lunch date.  Even the thought of it made me smile.

      I pulled up in front of the office and had just gotten out of my SUV when a little blue Kia parked beside me.  A groan fell out, but I tried to pretend like I didn't recognize Karen's car.  On the upside, at least it meant she wouldn't get to blindside Elena without a little backup.

      "Ian!" she called as she climbed out of her car.  "Fancy meeting you here.  Two times in one day?  I'm starting to get the wrong impression."

      "What are you doing?" I asked, pausing on the sidewalk because I'd much rather do this out here.

      She made her way over with a blinding smile on her sensual lips.  "Came to update my credit card on my account.  You?"

      "I'm taking my mate to lunch."  The words came out cold.

      She just pushed out her lower lip.  "Poor thing.  Doesn't sound fun."  And she took one more step, invading my space.  "Isn't she like forty?"

      Because Karen was a couple of years younger than me.  Twenty-eight, I thought, although I could be wrong.  She'd been two years behind me in middle school, at any rate.  Three in High School.  Four by the time I got into college.  That made it a little harder to keep track.

      I just gave her the fakest smile I could.  "What can I say?  Seems I don't care for little girls."

      Karen actually huffed at that.  "Please.  Your betas do."

      "My betas like easy women.  So long as they're legal, age doesn't matter."  And I lifted a brow, making sure she caught the point.

      Karen glanced over to the door of the office, then stepped even closer.  Her chest was almost against mine, but I knew she was trying to force me to back down.  She wanted one little hint of submission that she could hold over my head, and I refused to give it to her.  Instead, I crossed my arms between us, preventing her from crushing her body against mine.

      "I don't know how to break this to you," I said, "but this?  It's not doing you any favors.  I don't know what you're planning, but if you cross my lines, you will pay for it.  Understand, wolf?"

      "Mm," she cooed, shifting her body so we weren't quite facing off.  "Do you have any idea how sexy it is when you get all dominant?  I think that's what I always liked most about you."

      "My last name?  Or did you prefer the bank account?  Maybe you're just interested in the title?" I taunted.  But her lips curled at the last question, telling me all I needed to know.  "Do you honestly think that driving away my mate will get you the position?"

      "According to pack rules," Karen drawled, "to the victor goes the spoils.  That includes the entire pack and the assets necessary to sustain it."

      Ah, fuck.  I'd forgotten all about that loophole.  It was nothing more than ancient history, but tradition was the only real law wolves had.  Sadly, that meant she could use it and my hands were quickly getting tied.  Shit!

      "It's not that easy and you know it," I told her, trying to get her off this insane idea.  "You can't challenge my mate if you aren't part of the pack.  You aren't strong enough to challenge me."

      She just smiled cruelly.  "But I am a part of the pack, and your mate is a danger to the stability of Wolf's Run.  I will not allow her to ruin everything for us.  Sure, maybe I'd be the Alpha Female in name only, but I'd still be the second in charge of this pack - and we both know you'll get lonely eventually."

      Somehow, this woman had turned her jealousy over Elena into some preconceived threat to our pack as a whole.  Either that, or she was just crazy enough to use an antiquated tradition to get what she wanted.  No, not to be my lover, per se.  The Alpha Mate was usually the opposite gender leader of the pack, with "mate" being the generic, gender-neutral term.  For me, my partner was the Alpha Female.  Some alphas weren't straight, so in recent history, it had simply become closer to a vice-alpha position.  The second in charge.  Regardless, that was a lot of power and prestige within the pack - and the kind of upheaval that Wolf's Run didn't need right now.

      Sadly, dredging up some outdated historical wolf tradition from medieval times was exactly the kind of thing this woman would do.  Karen was the kind of wolf who'd destroy a pack while claiming she was saving it, and all so she could have her own way.  She wasn't interested in me - or my betas - she was merely chasing power.  It was the one thing she couldn't get on her own.  Sadly, dreams and aspirations didn't always make someone an alpha type.

      The problem was that she knew I couldn't kick her out without a good reason.  Something like mouthing off wasn't enough.  Her family really had been bound to mine for so long that the inter-pack politics would become a nightmare.  Challenging me, sure.  Ignoring my rules, definitely.  Having an opinion?  No, I'd worked too hard to convince the rest of my pack that I was a different kind of alpha.  So, I decided to make this easy for her to understand.

      "Try it and you will regret it."  My eyes hit hers and I glared.  "In order to get to my mate, you'll have to go through me first, as well as her own friends.  Elena may not be able to fight for herself, but we can, and the moment you disrespect my mate, you are disrespecting me.  I can and will use that as a reason to kick your ass to the curb.  Don't think I won't."

      She scoffed at that.  "You'd never kick me out.  The Greens have run with Langdons since before our ancestors moved to this country."

      "Uh-huh."  There it was.  She was counting on our family ties, so I twitched my face away from her hand.  "Because your father respected mine.  In fact, your dad still respects this pack's alpha.  You?  Not so much.  This is your last warning.  Keep your damn hands off my mate.  If you try your melodramatic shit, you will find yourself on the street, looking for another pack.  Am I being clear enough?"

      "Ian," she huffed.  "You're all bark, but I've never seen you bite."

      "There's a reason for that," I promised.  "Not really my kink.  When I use my teeth, there's usually no one left to tell the stories."

      But this woman just couldn't keep her hands off me.  This time, she grabbed my jaw, forcing me to look right into her eyes.  "Well, let me make this clear.  I am not the town pump for you and your betas to use and give nothing back.  I rolled over for them for years.  I've lost the chance at mates because no one wanted to compete against the alpha and his betas.  I am almost thirty years old, and you can't just kick me to the curb because you found something shiny and new.  So, here's how this is going to go.  You will clean up the shit you left me with, or you will name me as your mate.  I don't even care which."

      "What shit are you talking about?  I've only slept with you twice!" I snapped.

      "You think the whole pack doesn't know that your betas have been spending time with me?"  She rolled her eyes.  "They look at me and see the bitch that almost made it."

      "Yeah?" I sneered.  "Well, tell them we broke up.  Say I'm a dick.  That's how it usually happens.  I don't fucking care, but you never said no.  I've heard you even went so far as to beg them a few times.  So no, Karen, I don't feel guilty."

      "You fucking will," she growled.  "And - "

      She didn't get the chance to finish, because Ashley rounded the corner of the building at that moment and didn't hesitate.  Ignoring the woman beside her, my sister stormed over and shoved Karen away from me.  Karen spun, and her eyes jumped to the other woman.  Mine did as well, taking note of her yellow eyes, and then Karen tried to lunge.

      I caught her before she could touch Ashley, and spun her toward her car.  "Go home, pull your head out of your ass, or I will use my teeth next time," I warned her.  "And stay the fuck away from my mate!"

      Karen made a noise that I couldn't describe, but I'd heard a few too many irate women make it.  She was pissed, and I was probably going to pay for it, but not today.  Nope, she stomped to her car, got in, and pulled out - much too fast for the community regulations.  I didn't even care.  I was simply glad she hadn't made it to Elena.

      Then the other woman laughed.  It was just once, but it made me look at her again.  "Sorry," she mumbled.  "I just didn't expect to see pack habits shown... here."

      "In Wolf's Run?" I asked.  "This is a closed community.  Our goal is to not have to be ashamed of who we are."  Then I offered my hand.  "Ian Langdon, Pack Alpha."

      "Alpha," she greeted me respectfully, clasping my palm.

      "This," Ashley said, gesturing to her, "is Dr. Bridget Wright, MD.  She came to see the setup we're offering."

      "And?" I asked her.  "Is there anything else you would need?  We're highly motivated.  As you can see, this is a sizable pack, and we only intend to grow.  A medical professional who can understand our needs would be highly respected."

      The woman grinned.  "Actually, there are a few things I'd need.  The building would have to be completely stocked, since I'm currently working for a human in his practice.  That's a lot of medicine, and while you're offering free rent on both the house and the clinic, I will need an income."

      "What about cost-sharing for the medication?" I asked.

      "I'll still have bills to pay, Alpha," she said.

      I waved that off.  "I meant in addition to an income.  Would that help?  Would it allow you to treat only community patients?"

      Dr. Bridget's eyes jumped from me to Ashley, and then back.  "Why are you so desperate for a wolf doctor?"

      I sighed, reaching up to scratch at the back of my neck.  "The simple truth?  Because we don't live in a small town.  We're not relying on an overburdened medical system.  If a kid breaks his leg and is completely healed in two weeks, people will notice."

      "Uh-huh..." she said, making it clear she knew there was more.

      "They go to human schools, Doctor.  They have jobs in town.  I know what happened when my dad got hit by a car.  I think we've all seen it.  A wolf gets hurt.  A man goes to a hospital and can't explain the injuries.  Police ask questions.  If we had a doctor who could help..."

      "And I can," she assured me.  "A simple history of a former injury to that area, a family incidence of a similar problem.  I can help, but I'll need to be accredited."

      "Is that even possible?" I asked.

      She smiled.  "It is, but I have one more condition."  She paused to make sure I was listening.  "When I tell you something is medically impossible, you believe me.  When I say something has to happen, you listen and help me make it happen.  If you want this pack to all become my patients, then you have to accept that I will challenge your decisions.  I will tell you that you're wrong, and if you come at me?"

      Ashley just started laughing.  "My brother?"  She asked, gesturing at me.  "Dr. Bridget, he's not that kind of alpha."

      "Then what kind of alpha are you?" she asked.

      "I try very hard to be the civilized kind," I assured her.  "Just don't confuse that with weak."

      "Which is why you didn't attack that woman," she realized, nodding her head slowly.  "You're not ashamed of being a wolf.  You're just not brutal about it."

      "An alpha's place is to lead, not abuse," I told her.  "I don't need to run this pack like a dictator.  It does no good for anyone.  My rule is law, but laws can change - and they should if the community is going to advance.  I happen to think that if we want to survive in a modern world, then advancing is our only hope."

      So she thrust her hand out at me.  "Then I'm in.  If I don't need to be ashamed of what I am, and I don't have to worry about contradicting you, then I would be honored to join your pack, Alpha."  She paused as I accepted her handshake.  "It'll take me a bit to pack and move.  Is that going to be a problem?"

      "We'll make it work," I assured her.

      So Ashley walked over and grabbed the door, pulling it open.  "How about we sign some paperwork and make this all legal?  Ian, I'll need your signature as well."

      I followed the ladies inside to find Elena watching me.  She offered a weak smile, the kind that was asking if everything was ok without saying a word.  I nodded back, but Ashley was headed to her desk.

      "We're going to need a lease contract," Ashley said.  "And Elena, I'd like you to meet Gabby's new doctor."

      "And yours, too, I hope," Dr. Bridget said.  "I actually treat more humans than wolves right now."

      The look on Elena's face was a mixture of relief and joy.  "Oh, that's wonderful," she said.  "I'm so glad you're going to be moving in!  I have a million questions about all of this, and in truth, I'm just barely starting to understand the basics."

      "Ask away," Dr. Bridget offered.

      Which was when Ashley caught my arm, grabbing my elbow a little too hard and pulling.  "Ian, I have something in my office for you to look at real fast.  Need to make sure Bridget's contract is how you want it."

      And she didn't give me a chance to complain.  I was pretty sure we'd already discussed all of the options of what the company could afford - and thus the pack - but I knew better than to make a scene.  First, because Ashley wouldn't appreciate it, and second, her grip was just too demanding.  Yet the moment we were in her office behind the closed door, she held her finger to her lips and leaned in to listen.

      "Do you have any advice about exposure?" Elena asked, her voice almost a whisper.

      The doctor chuckled in that kind way medical professionals had.  The type of laugh that said the question wasn't crazy.  "More than you can imagine, and most of it's in my head.  The biggest risk is from wolf-form bites.  The depth of the punctures can introduce the virus directly into the bloodstream where it can reproduce faster than the immune system can fight it."

      "Sex?" Elena asked, her voice proving her embarrassment.

      "That's the second most common cause of transmission," Dr. Bridget admitted.  "Some forms of sexual contact are safe.  As humans, our saliva just doesn't have enough virus particles to be infectious.  Many bloodborne diseases are the same, such as HIV.  But for lycanthropy, a cut won't be much of a concern either, unless you have a major one and the blood is dropped directly into your wound.  This has to do with the immune system."

      "Ok," Elena said.  "But what about…"  Her voice dropped even more.  "...sex?"

      "Semen and vaginal secretions have a higher viral load.  Mucus, such as a sick child, is also a potential concern, but again, your wounds are the thing to worry about.  Getting it on your skin isn't a problem.  Into your bloodstream or mucus membranes is.  Eyes, inside your nose, mouth, or genitals.  It needs a way to get into the body, and your skin is designed to prevent that."

      "So..."  Elena let out a deep sigh.  "If I have sex with an infected man, how do I stay safe?"

      "Condoms," Dr. Bridget said.  "They really do work.  I'm assuming you're heterosexual?"

      "I am," Elena agreed.

      "Ok, then I'll relate all of this for your perspective.  Vaginal and anal intercourse with a condom is fine.  The chances of exposure are minimal.  Oral sex performed on you by an infected individual?  So long as there are no open wounds - not just minor things like a nick from a razor, but a significant injury - then you're fine.  Oral sex on an infected man will require a condom due to the secretions from the penis.  I know it's not as sexy or as spontaneous, but it's safer.  Semen in your mouth is not ok.  While the risk is still low, repeated exposure increases the likelihood of one time being just too much.  It could be the first or the millionth, but there's approximately a two percent transmission rate with unprotected sex of any kind."

      Elena blew out a heavy breath.  "And the chances of someone my age surviving it?  Being turned, I mean?"

      "You are young, healthy from what I can tell, and aware of the risks.  All of those combined increase your survival rate.  And I was told there are secure walls around the entire community, so that helps even more.  Alpha, most converts are lost to things besides the disease.  Cars are right at the top of that list.  The change makes one scared, confused, and delirious.  They don't even see the roads, let alone the cars.  All they know is that they have to run, and here?  You can run safely."

      "So, I could make it?" she asked.

      "You would have a better chance than most other converts, but I can't guarantee it.  There's still around a twenty to thirty percent chance that you just wouldn't survive the shock to your system or the trauma to your mind.  The transition isn't easy.  It isn't gentle.  The more support and preparation you have, the better you will do, and with your mate being the Pack Alpha, that helps even more.  He can help you return to your human form, but helping isn't the same as doing it for you.  I would say that if you were turned today, you'd probably have an eighty percent chance of coming through it with no problems."

      "And a twenty percent chance of leaving my daughter alone, without a pack, and living among humans," Elena said softly.  "I just don't know what I'm supposed to do."

      "Condoms," Dr. Bridget said again.  "If you include the chances of one failing, the exposure rate from sexual intercourse, and the other statistics, by using condoms, you have about a ninety-nine percent chance of being fine.  I'm not telling you what decision to make, just giving you the numbers, but the odds are in your favor.  That's why we all use them, because the risk is so low, and the chances of a human believing what we are?  Astronomical."

      "Thank you," Elena told her.

      Which was when Ashley turned, walked to her desk, and grabbed a contract from the top.  She held it up and smiled, then mouthed, "You're welcome," at me before opening the door again.  "I think we have everything we need, Dr. Bridget."
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      I was still thinking about what the doctor said when I got off work.  Condoms meant I had a one percent chance of becoming infected.  One percent wasn't much.  Not at all.  It was minuscule, really.  But that meant out of one hundred times, one would be the bad one.  A hundred days was just over three months.  I'd have just over three chances a year, for at least four years.  That made it more like twelve percent, didn't it?

      The numbers were making my head spin, and my math was probably all wrong since I certainly wasn't going to have sex every day, but things were different when I had someone whose entire life depended on me.  The decisions I made were no longer just about my own happiness.  Unfortunately, I also couldn't expect a relationship as new as ours to last for four years without sex.  Those men were young enough to go out and find some cute young woman, and yeah, I'd seen the one talking to Ian outside the office.

      From the way he'd reacted, I could only assume she was the woman Lane had warned me about.  The worst part was that her short, dyed-blonde, asymmetrical bob fit her name a little too well.  Of course her name was Karen.  It couldn't really be anything else.  She probably came from money too.  Some rich, pretty, young white girl with entitlement issues.  How was I, a forty-year-old Latina, supposed to compete with that if I kept telling the guys sex wasn't even an option?

      But they didn't seem to care.  They understood.  When they were around, I never felt pressured.  It was only when I was alone, like now, when I ended up worrying myself to death about it.  Mostly because I couldn't figure out what was in this for them.  I had five amazingly gorgeous boyfriends.  All of them were in the prime of their lives.  They had so much going for them, and out of all the women in the world, they'd picked me.

      I was putting away the clean dishes when the front door opened and my darling daughter came in and sighed.  Without slowing down, she slung her book bag onto the couch and went straight for the fridge.  I watched as she rummaged, pushing aside the fruits she'd always loved for a piece of summer sausage.  Grabbing that, she closed the fridge and sighed again.

      "Long day?" I asked, knowing she'd not only had drama rehearsal today, but also wolf lessons.

      She took a healthy bite out of the cured sausage and chewed it, nodding the whole time.  "Mason spent the entire rehearsal trying to screw up my lines."  And she headed around the kitchen bar to claim a stool so she could keep going.  "We're never really on at the same time, but he has it in for me, you know?  And now that Roman's allowed to wait for me?  Mason's always barking at me like I'm some kind of dog."

      My eyes narrowed.  "Is this because you're always calling yourself a wolf like the rest of the kids from the pack?"

      She shrugged.  "Maybe.  The guy's just a freak."

      "What kind of freak?" I asked, because she sounded just a little too annoyed.

      Gabby had never been bullied before, but there was a first time for everything, and this was still her first year at this school.  Yeah, having the kids from the community as friends meant she didn't have to face it alone, but she was also one of the few minorities in her class.  Those two things combined meant that she'd stand out, and sometimes that was all a bully needed to pick a new target.

      "He's just obsessed with us," she groaned.  "Like, he follows me in the halls, you know?  Olivia, too.  One of the older girls carries mace on her keys, just in case he comes after her.  That kind of freak."

      "Have you told a teacher?" I asked.

      She gave me a look like I'd lost my mind.  "And say what?  The guy looks at me?"

      "Barks at you?"  I huffed at her.  "Gabriella, you are a Latina!  If he's being racist, that's something to tell the teachers about, because if you won't, then I will."

      "Olivia's white, Mom," she reminded me.  "So it's not a race thing.  He also doesn't pick on the guys."

      My guts twisted.  "I'm getting you mace," I decided.

      She actually laughed at that.  "Don't need it.  I've got my pack, remember?  We've started walking each other to class, just to make sure he's not lurking or anything."

      Well, that helped, but not enough.  "You need to tell your principal that you're worried enough about him to change your habits," I warned her, "or I will."

      "Don't," she insisted.  "Mom, he's just weird.  And the last thing we need is to get called out.  I mean, Ian says we're not allowed to bring too much attention to ourselves, and Mason just barks.  Yes, it bugs me, but it's not worth risking exposing us."

      Those words made it clear just how much my little girl had changed.  She was a wolf now, through and through.  Oddly, I wasn't sad about it.  She'd been right.  This was a good place for us, but it suited her in a way I hadn't expected.  Gabby was thriving as a wolf.  She'd found a confidence I hadn't expected, and it was like she bloomed a little more each day.

      "Ok," I relented, "but on one condition.  If this boy ever makes you worried, you tell the closest teacher, because if anything happens to you, I'm sending the whole pack to that school, you understand?"

      Her response wasn't at all what I expected.  "My mom's the Alpha Bitch!"

      "Language," I reminded her.

      "It's your title, Mom.  Like, female wolf, you know?  Ian's the Alpha Dog.  Not my idea to call the boys dogs, but guess this means he is one."  Then she shoved the last bite of the sausage into her mouth and hopped down.  "I gotta do a book report for English.  How long until dinner?"

      "Um, half an hour?  You want taco salad or steak?"

      She paused to chew on her lower lip for a moment, thinking about that.  "Steak," she decided.  "Pax says that growing wolves often need more protein and red meat, and I'm starting to crave it."

      "Uh-huh, or are you about to start your period?" I asked.

      She made a face.  "Maybe both?"

      "Then steak it is," I assured her.  "Now go make sure we have enough tampons and pads.  If we don't, I'll pick some up tomorrow."

      "Thanks, Mom!"

      And she was gone, tromping up the stairs in the way only a teenager could do.  I made a little mental note to ask the guys about this new meat obsession of hers, but I had a feeling they'd say about the same thing she just had.  I might even call Heather, Olivia's mom, to find out if I should change her diet completely.  Because being the mom of a wolf meant there were some strange things to learn.

      I'd just pulled the steak out of the fridge and was rummaging in the freezer for some vegetables when a pair of hands closed around my waist.  I yelped and jumped, bonking my head in the process.  Immediately, I was tugged up against a big, broad chest, and a pair of hands gently touched the same spot where my hand was pressing against the injury.

      "Did I hurt you?" Lane asked.

      I shoved a bag of frozen peas against his chest.  "You scared the shit out of me.  Aren't you big enough to at least walk loudly?"

      "Sorry," he mumbled, carrying the peas over to the counter.

      I just groaned, pressing the sore spot.  "It's not your fault, Lane.  I was just trying to figure out what to feed my wolf-child.  Think she'll eat peas?"

      "I like peas," he said.  "Doesn't she?"

      "I don't know!"  I closed the freezer door and then flopped back against the refrigerator.  "She used to eat fruit.  Now she just wants meat.  So, I honestly have no idea what I'm supposed to feed her."

      A smile took over his lips.  "Protein.  Lots of it.  She's a new wolf, and her body is trying to adapt.  She's growing, Elena, that's all.  Seth did the same thing.  He wanted anything with high proteins for about three months, then he was fine.  Oh, and plenty of red meat.  Not chicken, but steak.  Salmon works well.  Helps heal the muscles after all the shifting.  Omega acids and all of that."

      "So I need to be feeding her like she's an athlete?" I asked.

      He nodded.  "Yeah, sounds about right.  When that doctor moves in, she'll know more.  Probably some vitamins she needs or something, but we never really worried about it.  We were also born this way."

      "What's it like?" I asked, not sure where the question had come from.

      "Being a wolf?"

      "Able to shift," I corrected.  "Not in a wolf body, but being, I dunno, what you are?"

      He turned to open my cabinets and began rummaging for spices.  "In some ways, it's scary.  We always knew that we couldn't let anyone outside the pack know.  That was the fastest way to get killed.  When we're wolves, we have to be careful of where we go.  Real packs will attack us because we don't smell the same.  We're bigger than them, so we usually have the advantage, but the fights aren't pretty."

      "And knowing you can change?" I pressed.

      He nudged the bag of peas toward me.  "You cook those and I'll do the meat?  Maybe some beans or something to go with it?"

      I grimaced at that.  "Only have refried, and it doesn't quite match the meal.  Corn?"

      "That'll work," he agreed.

      He began rubbing the seasoning on the steaks.  There were four in the package, which meant just enough for all of us.  While he focused on that, I found a pot for the peas and tossed the corn in the microwave.  There was something amazingly nice about cooking with the guys.  I never had to ask or nag for help.  They always jumped in.  It didn't even matter who came over that night, I knew he'd be willing to help.

      Then Lane spoke again.  "I remember running around my yard as a wolf.  I couldn't have been very old, maybe five?"  And he glanced back.  "Our parents can make us shift, you know.  We can't do it on our own, which is for the best.  Means we won't wolf out in the middle of the grocery store or something, but we still have to learn how to run on four legs."

      "Just like what Gabby's learning now?"

      He nodded.  "Yeah, basically.  But it felt like playing.  My sister used to roll me over.  Like, she'd rush me from the side and try to knock me off my feet, and I'd get so mad.  She was a couple of years older, so she was always just a bit bigger, and I hated losing."  He chuckled.  "Gabby reminds me of her.  So proud of who she is."

      "Yeah," I agreed.  "I was so worried that all of this would make her, I dunno, submissive or something."

      "Nah."  He paused to turn on the flame, shift the pan over it, and then set the steaks in it.  "But I don't really know how to tell you what it's like to be a wolf because I've never been anything else.  I think Seth could answer that best.  For me, it was just hiding it from people, staying with my parents or pack, and then the accident.  After they died, I was a real wolf for far too long, and that was the scariest part of all.  I thought I was stuck.  I tried to shift back and couldn't because I'd been too young to shift in the first place.  I never learned how to change on my own - I'd just freaked out and did it by accident."

      "Then Henry found you," I said.  "Well, one of his people, and he helped you?"

      Lane huffed at that.  "They always make it sound easy when telling the story, but it wasn't.  Elena, I lived with that man for months as a terrified wolf.  I spent two days cowering under a couch.  Everything smelled so strange, and yet it was almost familiar.  I was completely lost, and I had no idea how to explain to him what I needed, but he didn't care.  He brought me meals on plates, and would sit on the floor and feed me until I finally trusted him enough to fall asleep in his lap.  And that was when we started working to get me to change back.  Still took months.  Six?  Seven?  I don't know, but a long time."

      I reached over to rub his arm lightly.  "But she won't have to worry about that, right?"

      "Never," he promised.  "She's old enough to control her shift, and we've made sure that she's capable of doing it when she wants, and only when she wants.  She's going to be just fine, Elena."

      "What about me?" I asked.

      He turned to face me, not caring about the meal we were cooking.  "I will never let anything happen to you.  I also can't leave.  I can't change my mind.  I can't stop thinking about you because you are my fate."

      I pointed him back at the meal.  "Fated mate, right?"

      "Yeah."  Lane pulled in a deep breath.  "You ready to talk about that part yet?"

      "After dinner," I decided.  "After Gabby's gone to bed.  Lane, I have a million questions, and the first is why you're so willing to go through teaching me all of this, and the last is what you get out of trying.  In the middle are so many about challenges and the full moon, and things like that."

      He grabbed a fork and began flipping the steaks over.  "Do you remember when Gabby was born?  How after all that pain, suffering, and misery, you had this beautiful little girl to hold tight against you?"

      "A day I'll never forget," I assured him.

      He nodded slowly.  "It's like that.  Convincing you is the suffering, I suppose.  Worrying that you will hate me is the pain.  But the feeling?  That bond?  That's there too.  I can't tell you why I feel like I do.  All I can say is that I'm sure I feel it, and I really don't want it to ever stop."  He glanced over, meeting my eyes.  "That's what it means to be fated.  I didn't get to choose who I love, and I don't even care.  I got you just like you got Gabby.  It won't be perfect, and I'm ok with that.  It's still worth it, and the only word for this feeling?  It's love, even if you're not there yet.  I definitely am.  From that very first moment I touched you, I have loved you, and it's never going to go away."

      I was smiling, and I couldn't quite stop it.  "I'm kinda ok with that, Lane.  No.  I think I like it."

      "Good," he said softly.  "And you can think of even more questions while we eat, but I think the steak is pretty much done."

      "No."  I pointed at one.  "Can you make that one stop bleeding, please?  Medium at least, but medium-well is even better."

      "Waste of a good steak," he teased, but he put it back on the pan to cook a little longer.
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      While Elena was doing her final check on Gabby, I hopped in her shower.  I'd been working all day and didn't want a single reason for her not to press up against me.  Considering how much time I'd spent at her house for the last month or so, this was starting to become a nightly routine.  And so was the hard-on I got every single time I smelled her shampoo.

      I couldn't help myself.  Knowing she was in the other room, hearing her voice muffled by the walls, I squirted a little of that strawberry stuff into my palm and reached down.  It was slick, the water was warm, and everything in here smelled like her.  Letting my eyes close, I pumped my fist over my dick and imagined the hand was hers.  Or her mouth.  That beautiful, sensual woman on her knees, with her lips stretching around me.  Yeah, that was my fantasy.

      Slowly, I stroked myself, taking my time about it.  Oh, I'd be so gentle with her.  I'd let her take control.  I'd watch as her mouth slid down toward my balls, fondling them myself, and then back up to my dick.  Her little tongue teasing the head, the grip of her mouth as she worked me.  Damn, but she'd be amazing.  Hearing her moans, feeling them on the skin of my dick?  Oh, I couldn't imagine anything better.

      Then I realized that the voices were quiet.  A second later, the door to the bathroom creaked as it was pushed a little further open.  I heard the sound of her bare feet on the tile, and my hand stopped.  Every instinct screamed for me to pull my hand away quickly, but the door to the shower was frosted glass.  She could see me, or at least my shape.

      "I know you're there," I said, keeping my voice low.

      First came the sound of cloth.  Then a little more, but Elena didn't answer me.  Instead, she opened the door, and her eyes immediately dropped to my sudsy and very hard dick.  A little smile curled her lips as she slipped in behind me, proving there was just enough room for both of us.  Then her hands slid up the wet skin along my back.

      "You didn't have to stop," she whispered.

      "I was, uh..."  I laughed once, ashamed to have been caught.  "Sorry.  I just didn't want to be awkward later."

      "Mm."  So she reached her arm around my hip until her fingers slid around my balls.  "Pretty sure this doesn't count as risky behavior, though."

      Fuck, but that felt good.  She cupped my balls and teased them until they were rock hard.  My pulse was throbbing through my dick, and I couldn't hold back the moan in my throat.  Then she moved a little closer, her bare breasts crushed against my back, and I could feel the smooth skin of her hip.

      "You're driving me crazy, woman," I grumbled.

      Elena moved her hand higher, grasping me right at the base.  "And you still aren't stroking it."  So she did.

      My knees damned near buckled.  Her hands were so perfectly smooth.  Her fingers only barely fit around my girth, not quite meeting on the other side.  Her grip was so light, and I wanted more.  Thrusting an arm out, I braced against the side of the shower stall and moved my other hand to cover hers.  Gently, I squeezed, and her fingers tightened slightly.  Perfectly.  Then I pushed her hand back down.

      "Fuck, Elena," I panted.

      "One day," she whispered against my back, "I won't have to say no.  One day, I'll feel you again, Lane."

      And she pumped me, working a little faster.  I let her set the tempo, but I wouldn't let go.  I was not going to expose her.  Not in any way.  I was supposed to keep my woman safe, but even her hand felt so fucking good.  The smell of her shampoo, the scent of her wet skin, it was almost too much.

      My hips bucked, thrusting into her grip, and I had to clench my jaw to keep from growling in pleasure.  Then her other hand wrapped around my chest, clutching me to hold herself closer, and there was nothing I could do.  Pushing her hand down, I took over, jacking myself off until I gasped.  Long ropes of cum splattered against the floor, quickly vanishing down the drain, and all I could do was watch it.  I had to make sure it was all gone.

      "You weren't supposed to do that," I reminded her, turning when the last of it had been washed away.

      She just stepped under the water, letting it wash over her shoulders.  Her long hair had been clipped up to keep it dry, but she was completely and totally naked, and right in front of me.  My eyes dropped of their own accord, admiring every inch of her beauty.

      "Stop," she hissed, turning to face the showerhead.

      But that only let me see the back view.  "Pretty sure the guy who got busted jacking off in your shower is the one who should be embarrassed.  Not you."

      "Lane..."  She laughed at herself, but it was just one chuckle.  "I'm not twenty."

      So I turned her back around to face me.  "Don't care."

      "My tits sag and I have stretch marks," she reminded me.

      So I traced the lines on her belly.  "These?  I just want to kiss them.  And every woman's tits sag.  So do men's balls.  Kinda how gravity works.  You are still perfect, still gorgeous, and I like looking."

      The smile she gave me for that was everything I'd hoped for.  "Is that part of the fated thing?" she asked.

      I shrugged.  "I honestly don't know.  I can tell you that I have a weakness for brunettes, and fake tits freak me out.  They're always shaped wrong, and just too high, you know?  Like..."  I slid my hands up her ribs and allowed myself to look again.  "I love the shape of you.  The curves, the softness, and just the way you are.  I wouldn't change a thing."

      "I would," she mumbled, turning around again, but this time to rinse off.

      So I leaned in until my lips were beside her ear.  "I don't care what any other man has told you.  You are beautiful.  We all agree.  Ian's favorite part is the little wrinkles by your eyes that show up when you're happy.  Pax and Trent are obsessed with your legs - or tits.  They change their minds often.  Seth has a thing for your ass."

      She glanced back, our eyes meeting.  "You?"

      "It's stupid," I admitted.  "And it will sound like a line."

      "What is it, Lane?" she insisted.

      I kissed the side of her head.  "I love that you're gentle.  Not fragile.  Not timid.  You're just... nice.  It's those moments when you first saw Red and wanted to pet me.  When you press a hand to your head because you're embarrassed.  When your cheeks turn pink, but you're still smiling.  You're so... feminine.  Like my own little bunny."

      She giggled and moved away, letting me have the water again.  "Not sure if I should be worried now," she teased.

      "Nah."  I stepped back and let all the soap and shampoo wash off my body.  "Even the idea of scaring you makes me uncomfortable.  Like, physically, Elena.  It's part of this thing, I think."

      "Being fated as my mate?  You were going to explain that."

      I nodded.  "It's pretty rare.  Only happens a few times in each generation, and it seems it's me.  I guess soul mates is a good way to explain it, but it's one-sided.  Well, almost always.  Stories say a few pairs were both fated for each other.  But, yeah, um..."  I paused, trying to figure out what to even say.  "You know those stories about werewolves ravaging towns and stuff?  That's from this.  If we can't get to our mate, we will go insane.  We can't stop."

      Her brow furrowed.  "But you barely talked to me for weeks when I moved here."

      "I was checking your house every night in wolf-form.  Most times you didn't hear me.  I've sat out all night in the backyard making sure you were safe.  Um, yeah.  I did plenty of stupid shit."  I turned off the water, but let her step out first.  Then I followed.  "Ian commanded me to give you space.  It helped.  I wasn't supposed to be around you without one of the guys.  Things like that.  Most of all, they kept reminding me that if I pushed too fast, I'd scare you.  I can't stand the idea of hurting you in any way, so it helped."

      She wrapped a towel around her body and passed me another, then headed back into her bedroom.  "So, this thing doesn't make you jealous?"

      And there was the big problem.  "Well, it does," I admitted.  "But being a wolf means there are some rules to that.  I am Ian's beta.  I vowed to give up everything to become an extension of him.  Of his authority, basically.  In exchange, he shares everything he has with me.  Doesn't work that way for most wolves, but the pack alpha?  His responsibilities are too intense for one person, so this is how we handle it.  Almost every wolf pack does the same, and it fits with our virus-altered instincts."

      She nodded, but her hands were drying herself off.  Then she tossed the towel into the hamper and crawled into bed, aware that I was watching.  She also didn't bother putting on clothes.  Not even one of those short little nightgowns she liked so much.  Damn, but my dick was stirring again.

      "Turn off the lights when you're done?" she asked.  "And keep talking.  I'm listening, but it's getting cold."

      Immediately, I headed to the light, flicked the switch, and then moved to the other side of the bed to join her.  As soon as I was under the covers, I pulled her up against my side, then I dragged her leg over mine, giving her as much body heat as I could.  My arm naturally curled around her back, and she pillowed her head against my shoulder, her face looking up at mine.

      "This is the part where we get in trouble," I admitted.  "Elena, Ian wanted to chase you off that first day.  You were a threat to the safety of the pack.  Humans find out what we are, and they try to kill us.  If the world even knew we existed?  We'd be studied, locked away, or worse.  But even then, he still thought you were beautiful.  So did the others.  The problem was that you were human."

      "Ok?"  The confusion was obvious in her voice.

      "But Ashley insisted.  You're her best friend.  You're her family, in a way.  She was willing to fight the alpha for you, and Ian listened.  He agreed to try, so we made up the cookout.  The pack was told you were human.  We wanted them to see you so they'd know who to be careful around.  And Ian wanted to find your downsides.  The vulnerabilities, I suppose.  But you just kept being nice.  Not fake, but honestly nice.  And then I smelled you."

      "I remember that pretty clearly," she admitted.

      Yeah, but it hadn't happened quite like she thought, and I was braced for her rage.  "When Ian made me step away from you and took me inside?  That's when I told them I'm fated.  I mean, it's impossible to miss.  And, um, Ian had two options.  He could drop me as a beta, or he could consider mating you himself.  He chose the second option because he wanted to give me the chance.  To make it possible for me to be with you."

      She sat up and twisted to face me.  "What?"

      "He said you were beautiful, but you're also human.  He wasn't opposed to it, but he made us all try so that I'd have a chance.  So I didn't have to pick between you and the man who is basically my brother.  And, well, they all like you.  That's not the right word, but any I use is going to sound stupid.  One by one, the guys all realized that you're amazing, but they tried because of me.  Ian chased you so that I could have you, and in the process, he fell in love with you."

      She huffed.  "Lane, I don't know how I feel about that."

      "It's no different than meeting someone at work," I pointed out.  "They look good, you smile, they flirt, and before you know it, you've learned enough about them to have feelings.  Same idea, but the 'work' part was leading the pack.  We never lied to you.  We just didn't tell you everything because we couldn't figure out how.  I can't count the number of times we talked about it, either.  About how it wasn't fair.  About how we didn't want you to get scared off.  About how we were invested, one after the other - even Seth!"

      "He barely talked to me before that night in the hot tub," she pointed out.

      I shrugged.  "But he watched.  He listened.  You intimidate him a bit, and he was conflicted about mating you without explaining everything.  Ian felt that mating you would keep you and Gabby safe, even if the feelings weren't returned.  It told the pack that he will fight for you.  It also gives me permission to be here now.  To have more than a shallow sexual relationship.  Elena, betas can fuck.  We can hook up.  What we can't do is have our own girl.  Nothing to detract from the pack, but the alpha always shares his mate with his betas.  As a friend, a lover, or whatever they want.  She's a part of his family, and the only option they have besides each other."

      Her mouth flopped open.  "Each other?"

      "Uh, in mixed beta groups," I corrected.  "When I was Ashley's beta, she had another beta who was a woman.  The two of us were socially allowed to have sex without issues.  Ashley's not into girls, so it all balanced out.  There's not a sexual relationship between alphas and their betas, though.  It's more like siblings.  The mate is what fulfills that role."

      "Oh."  She slowly lay back down, reclaiming her place at my side.  "Do any of them regret this?" she asked.

      "No," I promised.  "Not at all.  You are so perfect for us.  By the time we fixed your washer, we all had a reason to be into you.  It wasn't just because Ian wanted to help.  That's why they made the effort, but he never commanded it.  He asked us to get to know you and see if it was possible - and it is.  We're all happy.  We're all committed to you in our own way.  We just never would've considered someone who wasn't a wolf if I didn't have to be with you."

      "And what happens if we break up?" she asked.

      I leaned closer and kissed the top of her head.  "Then I will be miserable, and that's not your problem.  For me, it's you or nothing.  I'd have to make sure you were safe.  I'd be torn knowing that you hated me and I was the problem.  The guys would help, though.  They'd keep me away until I adjusted, so it's not your problem, ok?  I just need you to know this, because Karen will try to convince you things happened that haven't.  All I'm saying is that I will never touch anyone else.  The idea is disgusting to me now.  I'm in love with you, and no matter how bad things get, that is never going to change.  There's no mistake you can make that will chase me off.  It's not about sex, or pack, or anything else.  This thing?  Being fated for you?  It's the same blind love that you have for Gabby, and it doesn't stop."

      "That's..."  She reached up to draw little circles on my chest.  "I think I like that.  Maybe for the wrong reasons, but hearing that you're not going to get sick of me in a few years?"

      "Never," I promised her.

      She pressed closer, hugging me.  "And I've been trying to find a way to be with you."

      "You mean talking to the doctor today?" I asked.

      She nodded.  "I promise I'll tell you first, ok?"

      "I don't even care," I assured her.  "Just knowing that you might want me to touch you?  It's really all I need.  This?"  And I caressed her back to prove what I meant.  "It's a dream come true.  I want everything you'll give me, but this really is enough, little bunny.  I just want to make you happy."

      "You do," she promised.  "More than you can imagine."
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      I woke up the next morning against Lane's chest.  He hadn't shifted to his wolf-form in the middle of the night, and it felt oddly good.  There was something about being held in a man's arms that I missed so much.  Something comforting, nice, and romantic in a way I couldn't even describe.  The only problem was the alarm on the bedside table beeping for me to get moving.

      Giving in, I rolled over and swiped to silence it.  Then Lane moved, and I felt his lips kissing a line up my back.  With a contented sound, I rolled back into him, only for his mouth to find my neck, the shell of my ear, and then my cheek - but he pulled away before it could go further.

      "Morning breath," he grumbled before rolling out of bed and heading to the bathroom.

      Yes, I watched.  No, I wasn't even ashamed.  That man was made to be looked at.  His thighs were thick, his ass flexed with each step, and his shoulders were so broad.  He wasn't pretty, but he was definitely all man - no, my man - and I liked it a little too much. Yes, all of my boyfriends were amazing to look at, but right now, Lane was the one in front of me, so I was going to enjoy this.  I also didn't want to think about the warm feeling in my chest, because I didn't have a word for it yet.  Lane's ass was much easier to deal with.

      The moment he was out of the bathroom, it was my turn.  I brushed my teeth, did my business, and found a nice skirt and blouse for work, but the moment was lost.  Lane had pulled on his jeans, the rest of his clothes wadded up in one hand, and he was waiting for me.  As soon as I walked out, he tilted his head toward the back door.

      "I'm gonna go get changed so you can get to work.  Thanks for last night."

      I felt my cheeks getting warmer because I knew he meant the moment in the shower.  "Maybe there are a few things that should be allowed, huh?"

      He crossed the distance to slide an arm around me.  "I am not going to pressure you.  I'm also not dumb enough to say no.  So, when you feel comfortable, tell us.  We won't ask, Elena.  You said no, and we can respect that."

      "But it's not fair," I reminded him.

      He just shrugged.  "We're the ones with this disease, not you.  No, it's not fair, but it is what it is, and I'm not with you because of sex."  Then he bent and pressed a gentle kiss to my lips.  "Gabby's up."

      Then he turned and left me to get dressed on my own.  I found myself smiling, and nothing would make it go away.  Not my daughter changing her clothes for a third time, making Roman wait.  Not spilling the milk when I was pouring it into my coffee, and not even being ten minutes late to the office myself.

      When I got to work, Ashley was sitting at my desk with the phone pressed to her ear.  She smiled to make it clear she wasn't upset, but kept talking to the person on the other end.  After promising to send them an email with all of the information she'd need, she ended the call, pushing back her chair with a heavy sigh.

      "Rough morning?" she teased.

      I wobbled my head from side to side.  "Yes and no.  Lane was human all night, Gabby couldn't decide what to wear, and I have a bad case of not being able to hold onto things today."  And I gestured for her to get out of my seat.  "Sorry I'm late."

      But instead of moving, she just held up a finger.  "Lemme just send this out.  Believe it or not, I used to do this job."

      Chuckling at her, I made my way around the back side of the desk, watching as she attached the necessary forms and sent the email on its way.  She'd just stood up when the door opened.  I took my chair before looking up, but when I did, my heart sank.  The woman walking in was the same one I'd seen talking to Ian the day before.

      "What do you want, Karen?" Ashley asked.

      She simply smiled at me.  "I came to change the card on my account."  And then Karen offered me her card.  "Hopefully, you can at least do that."

      I took the little piece of plastic with the sweetest smile I had.  "Why, yes, I can.  I also know how to terminate your lease.  Isn't that nifty."

      Karen's top lip tensed, almost lifting, but she didn't make a sound.  Instead, her eyes flicked over to Ashley while I pulled up her account and quickly updated the card on file.  I also let my eyes scan her address, taking note of which street she lived on.  Yes, I took my time about it, all but forcing her to stand there and wait in silence.

      Finally, I gave her card back.  "There you go, Miss Green.  And if you don't keep your hands off my mates, I'll make sure you, uh, pay for it."

      "Oh, is that a new service fee?" she taunted.

      Yeah, I couldn't let that one go.  "I don't know, did you have old service fees?"

      She slammed her hand down on my desk, proving I'd just pushed too far.  "I knew those men before they cared about your existence!"

      Ashley took a step closer, but I had this.  "Doesn't matter who they fucked first.  It's all about who is last, and so you know, that's me."

      "They aren't even fucking you," Karen snapped.  "How long do you think that's going to last, hm?  They just feel sorry for you!  The only interest this pack has in you at all is your daughter.  I know what people are saying when the alpha can't hear."

      "Out," Ashley said, her voice the coldest I'd ever heard.  "You will not threaten my family.  Not my father, not my brother, and not my sister."  She paused.  "Make sure you heard that.  Elena Castillo is my life sister.  I claim her as my own, and that gives me the right to stand for her."

      The sound Karen made was the closest thing to a growl I could imagine coming from a woman's mouth.  It made my blood run cold, but I refused to back down.  Instead, I pushed to my feet.

      "Get out of my office," I warned her.  "If you don't, I will have you removed, do you understand me?"

      "Sure, human," Karen sneered.

      But she did leave.  I didn't even care that she made "human" sound like an insult.  I was used to it.  I'd been called so much worse in my life.  As the Latina daughter of a soldier, I'd pretty much heard it all, and my skin wasn't that thin.  I was also tired of letting people walk all over me.

      Ashley and I said nothing until she was not just out of the office, but had made it to her car and backed out of the parking lot.  Only then did I finally drop back into my chair with a heavy sigh, letting my head fall back to relieve the tension in my neck.  Ashley just huffed out her annoyance and grabbed one of the chairs at the side, dragging it over beside me.

      "She's trying to run you off," Ashley explained.

      I nodded.  "Jealous ex-girlfriend.  Yeah, I'm definitely getting that vibe."

      "Um, it's a little more than that."  Ashley reached up to massage her forehead.  "So, this is going to get complicated, but I really think you need to know."  And she gestured to my cup.  "Need a coffee before we start?"

      "I'm good," I assured her.  "Give me all the bad news."

      "Ok."  She bit her lips together for a moment as she chose her words.  "Ian is the pack alpha.  That's the king.  He earned that title through dominance, not inheritance.  Yes, Dad was the last alpha.  He taught all of us how to lead, and his kids all ended up with alpha personalities.  But, that doesn't mean we automatically get anything.  In fact, everyone assumed Ian and I would fight it out and the loser would be chased from the pack."

      "Doesn't sound friendly," I admitted.

      Ashley just shrugged.  "It's kinda barbaric, truth be told.  So, we didn't fight.  I don't want to be alpha.  Ian's good at it.  He can't help but care, so it made sense.  I took over the business, and he's handling the community.  Anyone could've challenged him when he claimed the title of alpha, but no one wanted to.  Not after the squabbles they had as kids, because my little brother always won."

      "Ok," I said, keeping up so far.  "Which means that Ian's mentally and physically the strongest wolf, right?"

      "Yep," she agreed.  "And you know about betas.  He chose them, but they had to volunteer.  Well, then there's the position of the Alpha Female.  That's basically the queen.  You, Elena.  The title becomes active when Ian makes it known that he's found a person he cares about.  It's a very casual ceremony - you thought it was a date.  Officially, it's when he makes it clear that he can support a mate and the pack without neglecting either one, but keep in mind that the tradition came about back when wolves still lived in feudalistic societies.  The position can also be closed, however, with another simple ceremony.  Basically, the pair saying they're done and dividing their assets - just like any breakup.  One ceremony to open the position and another to close it, because the position is conditional.  My parents used the closing ceremony when they got divorced, which is why Dad never had to deal with a woman stepping up to take that position."

      "Wait."  My mind had just stalled out.  "So, you're saying that if your mom just left without doing a ceremony, any other woman could say she was now the Alpha Female, and Henry would've had to marry her?"

      "Not marry," Ashley corrected.  "Not even date, sleep with, or even be romantically involved.  Technically, the Alpha Mate is the opposite-gender leader of the group.  Also, in modern times, same-sex mates are allowed, and the position isn't as much of a ruler as a lover - but it could be pushed.  The problem is that the Alpha Mate - because for me, it would be a guy, thus the Alpha Male, not Female - has almost as much power as the Pack Alpha."

      "So, like, a co-ruler, not a lover?" I realized.

      Ashley nodded, but there was enough side to side motion to make me realize that wasn't perfect, just close.  "Here's the kicker.  As Ian's mate, you are the Alpha Female of the pack.  If Karen wants to, she can challenge you.  If she wins - and she would simply because you can't fight like a wolf - then you have to leave."

      "What?"

      "It's an antiquated law from long, long ago.  The whole idea was to prevent a tyrant without destroying the pack.  The Alpha Mate is like the checks and balances to the Pack Alpha in many ways.  She also has a lot of power on her own and could screw everything up if she was the selfish and greedy type."

      "Like Karen," I agreed.

      Ashley held up her hand.  "Yes, but hang on.  After she took the position of Alpha Female, Karen would be the second in command of Wolf's Run, even over the betas.  The point being that she could take this position to make sure that you couldn't ruin the pack.  Now, if all she cared about was the good of the pack, once the problem was handled, she would perform the ceremony to close the position and step down.  Karen, however, isn't interested in the good of the pack.'"

      "No, she wants the power," I grumbled.

      "And assets," Ashley agreed.  "See, she could move into Ian's house, because what he has is 'for the pack.'  That's one of the downsides to being alpha.  She would have access to much of what he owns.  Most importantly, his shares in this community and all of the properties inside the gates.  The concept is old and outdated, but it's tradition - and you know how those work.  And that is what she's really after.  But, in order to keep the assets, she'd have to deal with him.  Well, them.  Those guys would never leave her alone.  They would do everything to chase her off, and while Ian would lose everything if they did - because she would take his money and property with her - claiming it's all pack assets - he can still kick her out.  In our case, that could mean Wolf's Run is destroyed."

      "So he wouldn't," I realized.  "He'd tolerate her, circumvent her, and try to get her to step down rather than risk the lives and homes of all these people."

      "Exactly," Ashley breathed.  "We do have some options - like having another female challenge her - but no one is dumb enough to be an unwanted mate.  It's an old holdover from like the Middle Ages.  It's a loophole law in wolf society, simply because any position of power is open to a dominance challenge.  Right up there with asking if there's any reason why this marriage should not happen at weddings."

      "And how do I stop this?" I asked.  "Because I think we both know that's where she's going!"

      "Yeah," Ashley grumbled.  "Karen hoped that by seducing his betas, she'd eventually get the alpha.  She thought he'd take her when he started a new pack, because this one was supposed to have been mine.  But when I refused the title?  She probably started making plans.  And then you showed up and ruined them all.  Ian didn't even think about it because I can't remember the last time someone tried to steal the position of mate.  Like, the Fifties?  A long-ass time, Elena.  It's mostly an urban legend now.  Ian made you his mate to give you pack status.  To bring you and Gabby in so you couldn't be kicked out."

      "And she's the gold digger everyone kept hinting about," I realized.  "The reason he wasn't interested in younger women."

      "Yeah."  Ashley reached over to rub my shoulder.  "But his betas had no interest in being celibate.  She kept offering, knowing there wasn't a possible relationship with them.  She said she didn't care, that it was all about the easy sex, and such.  I mean, they've been hooking up since they were kids, and she actually lost her virginity to my other brother, the twin that's now living in Mom's pack.  And she then went right to Trent and Pax's bed, hoping Ian would join in."

      "Shit," I breathed.  "She was their first?"

      "She was."

      I groaned, putting all the little pieces together.  "I'm pretty sure you weren't supposed to tell me that."

      "I'm pretty sure they can deal with it."  And she turned my chair so I had to face her.  "Elena, be careful around that woman.  If she challenges you, she will bite you.  She also won't do it as a woman.  I'm going to talk to a few others and see if we can get a support network for you, ok?"

      "I don't want to be a problem," I insisted.

      She just glared at me as if I was an idiot.  "Heather, Kim, me.  I'm thinking these are people you call friends, right?  We'll watch your back, because while you're still learning, this is the most important thing about being in a wolf pack.  We are all family.  We take care of each other, and you, my new sister, are family."

      "Thank you," I breathed, reaching over to hug her.  "I have no idea what I'm doing, and it feels like there's so much coming so fast, and this morning I thought that my biggest problem was how to get laid!"  Then I leaned back again so I could see her.  "I really need to be a wolf, huh?"

      "It would make things easier," Ashley admitted.  "But we get it.  Gabby comes first.  She's more important than all of this wolf shit, and that's the way it should be.  So, don't make a decision because some pissed off ex-fuck is jealous, ok?  Just..."  She waved a hand at the phone.  "I dunno.  Call Ian.  Tell him he needs to talk to you about all of this.  His betas made the mess, so let my baby brother sort it all out."

      Nodding, I grabbed my own phone and sent a text instead of calling.

      
        
        Elena: Karen came by.  Ash was here.  We need to talk because I have a million questions.

      

      

      
        
        Ian: Dinner date tonight?  I owe you one, and this would be easier in an adult-only setting.

      

      

      
        
        Elena: Not really the most romantic thing ever.

      

      

      
        
        Ian: Wear a dress and I'll change your mind.  I intend to convince you that my mess is worth dealing with.  Say 6?  I'll make plans for Gabby.

      

      

      
        
        Elena: It's a date, but only if you're spending the night.

      

      

      
        
        Ian: How can I refuse an offer like that?

      

      

      I just chuckled, then tilted the phone to Ashley.  "Seems I have a date."

      "Aww," she moaned, reading it quickly.  "Yeah, I'm starting to figure out what you see in him.  He's still an icky little brother, though."

      "Just..."  I shooed her away from my desk.  "Go pretend like you have a job or something!"

      She went, and I realized that Karen's moment of bitchiness still hadn't ruined my day.  Nope, I'd had a good morning with Lane, and now I had a date tonight with Ian.  I had exactly zero to complain about, because I knew they'd take care of Karen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Elena]
        

      

      
        
        CHAPTER 7

      

      

      

      I got off work at five and headed home.  Gabby was there, and it seemed she'd already heard that I had plans.  My darling little wolf-kid had three different dresses laid out on my bed for me, and a whole collection of supplies on my dresser for my face and hair.  I grabbed a quick shower and started working on my hair first.  Wrapped in a terry robe, I was sitting in front of my mirror when the door to my bedroom creaked open.

      "Mom?" Gabby asked.

      I couldn't hear her over the blow dryer, but I read the word on her lips.  I quickly shut the machine off and twisted to see her.  "Yeah, honey?"

      "Trent's coming over to hang out with me.  I know he's 'babysitting,' but he said we could work on drama stuff."  She chewed her lower lip for a moment.  "Is Ian spending the night?"

      "He is," I agreed.

      She jiggled her head to show that was ok.  "Know how late you're going to be out?"

      "No...  Why?"

      Gabby came the rest of the way in and closed the door behind her.  "Because I thought I'd cook dinner for the rest of the guys.  I mean, if you're ok with that?  Seth's birthday is next week, and I figure that's going to be an adults-only thing.  I mean, you get weird when they're all over, but I kinda wanted to do something nice and tell them about how my play is going, and thank them for helping and stuff."

      Wait.  This was my child?  Ok, so the mental changes Ian had warned me about were a little more impressive than I'd anticipated.  My daughter was fourteen.  She was supposed to be annoyed when adults were around.  Granted, I wasn't going to complain!  She was happy, healthy, and maybe a little more family-oriented than I expected, but that was a good thing in my opinion.

      "Sure," I decided.  "And you can help me decide which dress to wear."

      "The red!" she said, as if it should've been obvious.  "It's definitely your color, but kinda sends a message, you know?  And everyone says you and they aren't, um, really dating."

      "We are really dating," I assured her.

      Gabby lifted a brow.  "Mom, you're their mate.  That's like a serious girlfriend.  You know, the live-in kind."  Then she lowered her voice.  "The naked kind."

      "And there are certain things that are none of your business," I reminded her.

      She moved behind me and turned on the straightening iron to heat up.  "Mom, there's this woman.  She, um, used to kinda hang out with the betas, and she's been spreading rumors.  Mostly that your title is all because of me, you know?  And I don't think so.  I think those guys really like you, and I know you're worried about turning and everything, but it would be amazing."

      "Karen," I breathed, reaching for my makeup.

      Gabby nodded.  "Yeah.  Roman and Olivia have been filling me in on things.  But if she makes problems, you're going to be the one suffering, you know?  When they talk about getting challenged, it's physical, Mom.  Like, a dog fight.  Well, wolves, but I mean, I just don't want you to get hurt."

      Then she started working on my hair.  For a moment, I said nothing, just putting on my makeup, but my mind was spinning.  How far had Karen spread her rumors?  Did everyone in the pack know that we weren't sleeping together?  And was that really a bad thing?  Clearly, Karen thought so, or she wouldn't be using it.  But all of that led me right back to my original question.

      "Gabby?" I asked.  "If I decided to turn and couldn't do it, what would you do?"

      "You'd turn," she assured me.

      "Not everyone makes it through the transition," I reminded her.  "And of those who do, plenty never come back to human."  I swiped a little blush across my cheeks.  "Just imagine that I ended up stuck as a wolf.  You'd have to go live with your father again - and his girlfriend."

      Gabby made a face to show her disgust with that idea.  "I think I'd just stay here."

      "Doesn't work like that," I reminded her.  "You are still a child, legally.  If I went missing, the court would give custody of you to your closest relative, and that's your dad.  If not him, then my parents, and they aren't even in town.  You'd be separated from the pack, Gabby.  You'd have to survive among humans, and while Ian says they'd do everything to keep in touch, your father could make that hard."

      She was about halfway through my hair, so moved to the other side.  "Is that why you won't turn?"

      "It's the only reason," I assured her.  "Because while I'm terrified of the idea, the thought of making you lose this?  I'm not sure it's worth it."

      She nodded and grabbed another piece of hair.  "Yeah, but I'm almost fifteen, you know."

      "Oh, I know, and we're still working on your quinceañera plans.  Trust me, I know just how close it is."  And I flashed her a smile.

      She grinned back.  "Yeah, it's going to be amazing, but I don't want too traditional, ok?  I mean, most of my friends now are white, so they wouldn't get it."

      "We can work with that," I told her.  "But you can't ignore this.  If Karen wants to challenge me for the position of Alpha Female, there's nothing I can do to stop her.  If I turn into a wolf, there's no guarantee that I can make it.  If I do make it, there's no promise that I'll be able to turn back to a human.  And even if I manage all of that, Roman's dad says it's almost impossible to master a new body at our age.  Gabby, this is a problem.  You realize that, right?"

      She just shrugged.  "Well, Karen tries to make it sound like everyone hates you, but Olivia said that her mom's been asking, and no one knows who 'everyone' seems to be.  Most of them feel kinda sorry for you since I did my thing.  All of them are impressed with how well you're learning our stuff."

      The way my daughter included herself as a wolf was actually rather cute.  She acted like she'd never been anything else.  Granted, Lane and Ian had been working with her to make sure that she was as comfortable in her wolf-form as the natural-borns, and Seth was always ready to give her tips, even if that was simply to try again and try more.

      But hearing that the rumors seemed to have no basis made me feel a little better.  Not completely, though.  Karen wasn't going to just stop, and the only way I could think to get rid of this issue was to be a wolf myself.  To learn how to be strong enough to fight for what I wanted.  After all, I'd moved here because I was tired of being meek.  I was sick of being submissive.  Instead, I'd ended up the Pack Alpha's mate, and I was pretty sure I wasn't ready for all of this.

      "I don't know what to do," I finally said.  "If I try to become a wolf and it doesn't work, then you're the one who pays for it.  If I do make the change, I'll be weak and helpless until I learn, and I'm too old for that crap.  And if I don't, then Karen's going to take all of this away from us."

      I looked up, my eyes finding hers in the mirror.  This decision wasn't mine alone.  Sure, I could've put my foot down, but Gabby needed her pack, and I needed my daughter.  This wasn't like discussing who should do chores.  It wasn't about moving for a job.  This was a decision that could affect the rest of our lives, and she knew more about being a wolf than I did, simply because she was one.

      "So, what do you think, honey?" I asked.  "How do we fight for our right to stay here?"

      For a moment, she said nothing, simply finished the last piece of my hair.  When that was done, Gabby turned off the flattening iron, set it aside, and then sighed.  I let her think, putting the final touches on my face, but my eyes kept flicking back to her.  It seemed my little girl was taking my question seriously.

      "Mom," she finally said, "I know it's none of my business, but you like those guys.  I like those guys.  They're the best dads I could ask for, and we both know they're hot."  She nodded once as if psyching herself up.  "So, I think that you need to stop worrying about getting this.  I have gotten a million lectures about it.  Promise.  I mean, Olivia's mom busted out the condoms and showed me how they work - which was horrifying, so you know.  But she says it works."

      "Condoms can break," I reminded her, well aware that this topic had already been broached.  Besides, if I wanted her to talk to me one day, then I couldn't make sex into something off limits to discuss.  That didn't mean it was easy!  "Or come off," I continued, "or be faulty, or a million other things.  It's one of the least effective forms of birth control."

      "We're not talking about birth control!" she snapped.  "We're talking about an STD, Mom.  We're talking about you being too careful because you think you have to carry the world on your shoulders.  If something happens, then we trust the pack.  I'm almost fifteen.  If I have to go live with Dad, it'll be for three years, and yeah, that's a long time, but I can come back when I turn eighteen.  Roman and Olivia will visit, and the internet means that I'm not completely cut off.  So I'd still have my pack!"

      "No, when talking about STDs, there's no such thing as too careful," I corrected.  "Gabby, this isn't a joke.  It's not something to do on a whim.  This is our lives and our futures we're talking about.  I know you think you're invincible - "

      "I don't," she insisted.  "This also isn't some random disease.  It makes you a werewolf, mom.  That's it.  It makes you stronger and heal faster.  It makes good things, so it's not like HIV or something.  It's different, ok?"

      She did have a point.  I could also hear a hint of desperation in her voice when she talked about living without the pack for years.  Could she do it?  Sure, but she shouldn't have to.  Gabby was no longer a human.  She was a wolf, and I honestly had no clue how to handle this.

      "So what do I do?" I pressed, since she was clearly on a roll.

      "You do what you want to for once," she told me.  "Mom, if you don't want to be a wolf, then own it.  If you do, then stop resisting because you're scared.  If you aren't sure, then think about it.  Karen, or me, or even the guys - we're not the ones who get to make that decision, ok?  I wanted to be a wolf, so I did it.  And it was supposed to fix everything, but it kinda didn't work that way, and I'm sorry.  But I think there's no way the guys, or Ashley, or Heather, or even Kim will let that bitch attack you."

      "Language," I reminded her.

      "Mom, she's a bitch.  Literally.  A female wolf.  Not a curse word."  And Gabby rolled her eyes.  "Just stop overthinking everything, ok?  Stop trying to plan out the plans for the plans.  Stop being responsible for everyone else, because when it comes to this?  Seth says that the most important part of making a transition is to want it.  To embrace that this new change is a good thing.  He said that the more afraid or hesitant a person is, the harder the change, so don't do it if you don't want to because that is when you won't come back from the wolf."

      "Ok," I said, deciding that this argument was not the hill I wanted to die on.  "But I'm not as spontaneous as you."

      "But try, Mom?" she begged.  "I mean, I want you to be happy here.  I've even been good in school!"

      She had been, too.  Better than ever before.  Not that Gabby was a bad kid, but she'd never taken her classes seriously.  Before we'd moved here, she'd been a consistent B student.  Now, she was making A’s, for the most part.  She loved her drama class, and I hadn't gotten a single call about her pushing the rules.  But I also remembered what we'd talked about the last time.

      "How's that Mason kid?" I asked.

      She groaned, leaning her head back for added emphasis.  "He's such a freak!  The guy spits on people.  Well, on us.  It's almost like he knows, or something."

      "Do you think he does?" I asked.

      She shook her head.  "There's no way.  And his dad is just as weird.  He comes to pick Mason up after school, right?  He's got nothing but guns hanging in the back window of his truck.  They're not supposed to let him on the school grounds with a gun, but no one ever stops him.  And he's always staring at us."

      "Gabby..." I tried.

      She waved me off.  "Xander says that so long as we stay in a pack and keep to the public areas, he can't do anything.  So, we've all kinda been tracking where the cameras are.  You know, in the halls and outside the building.  And, um, we're using the buddy system, which was Heather's idea."  Olivia's mom, which meant Olivia had talked about it to her mom too.  "Oh, and all the guys have said they'll handle it.  If anyone picks on us, we're supposed to tell them.  Chris and Liam are seniors, Matt's a junior, and then Xander and Roman as sophomores - plus the girls.  It's fine."

      Which meant there were a lot more wolves at her school than I realized.  I'd seen the kids waiting for the bus, but the older ones had cars so wouldn't be there.  That was one more thing to talk to Ian about.  How big was this pack?

      And speaking of Ian, I still had to get dressed.  "Ok, out, missy," I told Gabby, shooing her toward the door.  "I have a hot date with my boyfriend, and I don't want to be fashionably late."

      "Too bad," Gabby teased.  "Trent's been in the living room for like fifteen minutes.  Get dressed and then come show off!"

      The moment she was out of my room, I looked at the dresses she'd picked again.  The black one was safe, and I'd initially thought about wearing it.  The blue one was meant for work, and while it was stylish, it also wasn't really sexy.  The red one, though?  That was a date dress.  It was body-hugging, sensual, and I had the perfect heels to go with it.

      Before I could change my mind, I put the others away.  Tonight was a date.  Maybe we had some real things to talk about, but I'd already invited Ian over for the night.  This was happening, and I was not going to overthink it.  Well, not too much.
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        CHAPTER 8

      

      

      

      I showed up at the door with flowers, but they weren't for Elena.  I'd also trimmed my beard, put on a suit, and made sure that I looked as impressive as I possibly could.  My tie was red, thanks to a message from Gabby, and so the bouquet of daisies was my thank you to her.  And, even though Trent was already here, I still knocked.

      Naturally, it was Gabby who opened the door.  "Mom's finishing up," she said, pulling the door open wider to invite me in.

      I stepped into the foyer and offered her the flowers.  "These are for you.  For the help."

      When she took them, her cheeks were a little pinker than normal.  "Thanks, Alpha."

      "How do I look?" I asked, spreading my arms for her approval.

      Gabby scrunched up her face and inspected me completely.  "Well, I'll just say I'm glad I have earbuds.  And if you explain to my mom what that means, I'll never talk to you again."  Then she turned and pranced her sassy butt toward the kitchen with her flowers.

      From the living room, Trent was struggling to control his amusement.  "She's got your number, man."

      "Tell me about it," I agreed.  "You good with hanging out?"

      But it was Gabby who answered.  "I'm making a family dinner while the old folks are away.  So we're all hanging out."

      Trent just canted his head, proving he already knew that.  "Give me a head's up and we'll clear out before you're back.  Because, a suit?  Ian, you're going all out."

      "I look good in a suit," I reminded him just as Elena's bedroom door opened.

      We both turned to look, but what stepped out was the most amazing vision I could imagine.  Her dress was red, just like Gabby had promised.  But the color did nothing to describe the wonder of it.  Elena had a body like an hourglass.  The neckline was just low enough to show cleavage.  The hem was short enough to show off her legs without being too much.  And the heels?  They weren't the short kind.  The fact that her lips matched had the air slipping from my lungs as I tried to memorize this moment to replay over and over later.

      "Wow," Trent breathed, proving he agreed.

      I nodded in agreement.  "You look stunning," I told her.

      She was smiling, but I didn't miss how her eyes ran across my body.  "Nice suit.  You should wear one more often."

      "Doesn't go with the job," I teased.  "You ready?"

      Elena paused, glancing back as if she was forgetting something.  "Um..."

      "I'll be in bed by ten," Gabby promised.  "Probably not asleep, but I'll be in bed.  And the guys will stay until you're on your way back.  Even then, Lane will probably do a few extra laps around the house.  Trent and Seth will help me with homework.  Pax can do the dishes, and Lane will, um, be Lane.  Have fun, you two.  We're good!"  And she flicked both hands toward the door.  "Bye, Mom."

      "Bye, baby," Elena told her, then she looked over at Trent.  "Thanks for staying."

      "Next time, I'll get to take you out," he promised.  "Have fun, Elena.  Ian... "

      He didn't have to finish that thought.  I knew he was implying that I was a lucky bastard, and he was right.  Damn, she looked good.  So I offered my arm and escorted her out to the car.  She'd given me enough notice to find a nice place for dinner, and I'd made a reservation, just to prevent any problems.

      On the drive over, we talked about the little things.  The weird kid at Gabby's school, and that Elena hadn't realized how many teens we had here.  The slowdown in the leasing office because we had so few vacancies and weren't advertising.  I even made sure she hadn't forgotten that Seth's thirtieth birthday was quickly approaching, and that she should keep that night open.

      All of it was safe and easy, but still nice.  I liked that she wasn't nervous around me.  There was something comfortable about being together, as if we'd known each other a lot longer than we really had.

      When we arrived, the waitress showed us to a table at the side of the dining room.  It was wonderfully secluded without being isolated.  In other words, I didn't have to worry about anyone eavesdropping.  And when the girl offered us menus, I decided to get a bottle of white wine while we were at it.  The smile Elena flashed me proved she appreciated that.

      "You know," I told her, "I don't really do this often."

      "Go out to dinner?" she asked.

      "Date," I admitted.

      She ducked her head and chuckled.  "Karen was just too convenient?"

      "I would like you to know that I grew up with her.  When I was seventeen, I got very drunk at a party and made a bad decision.  When I was twenty-two, I had my heart broken by the girl who tried to shoot me.  That was eight years ago, and they're both bad excuses, but they're all I've got."

      "It's ok," she assured me.  "I married Gerardo.  I mean, I think that's taking a bad decision to the extreme, right?"

      And in my gut, one of those knots began to relax.  "So, you're not upset that we've, um..."

      "Had sex with that woman?" she finished for me.  "I want to be.  My first reaction was to scream at you for it, but that lasted about a millisecond.  Long enough for my brain to kick in.  Of course you dated before me.  I guess I just didn't realize your exes were in the pack."

      "First," I corrected, "she's not an ex.  I hooked up with her twice when I was young and dumb.  Second, no one dated her.  We made it very clear that at most, it was a friends-with-benefits situation."  I just sighed and scrubbed at my face.  "Which doesn't really make this sound any better."

      "It's ok," she assured me.  "Am I jealous?  Not anymore.  When I first saw her, I couldn't figure out why you'd be with me instead of her.  She's young, pretty, and a..."  Her eyes darted to the side, checking the room around us. "Wolf," she finished.  "Then I talked to her."

      "She was one of the guys," I explained.  "As kids, the girls were younger or older, and Karen was the only girl in our age group.  I'd like to mention that she also chased my brother, which was a turn-off for me."

      "So, looking to sleep her way to the top," Elena said, nodding as if she understood.  "Ashley also let slip that she was Trent and Pax's first."

      Oh boy.  Elena was not making this easy at all.  "So, my idea for a romantic date just went out the window," I laughed.  "But yes.  They were raised to be a matched set.  Everything they did, they did together, with the idea that it would be for the good of my future pack.  Their parents are from close-knit families - to each other, I mean.  I think Trent's mom is Pax's second cousin, or something.  Karen made them an offer, and um, they didn't refuse."

      "No boy that age would," she assured me.  "Ian, it's ok."

      "Yeah, but..."  I just flopped my hands.  "This is the stuff that's supposed to come up later.  Not when we're still trying to deal with your divorce, daughter, and everything else."

      She flashed me another of those beautiful smiles.  "Well, Gabby said something to me today.  She told me that if the worst happens, she'd only have three years, and she's sure she could make it.  So..."

      She paused as the waitress returned with the wine, filled a glass for each of us, and then took our order.  Elena didn't worry about the prices.  She calmly ordered what she wanted and passed over the menu, so I did the same.  The waitress took mine a little more gently, and her eyes drifted over my body, so I reached across the table for Elena's hand, making it clear I was a taken man.

      As soon as the girl was gone, Elena picked up where she left off.  "Ashley explained to me what can happen.  The challenging thing.  She said that if I lose, Gabby and I would have to leave?"

      "We won't let you lose," I assured her.  "In fact, I have no intention of allowing her to challenge you, but I need a reason to kick her out."

      "Thought the alpha could just do that?"

      I shook my head.  "In theory only.  I mean, yes, I could, but then I'd have to face the repercussions.  The Greens have stood by the Langdons since we came to America.  Her father was my father's most loyal pack member, and one of his betas.  He gave me the same respect.  Kicking out his daughter without cause would make a rift, and one that will make people choose sides.  Once that happens, the pack becomes a nightmare of politics."

      "Social drama in wolf land," Elena said, showing she understood.  "And if she won, would she really move into your house?"

      "Uh..."  I bobbled my head from side to side.  "She'd have a claim on it, but she wouldn't.  That would be asking for things to blow up.  The bigger problem is that she could order my betas around, and they'd have to obey or risk being kicked out by her.  And no, I'm not losing those guys."

      "Don't blame you," she assured me.  "So, is there any way for me to handle this without being a wolf?"

      "You let us handle it," I insisted.

      Elena just waved that away.  "No, Ian.  Listen to me, ok?  Everything keeps coming back to that.  I'm a human living among wolves.  I'm weak and fragile.  I'm lacking half the advantages.  Is this even realistic?  I mean, you made me your mate to protect us, but that was before Gabby was a wolf.  Now, she is.  Would it make more sense for me to step down and just date you guys?  Wouldn't that mean there's no Alpha Mate position for her to fight over?"

      She was right.  I knew she was, and her point was completely valid.  The only problem was that I didn't want her to step down.  I wanted this woman as my mate!  There might not be much that I thought was worth actually fighting over, but she certainly was.  I wanted everyone to know she was off-limits.  More than that, to know she was mine.  I'd fallen in love with her, and I wasn't ashamed to say it.  I had a feeling she was starting to feel something for me in return.  The last thing we needed was to derail that.

      "I don't want you to," I finally said.  "Elena, let me worry about Karen, ok?  That's my mess, and I'll fix it."

      "Yeah, but - "

      "I'll fix it," I assured her.  "Would it be easier if you stepped down?  Yes.  I can't deny that.  The only problem with that idea is that to me, this means something.  It would be like you asking for a divorce to make things easier.  Not because you don't want to be with me, but because something outside of us - all of us - is a problem."

      She nodded slowly.  "Ok."  Then her eyes jumped over again, just as our meal arrived.

      This time, the waitress was completely professional.  Elena's lips curled, making it clear she'd noticed the woman's interest earlier, and her lack of it now.  I just smiled at her, then thanked the girl.  When the waitress was finally gone, we both dug in.

      "It's good," Elena moaned around her first mouthful.

      "Came highly recommended from Ashley," I admitted.  "Like I said, I can't remember the last real date I had."

      "So I should feel special, hm?" she teased.

      "Yes, but only because you are."  I glanced up, taking in the beautiful woman who'd somehow ended up with me.  "I never imagined meeting someone like you.  I always assumed that one day, I'd settle down, have some pups, and lose myself in my work.  And, instead, all I can think about, all day long, is you."

      "So you do want kids?" she asked.

      I nodded.  "Always have.  Never cared if they were mine.  And to be honest, I have no problem with skipping the sleepless nights part.  Jumping straight to teenager works just fine for me."

      Another smile claimed her lips, but this one looked a little more relieved.  "What's wrong with you, Ian?"

      "You mean besides the sexually-transmitted virus and stalker ex who wants to make your life miserable?"  I took another bite.  "I'm not perfect, Elena.  I'm just trying very hard to get it all right, all the time.  I have so many people depending on me that anything else would be catastrophic."

      "And you had to be gorgeous on top of everything else," she said softly.  "Ian..."  She paused to take a sip of her wine.  "What if I try to become a wolf?"

      That was not at all what I'd been expecting her to say.  "Do you want to?" I asked.

      She shrugged.  "I'm starting to feel like I have to."

      "You do not need to," I assured her.  "Don't ever let anyone make you feel like that."

      "Yeah, but look at us."  She waved across the table, first at herself, then at me.  "We're stuck.  You're a young, attractive man who could have any woman he wants.  I'm a divorced single mom who's a decade older than you.  What's in this for you?"

      "A beautiful woman who I love talking to," I answered before she could continue.  "A friend.  Someone who makes me happy."

      "And men like sex," she whispered.  "Women too, but be honest.  How long before you're tired of me putting you off?  Or Pax, or Lane - no, scratch that.  Lane's exempt.  But you know what I mean."

      I chuckled at her correction, because so long as she was my mate, she was theirs too.  "Well, I won't lie and say I enjoy spending so much time with my hand, but we agreed, and I'm not going back on that.  I'm the one with the disease.  You're the one giving me a chance."

      "Ian," she huffed.  "Stop trying to make me feel better, and please just talk to me about this?  It's making me insane."

      I reached for my glass, then took a sip.  Just for good measure, I sucked back another, although it was closer to a gulp.  "Ok," I relented.

      Her eyes were locked on her plate.  "The doctor said that condoms are mostly safe, right?  So you guys think I'm just being stupid?"

      "No," I assured her.  "We've all talked, and we think you're being maternal.  Protective.  Our theory is that in three years, the situation will be different.  Once Gabby is eighteen, she'll be able to stay with the pack, and you can take that one percent chance.  Three years isn't that long."

      "It's three years," she told me.  "I got pissed at my husband for two without sex!"

      "But the expectations were different."

      She nodded.  "But what if I changed my mind?  What if we could figure out how to make a fallback plan for Gabby?  What if condoms were enough?  Or what if I wanted to become a wolf?  I know I keep obsessing over this, but everyone just gives me empty platitudes, not real information!"

      "Ok," I conceded.  "If you became a wolf, it wouldn't solve the issues with Karen.  She'd still be a better wolf.  Yes, you'd be stronger than you are now, but not strong enough to hold your own against a natural-born.  Not at first, and maybe not ever."  Then I sighed.  "And I want to have sex with you.  Or anything you're comfortable with.  I'm not opposed at all, but it's your call, and always will be.  I screwed up bad enough that first time that I'm not about to make the same mistake again.  Still, some things are safe.  If we decide to start slow, I'm pretty sure no one will care."  Then I smiled. "Oral sex?  Hand jobs?  Those are very low risk.  Well, so long as it's us doing the oral sex."

      "Or condoms," she reminded me.

      I made a face.  "A blow job with a condom isn't as great as you're thinking.  Hand job actually feels better."

      She just laughed, pressing one hand over her eyes.  "I can't believe we're talking about this."

      "We're adults," I reminded her.  "It's fine.  All I'm saying is that we're perfectly ok with the no exposure rule.  We're ok if you want to move that to virtually no chance of exposure, such as letting us go down on you or using our hands.  We're also ok with things being unequal, because we're the ones with the virus, not you."

      "And condoms?" she asked.

      "They're safe.  They're recommended for preventing diseases.  I've never heard of anyone who used them contracting this.  Elena, the virus is very low in prevalence.  That means exposure has to be intense or repeated.  The only real exception to that is wolf bites, and only because of the depth.  But I'm not pressuring you.  There is still a chance, and you have no idea how much we respect your willingness to worry about Gabby first.  It's why I want you to be my mate.  It's what makes you the perfect Alpha Female."

      "Really?" she asked.

      I just nodded.  "The best Alpha Mate is someone who gives of themselves to make sure others are looked after.  I'll talk to my dad about legal options again, and see if he's come up with anything, but stop worrying.  It's only three years."

      She just licked at her lips.  "Maybe we can move up to virtually no exposure?"

      I had to fight not to smile.  "Like, say, groping in the shower?"

      She just grumbled under her breath, "I'm going to kill Lane."

      "Don't.  He's so happy.  Kinda embarrassed about it, too, but the man is on cloud nine."  And I leaned back.  "Me?  I like this.  I love being able to sit here and talk without the conversation running dry.  I adore how easy this feels.  If this is all it ever is between us, I would be fine with it.  So when you're worrying yourself to death, just add that in there.  I like you, Elena.  You, not just your body, not just your daughter, but the whole woman.  I love your accent and how elegant it sounds.  I love your lipstick, and those long legs.  But more than all of that?  I love that you're a woman, not a girl, and you treat me like a man instead of a boy.  That's all I expect right now."

      She lifted her eyes up to mine.  "I'm just waiting for it to all fall apart, I think.  I'm... too happy.  I don't feel like I deserve all of this."

      "This and more," I promised.  "Elena, you deserve the world."
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      We talked for a couple more hours, then headed to a coffee shop to talk for a couple more.  Ian flirted.  I flirted back.  It was what we did, and I found myself having fun.  He also didn't ignore my concerns.  I could see his point about being a wolf not helping, and that actually made me feel better.  It didn't necessarily stop that little voice in the back of my head asking if I was sure of my decision, though.

      Because seeing Ian in a suit?  Oh, he looked amazing.  When the waitress checked him out and he'd shut her down by reaching for my hand?  There was no better feeling than that.  He was a taken man.  My man, and one of five.  I would love to have another night like that first one.  All of them with me, or one at a time, or just to be able to act on these desires that I couldn't stop thinking about!

      To do that, I'd need to be a wolf - or at least accept that it could happen.  At the same time, I remembered how sick Gabby had gotten, and she'd timed it to be near the full moon.  What would happen if I contracted this thing the day after and had to go a whole month?  Would I survive the shift then?

      But no, I wasn't going to think about that.  Ian had promised that he'd talk to Henry about the legalities for my daughter.  That had to come first.  Sure, Gabby said she'd wait three years, but at her age, that was an eternity.  At mine?  It was the blink of an eye.  The guys and I could hold out, and it sounded like they were willing to wait.  I just couldn't believe these men were honestly willing to have a relationship without sex for years.

      I also wasn't quite sure that I agreed.

      After everyone kept saying the same thing, I was starting to think that a few minor risks might be ok.  I didn't want to make a rash decision because of how good Ian looked in a suit, though.  Or Lane naked, or Seth laying in my bed, or Trent and Pax curled around me.  Nope.  That would be a bad idea.  I had to think about this, not just jump on their dicks.  Granted, they had some nice dicks to jump on, and knowing that only made it harder to resist.

      We made it home just after ten, and Gabby had gone to bed.  From the light in her room, I knew she was still up, but she'd promised.  The guys had gone home, and my house was completely quiet.  Ian followed me through the front door, but I didn't let him stop.  Catching his fingers, I kept going all the way to my bedroom, not saying anything until we were inside, the door was closed, and I'd made sure it was locked.

      "So, what are these levels of contact called?" I asked as I moved closer to loosen his tie.

      Ian's hands found my hips, and he made no move to stop me.  "So, let's say that kissing only is level zero, hm?  And maybe we'll call level one..."  The tip of his tongue flicked across his eye-tooth.  "Foreplay.  No exposure to any transmissible fluids, but full-body contact.  Level two should be condoms as a barrier method."

      "And level three is sex without protection," I finished, sliding his tie off to drop it on the floor.

      "I think that's the red zone."  He stepped closer, guiding me back until I met the wall.  "And it's off the table until she's eighteen."

      "What if I'm willing to risk it?" I asked.

      "Mm..."  He leaned in to kiss the side of my throat.  "Not without a plan.  We gotta make sure to take care of our little girl, right?"

      Our.  My heart stuttered and my eyes jumped to his when I realized what he was saying.  Not mine.  Not his packmate.  This was Ian's subtle way of saying he was that invested.  He wouldn't tell me he loved me again, not until I could say it back, but he was still making it very clear how he felt - and I liked it.

      So I reached up for the button at his throat.  "And if I wanted to move to level one?"

      A growl sounded in the back of his throat and he leaned in.  "I am in no position to stop you."  He pressed his hips against my belly, making his interest very clear.  "My first thought when I saw you pushing that stupid lawnmower was that I needed to put you in my mouth."

      "Shh," I breathed, flicking my eyes upstairs.  "Gabby's still awake."

      A devious little smile touched his lips before he ground himself into me.  "So I guess I shouldn't make you scream, huh?"

      My hand dropped to his pants, sliding right down his length before grabbing him through his slacks.  "Moaning's allowed, but there's no way I can keep my hands off you.  I approve of the suit."

      He caught the side of my face.  "I'll tie you up if I have to."  Then he leaned in, stealing a hard, fast kiss before whispering against my lips.  "The touching is my job."

      Damn, but that was sexy.  The only problem was that he stepped back.  Then his hand caught mine and he led me away from the wall, only to turn me so my back faced him.  Just as his hands found the zipper down the back of my dress, his lips brushed my neck.  Slowly, he kissed, freeing me from the dress with a patience that was driving me crazy.

      "I want the taste of you on my tongue, the feel of your legs around my neck, and to hold you as you writhe."  The zipper reached the bottom and he pushed one sleeve off my shoulder, guiding it down my arm.  "And you can change your mind.  You're allowed to be scared of what we are.  You can take more time to think about it."

      "I've thought," I promised as my dress slipped to the ground.  I stepped out of my shoes, one by one, leaving them there with my dress, and moved toward the bed.  "I haven't been able to stop thinking about that night, and once isn't enough."

      I released my bra just as I reached the bed, but Ian was following.  When I tossed the black lace toward the floor, he grabbed me by the waist and heaved, tossing me into the middle of the bed, only to follow on his knees.  His mouth found my leg.  His hand landed outside my knee, and he kissed his way higher, crawling across the mattress.

      "So perfect," he breathed before grabbing a fistful of my panties, right in the front.  Then he pulled, dragging them down my thighs and lower, until I was free.  The next kiss was on my thigh.  "You are mine, Elena, and I am not going to let you go."

      In the dim light of my bedroom, his honeyed eyes almost glowed.  There was something feral in them, and they were locked on me, even as he kissed a little higher.  One arm slipped beneath my leg.  The other hand splayed across my stomach, and then he bent.

      The first thing I felt was heat as his tongue slid between my folds.  My knees fell open, giving him access, and he pressed a little harder with the next pass.  When he reached my clit, I murmured, trying to stay quiet, but he noticed.  Then he sucked.

      One of my hands grabbed the covers over my head.  The other landed on the back of his neck, and I pressed into his mouth.  Damn, he knew what he was doing.  Every lap and suck drove me a little higher, and he devoured me like he was starving.  Like he wanted to do this.  It made me feel beautiful, sensual, and powerful as I bucked into his mouth again, unable to help myself.

      Only his palm on my belly held me in place.  The other moved lower, and then I felt two fingers slide into my body.  That earned him another moan, even as I tried to stop it.  Ian didn't seem to care at all.  No, he just pressed a little deeper before curling those fingers and making me want to come undone.

      Between his mouth and his hand, I was panting for breath.  I'd always thought of sex as something intimate and reassuring.  This?  It was wild, passionate, and euphoric.  There was nothing boring about the sensations he was giving my body, or the way I couldn't keep still.  I had to writhe, pumping my hips in time with his rhythm.  Sparks shot up my nerves as the hardened tip of his tongue flicked across my clit.  My breasts ached to be touched, the nipples so hard, and I could feel the pressure building.

      So I let go of the covers and pinched one of my nipples.  Between my legs, Ian moaned, the sound shooting straight to my core and convincing me to let go of him with the other hand.  While he worked my pussy, I teased my breasts, clenching my jaw to keep from begging for more.  I wanted to feel him inside me.  I wanted more than just his hand and his tongue, but this was so good.

      His hand thrust a little harder.  His lips tormented me higher, and I stopped thinking just as the pressure became too much.  My back arched and my body lost control.  I felt my legs clamp around his neck as the rush of pleasure hit.  Wave after wave, coursing through me, and the only thing I could do was clench my jaw and refuse to make a single sound.

      Until it was over and my breath rushed out.  Ian removed his hand and kissed the inside of my thigh before sliding off the bed.  His eyes were still hungry, roaming across my naked body, yet he was dressed.  Taking a step back, he finished releasing the buttons I'd never made it to.  Then he opened his belt.  Just as his back hit the wall, he opened his pants.

      "You will stay right there," he said, his voice deep and rough.

      Then he moved his hand - the same one he'd used on me - down to wrap around his dick.  Letting the wall hold him up, with his shirt hanging open, and his pants sliding halfway down his ass, Ian stroked himself, letting me watch.  He never wore underwear, he said, and I was starting to realize why.  In all my life, I'd never seen anything as beautiful as a man half out of his suit, pleasing himself.

      The shine of moisture made it clear his fingers had been plenty slick.  The glide of his fist was hard, intense, and unforgiving.  Right there, just out of reach, he leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and worked himself until his lips fell open.  Another stroke, and he gasped.  Then he grabbed the tip of his dick and groaned as I watched the cum leak between his fingers.

      "Fuck me," he breathed.  Then he took a heavy breath.  "Yeah.  I think I'm ok with level one."  His eyes flicked up to me.  "Get in bed, beautiful."

      And then he walked right to the bathroom.  I heard the sink running, and while it wasn't perfect, there was something so amazing about this.  Somehow, he'd found a way to make not being able to fuck into one more way to prove these guys were the best I'd ever known.  Last night with Lane had been the same.

      I knew they wanted me.  They made sure there was no doubt in my mind, but they'd found a way to walk that line between lust and commitment.  They made me feel wanted, not just like a piece of ass or a passing fancy.  They treated me like I was worth something, and after so many years of thinking I was good for nothing more than being my husband's maid, it hit me right in the heart.

      These men actually cared about me. I wouldn't use the L-word yet.  I wasn't quite there, but was that because I was scared?  Listening to Ian clean up in the bathroom, I couldn't deny that there might be some truth to that.  He was so amazing.  Each of them were!  Losing one of them would crush me, but this?

      It was all or nothing.  They'd made that clear.  I was theirs, but they had to be mine, and the idea of five simultaneous heartbreaks?  It was intimidating.  But at the same time, having five simultaneously perfect but very different lovers?  I'd hoped for just one, and they were offering five.  They were right here, doing their best to prove it, and the only reason I wasn't letting myself fall in love was because I was scared of what might go wrong.

      But I was stronger than that.  I was going to make sure I was, and as I watched Ian walk out of my bathroom completely naked, I decided that it was time to stop sitting on the fence.  I had to make a few decisions, and not out of fear.  If I wanted to stay this happy, then I had to do a little risk-taking of my own.
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        CHAPTER 10

      

      

      

      I spent the next week thinking hard about my reason for not trusting condoms.  Even the doctor said the risk was negligible, so I was being stupid about this.  I couldn't talk about it, though.  I knew what they'd say, and I did not want to become the annoying girlfriend who couldn't stop obsessing.

      Yet when the others spent the night, they kept to the "old rules," never pressing for more.  Mostly, it was Ian, Lane, and Seth who came over.  Sometimes it was just Ian alone.  It seemed like Pax and Trent were always "busy" lately, but I was starting to wonder if it might be more than that.  Day by day, my guilt was piling up.  The rest assured me I'd done nothing wrong, but it lingered in the back of my mind.

      I just wanted to work this problem out - with all of them.  I wanted to make my decision about sex, getting exposed to this virus, and the potential to become a wolf based on logic, not merely the promise of an amazing orgasm or a group of sexy men in my bed.  Granted, I'd gladly take both!

      I might not be a teenager, but that didn't mean my hormones were silent.  I wanted those men.  I couldn't stop thinking about the time Pax lifted me onto the counter and he'd fucked me while the rest watched.  Or how Seth's hands had held me so tight as we'd lost ourselves in each other's bodies.  Then there was the way Trent was so sweet, gentle, and yet wild when he screwed me.

      Yep, I was distracted, and if I didn't want to make a stupid decision, that meant I needed a few nights alone.  With Seth's birthday coming up, they were busy enough that they shouldn't even notice, right?  But when I told them, the guys wanted to make sure they hadn't done anything wrong.  They hadn't.  I made it clear I just needed to think without their sexy making me stupid.  After that, there weren't any problems - and one thing was very clear.

      I didn't want this relationship to be sexless.  I wanted them to want me.  I couldn't get enough of how beautiful I felt in their arms.  The kisses were hot and made me delirious, but I never quite got that fix I needed.  I'd spent so long thinking that passion was something reserved for the young, but they were proving me wrong.

      This was the second chance I'd wanted when I left Gerardo, and was I really going to throw it away because I was too timid to take a one percent risk?  If I did get exposed - if a condom broke, or anything else - then maybe it was just meant to be?  The idea of being a permanent part of this community grew a little more appealing every day.  Everyone was so sure that I wouldn't have a problem.

      So, as I headed over to their place for Seth's "quiet" birthday party, I had two presents.  One was for all of them.  The other was a bottle of top-shelf bourbon.  That had been Ashley's idea when I'd finally given in and called her in a panic.  Evidently, Seth liked the good stuff, but he rarely went out of his way to get it.

      Since my hands were full, I used my toe to tap at the door.  Almost immediately, Lane opened it.  "Elena, you don't have to knock," he said, reaching for the packages without a second thought.

      I waved to the wrapped box and the bag with the alcohol in it.  "My hands were full!"

      "Come in," he said, managing to shuffle both to one arm so he could close the door behind me.  "Seth's in the den."

      I headed that way, and Lane followed with my presents.  As soon as I rounded the corner, I found the birthday boy sitting in the corner with a book on his lap.  That made me pause because I'd never actually seen him either reading or relaxing before.  It looked good on him.

      "Happy birthday," I said.

      He looked up with a smile, a lock of his hair hanging against his cheek where it had come loose from his ponytail.  "Hey!  Thanks.  The rest are out in the back working on dinner."

      So I turned around and grabbed the bag from Lane's hands.  "You can put the box on the table," I told him.  "Thank you!"

      "Anything for you," Lane promised, heading that way.

      When I turned back, Seth was grinning at Lane's retreating back.  "I can't decide what's cuter, you or him."

      I stuck my tongue out at him, even as I walked over to hand him the bag.  "So, you are not an easy man to buy for.  I had to trust Ashley's judgment.  Tell me if I failed?"

      The bag was made from brightly-colored paper that looked like it was designed for a child.  I'd put the girliest, prettiest tissue paper in the top to hide the gift.  Seth took it, lifting a brow at me as if I'd lost my mind, but the twist of his lips made it clear he thought it was pretty funny too.

      "Do you not realize this is my over the hill party?" he asked.

      I blew that off.  "You have a decade for that.  No, being thirty is still young, and well, you're a baby, so..."  I gestured to the bag.  "No feeling old today."

      Then he reached inside.  A few pieces of glitter paper were knocked loose, drifting to the floor.  He almost bent to grab them, until his hand found the bottle.  Slowly, almost nervously, he pulled it out to see the bourbon.  For a moment, Seth said nothing.  Then, he slowly nodded.

      "Maker's Mark, huh?"  The smile finally took over his lips.  "Thank you, it's actually my favorite."

      "I got another bottle for my place too," I told him.  "So that when I have a glass of wine, you can have something to sip."

      "Just make sure Gabby doesn't try to get into it," he joked.

      Then he set the bottle to the side and pushed to his feet.  Seth was lean, fit, and just tall enough that I had to look up when we were face to face, but I didn't strain my neck.  Right around six-foot, maybe just under, if I had to guess.  But there was something about him.  Something that always made my heart beat a little faster when he was around.  Seth was the kind of guy who could switch from quiet to a bad boy and back in just the blink of an eye, and I kinda liked it.

      "Thank you," he said, reaching up to trail his fingers across my cheek.  "I didn't want to make a big deal out of my birthday, but you brought not just one, but two presents?"

      "Mm, the other is for all of you," I assured him.  "I should also mention that Ashley offered to take Gabby for the night, and I do not have a bedtime.  My best friend also promised that if I'm late for work in the morning, she won't mind."  I had to bite my lips to keep from laughing, then added.  "You know, so when you see what it is, just keep that in mind."

      "Yep, my patience is fucking zip."  He spun me around to head for the dining room.  "Guys!" he barked.

      I heard the backdoor open.  "We're all out here."

      "It's cold out there and Elena says we have to open this one together," Seth told him.

      As if that was a command, the group of them came back in.  Pax gave me a timid smile before he leaned in to kiss my cheek.  Trent just swatted him away before slipping an arm around me.  Lane's grunt proved he'd noticed, and while he was trying to act unimpressed, I had a feeling he thought it was as cute as I did.

      "Ok," I said when they reached the wrapped box.  "This comes with an announcement."

      All eyes turned to me, and I felt my guts twist with nerves.  Still, this was what I wanted to do.  I'd thought about it.  I'd over-thought about it.  I'd researched, asked questions, and looked at every side of this.  I was sure of my decision, but that little voice in the back of my head - the one that always sounded like my ex - made me worry about them not being excited about it.

      "So, you know I took a couple of days alone, right?"  I waited for them to nod before I kept going.  "Well, I came to a decision.  Someone open that?"

      "It's your birthday," Ian said, tipping his head at Seth.

      "Already got a present," Seth told him.

      "Fuck it," Trent said.  "I'm dying to know."

      So he grabbed the box and ripped open one side.  His hands immediately stopped.  Lane asked, "What?" but Pax stole the package to finish tearing off the wrapping.  Not caring about making a mess, he dropped the wrapping paper on the floor, because there, in his hands, was the biggest box of condoms I could find.

      "So, I've decided that if we're doing this, and if you're all still on board, and there's only a one percent chance, then it's stupid to not, um..."

      "Move to stage two," Ian finished for me.  "Sex is allowed with condoms."

      "Fuck," Pax breathed.  "Talk about a happy fucking birthday, Seth.  Damn."

      "You sure?" Seth asked.  "I mean, even with your concerns about Gabby?"

      I nodded.  "I've kinda been thinking about the transition, and with Karen being a pain in the ass lately, I'm not so sure that I don't want to be a wolf."

      "Which is a long way from being sure," Trent pointed out.  "Elena, it's not something you can take back."

      "I know," I promised.  "And I'm not there yet, but I'm not as adamantly paranoid about it anymore.  I think I've moved into the 'it makes sense to be careful' stage.  And..."  I looked at each of them.  "I kinda miss what we almost had.  All of you have been so patient, understanding, and amazing, and I don't know how you do it!"

      "I think our girl's horny," Trent said softly.

      "Well, yes," I admitted.  "But I also know that there's a difference between careful and unreasonable.  I even talked to that new doctor, and she said this should be ok."

      "Dr. Bridget?" Lane asked.  "She moved in today."

      "Nice," Ian said.  "Any idea when she's opening the clinic?"

      "She said next week.  Soon as it's all organized, but she can treat emergencies now."  He glanced over at me.  "Which means we have a doctor for Gabby."

      Which was when it hit me.  They'd talked about the things they wanted before, but finding a doctor had suddenly become a very big deal when Gabby had been bitten.  Slowly, I turned to look at Ian, thinking about how he'd called her ours.  There was no way they'd done this for me.  Well, for Gabby, which was basically the same thing.

      "You didn't find her for us, did you?" I asked.

      He reached up to scratch at the side of his beard.  "Um, we wanted one.  It's just that when you tried to call 9-1-1?  I realized there was no more waiting.  If it was you, and you were turning?  I'd want a doctor around who understands what we are."

      "So, yes," Lane told me.  "He pushed it for you both."

      "In case anything happened," Pax added.  "I talked to Ashley about it.  It's not just for you, but having you here has made us realize the things we never noticed.  And if you were hurt?"

      "If Karen tried to attack you," Seth said as an example.

      Pax just thrust out an arm, proving that was a good one.  "We'd want to make sure there were no issues.  And kids get hurt.  Gabby's going to do something eventually, and we wanted to make sure she's not seeing a doctor she barely knows."

      "It's easier in the pack," Trent told me.  "No trying to remember what you said last time.  No worries about making sure your story and Gabby's are the same, or explaining away the bruises from her running in the woods.  It's just common sense."

      "Thank you, guys," I said, hugging the man closest to me - Trent - first.

      Then I moved to the next, and the one after.  But while I was doing that, the others were picking on Seth.  They didn't necessarily say anything, but I saw Lane shove Seth's shoulder.  Pax casually patted the massive box of condoms while staring at the guy.  Seth just shook his head until I made my way to him.

      Then he hugged me back, leaning in to whisper in my ear.  "You just made this an amazing birthday."

      I reached up to push away that lock of hair.  "Not too much?"

      "No," he promised.  "There's just one more thing I want from you."

      Then he kissed me.  It started soft, but the moment my lips parted, he pressed in.  One arm moved behind my back, and he leaned closer, holding me up until the guys groaned in defeat.  Against my mouth, I felt his lips curl, but my toes were doing the same.  Yes, condoms had been a good idea.  A very good one, because there was no way I could go another night without giving in.
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      My birthday was supposed to be no big deal, but Ian was adamant that we do something.  Inviting Elena over was a given, but I didn't want presents.  I definitely wasn't going to have a cake and people singing!  Instead, we did this.  The guys grilled.  I got to be lazy, and Elena not only sat beside me, but also curled up with me when we all watched a movie together that night.

      The whole time, I couldn't stop thinking about that box of condoms.  Not a package - but a megapack.  It was a clear invitation, but I'd been a wolf long enough to know that my alpha's mate was his first - or should've been.  For any other alpha, that would've been true. Yet, halfway through the movie, Ian caught my eye, dipped his head ever so slightly, then slipped out of the room like he was just going to grab a drink.

      He didn't come back.  Ten minutes later, Lane disappeared silently.  I stayed, letting my fingers play with Elena's hair until Trent said he was heading to bed.  Pax stayed a little longer, then managed to vanish in the action part of the movie, leaving the two of us alone.  I wasn't sure Elena had noticed, though.  Her attention was fixed on the screen, and she was just tense enough to be completely invested.

      It was one of the things I adored about her.  This woman was so calm, cool, and collected in some ways, and so completely open in others.  She was one of those sweet "good girl" types who knew better than to talk to guys like me.  Granted, she also wasn't a girl.  She was all woman, and it was a little intimidating.  Ladies like her didn't give little boys like me the time of day.

      When the credits finally began to roll, Elena sat up, looking around.  "Where'd the rest go?" she asked.

      "Bed," I told her.  "Work in the morning."

      "Oh."  I couldn't quite tell if she was disappointed, nervous, or confused.

      "If you'd like, I can walk you home, or..."  I tilted my head toward the stairs.  "If Gabby's away tonight, I, um..."  I huffed, knowing I was blowing this.  "Care to spend the night?"

      The smile she turned on me was amazing.  It was this perfect mixture of shy and excited, but her eyes found mine without hesitation.  "I'm not imposing?"

      And there was the elegant.  The perfect.  Damn, this woman could turn me into a fumbling idiot with little more than those chocolate brown eyes of hers.  The sweetness?  It pulled at some part of me that I wasn't sure I could control.  I wanted to prove to her that I could be a gentleman, but I wasn't.  I hadn't grown up with a silver spoon and fancy manners.  I was the kid who'd gone to college on a cross-country scholarship!

      All I could do was sigh.  "I am going to fuck this up," I admitted, "but I'd love to have you stay.  I just don't want you to feel like you have to, and I'm sure that's not the sexiest pickup line you've ever heard, but - "

      She leaned in and pressed her lips to mine, silencing my rambling excuse.  "I like you, Seth," she whispered.  "I..."  She leaned back to look at my face.  "This might sound dumb, but I kinda feel like you're the only one who truly understands me."

      "Me?"  Because I was nothing like her.

      She just nodded.  "Me, the one who wasn't born a wolf." I nodded too, because I could relate to that, but she kept going.  "And I wasn't raised to think wine in the fridge and steak every night was normal.  I was a military brat, and Dad was always on a deployment, and mom was always frazzled with us kids."

      "Really?"  That was not at all what I'd expected.  "Because you seem like a Fifth Avenue princess.  You have the clothes, the manners, and the look for it."  And I let my eyes run across her body even as I climbed off the couch and offered her a hand.  "I don't mean that in a bad way, either.  I'm saying you're a lot like Ashley."

      "Because my mother always had a hairbrush in her purse and wasn't afraid to use it as a weapon," she joked.  When I offered my hand, she let me pull her to her feet.  "Both of my parents were of Mexican descent, so we spent a lot of time learning how to not make problems so no one would ask for our papers."

      "You were undocumented?"

      She shook her head.  "I was born here.  My parents too.  It's just that if you don't have a green card, then it's hard to prove you don't need one.  Our IDs had to be fake, and things like that.  And a few of the towns had some gang issues, so yeah."  She followed me toward the stairs.  "I, um, was also one of the shy kids.  A nerd, basically, but not the kind that made straight As."

      "Did not see that coming," I admitted.

      But we both fell silent as we reached the second floor.  The line of bedrooms were all dark, but the sounds were just a little too quiet.  I was pretty sure all of the guys were listening, and I did not need their shit tomorrow.  Instead, I led her to my room and invited her in.  When Elena stepped through the door, I closed it behind us, wishing - for once - that I had a lock.

      "I didn't expect it to be so clean," she teased.

      "That's a wolf thing," I explained.  "The scents are more intense after the change, and dirty laundry?"  I shook my head.  "Yeah."  My eyes jumped to the bedside table where I had my own stash of condoms.  "Why do I always feel like my brain's taken a vacation when you're around?"

      She stepped toward me, both of her hands finding my chest.  "Happy birthday, Seth."

      Then she kissed me.  Those words were her way of saying she wanted this.  They also convinced me that she was just as nervous as I was.  Something about that helped.  My hand slid into the hair over her ear, and I kissed a little harder, taking advantage as soon as her lips parted.  She tasted like sharp wine and smelled like sugar.  That was her shampoo, and I liked it as much as Lane did.

      Beneath all of that was something else.  The musk of arousal.  The scent was faint, but detectable - and all for me.  My tongue explored her mouth, taking control, and she melted into my arms.  Elena was so gentle.  So feminine and soft and beautiful.  I could feel her full breasts against my chest, her leg sliding up the outside of my calf, and the way her head was tilted back to surrender completely.  Every protective urge inside me roared to life.

      She was mine.  Ours, true, but for this one night, she was going to be just mine.  My mouth moved to her jaw, and my hands slid down her body.  Those curves were amazing.  When I found the bottom of her shirt, my fingers slipped inside and moved back up, teasing the skin of her stomach.  The smallest breath of a sound escaped her lips and I drank it in, needing just a little more.

      So I lifted, and she made no move to stop me.  Fuck, I was already hard, but I wanted to see her.  I wanted every inch of her bare before me, splayed in my bed for my pleasure.  I leaned back to pull her shirt over her head, but a growl came out as I sought her mouth again.  I could tease her breasts and get another moan, but not yet.  First, I wanted to see her.

      Piece by piece, I worked her out of her clothes, and Elena made no move to stop me.  As she freed her legs from her panties, I yanked my own shirt over my head, and then grabbed her again, guiding her to the bed.  Her mouth found my neck.  Mine was on her shoulder, but I was watching where we were going, right up until I eased her bare body onto the mattress, following her down just to lean over her, one arm holding me up.

      "Don't let me push you," I breathed, glancing down at the woman beneath me.  "Please don't be here unless you want to."

      But her fingers were toying with the ink across my chest and arm.  "Wolves," she said softly.

      "Yeah, us."  I glanced over.  "And I left room for our mate and pups."

      Her hand stilled.  "Really?"

      So I touched the spot just beneath my collarbones.  "That was what helped me get through it.  I went from knowing nothing to being so sick, and they passed the time until the full moon by telling me about how we live.  The idea of friends who'd never leave, and a woman that I was meant to protect.  To fight for.  That she would be mine in a way that no girlfriend ever could, but also theirs.  No shame.  No lines.  Just honest acceptance without a society to shame us for it."

      "I like that," she breathed.

      "I'm not a good dad," I told her.

      She shook her head.  "You're great with Gabby.  Understanding in a way that she needs."

      "I've never been allowed to have a real relationship.  I had to dump my one and only serious girlfriend when I turned.  No contact, you know?  We can call, but we can't really, um, expect them to understand."  My eyes shifted to her lips.  "Until you."

      She almost smiled.  "So we're messing this up together, huh?"

      "Oh yeah."  And I kissed her again.  I couldn't help myself.  I also couldn't stop.

      Her legs hooked around mine and she pulled me closer.  The next time my tongue swept through her mouth, I ground against her, feeling nothing but skin on the other side of my jeans - and she moaned.  This time, she didn't try to hold back the sound.  I pressed into her core again, but pulled away, dropping my mouth to her beautiful, full breasts.

      I sucked at one and fondled the other, loving the way she arched into me.  Elena wasn't like the girls I'd fucked.  She wasn't ashamed of what she liked, and every squirm of her body taught me how to please her.  I sucked harder, flicking my tongue over the pebbled nipple, then pinched the other.  That made her gasp, but in a good way.  Evidently my woman wasn't afraid of being a little rowdy.

      But I couldn't take much more of this.  My cock was aching, and if she kept writhing like this, I might even blow my load in my underwear.  For a moment I thought about going down on her, then decided not to.  She would love it, but I had to feel her again.  I wanted her too bad to wait, and she was more than ready.

      So I leaned back and flipped her over, ass up.  When I backed off the side of the bed, she untangled her legs, but I was working on getting rid of these jeans.  Her eyes dropped to my crotch, so I pushed not just the pants, but the underwear down with them.  Her tongue quickly darted over her lips, proving she liked what she saw.

      "You sure?" I asked as I reached for the drawer beside my bed, pulling out a condom.

      She watched as I opened it, nodding her head slowly.  "Very."

      First, I rolled it down, then I grabbed a bottle of lube.  A dollop in my palm, and I stroked it on, making sure the condom was slick enough and wouldn't budge.  I might be almost delirious with the need to be inside her, but this was my woman now.  I needed her to be comfortable.  I would not risk her in any way.  Not even if it meant I could keep her forever.  She deserved more than that.

      Then I crawled up behind her, my knees landing outside her thighs.  Sliding a hand up her back, I leaned in until my mouth was beside her ear.  First, I kissed, lining myself up by feel.  When she tilted her hips, helping guide me, it was hot enough to make me groan.

      "You are amazing," I breathed.  "So fucking beautiful."

      Then I thrust, burying myself inside her.  Elena's back arched, pressing her shoulders against my chest, and I felt her walls clamp down around me.  For a moment, I didn't move, giving her the chance to relax, and then I began to rock.  Her lips fell open, her eyes slipped closed, and she rolled her hips with me, driving me even deeper.

      Her walls felt like slick velvet.  Her body was so hot around me.  The whimpers she made each time I slid into her drove me to move just a little faster, but I couldn't take my eyes away from her face pressed against the bed.  This beautiful woman.  This brilliant woman.  This completely phenomenal creature wanted me - was giving herself to me - and it felt so good.

      My hand found her hip and I ground my pelvis into her luscious ass.  I wanted to bite her shoulder, just sweet nips to make her clench, but I refused.  I wouldn't expose her.  I wouldn't take any risks with her.  My woman was too gentle for that.  Just like I wouldn't grab a fistful of her hair and make her kiss me.

      Instead, I just worked her body.  I could feel her tightening around me.  I heard each time her breath caught.  Her belly was pressed against the bed, but I still pumped her into it, making the springs creak.  Each thrust was a little harder, looking for her limits, but she didn't stop me.  She didn't flinch in discomfort.  Instead, she gasped.  She moaned.  She grabbed a handful of my pillow and bucked back, driving me into her body as hard as she could.

      "Oh, my baby needs it harder," I murmured against her neck.  "How hard, Elena?"

      I slapped my hips up against her ass, feeling both of our bodies lurch forward, but she didn't stop me.  The next time was just as hard, but maybe even deeper.  It got a moan.

      "How hard?" I demanded.

      "More," she panted.

      So I fucked her hard.  God, she was wet.  I'd added lube, but I could feel it was much more than that.  The condom kept me from coming too fast, but I could still feel her.  Every ridge, every muscle, every time she milked me with her core, trying to hold me inside her a little longer.  Her dark hair spilled across the sheets.  Her face went slack, and then I felt her stop helping.  She began to tense, her legs tightening first, so I pounded into her again, then again, until her body lost control and she shoved her face into the mattress to hold in her cries of passion.

      That was what did it.  Watching her scream into the covers was more than I could take.  My balls clenched and I jerked back, pulling out of her just as the first pulse of my release hit.  I spasmed, pressing my cock into the bed as I filled the condom, all too aware that she was coming down from her high without me.

      For a moment I just tried to breathe, my hand sliding up her side in a slow and tender caress while my mind kicked back in.  The damned mattress was not as good as being inside her, but that had still been nice.  Lying across her body, however, made up for it.

      "Sorry," I breathed against her shoulder blade once I could think again.  "I won't cum inside you."

      She pulled in a breath and looked back.  "Huh?"

      That gave me an excuse to steal another kiss, and then I shifted to lie beside her.  "Condoms break, you said once.  So, I figured if I use a condom and still pull out, then it's safer."

      Her teeth found her lower lip and she scooted closer to press her head against my chest.  Slowly, she reached up to trace the wolves chasing the moon from my pectoral to my bicep.  A whimsical smile played on her lips, that kind that proved she was enjoying the afterglow.

      "The night we, um, mated?"  Her eyes flicked up to mine, so I nodded, making it clear I knew what she was talking about.  Then she looked at my wolves again.  "I was with Trent, and you were watching.  You looked at me as if I was the most beautiful woman you'd ever seen, and it made me feel so sexy."

      "Because you are," I told her.  "Elena, you're perfect.  You're the kind of woman who'd never talk to me."

      "Seth..."  She smiled again.  "You're the kind of guy that women like me fantasize about.  The long and wild hair.  The tattoo.  The 'don't give a fuck' attitude."

      I chuckled hearing the profanity cross her lips.  "Trust me.  Guys like me?  We'd come crawling if we thought we had a chance."

      "You have a chance," she said softly.

      So I leaned in to kiss the top of her head.  "And I'm crawling, belly to the ground, waiting for you to tear me apart, because I won't stop you."

      Her finger found the blonde wolf by my elbow.  "I'm more of the kind to run away, thinking it's safer."  She looked up.  "Don't let me?"

      "I'll just chase you," I promised her.  "Now get under the covers, let me get rid of this, and you can play with my tattoo all night long."
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      Over the next week, things settled into a comfortable routine.  We were still working out the final details for Gabby's big quinceañera.  She wanted to make it a little less traditional, but I was worried about losing the purpose of this celebration in her enthusiasm.  Granted, her friends weren't Hispanic, and our family really only included my parents, since my siblings probably couldn't make it and Gerardo had all but forgotten she existed, so she had a point.

      Ian wanted her to have anything and everything she dreamed of.  Pax agreed with me that there should be some family stuff, then pointed out that her family was also her pack, so making it less traditional was actually ok.  Trent just wanted to know what presents to buy her.  Seth said he was handling the alcohol, and that I would be drinking.  Lane?  He shrugged a lot, saying it was just a really fancy birthday party, and that he'd do whatever we told him to.

      And every night, one of the guys ended up in my room, sometimes sneaking in well after Gabby had gone to bed.  The next morning, my daughter would make coffee and set out an extra cup.  It was her way of showing she approved, which felt pretty nice.  Then the lucky man walked me over to the office, because Karen was still a problem.

      Days would go by without a word from her, only for me to see her driving around the community right when I got off work.  Once, I asked Ashley to walk me home, just to be safe.  Lane was annoyed, making it clear he would've come over instead, but Ashley promised it was fine.  Besides, she liked having an excuse to hang out.

      Every time Karen came around, I became a little more convinced that being a wolf would make my life easier.  The only thing holding me back was my daughter.  Every conversation I had with the guys was one more step into actually believing that I could survive the transition, yet the doctor's words hung in my head.  It wasn't guaranteed.  Without a backup plan, I just didn't dare take the risk.  And yet, the sooner I became a wolf, the sooner I'd learn how to use the strengths that came with it.

      If I could do that, it would take away Karen's biggest threat.  If I was a wolf, then she couldn't turn me.  I would do it on my time, when I was mentally prepared, and thus have the greatest chance of survival.  Sure, she'd probably still win the dominance challenge thing she was so obsessed with, but a casual comment from Ashley made me rethink everything.

      If Karen was the Alpha Mate, Ian didn't have to stay the Pack Alpha.  He could resign.  He could put the entire pack on her shoulders.  If he did that, then Ashley could challenge her - and she swore she would.  Once Karen was defeated - if not killed - it would all go back to normal.  Ashley would submit to Ian, he'd resume his position at the top, and the world would carry on as normal.

      Yes, it was a nasty trick, but according to Ashley, not many wolves would walk away from the power rush that came from being the leader.  No other alpha would make room for other alphas in his pack for that very reason, but Ian had a few.  Kim was an example.  Henry was another.  Ashley was the dark horse, though.  The strong alpha that no one would think about because she'd already had the chance and gave it up.  That one change to tradition might just be the thing to save the Wolf's Run pack from Karen's stupidity.

      I wasn't so sure it would be that easy, but all of the little nuances to pack life were finally starting to make sense to me.  It also helped with my job.  Every day, we had a client or two come to look at the houses available for lease.  I could now identify the wolves and humans with a glance - it was the golden eyes - but Ashley was still doing all of the showings.  Even with the rest of her workload, she took care of it simply because I hadn't been trained.

      So, on Tuesday, I told her to at least let me help.  If not the showings, since my brown eyes might make the wolves nervous, then the walk-throughs or such.  Maybe even some of her paperwork.  That resulted in me getting a stack of files to find a reason why they could be denied, since they weren't wolves, and an appointment for that afternoon to help with a move-in check.

      It was just after three when we closed the office, put up a sign that said we'd be back in half an hour, and found a car.  Mine was closer than Ashley's, since the house we were going to was on my side of the community, off one of the new side streets.  In fact, it was on the corner, just across from where Gabby's best friend lived.  I parked in the drive, Ashley pulled out her keys, and we headed to the front door.

      "Ok," Ashley said.  "This is all for legal documentation.  People do move, even out of their packs.  Often, it's a female who finds her new mate, or a couple that isn't welcome in either pack - which is why we have so many young families.  Bloodlines can get a little close, you know."

      "Is it that bad?" I asked.

      Ashley wobbled her head from side to side.  "Sometimes.  Kim actually moved here because her old pack didn't allow natural-borns to be with converted wolves.  Needless to say, that pack has a few banjos playing.  I mean, there are some traditions that span packs, usually based on our natures, but each one is also different.  Similarly to a city.  Stop signs always mean the same thing, but the speed limits might be different."

      "Ok, that makes sense," I agreed.  "So, this is just a boring check to make sure there's not any damage, right?"

      "Right," she agreed as we headed inside and to the kitchen.  "You'll want to check the water connections, the blinds, and the carpets for stains from the construction crews.  Those are the most common.  But we have a form to go through."  And she held up her clipboard to prove what she meant.  "Easy stuff."

      "Take pictures of anything that's not perfect?" I asked.

      Ashley nodded.  "Because when a wolf is evicted, they will destroy things.  Our kind have a tendency to have some anger issues.  But the contract states that we can charge the account on file, and it's up to them to dispute it.  Most won't, but if they do..."

      I understood that.  "Better safe than sorry.  Got it."

      She began to walk through all the rooms, checking things off as we went.  I noticed a dent in the trim, and Ashley went to mark it, flipping through the pages.  Then she went back to the front and did it again, grumbling when she couldn't find what she wanted.

      "Hey, I left that folder on the dash.  Can you grab it?  I think the previous damage form is in there," she said.

      "Sure."

      I headed outside to my car.  The manila folder was visible in the window, right where Ashley had thrown it.  She'd said it was just extra copies, and I hadn't thought anything of it.  So, heading to the passenger side, I leaned in to reach for it.  The sound of a car on the street didn't even register in my mind - not until it stopped.

      I was halfway in my car, reaching for the folder when it happened.  A second later, I heard the car's door open, so I jerked back, whipping my head around.  My gut immediately tensed.  The little blue sedan had become something I dreaded seeing.  The woman getting out of it was even worse.

      Karen.

      "What do you want this time, Karen?" I asked, raising my voice and hoping Ashley could hear me.

      "Ian Langdon was supposed to be mine," she said, storming up the drive.

      I held the folder at my side like it would work as a shield and lifted my chin.  "Your obsession with him isn't my problem."

      "I spent my entire life working to be the Alpha Female!" she screeched.  "Don't you get it?  He was supposed to be mine.  I proved that I'd accept his betas.  I made it clear that I was the perfect mate for him, and then you just show up and ruin everything!"

      Whoa, this woman had some serious issues.  I backed away from her, careful to keep my car between us.  "Have you ever considered that maybe he doesn't agree?"

      "I'm a Green," she growled, slowly advancing.  The way her eyes hung on me proved that she was definitely a predator, and not a sane one.  "My family and his have been inseparable.  Everyone knew we'd end up together, just like they knew that Trent and Pax would be his betas."

      "But they didn't know about Seth and Lane?" I asked, wondering if I could get inside my car and lock the doors before she was on me.

      The woman lifted her lip in the most animalistic snarl I'd ever seen on a human.  "Everyone knows I was fucking them!"

      Shit.  Nope, I would not make it into my car.  Instead, I had to scramble backwards as she came around the front, forcing me to hurry down the driver's side toward the back.  This was starting to make me dizzy, but I knew I couldn't hold my own in a fight.  I was a mother, for god's sake, not an MMA specialist!

      "And you broke up," I said in the most soothing voice I could.  "That's nothing to be ashamed of."

      The woman changed directions, surging around the front of my car.  "I will make you pay for ruining my life!" she growled, rushing me.

      I barely saw the flash of Ashley in the doorway before I was moving.  Unfortunately, I wasn't fast enough.  My hip clipped the rear corner and I staggered on my heels, tumbling to the ground.  All I could hear were the growls.  A second later, something hard landed beside me.  Without thinking, I scrambled backwards, aiming for the dry grass of the yard.

      Then I heard the snap of teeth and even more growling.  In the distance, voices picked up, and feet started heading toward us, but my eyes were locked on the beast lying in the driveway only feet from where I'd fallen.  It was wearing Karen's t-shirt and pants.  It also wasn't quite human.  The snout was long.  The hands ended in claws.  Fur covered it, but it wasn't quite a wolf either.

      The blonde creature standing on it, with her jaws around its throat was.  That was Ashley.  I knew that.  I'd seen her as a wolf before, but the other?  It had to be Karen, and she fit the stereotypical image of a werewolf.  Not man, not wolf, but both.  My mind ached just trying to accept that this wasn't a prank.  I'd thought wolves were hard enough but that?  That was a real live monster, and she wanted me dead!

      "Elena!"  Hands grabbed my shoulders, and Olivia's voice broke through my trance.  "It's ok, Alpha."

      Two other kids were there as well.  A boy I didn't know, but who was about Roman's age, and an older girl.  Over on the street, I could hear more voices.  Glancing over, I saw a group of the younger kids.  That, more than anything else, made me crawl to my feet, aware that my knee was burning.

      "You're hurt," Olivia said.

      "I'm ok," I assured her.  "I just scraped my knee."

      "It's bleeding," she told me.

      I nodded, letting her know I could tell while still watching the pair of wolves on the ground behind my car.  Slowly but surely, Karen was shifting back to human.  Ashley was glaring at her, their eyes locked, most likely forcing her.  The two older teens stood braced, clearly ready to assist their alpha's sister.  The odds had turned in my favor, but my heart was pounding so hard and so fast, I felt just a little bit light-headed.

      "Let me lean on you," I told Olivia.

      She immediately slipped an arm around my waist.  "Don't watch her," she whispered.  "It's hard for your mind to process the change if you've never felt it."

      "Yeah," I agreed, forcing myself to look at her.  "Makes me dizzy."

      "Xander," Olivia snapped.  "I'm taking Elena inside."

      "I'll watch that side," he promised, moving with us, always keeping himself between me and the pair of wolves.

      Olivia half-carried me toward the door.  My ears weren't quite ringing, but they felt full, like there was too much pressure in my head.  My breathing was coming much too fast.  My heart refused to slow down.  Out there, I could still hear the low thrum of Ashley's growl - and possibly Karen's with it - but I couldn't think about that right now.

      I wanted to cry because I felt so helpless.  I wanted to scream because I had to have a group of kids save me.  Instead, I just limped my way to the fireplace and sat on the brick lip, kicking my leg out before me to inspect the damage.  This was my best version of holding it together.

      "You need to have that looked at," Olivia said.

      I forced a smile and looked up at her.  "Hey, thanks.  For, I don't know, helping me out there."

      "That's what we're supposed to do," she promised.  "You can't stand against a wolf, and Ashley's got it."

      I felt my throat tense again.  "I'm the worst Alpha Female ever, aren't I?"

      "No," she soothed.  "Elena, you're not supposed to be an alpha.  You're the mate.  His girlfriend.  That's all it is.  Your job is to be Gabby's mom and a nice woman we can all feel comfortable talking to, ok?  Even Xander thinks you're nice, and he hates everyone."

      "I've never really met him before," I admitted.

      She just rubbed my shoulder.  "Well, you will.  He's kinda my boyfriend, you know.  And, um, he's Roman's best friend.  Just don't hate him when he and Gabby have it out, ok?  It's completely natural."

      "Like that?"  And I tipped my head toward the door.

      Olivia's mouth opened, hung for a moment, then closed.  After swallowing, she tried again.  "No, that's not natural.  It's a sign of extreme emotion, usually anger, and, um, an unstable mind."  She moved to sit beside me.  "Mom says that woman needs help.  I think she's psycho, but the whole pack is going to make sure you're ok.  Promise."

      Which was when Ashley finally walked back into the house, completely naked.  "Where the hell is my shirt?" she demanded.

      Olivia just pointed to where it was visible to us but around the corner from Ashley.  "I didn't move anything, but Elena scraped her knee up pretty good.  And she's dizzy from watching the shifting."

      "Go call my brother," Ashley told her.  "And his betas.  Where's Gabby?"

      "Drama until seven," the boy, Xander, said from the door.  "Roman's with her."

      "Then you," Ashley told him, "get to walk the kids home and make sure there's a teen with them from now on.  If Karen's slipping, we need to do something about it."  Then she looked at me.  "And once I have my clothes on, you're going to see the new doctor.  You can walk, or I can carry you, but I have no intention of letting my brother and his betas chew me out because I let you get hurt on my watch."

      "I can walk," I promised.  "At least to my car."  Because while I didn't think I needed more than a band-aid, her tone convinced me that arguing was pointless.  Clearly, this was happening.
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      Ashley pulled on enough of her clothes to be decent, then drove me all the way over to Dr. Bridget's home.  I just sighed, letting her have her way.  My knee really wasn't that bad.  Seeing the monster Karen had become was more of a shock, but I was starting to get used to the unbelievable.  After all, my own kid turned into a wolf on a regular basis.  A half-wolf monster?  Of course that was a part of this mess.

      Our path took the long way back toward Ashley's house.  I didn't understand until we pulled into the driveway on the other side of her father's place, right between Henry and Kim's homes, just two up from Ashley's house.  The moment the car was off, my best friend hurried over to knock on the front door, then came back to help me.  I waved her off, managing to walk just fine on my own, thank you very much.  When Dr. Bridget opened it, Ashley all but forced me inside.

      "A lycan attacked her, and now she's bleeding," Ashley snapped.

      "Bedroom," Dr. Bridget ordered, pointing me the right way.

      "I scraped my knee when I clipped the edge of my car," I told them both.  "Karen never touched me.  I just fell down like a klutz.  That's it."

      Dr. Bridge let out a heavy sigh.  "I'm assuming the alpha is on his way?"

      "You know he is," Ashley assured her.

      "Then you deal with him," the doctor decided. "I'm with my patient."  And she steered me into the first room on the left.

      Inside was a pretty standard guest room, except that the bed was covered with a vinyl shell.  The dresser had generic medical supplies on the top, things like gauze and cotton balls.  The sorta stuff I was used to seeing in a standard exam room.  Dr. Bridget just waved me over to the bed.

      "So, the wolf didn't claw you, bite you, or anything else?" she asked, making it sound overly routine.

      "I was keeping my car between us," I explained.  "She turned to come the other way, I tried to spin, and my hips aren't as narrow as I wish, so I clipped the corner, twisted my ankle because of my heels, and went down on the concrete.  That's it."

      "And Ashley is having a minor panic attack because... Why?"

      Letting out a groan, I sat down, dropped my head into my hands, and just gave up.  "Because the woman is stalking Ian.  She used to sleep with his betas, and she's convinced I ruined her life, so she plans to ruin mine.  Ian is adamant that they all need to keep me safe, and Ashley's being overprotective now that I know about wolves."

      That caught the woman's attention.  Carrying over a pad of gauze and a bottle of something, she looked up in surprise.  "You've known Ashley a while?"

      "Years," I explained.  "I knew her first, actually.  When I separated from my husband, she offered me a job.  I had no idea werewolves were a thing.  I thought I was just leasing houses in an eccentric but exclusive community.  She moved me next door to Ian, saying it was the best house, but I'm starting to realize there was more to it.  Evidently, I was put in the corner lot to keep wolves from coming close."

      "And your daughter got herself bit," Dr. Bridget finished.  "Yes, I've been told about that.  Seems it was intentional, and the boy who did it has been almost shunned by the rest of the pack."

      I nodded.  "He's also a pretty decent kid."  Then I sucked in a breath when she poured the liquid on my knee.  It was cold!  "Roman actually lives next door to you."

      "Kim's boy."  Dr. Bridget paused for a second.  "I've seen him driving in with your daughter, actually."  Then she started dabbing at the wound.

      "Yeah."  I paused when she hit a tender spot.  "My daughter was the instigator, and he's been keeping an eye on her at school.  Seems there's a bully who's picking on the girls from Wolf's Run.  Roman waits for her to finish her drama classes and brings her home - and I'm sure they take their time about it.  I'm actually ok with that."

      "Even after he turned her?"  She seemed surprised.

      I just shrugged.  "This is what Gabby wanted, and she had her reasons.  It was stupid, but made sense in her teenaged logic.  Roman's only mistake was going directly against his alpha's orders."

      "Ouch," Dr. Bridget said in sympathy for the kid.  "That was a bad decision.  And Ian's kicking him out when he's older?"

      "Oh, no."  I waved her off.  "No, that wouldn't be fair.  He's just a kid."

      She dabbed my leg again, then leaned back.  "Elena, in most packs, defying the alpha is a death sentence.  For children, it usually means banishment for the entire family.  It's a big deal.  The kind of people who become the Pack Alpha?  They aren't usually very understanding."

      Right on cue, Ian's voice sounded in the other room, proving he was here.  "Where is she?!"

      "She's fine!" Ashley promised.  "Just a scrape on her knee, but I brought her to be checked out anyway."

      "Where!"  This time, it was from Lane.  A split second later, a fist pounded on the door.  "Elena?"

      "I'm fine, Lane," I called to him.  "Just getting a band-aid.  Ashley saved me, I got a boo-boo on my knee, and my pride's a little bruised.  I'm fine.  I just tripped.  Now go make sure Ian doesn't kill his sister."

      "Promise?" he asked through the door, sounding almost like he was moping.

      Dr. Bridget stepped over and opened it, showing me sitting on the bed.  "In my medical opinion she's going to come out of this with a scab."

      Lane's eyes drifted down to my knee, his brow furrowed, but he didn't barge into the room.  "She scared you?"

      "I'm fine," I promised.  "Go save Ashley.  Right now, she's the one who needs your help."

      He smiled and turned, letting the doctor close the door again.  When it clicked, Bridget made her way back over to me smiling.  "So, I expected that to be the alpha."

      "Know anything about fated mates?" I asked.

      Her eyes about popped out of her head.  "He's fated for you?  But you're human!"

      All I could do was shrug.  "I got lucky?"

      "Yeah, you did," she mumbled under her breath, but it made me laugh.

      "Tell me about it.  Five gorgeous and younger men?"  I fanned my face for emphasis.  "I mean, I'd have to be an idiot to turn that down, right?"

      She just pointed at my knee.  "If I give you a bandage for that, do you think you can keep it on for the rest of the day?"

      "I think I'll do anything the doctor orders," I assured her.

      "Well, in that case..."  She grabbed a rolling stool from the side of the room and pulled it closer before sitting on it.  "Mind if I run some blood work?  Since you're the alpha's mate, I'd like to get all up in your business for a moment.  I'm assuming by your questions the other day that intimate relationships have been challenging without exposure?"

      "I, uh..." I paused, then decided I just didn't care.  "I guess there's a mating ceremony?  I thought it was a wild and kinky date.  They used condoms.  And then my daughter turned, and I found out about the virus and that it's sexually transmitted, so, um, for the most part, we put things on hold, but I just recently decided that condoms would be safe.  You said they were, right?"

      "Correct," she assured me.  "I'd still like to test you for sexually-transmitted diseases, general blood chemistry, and a few standard tests.  Just to make sure there's nothing that could cause problems if you do shift.  Knowing ahead of time would make it easier for us to support you in the change."

      "Really?"

      "Easier," she repeated.  "Elena, I'm not going to lie to you.  The situation here is one of the best I've seen for our kind.  A transition in such a well-secured area, with such a strong pack?  It increases the odds.  You wouldn't need to worry about the biggest problems that kill most new wolves.  But, with that said, your state of mind really does have a lot to do with the final transition.  Turning back to human, I mean.  So, let's keep an eye on how you're doing, and if you are exposed, then we can ease you through it."

      "That's the thing," I told her.  "I have a fourteen-year-old daughter.  Her father knows nothing about this, and she's a wolf.  Well, she's almost fifteen, so I have three years.  I honestly have no idea how to keep an intimate relationship for that long with condoms as the main prevention, but if I don't make it through the change, then what?  What happens to her?"

      She gathered up some vials, moving them over beside my hip on the bed while I talked.  Then it was a strip of latex and a needle and hub thing.  Just as I finished, she turned my arm, tied the latex strip around my bicep, then began to hunt for a vein.

      "Ok, stick," she warned, then talked while the tubes filled.  "So, natural-born wolves are used to condoms.  Both males and females.  So long as you don't have a latex allergy, and I'm assuming you don't since you're using them, then you should be fine.  Your mates are probably used to it."

      "They were sleeping with a wolf before me," I hissed.

      "Or they will get used to it," she assured me.  "And if that man is fated for you, then the alpha isn't going to just change his mind.  The bond between alpha and betas is stronger than just friends.  It's more than even brothers, but that's the closest you can understand.  Imagine twin brothers, and you get the idea.  Ian isn't going to just get a new beta, and Lane isn't going to simply stop needing to be around you.  So stop worrying about them acting like self-serving little boys.  They're grown wolves, and they know exactly what they're getting into."

      "Yeah, but..." I tried.

      She pressed a cotton ball to the inside of my elbow and withdrew the needle.  Setting that point down in a little red box, the doctor then grabbed a piece of tape to hold down the cotton. I was actually impressed with how easily she seemed to manage it all.

      "Look."  When she was done, she glanced up at me.  "Turn when you want to.  Not because you want to keep a man.  That's as stupid as having a baby to save your marriage, and it never works.  If you never want to, that's fine too.  You will always be a part of the pack, because your daughter is.  Condoms are safe, but they do have a risk of failure.  The disease is not highly contagious.  Those two things should cancel each other out.  Now, are you on another form of birth control?"

      "I have an IUD," I told her.

      "Good," she said, "because it's more likely that you'd get pregnant than turned if you weren't."  Then she sighed.  "Right.  Your knee."  Rolling backwards, she grabbed a bandage for that.  "Elena, I've been here a week.  I've already heard that all of this happened around Halloween, so you're doing great.  You've learned a lot, and no one expects you to know everything."

      "Except the woman who wants to kill me for being Ian's mate," I mumbled.

      "Mm, yeah, that's concerning.  Just know that your mates and Ashley can protect you.  I will too, if I'm around.  I'm sure you have more friends in the community."

      "She's been stalking me," I whispered.  "Dr. Bridget - "

      "Just Bridget," she assured me.  "If I can call you Elena, then you can just call me Bridget."

      I nodded to make it clear I could do that.  "This woman is obsessed.  I think the only thing I can do to make her stop is to leave."

      "Or break up with your mates, which would destroy the one who's fated for you.  If it's a fake breakup, we'll all know.  We just live too close together for it not to get out.  So, that's your real decision.  Do you give up your own happiness to be safe, or do you trust the people around you?  I'm rooting for the latter."

      "What if I was a wolf?" I asked.

      She paused to lick her lips.  "Then in about three to six months, you'd be fine.  Until then, you'd be no better than you are now.  The reasons for your vulnerability might change, but it wouldn't help you any."  Then she tilted her head, paused, and glanced back at the door before looking at me again.  "Are you thinking about it?"

      "If I can figure out how to take care of my daughter, I am."  Then I scrunched up my face, expecting she'd tell me that was a horrible idea.

      "Then I'll run with you if it happens," she promised.  "I figure you and Ashley are the closest things I have to friends here.  But let me get these results back, and we'll address this medically, how's that?  You seem like the kind of person who likes facts more than old stories, am I right?"

      "You are," I admitted.

      She nodded.  "We'll take care of you.  Human or wolf, doesn't matter.  Decide because it's something you want, not something you feel you're expected to do.  And..."  She rolled her chair back.  "Go talk to your boyfriends before they break something in my house?"

      With a laugh, I pushed off the bed and limped my way to the door, pausing just before I opened it.  "Thanks, Bridget.  For the talk and everything.  It's...  nice."

      She grabbed a card from the top of the dresser and passed it over.  "My number's on there.  Call me if you have any questions.  Medical, wolf, or anything else.  Or just to chat.  I honestly won't mind."

      "Promise," I said as I opened the door.  But all I could hear in the other room was arguing.

      "You need to kick her out!" Ashley was saying, her voice just a little too intense.  "She's losing it, Ian.  She went after Elena as a lycan, and she was holding the midform with her anger!  If those teenagers hadn't been there, I'm not sure how that would've gone down!"

      "She has gone too far," Ian agreed.  "But I can't just kick her out.  Not for that.  By our laws, she's done nothing wrong because she didn't actually hurt her."

      "And you will not give her the chance to do it," Lane warned him.  "I will tear Karen apart first."

      "No," Ian agreed.  "No, I think I'm going to have a very long talk with her father."

      That was when I limped into the room.  "She says you ruined her," I told him.

      Lane immediately rushed over.  "Are you ok?"

      "I'm fine," I assured him.  "Just decided to have Bridget do some routine checks since I was already interrupting her evening."  Then I pointed at my knee.  "Just a scrape, ok?"

      He still hugged me, letting out a relieved sigh, but his words were for Ian.  "You talk to Patrick Green.  I'm taking her home, and if Karen comes after her again, I will kill her.  Let him know that."

      "Yeah," Ian breathed.  "I'll also make it clear that I'm out of patience.  I gave her space to have her fit, but she's pushed too far with this."

      "Ian," I said, turning in Lane's embrace to see him.  "Karen said that she's convinced she's ruined.  Is that a thing?"

      "No!" he insisted.  "She just decided that she was going to be my mate and forgot that I get a say in this too."  And he threw up his hands.  "Fucking hate her.  I never should've told them it was ok."

      "You were being understanding," Ashley said.  "You allowed them to live their lives.  It's not your fault she's trying to use that against you."

      "No, it's not," Ian agreed.  "But I'm going to make sure it doesn't happen again."  He pushed a smile onto his lips and looked at me, but his hands were clenched at his sides in anger.  "I'm glad you're ok.  I'm sorry this even happened, but I'm going to fix it.  One way or another, I will make this right."

      Then he turned and stormed out of the house.
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      Pax and I got a message that Elena had been hurt and was heading to the doctor's house.  A moment after that, Ian texted us to grab Seth and make sure things were ok at Elena's place.  Then he sent one single word: Karen.  I could only assume that Lane was with him - because good luck keeping him away from his mate - so I told Seth to meet us at Elena's house.

      Pax checked the front of the house.  Seth checked the back.  I made a complete lap through the inside, tasting the air to make sure that Karen hadn't tried to come in here.  Elena rarely locked her front door anymore, so it was always possible.  Karen would have to be stupid, but it was still possible.  Thankfully, none of us found anything.

      So we waited.  And waited.  And waited some more.  Eventually, her car pulled into the drive.  The clock said it was barely 5 pm, but I was ready to bite someone.  We hadn't even gotten a text.  Pax had brewed some coffee, and he was just filling cups when Elena limped her way to the door with Lane hovering right behind her.

      "Wine," I told him.  "She won't drink coffee this late in the day."

      "I know, dumbass," Pax assured me.

      Seth just leaned over his knees, but as soon as the door opened, he blurted out, "Is she ok?"

      "I'm fine," Elena told us, then sighed.  "I clipped the corner of my car, tripped, and scraped my knee."

      "No Karen?" I asked.

      She wobbled her head, so Lane answered.  "Ashley stopped Karen.  She was going after Elena as a lycan."

      "Shit," Pax breathed, hurrying out of the kitchen with a half-full glass of wine.  "Interrupted mid-shift?"

      "Sounds like she was too enraged to control it," Lane explained.  "I wasn't there."

      So we all looked at Elena.  She just shrugged.  "She was a monster.  Like, straight out of the movies type of thing, and I'm not talking 'Teen Wolf.'"

      "Lycan," Seth told her.  "It's the midpoint between human and wolf, and not a stage that's considered acceptable.  Um..."  He chuckled dryly.  "Think of it like farting.  It happens.  It's still embarrassing."

      Elena's brow furrowed.  "So everyone can do it?"

      "Yes," I admitted, "but we don't.  There are three stages of a shift.  Human, lycan, and wolf.  It takes control to smoothly transform, but both our human bodies and our wolf ones are easy to hide.  Well, more to explain away.  Wolves exist.  Humans exist.  Monsters do not."

      Pax picked up as soon as I took a breath.  "The lycan form is something that happens when we're pissed.  Sometimes scared.  In stories, it usually happened when a fated mate was kept away from the woman he was meant to be with.  It wasn't typically an issue if it was the female wolf because men had the freedom to come and go, where women didn't, historically speaking.  So, after the urge to be with their mate grew too strong, a wolf would fight through anything to get them."  And he tipped his head at Lane.

      "I would never lose control like that," Lane grumbled.  "Not after I learned to control my shift."

      "So you did lycan out as a kid," I teased.  "It's cool, man.  We won't give you too much shit."

      "Fuck off, Trent," he chuckled.

      But Elena was still shaking her head.  "So, if she was that pissed at me, what am I going to do?"

      Yeah, that was the real problem.  Unfortunately, I didn't have a good answer.  Instead, I moved over, making room for her to sit on the couch beside me.  A moment later, Pax brought out a coffee for Seth and me, then went back to get another, jerking his chin at Lane in a silent offer.  Lane nodded, and we all got comfortable, but none of us had answered Elena's question yet.

      "Did she say anything?" I asked.  "Any demands?"

      Elena paused to sip at her wine.  "She seems to think that Ian owes it to her to make her his mate."

      "Fuck," I breathed, a wave of guilt hitting me.

      "This is your fault," Lane snapped.

      I just lifted a hand, taking it.  "I screwed up, ok?  Why do you think we've been keeping our distance?  Pax and I hoped that maybe if we weren't all over you, then she'd lay off."

      "I'm not going to do that," Seth said.

      "She never thought you were a real beta," I assured him.  "Convert and all.  Dumb bitch."

      "What am I missing?" Elena asked.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but I couldn't come up with anything that wouldn't make me sound like a complete and total dick.  Although, that was the real problem, wasn't it?  I had been a dick.  I often was a dick.  I just didn't know how to explain it away without chasing her off, so not a single word came out.

      Instead, it was Pax who answered.  "We fucked her, Elena.  Kinda a lot."  He made his way in, passed Lane a cup, then leaned against the wall.  "I told her she was beautiful.  I fucked her anytime she gave the slightest hint she was interested, and I never thought twice about it.  For years.  Not just a few months, or every so often.  Karen has been around since we were kids.  When we went over to visit the Langdons as teens, she'd flirt.  We flirted back.  Everyone knew we were going to be betas, but as kids?  It was kinda something to brag about, you know?"

      "So it kinda made you hot shit?" she asked.

      He nodded, but it looked like he was considering that more than agreeing.  "Yeah, I guess.  But we were young when it started.  Teenagers.  Horny.  We wanted to fuck, and anyone willing was a good choice.  She was always willing.  And every time we came to visit, she was right there, ready for another round.  It became a habit."

      "Easy," I added, all too aware of how bad we'd screwed up.  "No need to impress her.  Just show up."

      "Plus every break in college," Pax said, but his tone was just a little too casual, as if he was trying hard to keep to just the facts.  "When we all moved in together, she would come by to hang out, and usually stay the night with one of us.  The girl kept getting kinkier, and I was more than willing to try new things.  When she realized Seth wasn't going anywhere, she invited all of us."

      "Don't get me in shit," Seth said.

      "It was my idea," Pax muttered, taking full blame for it.

      The whole time, I was watching Elena.  There was a sadness in her eyes, like we'd screwed up bad.  Granted, who wanted to hear all about someone's former lovers?  Still, I could feel my chances with her slowly slipping away.

      "I'm sorry," I said softly.  "You never should've had to hear about this."

      "I'm not kinky!" she finally blurted out.

      "Elena," I said, turning to face her.  "We picked you, not her."

      "Because Ian made you."  She looked up at me, then over to Pax.  "I know that.  And I don't know what to do to make this right."

      "Hold up," Pax said, crossing the room to set his cup on the coffee table by her wine.  Then he squatted down before her.  "You are plenty kinky.  That look in your eye when I mentioned having two guys at the same time?"  And he tilted his head at me.  "You liked it.  You're into it.  Elena, that's kinky.  You didn't shy away from all five of us.  That's even kinkier.  For us, it's also a big deal, ok?  It means this can work.  It means I don't have to spend years watching Ian be happy while I'm spending the night with my dick in my hands."

      "But aren't you now?" she asked.

      He chuckled.  "How often do you think I jack off, honey?  I mean, sure, I do it.  I also don't mind sharing you.  That's what I'm saying.  I'm sharing you, but that means I'm a part of this, not cut out."  Then he paused.  "At least I hope I still am.  Elena, I know I screwed this up pretty bad."

      "No," she assured him.  "I just..."  And her eyes jumped over to me.  "I don't know what all of you see in me.  Lane says he's fated, so ok.  That makes some kind of sense.  Ian?  He says I'm his type."

      "And mine," I told her.  "Yes, I slept with Karen, and yes, I did it because it was easy.  And as bad as it is to say, I never thought of her as more than an acquaintance, maybe a friend at best."

      "But you," Pax insisted, "are amazing.  You're beautiful and caring, and even considerate.  You're smart and easy to talk to."

      "You make me want to smile," Seth said.  "And you're so gentle and feminine.  Not weak or fragile.  It's more than you wear dresses and heels.  You cook.  You do these things that you probably don't even notice, and I'm entranced because it's so perfectly girly, and I like that.  It's sexy."

      "He's not wrong," I agreed.  "I honestly thought all of this would blow over in a few days if we just ignored her."  Then I reached over to push her hair back so I could see her face.  "Elena, I'm sorry."

      "I'm not mad that you used to date, or fuck, or whatever with her," she assured me.  "Guys, I'm not.  I mean, I had another man's child!  How hypocritical would it be for me to complain that you had sex before?  I had a kid!  A piece of him that's never going to go away."

      "Yeah," I said, "but we wanted you to think we weren't just stupid guys.  That we are, I don't know, mature men who can keep up with you.  Not horny barely-out-of-college guys.  I like it when you look at me and see a man you can respect, not a boy."

      "Every time you're with Gabby," she promised.  "Trent, how is what you did any different than me feeling giddy that I had these five gorgeous guys from the house next door flirting with me?  It makes me feel young and dumb, and I liked that."

      "Gorgeous, huh?" I asked, feeling my lips curl into a smile.  "So, you're not mad at us?"

      "I'm not," she promised, looking over at Pax.  "I'm really not.  I'm intimidated.  Karen's so pretty."

      "Not really," Pax grumbled, refusing to meet Elena's eyes.  "She's ok.  She's in shape, but so are you.  She's got that stupid fucking hair style, and she has a serious case of resting bitch face.  She's also nothing compared to you.  When you walk into a room, I can't help but look.  Her?"

      "I keep waiting for her to ask for a manager," Elena joked.

      That was too much for Seth.  He laughed, choking on the sip of coffee he'd just taken, and hacked a few times to get it down.  "Me too!"

      "But how am I supposed to deal with this woman stalking me?" she asked.  "I keep thinking I need to be a wolf!"

      "Wait," I begged, touching her arm so she'd look at me.  "I would have no problem at all with you wanting to shift, but not because of her."

      "But I'm weak!" she insisted.

      "You are not!" I snapped.  "You are gentle, and that is not the same thing.  Being a civilized and decent person should not be seen as a weakness.  Being nice should never be something you're ashamed of.  Sure, maybe people look tough when they treat others like shit, but that's not really how it works.  Forcing people to agree, to do what you say, or to shut up when they bother you?  That's what happens when you aren't willing to grow, learn, and accept that not everyone has to be like you.  Instead, you're sitting here listening to us, and forgiving us for being ruled by our fucking dicks!"

      "What Trent said," Pax agreed, waving a hand in my direction.  "All of that."

      "You," Lane told her, "are elastic.  You don't break; you bend.  You care for others, even when we don't deserve it.  That's why I love you."

      My eyes jumped over to Pax, but beside me, I saw Seth nodding in agreement.  I wasn't quite ready to use that word, but damn, this woman made me want to consider it.  I just wanted more than the quick and hurried moments we'd had.  Pax just glanced away, his shame still burning hot.  It was just more proof that we needed to spend more time with our mate.

      Not with Gabby.  Not as a group.  Not being nice neighbors.  He and I needed to start putting in an effort because Lane being in love with her made sense.  Seth?  He was definitely getting there, and fast.  Ian had already made it clear that he'd gone all the way, but he'd had more chances.  In trying to make this work, he'd been the frontman, but now she knew everything.

      Now, we could finally prove ourselves to her.  The problem was that I wasn't convinced she'd like it - like us.  Elena was refined and glamorous.  Pax and me?  We were rough around the edges, trained to work as a pair, and two sides of the same coin.  On the outside, I was the nice guy and he was the abrasive one, but under that shallow facade, we were more alike than most realized.

      But I wanted to try, and the easiest way to do that was thanks to Karen.  "Pax and I will start walking you home from the office."

      "Or picking you up," Pax said.  "Supposed to snow next week, and I don't want to take you to the doctor for another busted knee."

      Lane opened his mouth, but I saw Seth shake his head, stopping the man before he could speak.  I'd have to thank him later, because Elena's attention was all on me.  I was pretty sure she'd missed that little exchange.

      "What about when I'm at work?" she asked.  "I'm trying to help lighten Ashley's load, and that means doing a few of these walk-throughs.  She was teaching me how to do a move-in check when all of this happened, and I don't want this job because of who I'm sleeping with!"

      "You got this job because you're easy to talk to," I assured her.  "You've kept it because you're good at it.  Even when it's crazy in there, or when someone's an asshole, you're still nice, and that looks professional.  You have the job here because you're good at it."  I shook my head.  "And that has nothing to do with us.  Ian has no control over the office.  It's all Ashley and Henry, and they would fire you if you weren't amazing.  I promise."

      "But," Pax said, "I'm usually able to get away during the day.  If you have something outside the office, just text me for a ride.  I'll come help."

      "That's not really what I want," she told us.  "I want to be able to do this on my own."

      From the corner of my eye, I watched Pax deflate.  She hadn't meant that as a denial, but I was pretty sure it was what he'd heard.  I knew because her words hit me a little too hard.  We'd both screwed up.  We'd been idiots, and convincing Elena that we were actually the men she thought we were was going to take a little bit of time and effort.  The kind that required sucking up our pride, and that wasn't an easy thing for a beta to do.

      "I know you want to be independent," I promised.  "We're just offering to help."

      "Ian's talking to Patrick," Lane told us.  "Right now.  He's making it clear that this can't keep happening, so it won't be forever, Elena."

      "But maybe you can tolerate all of us helping until it's over?" I asked.  "I mean, you'd do the same for us, right?"

      She hit me with one of those amazingly sweet smiles of hers.  "Yeah, I guess I would."  Then she turned her attention back on Pax.  "So, ok.  If I have to leave the office, I'll let one of you know."

      "And you can tell us what chores need to be done before Gabby gets home," Pax offered.  "You've got four men willing to pamper you.  Use us, mistress."

      A devious little smirk touched her lips.  "Well, I happen to have some laundry..."

      And then Pax's smile matched hers.  "Later.  Let's start with real chores.  How about dinner? Seth, get your mate a pillow."

      "That's what Lane's for," Seth said, "but I'll grab a blanket and a movie."

      "And I'm cooking dinner," I decided.  "Pax, you can put out the dishes."

      "Can do," Pax agreed, and together, we all proved to our mate that we were worth the hassle she was having to deal with.
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      That night and the next, the guys went out of their way to be sweet.  It was almost like Pax and Trent were trying to make up for pulling back recently, although they didn't need to.  Now that I knew it was only because they'd been worried about making things worse with Karen, I understood.  She was psycho, they felt like it was their fault, and I was the one Karen wanted to pay for her perceived insult.

      But Pax and Trent were still on board with this whole multiple boyfriend thing we had going on.  They were still into me.  At least, I thought they were.  As crazy as it was, the idea of losing them hurt.  Even when I tried to tell myself that I'd still have Lane, Ian, and Seth, I still hated it.  Clearly, I was the greedy kind, because I honestly liked them all.  Maybe too much.

      I was starting to rely on these guys.  I looked forward to seeing them more than was probably healthy.  I got these foolish butterflies in my stomach when they smiled at me.  I was too old for this, wasn't I?  Did all of this fall into my plans to be an independent woman?  In truth, it didn't matter.  I was slowly but surely falling for them.  Each one was different, but they were all amazing, and I could no longer imagine living without them.

      I'd only been separated from my husband for six months - minus a couple of weeks.  After being married for eighteen years, this all felt like it was moving faster than it should, but I knew better.  That was just my insecurity speaking.  I'd been separated for half a year!  So what if I met them right after?  Did it really matter that I still had to settle my divorce?  Not really, because six months was plenty of time to get to know someone.  At least that was what I'd tell anyone else.

      Although, my divorce was why I headed over to Henry's house after work on Thursday.  Once again, Gabby was going to be in drama rehearsal until seven, so I had Ashley walk with me, and promised to head to her place right after for wine and venting.  As soon as Henry answered the door, Ashley made an excuse, leaving me with him, and Henry invited me in.

      "I have the papers all drawn up," he said as he led me through his home and toward a room that was clearly an office.  "I was going to file your case tomorrow so that we can get you a court date right at the end of your legal separation."  Then he gestured to a seat.  "You ready to go through all of this, or did you need a drink to brace?"

      "No, I'm ready," I assured him.  "And thank you for everything."

      Henry clasped my shoulder.  "You're family, Elena.  Regardless of your situation with my son, you're still family, and I intend to help you take care of that little girl."

      "Thanks," I mumbled.  "Speaking of her, is there any way to have someone besides Gerardo take custody of her if anything happens to me?"

      Henry moved to his plush leather chair and sank into it with a deep sigh.  "Sadly, no.  Not unless he gives up parental rights.  Because he's missed almost all of his custody visits, you can ask for more child support or less visitation for him.  None of that changes him being her closest relative after you, though.  Even if he agreed to have someone else listed as her emergency guardian, while she's a minor, her father would still be given custody above all others."

      "So what do we do?" I asked.  "Henry, have you heard about Karen?"

      He pushed a hand across his mouth.  "Yes.  Unfortunately, I do know all about that.  I told Ian to clean up his messes before he got involved with you, but he was so sure he'd found the woman of his dreams that he couldn't wait."

      "Because of Lane," I clarified.

      Henry just leaned back with a little smile.  "My dear, that boy didn't chase you because of Lane.  The fated mate bond was a good excuse, sure, but Ian was chasing you before you met Lane.  The moment you walked into his yard, as a matter of fact.  Lane's situation just allowed him to salvage his pride after he was so opposed to having a human around."

      "Really?"

      Henry nodded.  "I promise that Ian doesn't do anything unless he wants to, and the day before, he was completely opposed to having you in the community.  There's only one thing I can think of that would've changed his mind."  He tipped his head toward me.  "He met you."

      "That morning," I admitted.  "But none of that helps me with Karen, and if she bites me..."

      "I can see your concern," he said, "but it's being handled.  Patrick Green was one of my betas.  When I retired, so did he.  Karen is his daughter from before he took the position, and he has since married her mother."

      "What?" I asked.

      Henry chuckled.  "Believe it or not, we were once young and foolish wolves too, Elena.  Patrick got his girlfriend, Denise, pregnant.  Karen was the result.  She was still pregnant when Steven, my former beta, was shot by a hunter and killed.  Patrick has been a friend of mine since we were kids, so I asked him to fill the vacancy."

      "And he left his family for that?" I asked.

      "Becoming a beta for the Pack Alpha is a huge honor.  It moves a man's station up dramatically.  The Greens have always stood by our family, and many have served as our betas.  Patrick's girlfriend understood, and in exchange, I encouraged him to be active in his child's life.  Denise got married, then divorced, in that time and when I was hit by a car, destroying my hip, I retired.  That officially disbanded my betas, allowing them to live their own lives."

      "And the others?" I asked.  "Because I'm sure you didn't have just one beta."

      "The traditional amount is two or four.  Most of us had two, simply because finding four people to work that closely isn't easy.  My other beta has since moved to Oregon to be closer to our children."

      "The twins?" I asked.

      Henry nodded.  "While they are legally mine, I'm pretty sure they're not biologically.  Not that I love them any less, but I won't prevent James from being a part of their lives.  He's a good father, even if Cheryl wants nothing to do with him."  He chuckled once.  "So as you can see, I completely understand the situation you're in.  I'm sure it's overwhelming, but those boys are committed to you.  We will find some way to make all of this work, and the easiest is simply making sure that Karen understands her place in the pack.  Patrick's assured me that he will deal with her or accept that Ian will chase her out."

      Because Karen's father was all but Ian's other dad.  That made so much more sense!  No wonder there were political nuances with all of this.  Of course she believed they were destined to be together.  Henry had made concessions for her.  He'd probably included her in their family the same way he'd included Pax and Trent, securing their places as the future betas for Ian.

      "Ok," I breathed, because there wasn't anything else I could say to that.  "And my divorce?"

      "Half of the value of the house," Henry said.  "I can ask for alimony, but I doubt that you'll get it due to your wages here."  I waved that off, so he kept going.  "Child support, however, will be steep.  Due to your living expenses, Gabby's age, and the time left until she's eighteen, I'm seeking one thousand a month.  Are you opposed to that?"

      "Serves him right," I grumbled.

      Henry chuckled.  "It also gives us negotiating room.  I've taken all costs for your car and any joint property that you have access to and given that to you, but everything else, I'm asking him to be responsible for, including the bills for the home you both own, his car, and the debts you've incurred together."

      "Sounds fair," I agreed.

      "He won't think so.  He'll try to give you half the credit card debt, which is why I made the child support request so high.  You'll likely get half of that, if not a bit more because he has yet to pay anything."

      "How bad is this going to be?" I asked.

      Henry shook his head.  "I've already spoken to his lawyer.  It sounds like your ex-husband would like to get married again.  He can't do that until sixty days after this divorce is final, which means he's motivated.  So long as you aren't greedy, he'll work to find a resolution quickly."

      "And then I'm free?" I asked.

      Henry canted his head to the side and made a face.  "Not exactly.  He's still Gabby's father, and he can still make problems because of that.  Elena, the man is not going to simply go away."

      "Oh, I know," I assured him.  "And I would actually like him to be involved in her life, but I don't think he wants to be.  Gerardo never wanted kids.  I did, and he agreed, but he always complained.  Of course, he enjoyed the making part, but once I was pregnant, he resented the inconvenience.  He made it clear that she was my responsibility, and mine alone."

      "Idiot," Henry grumbled.  "I adored all of my children.  Even the ones that weren't mine, like Lane, Pax, and Trent.  Helping them learn to shift as babies?"  He actually laughed.  "Ah, right, you wouldn't understand.  Around the time they learn to walk, we can assist them with finding their other form, and it ages appropriately to their human bodies.  So, I often had a pack of puppies snarling in the living room."

      My mouth flopped open.  "Ok, that's adorable."

      "Pax was a biter.  And when we shifted him back to his human body, he didn't want to stop.  The little brat got in trouble for it at school, too."

      I was giggling.  "Why am I not surprised?  What about Ashley?"

      "A little princess," Henry assured me.  "Even as a wolf.  Her little coat was so gold, and she did not want to get it dirty, but she wanted to play and run and be stronger than all the others.  So every time she got a blade of grass on her hair she'd come over and whine, because she had to be pretty before she tackled her younger siblings.  Oh, the twins had to team up to deal with her.  But Ian?  He was half her size and would grab her tail and just pull as hard as he could."  Then he grinned.  "They weren't any better as humans, though.  Ian pulled her hair, and she'd swing, giving him a black eye.  They were always challenging each other.  I guess that's why I never thought they'd stay in the same pack."

      "Ian was supposed to start his own, right?"

      He nodded.  "That was what we planned.  I set aside savings to help make it easy, but then Ashley's mate ran off with her beta, and she lost all interest.  I think she's happy with her decision, though, and she's wonderful with her little brother.  I can't honestly say I'm upset with how it turned out, but I still want her to be happy."

      "She will be," I assured him.  "Ian thinks she's finally figuring it all out."

      "Because of you," Henry said.  "Ashley needs you, Elena.  You're the beta to her alpha.  No, she's not going to lead the pack, but she still has that need.  Best friend is a good word for it, but we all know it's more.  You are the support that helps her believe in herself.  The push to remind her that there's more to life than work.  The excuse, even, if that's what you prefer.  She needs to have her own support, and you might be human, but you accept her as she is, and it helps her more than you know."

      "She's helped me just as much," I countered.  "Henry, Ashley has been there for me in ways that I never expected.  On Tuesday, she probably saved my life!"

      "And remembered what it feels like to be an alpha," he pointed out.  "You rein her in when she's out of control, push her when she's stagnating, and give her a reason to be proud.  That, Elena, is the purpose of a beta - and a best friend.  While you may not be able to claim the title, never doubt that you are Ashley's second, and a friend she cannot survive without."  Then he tapped the papers together.  "This copy is for you.  I'll file the other tomorrow unless you need something changed.  So, read it over, go talk to my daughter, and stop worrying about Karen.  Your pack will take care of you."

      I accepted the package he handed me.  "Thank you, Henry.  And thank you for doing all of this.  I never could've afforded an attorney of your caliber."

      "You're family," he said again as he stood.  "Think of this as me buying more time with my only grandpup.  Now, if you happen to convince Ashley to have a few of her own, I won't complain, but until then, I'm going to spoil Gabby relentlessly."

      "I'm sure she won't mind at all."  But when I stood, I stepped into him and wrapped my arms around his neck.  "And in my family, we hug a lot."

      Henry tensed for a moment, and then his arms folded around my back.  "I think it's a habit I can get used to."
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      On impulse, as I was walking next door to Ashley's house, I pulled out my phone and texted Bridget, inviting her to join us.  I was pretty sure Ashley wouldn't mind, and I knew how Bridget felt, having been the new person so recently.  Surprisingly, Bridget responded almost immediately, saying she'd love to come over.  I was barely in Ashley's yard before I heard a door shut behind me.

      Turning, I saw Bridget jogging to catch up.  "Hey!" she called.  "Aren't you supposed to have a bodyguard?"

      "I have you now," I teased.  "And I was just talking to Henry."  I gestured to his place.

      Bridget just fell in at my side.  "Still.  Better safe than sorry, Elena.  So, what's on the agenda for tonight?"

      We'd just reached Ashley's door, so I pressed the doorbell.  A moment later, Ashley bellowed out, "Come in!"

      I opened the door and called back, "I brought over Dr. Bridget."

      "Good!  I'll get another glass," Ashley yelled.

      Bridget followed me in and closed the door, looking around the whole time.  Together, we headed to the living room, where Ashley was setting out three bottles of wine, three glasses, and had clearly cleaned up.  She immediately waved us both to chairs.

      "White, pink, and red," she explained.  "Take your pick, and I have more if you want it.  You're ok to drink, right, Bridget? Not on call?"

      "Technically, I'm always on call, but if you don't care, then I don't," she said.

      I grabbed the bottle of white and filled a glass just a little too full.  Ashley went for the red, so Bridget chose the pink.  Once we were all comfortable, it was Ashley who decided to break the silence.  Of course, she did it with her usual gusto.

      "So, divorce papers?" she asked, looking at the packet I'd set beside me.

      I just nodded.  "Almost six months.  Well, five, but close enough to start planning.  And your dad says he's filing tomorrow."

      "Ugh," Bridget groaned.  "I hope it went better than mine."

      That caught my attention.  "You're divorced?"

      She nodded.  "Hence changing packs.  My ex-husband was the alpha's brother.  I was working for a human doctor in the city, so I moved into an apartment, but about four months ago, the isolation started to get to me, and I put a few feelers out.  Quite a few referred me to Wolf's Run."

      "And when I heard she was looking," Ashley said, "I reached out.  After Gabby turned, Ian basically said that there was no limit on what we'd offer.  We needed a doctor for our community."

      "So I didn't ask for enough?" Bridget teased before waving Ashley down.  "All I need is to pay my bills and be able to afford the medications and supplies for my patients.  Well, and have the authority to do what I need, even if that means pushing the alpha aside to treat someone."

      "Is that a normal problem?" I asked.

      Both Ashley and Bridget nodded, but it was Bridget who answered.  "Elena, every pack needs an alpha.  He - or she - is the strong arm who sets the punishments.  For as long as wolves have existed, our alphas have been terrifying.  The problem is that so much power often comes with just as much arrogance.  It's easier to throw someone to the ground to get your way rather than debating it."

      "Sounds barbaric," I admitted.

      "It is," Ashley agreed.  "And my dad proved that civility bonds a pack better than brutality.  Ian took it a few steps further, and it's been working, but he's not afraid to throw down when he has to."

      "Is that why Karen wants to beat the crap out of me?" I asked.  "Is this like, some side effect of the virus?"

      "Yes and no," Bridget admitted.  "Yes, increased feral tendencies are a part of this, but it's no different than PMS, Elena.  Sure, you're moody.  Yeah, you might snap at someone.  Doesn't mean you're going to become a homicidal murderer.  But, if your entire society claims that you couldn't help it, well, it makes the option easier to accept, right?  Some woman flirts with your boyfriends and you could just shoot her dead?  What's stopping you?"

      "Oh," I breathed, because that made sense.  "Please tell me that's not allowed?"

      "It's not allowed," Ashley promised.  "Even though we're wolves, we still have to deal with human laws and police.  If someone is killed, well, we need a doctor to write the medical report.  We need a funeral or cremation that wouldn't cause issues.  We can't just make people in the community disappear and think there won't be questions."

      I could accept all of that.  "Ok, I feel a little better."

      "We're people," Ashley insisted.  "Just somewhat supernatural ones.  We've learned how to adapt to modern society, and we're a little different, but not drastically."

      "Turning into wolves is pretty drastic," I pointed out.  "Ash, I feel like I moved to a whole different country.  I may know the language, but it's not always used the same way, and all of the customs are different."

      "But you're doing good," Bridget promised.  "And your daughter will do even better.  Kids tend to adapt easier than adults."

      Speaking of Gabby, I leaned back and let out a heavy sigh.  "Did you know there's a bully at school who's targeting the girls from the community?"

      "Ian mentioned it," Ashley said.  "He said that Roman groveled to him and explained it all."  Then she grabbed her glass of wine and leaned back.  "That kid is trying so hard to prove himself now, but Ian's still annoyed with him."

      "He's a kid," I insisted.  "Of course he's going to push the rules.  That's how they learn to grow up.  They try it, it doesn't work, so they figure out something else."

      "But Ian specifically said not to turn Gabby," Ashley countered.  "He made it a clear order.  No middle ground, and it was life-threatening."

      "Like driving her home while drunk," Bridget offered.  "Sure, they made it, but what if they hadn't?"

      "Oh."  Because that did change things a bit.  "Ok.  Is he ever going to get out of trouble?"

      "When he proves he's learned his lesson," Ashley assured me, "and it's not a little lesson.  He risked a pack member's life.  He has to convince the alpha that it won't happen again."

      "So am I being too easy on him?" I asked.  "I mean, I've been letting him pick up Gabby from school and bring her home.  We all know they aren't hurrying back."

      Ashley waved me down.  "You're fine.  Roman's waiting through her rehearsals, probably bored to tears, and showing that he's willing to take responsibility for the wolf he made.  It's actually helping him get out of trouble.  Besides the fact that those two are just cute together."

      "They really are," I agreed.  "And they're going on their four-month anniversary as a couple."

      "Wow," Bridget said.  "That's impressive for high school."

      Ashley made a face.  "Roman says he's Gabby's beta and mate."

      "Both?"  From the look on Bridget's face, I knew that wasn't typical.

      Ashley just lifted her hands  "Yep.  Seems Olivia is also her beta - but Gabby's a convert."

      "Technically," Bridget said, "that doesn't mean she can't be an alpha.  Granted, the adaptation to her new body makes it much harder, but if she was a strong girl before..."  She looked at me.

      I nodded.  "Gabby was always confident and a real wheeler-dealer type.  She's a good girl, but only barely.  She likes to push the limits."

      "And her punishment for getting turned has been wolf lessons," Ashley added.  "She has to shift every day, run the trails with the guys, learn the barks and howls, and keep up.  They push her hard, too.  They said that since she wanted to be a wolf so bad, she doesn't have the option of changing her mind now, and she should've thought more about it before she made Roman bite her."

      "It also means she's under adult supervision," I added.  "So, she's been grounded since Halloween, basically.  Her only reprieve is school and riding home with Roman."

      "And," Ashley added, "those guys are making sure she learns wolf discipline among all the other stuff.  She doesn't get to stop because she's tired.  She doesn't get to whine because it's hard.  She wanted this, so they're making her keep up with them."

      "Wow," Bridget laughed.  "Ok, that's amazing."  She paused to take a drink, but her eyes moved to me.  "The betas must be skilled in both human and wolf forms.  They'll run faster, jump higher, and fight harder than most.  They're the pack's bouncers.  If they're training Gabby, and that hard, then your daughter could very well become an alpha."

      "There has never been a converted alpha in history," Ashley countered.

      Bridget just shrugged.  "There is also no biological reason it can't happen.  Usually, it's because they're told, over and over, that it's not possible.  I'd love to see Gabby be the one who proves otherwise."  Then she paused.  "Ok, incredibly insensitive question here, but, are you going to have any more kids, Elena?  I saw you're forty."

      "No," I said.  "I have no interest in starting all over.  I used to want two, but the idea of those midnight feedings?"  I shook my head.  "The guys are young enough, but I'm not."

      "Would have to be doing a little more in the sheets to make that happen too," Ashley teased.

      "Uh, actually..." I said.  "So, you've all convinced me.  I gave the guys a massive box of condoms for Seth's birthday."

      Ashley gasped, but she sounded thrilled.  "And did you use any yet?"

      "I may have spent that night with Seth."  Then I groaned, reaching for my wine.  "I can't believe I'm sleeping with a man ten years younger than me!"

      "Two, actually."  Ashley was grinning at me.  "And two who are seven years younger, and one who's four.  Oh, you cougar, you."

      I just stuck my tongue out at her.  "Cats suck."

      "Yeah, they do," Ashley agreed.  "And how is my little brother doing in this little second-chance fuck-fest you're working on?"

      Bridget giggled.  "Or Lane?"

      "Well, we made stages," I explained.  "Stage zero was nothing but kissing.  Stage one was no exposure, so they could use their mouths and hands, but I was limited to hands only."

      "Eww," Ashley joked.  "Do not want to know about my brother's mouth."  But she was leaning a little closer.

      I just rolled my eyes at her.  "And now we're at stage two, which is condoms.  But here's the thing."  I paused to take a long drink.  "So, I've been thinking about taking the risk, you know?  Once my divorce is final, maybe I should just go all the way, and if it happens, then it happens?  What do you think?"

      "I've given my professional opinion," Bridget said, "so here's my personal one.  I think you'd make an amazing wolf.  I love what I am, and I'd be happy to help you learn it all.  Jumping, howling, and anything else."

      "Oh, I'd be all-in on that," Ashley agreed.  "You know the guys would help, too, but if it's less embarrassing, we'd have bitch nights out, and teach you how to smell, see around your nose, and even just walk."  Then she sucked in a little breath.  "Bridget, if you help, then we could even pin her between us, supporting her!"

      "Yes!" Bridget said.  Then she ducked her head and let out a soft chuckle.  "Can I tell you two something without sounding pathetic?"

      "Of course," I said, and Ashley was nodding.

      "I like this."  She pointed between us.  "In my last pack, I didn't really have many friends.  I was Hunter's mate.  I was the doctor.  I felt like a prisoner, which is why I divorced him, but it was lonely.  I felt like I was alone in the middle of my pack, and I've always wanted to have friends like this."

      Ashley reached over for her hand.  "Welcome to Wolf's Run, Bridget.  I have a feeling that the three of us are going to be best friends forever, refuse to grow up and act our age, and have many evenings spent drinking too much wine, complaining about men, and maybe we'll all even get to chase the moon together."  She glanced over to smile at me.

      "Yeah," I agreed.  "I like this.  I've never felt so at home as I do here, and Bridget, you're now one of the girls.  Sorry.  Next thing you know, Ashley will start trying to hook you up."

      "Please!" Bridget said.  "I need some seriously good sex in my life."

      "Me too, sister," Ashley agreed.  "And Elena's now getting enough for all of us."

      "Hey, I spent years without," I reminded her.  "I'm just making up for lost time."

      "With gusto," Ashley teased.  "But when some sexy wolf applies for a house, make sure you move him as close to Bridget and me as possible, ok?"

      "Oh, like that old man who wanted the five-bedroom all for himself?" I joked.  "Oh, wait, what about the teen boy who got kicked out of his pack?"

      "No," Bridget said.  "Nope.  I'm looking for a man in his forties, self-sufficient, and hopefully somewhat submissive, because while a little biting in the bedroom is fine, I will not be anyone else's bitch."

      "Me either," I assured her.

      We both looked at Ashley, and she simply shrugged.  "Good luck finding a man who could make me roll over.  I might just fall in love with him on the spot."

      Bridget just giggled.  "The life of being an alpha."

      But Ashley pointed at her.  "So says the woman who was meant to be a beta!  Why weren't you?"

      "Never found an alpha worth bonding with," she admitted.  "I wanted a sisterhood, not servitude."

      Henry's words were playing through my mind.  He'd said that I was all but Ashley's beta myself, but hearing how Bridget said that made it make a lot more sense.  It was about a sisterhood.  An agreement to be best friends.  A bond that actually meant something.  If that wasn't what I had with Ashley already, then I didn't know how else to describe it.

      "How about we make our own," I said, lifting my glass.  "Here's to the Sisterhood of... uh..."

      "Not pants," Ashley said.  "And I don't really want to travel."

      "Sisterhood of Being Too Old for That Shit," Bridget offered.

      I tapped my glass against hers.  "Here, here!  To the Sisterhood of Being Too Old for That Shit!"

      "I'm so down with that," Ashley agreed, clanking her glass against ours.  "Here's to the three strongest bitches in this pack."

      She meant me.  Not just me, but she thought I was strong, and that felt better than any other compliment I could get, because these two were exactly the kind of women I'd always wanted to be - and I was slowly but surely getting there.
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      I blamed the wine for losing track of time.  Gabby made it home just after seven.  I didn't get back to my house until almost eight-thirty.  My daughter had just finished cooking dinner, and she looked almost relieved when I walked in the door.  Hopefully, I didn't look as tipsy as I felt, because I'd had a couple of glasses too many and nothing to eat since lunch.

      "Mom!" Gabby whined.  "I was worried!  You should've texted me."

      "I lost track of time talking to Ashley and Bridget," I explained, heading over to drop the packet of papers on the counter.  "And Henry before that."

      "Is that for the divorce?" Her petulant tone was suddenly gone.

      I nodded.  "Henry's going to file it tomorrow.  Are you ready for this?"

      She just shrugged.  "I guess?  I mean, Dad's kinda made it clear that he doesn't miss us, and I like the guys better."

      "Your father still loves you," I reminded her, simply because it was the only thing I knew to say.

      She just made a noise that proved she didn't agree.  "No, Mom.  The only reason he cares about me is because his girlfriend-thing knows I exist and he's trying to impress her.  Let's face it, Mom, he never wanted me."

      "Gabby..." I tried.

      But she turned to move a pan on the stove.  "I made quesadillas."

      I refused to let her ignore this.  "Gabby, your father isn't good about showing how he feels.  That doesn't mean he doesn't want you.  He just doesn't know how to show it."

      So she spun on me.  "No.  Dad has never once said he's proud of me like Ian does.  He's never told me I'm good at something like Trent does.  He won't help me the way Lane does, and he certainly doesn't push me like Pax does.  He doesn't even joke with me the way Seth does, and Seth doesn't know a thing about what it's like to be a teenage girl!  He still tries to make me feel important!"

      All of those guys just went up a million points in my mind, yet I didn't want my daughter to feel unwanted.  "They're wolves, though," I pointed out.  "That makes them more in tune with what the people around them need.  Your father is just a human, and he doesn't know how to talk to you.  He doesn't have pack instincts.  That doesn't mean he doesn't care."

      She gave me a look that said I was an idiot.  "He doesn't even want to come to my quinceañera.  I know because I asked!"  And she pulled her phone out and pushed it over toward me.  "See for yourself."

      I opened her lock screen and checked the messages.  Sure enough, there was Gabby telling him the date she'd picked and what time everything would start.  Her father's reply was dated two days later, and it said that he had a business meeting that day.  The only problem was that her party was on a Saturday.  It was going to last all day long.

      All I could do was sigh.  "Mija, I'm so sorry," I said softly, reverting to a Spanish term of endearment.

      "Well, I don't care anymore," she said.  "My alpha's better than my dad, and it's not like I picked him anyway."

      "No, but that doesn't make it hurt less," I said.  "But your grandparents are excited for your quinceañera.  They really want to make it a special day, but they don't have to come if you don't want them to.  I mean, since you said you don't want it to be too traditional, and you know your abuela has opinions."

      That almost made Gabby smile.  "Think they'll hate it?"

      I chuckled.  "I think your abuelo will be so happy just to see your big day, and your abuela would say that your dress should've been pink.  I think they'll get you so many presents, and you can introduce them to your friends.  I'm betting my dad would love to dance with you."

      "Nah," Gabby said around a chuckle.  "Mi abuelo would need some slow song."

      "We could always put one in," I pointed out.  "I mean, Pax is still trying to find a DJ, right?  And if you want, we can FaceTime your abuela when we go to get a dress?"

      "She sent me an email," Gabby said.  "She was worried that because you and Dad were splitting up that I wouldn't get a quinceañera.  I told her that Ashley was helping, because I didn't know if you wanted her to know about the guys."

      Shit.  Double shit.  No, triple shit!  That was certainly going to be complicated.  Then again, my daughter was a wolf now, and she understood that some things weren't suitable for humans.  My brain spun at a million miles an hour, but I decided to just trust my child for once, and hope that her new-found wolfy maturity would work in my favor.

      "You know that we can't tell anyone outside of the pack about that, right?  Most people would not understand alphas and their betas, so I'm just dating Ian."

      "Oh, I know," she said.  "And Olivia said that my dad would probably use it to try to take me from you, just to get even.  I just wasn't sure if, you know, you were going to tell your parents you were seeing someone now."

      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.  The second try was only slightly better.  "Um, I think I am."

      "Yeah?" she asked.  "So, it's serious, then?  Like, you're back with them and everything's ok?"

      I held up a hand.  "It's complicated because I'm not a wolf, and you know that.  So please do not make me explain it.  But, yes.  We have the new doctor, and she's been explaining a lot of things to me."  I slid into a chair at the bar and gestured for her to give me some of the food that was going cold on the stove.  "Gabby, I like them.  A lot."

      She slid half of the quesadilla onto a plate and passed it over, then put the rest of the second half on a plate for herself.  "I do too.  I mean, they're cute.  We both know that, but it's...  They're like the kind of dads I always wanted, you know?  I dunno, they make me feel good about the stuff I'm doing, even when I screw things up like when I decided to turn without talking to Ian."

      Which made me happier than I wanted to admit.  "They make me happy, and I know it's really fast after I left your father, but I promise I wasn't intending to meet anyone."

      She claimed the spot beside me.  "I only said that because I was mad, Mom.  I know you weren't."

      "But it's still got to be hard to see your mother dating," I said, glancing over.

      Gabby just shrugged.  "The more time we're away from Dad, the more I realize just how much better it is here.  I mean, you smile so much now.  And all of my school stuff - I mean, I'm going to be the Cheshire Cat!  They're going to come watch, and did you know that they've been helping build the props?  This is my play, and I'm not even their kid, but they're still proud of me for doing it."

      "I am too," I told her.  "Did you know that every day, I am so glad that you decided to become a wolf?  I wish you'd talked to me, but I understand - now - why you didn't.  No, it doesn't make that right, but I do understand.  I also know that sometimes I can be wrong, and every so often you can be right, and it makes me realize that you're going to grow up into an amazing woman."

      "Mom," she said, dragging it out.  "I'm wearing mascara.  Don't make me sniffle."

      So I leaned over and bumped my arm against hers, having to tilt quite a bit since the bar stools weren't that close together.  "Well, I am proud of you.  And we're going to make sure that your quinceañera is perfect for a teenage Latina wolf, because no matter what, you should not forget your heritage."

      "So..."  She paused to take a bite, glancing at me from the side of her eye.  "Maybe I can start actually dating Roman again?"

      "Don't push it," I warned her.

      "Mom!" she whined.  "He's still my boyfriend, but we can't even see each other outside of school!"

      "And I know you take the longest way home possible.  You should just be glad that I actually let him give you a ride.  Gabby, what you did?  It was stupid and dangerous.  Most parents wouldn't let you ever see that boy again, so be glad I'm a pushover.  Roman went against his alpha's direct orders, and this is his punishment.  Until he proves that he can be trusted, no.  I'm sorry, but he has not earned back that right.  He went against his alpha's order.  Now, if you want to talk to Ian about it, then fine."

      She paused with her mouth half-open, but the corners of her lips were curling higher.  "Did you just tell me to talk to my alpha or are you now treating him like he's my new dad?"

      I stuttered, because I wanted to say her alpha.  I really did, but that wasn't the thought that had been in my mind.  Not that Ian was her dad, but that he was the other responsible party, and was that really so different?

      "I don't know," I finally admitted.

      "You really like them, huh?"

      Slowly, I nodded.  "I really do, Gabby.  I keep thinking I shouldn't, or that it's too fast, but I do.  I like all of them."

      "Do you love them?" she asked.

      I licked my lips, trying to find a careful way to answer that.  "I'm not sure," I finally said.  "I think I could, though.  They make me very happy."

      "I think you do," she decided.  "I think that you're falling in love and trying to talk yourself out of it because you don't think it's allowed.  Know what?  It kinda is.  They're good to you, and everyone knows that Lane's fated for you, so that means he loves you.  Ian's completely crazy about you, too.  I just don't know about the others."

      "I definitely like them," I said, hoping that would appease her.

      No such luck.  "Are they in trouble because of Karen?"

      "What exactly do you know about the betas and Karen anyway?" The moment the question was out of my mouth, I regretted it because she'd probably answer. "Please tell me you haven't been gossiping about my boyfriends."

      Gabby just took another bite, prolonging the agony.  "Well, we all heard about Ashley rolling her the other day.  According to Xander, she was completely out of control and stuck as a lycan.  And he made sure to tell his mom. Olivia told hers, and so did the elementary and middle schoolers.  So, the whole pack kinda heard about it.  The seniors said it serves her right for going after the alpha's mate.  Sounds like Karen's too embarrassed to leave her house, and even her father's mad at her.  Lucy, who lives across the street, was saying that Patrick yelled so loud they could hear it inside her house."

      And all of that was news to me.  Although it sounded like my fears about the kids and gossip had just been proven.  These little heathens seemed to know everything.

      "Well, I'm hoping Karen decides to take a hint, because she wanted to bite me, Gabby."

      That removed the smile from her face.  "Really?"

      I just sighed.  "She thinks she should be the Alpha Female, not me.  The problem is that I can't do much to defend myself because I'm not a wolf."

      "I'll defend you," she promised.  "And Kim and Heather will too.  Ashley and the guys, of course.  But, Mom?  Wolves heal faster.  She can bite me and I'll be ok, so promise me that you won't let her bite you?"

      "I figured you'd want me to be a wolf."  I tried to make it into a joke, because we were so far out of my comfort zone, but it fell flat.

      Gabby just shrugged.  "I'd love for you to be a wolf.  I don't want someone to force you into being a wolf.  And I will not let anyone in this pack come after my mom!  Pack is one thing, but you're my mom, and I'm the one who got us into this.  So if she comes here, I'll make sure she doesn't do it again."

      "Gabby, how about we just call Ian, hm?"

      She turned her amber eyes toward me.  "That too, but Pax is showing me how to protect myself, and I'll use it if I have to."

      "Then let's make sure you don't have to," I decided.  "Now, finish up, I'll do the dishes, and you have homework still, young lady.  Enough procrastinating."

      She hopped off her stool then pushed her plate toward me.  "Yes, Alpha," she teased.  "I just want you to know that I love you, Mom."

      "I love you too, Gabby," I said as she headed toward the stairs.

      But once she was gone, I reached for my phone, swiping to find the right number.  It was ringing in seconds, and he picked up on the second one.  "Pax?" I asked.

      "Hey," he greeted me.

      "I have two questions," I said.  "The first one is easy."

      "Hit me."

      "Is there a problem with my parents coming for Gabby's quinceañera?"

      He chuckled.  "Not at all.  I already told everyone to expect a few of your human family members.  What's the other?"

      "Are you teaching my daughter how to fight as a wolf?"

      The pause before he answered that was a little too long.  "I am," he finally admitted.  "Elena, she's going to get challenged.  Because she's a converted wolf, the others will assume she's an easy target, so I want to make sure that she can get away and get safe.  It's mostly defensive stuff."

      "Well, teach her the rest," I said.  "Because she's adamant that if she's around when Karen tries something, she's going to stand up for me.  I don't want her to, and I know it's a bad idea, but she's already proven she thinks she's invincible.  I'd really prefer she's not completely helpless if Karen does something else stupid."

      "Really?" he asked.

      I sighed, the sound a little too heavy.  "Please, Pax?  Show my little girl how to survive this decision she's made?  Because I'm going to go out on a limb and guess that being the alpha's kid is just as risky as being his mate?"

      "It shouldn't be," he explained.  "Elena, we made you our mate to keep you safe."

      "And that backfired," I reminded him.  "So be honest here, ok?  Is Gabby going to end up getting challenged because of this?"

      "No.  No one will challenge her for being your daughter."  This time, he was the one who sighed.  "But they might challenge her once they realize that she's not like most converts.  Elena, your daughter is going to be an alpha.  We're doing everything we can to nurture that, and if she announces herself as one?  Yeah, that makes her the heir apparent to the Wolf's Run pack.  The next in line, of a sort."

      "What?"  That wasn't what I'd expected.  "You mean because I'm your mate?"

      "And by wolf tradition, she's Ian's pup.  By default, the pack goes to her if anything happens to him, unless he names another heir.  That doesn't mean she'll keep it.  It just means there's someone to fight if it happens."

      "Then make her as tough as you can," I decided, "because my daughter's going to be an alpha wolf."

      "Just..."  He paused.  "Elena, don't tell anyone.  Ashley and the doctor, sure.  But don't brag about this.  Don't make a big deal out of it.  More than anything, don't tell Gabby, ok?  Converts can't be alphas.  There has never been one before."

      "Bridget said something similar," I admitted.  "She also said there's no biological reason it can't happen."

      "Because Ian asked her," Pax insisted.  "Elena, we asked because your daughter has all the traits.  She's claiming her betas.  She's not just going to be an alpha, but one as strong as Ashley.  And more than all of that, if she can actually do this?  A human who turned into a wolf who became an alpha?  That's going to change everything as we know it.  It's going to change the shifter world."

      "Just take care of my little girl, Pax."

      "Our girl," he reminded me, but there was something in his tone that made it clear he didn't mean the pack's.  "Believe it or not, I really like that kid.  I'm not going to let anyone hurt her," he promised.  "Or you."
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      Monday, it was snowing.  Just big, fat flakes that weren't convinced they should stick.  There was a little buildup on the grass, but the streets were just wet, not quite icy.  Because of that, Ian gave me a ride to the office.  It wasn't really far enough to drive, but since he had to head up to the far end of the community anyway, I was more than happy to keep my shoes clean.

      But when I stepped inside the office, I realized I wasn't the first one there.  Sitting in the comfortable chair in the corner, Pax was casually sipping his coffee, clearly waiting for me.  His lips curled into a sultry smile the moment his eyes landed on me.

      "Good morning, beautiful," he said, something in his tone making that sound like a promise.  "Coffee?"

      I lifted my cup.  "Came prepared.  Are you waiting for someone?"

      "You."  He pushed himself out of the chair as he followed me to my desk.  "I reserved the community civic center for Gabby's big day.  We can have a hundred and fifty people inside, so if it's close to that, we'll still be safe.  I can't imagine the fire inspector will come check.  I just need to go over a few more things."

      I sat down and started up my computer, listening to him the whole time.  "Ok?  Like what?"

      He moved to lean over my shoulder.  "Well, are your parents staying with you?"

      "Thankfully, no," I assured him.  "My mother would never want to put us out like that, or some other excuse.  The reality is that she'd hate having me tell her where things go.  Why?"

      "Parking."  He leaned a little closer, letting his lips caress the side of my neck.  "I'll reserve a spot at the front for them."  Then he kissed the skin beneath my ear.  "And I wasn't sure if we're supposed to be the polite neighbors."

      "Um..."  I paused, which made him pull back.  "Pax, they wouldn't understand me dating all of you."

      "We know," he promised.  "I was more hoping that we could be the close friends.  Maybe even the nice 'kids' next door."

      I ducked my head, reaching up to touch that spot between my brows.  "Yeah, I was thinking about letting them know I'm dating Ian.  That's still the plan, right?  Outside the pack, he's the...  I dunno, face of this?"

      "Elena, he's your mate," Pax assured me.

      "So are you," I hissed, my eyes jumping to the windows when I saw the first kid heading for the office to wait for the bus.  "And we have company."

      "Yeah," he agreed, offering his hand.  "Come with me?"

      I accepted, and he helped me out of the chair, laced his fingers with mine, and towed me toward the break room up the hall.  The door to Ashley's office was still closed when we passed by it, which meant she wasn't here.  I probably shouldn't leave the kids alone in the lobby, but I didn't think they'd get into anything, and I didn't want them to hear my private conversation.

      He stepped into the break room, then closed the door behind me.  "Look, Ian is your mate.  We get the benefits of that, so we can also call you our mate, but we're the addendum.  We get it."

      "But you aren't," I insisted.  "At least, I really don't want you to be.  I know I was a little hesitant about this at first, but now?  Pax, I don't want lines between us.  I don't want ranks like first boyfriend and second.  I just want...  this!"

      His eyes shifted across my face, almost like he was waiting for the catch.  "Trent and I know we screwed up with Karen.  I guess I thought you'd be pissed about it."

      I just shook my head.  "I was a little jealous, but it's stupid."

      He shifted a little closer, his hand finding my waist.  "It's not stupid.  I hate feeling like every time you look at me, you think of her."

      "You didn't even know me," I reminded him.  Then a horrible thought flared in my head.  "Unless you'd rather be with her?"

      "No!" he breathed.  "No, Elena, not at all."  Then he pulled back.  "Fuck."

      "What?"

      "There's nothing I can say that doesn't make this worse," he told me.  "I fucked her because it was easy.  I used her.  She was annoying, but put out.  Yeah, all of that comes back to me being an asshole, and I don't know how to fix that."  He sucked in a long breath.  "I'm sorry.  I wanted to prove to you that I was the kind of man you deserve."

      "Whoa, wait," I begged, grabbing his hand when it looked like he was going to turn for the door.  "Pax, I was jealous - and only for a split second - because she's prettier than me, younger than me, and I thought she was more what you wanted.  Not just the woman that got dumped on you."

      "You're what we want," he promised.  "Elena, every time I see you, I want to grab you and throw you against a wall.  I want to kiss you until I can't breathe.  I want to make you feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.  More than all of that..."  He stepped into me and cupped my cheek.  "I want to growl that you're mine.  Not just ours, but mine too."  He bent, but paused with his lips a hair from mine.  "I want to listen to your secrets, plan the future with you, and never ever see disappointment in your eyes."

      I felt my lips curl, so close to his lips he had to feel it too.  "I've always liked that you're all man, and you never try to hide it."

      He moaned deep in his throat and closed that last inch, his mouth crushing mine.  I just leaned into him, loving how passionate Pax could be, but this time I wasn't bending backwards.  No, I was pressing for more, and he gave it.  His kiss demanded access, and the moment my lips parted, he claimed my mouth, tangling his tongue with mine even as his arm slid around my back to pull me even closer.  The hand on the side of my face pushed into my hair, and then he grabbed it, tilting my face up just a little more.

      "I was supposed to be planning a quinceañera," he whispered against my lips.

      "Mhm," I agreed.  "And accepting that you're going to be my dirty little secret that day."

      "Oh, I can be dirty," he promised.  "If there weren't kids in the other room, I'd set you on that counter and prove just how dirty I can be."

      "And yet you still haven't been spending the night as much as the others," I countered.

      He groaned.  "Because I thought you were just being nice!"

      "Oh, I can be very nice," I assured him.  "Maybe you should come - "

      The sound of the door opening made both of us look over just as Ashley shoved her head inside.  "Elena, Kim's looking for you."  Then she laughed once.  "And you're both wearing the same lipstick.  Fix that before you give the kids something to giggle about."

      Then she was gone, but so was the moment.  I quickly straightened my clothes.  Pax grabbed a pair of tissues, then passed me one.  Both of us cleaned off my lipstick, but my purse was in the other room, so I couldn't put it back on yet.  Then, on impulse, I straightened his shirt where I'd pressed against it.

      "I'm not mad at you about Karen," I assured him.  "You were single.  She was willing.  It's not your fault that she had expectations, ok?  There's a big difference between a good time and a relationship."

      "And us?" he asked.

      "You, Paxton, are my boyfriend.  My mate."  I couldn't stop myself from smiling when I added, "Mine.  But you have to share with the rest.  Me?  Not so much.  I get you all to myself, and I like it this way.  I dunno, think of it as penance or something."

      "Perfection," he corrected, settling his hand on my lower back to steer me towards the door.  "And we all want to help pay for Gabby's dress, ok?  Like, our present to her."

      Heading up the hall, I didn't stop, but I did look back.  "Pax, I'm getting paid enough.  I got it."

      "We still want to," he explained.  "I told them what a quinceañera means to a girl, so let us help, ok?"

      "Ok," I agreed just as I entered the lobby.

      Kim immediately hurried over.  "Elena, I don't have long because I have to head to work, but I was talking to Andrea Pearson, who lives next to me, this morning.  She asked me if it's true that you refuse to socialize with the pack.  It seems Karen talked to her this weekend and was saying that you made it clear that you only talk to the old families.  If they aren't basically wolf aristocracy, then you don't have time for them, and you're annoyed that your mates are always off doing things for people who are beneath them."

      "What?!" I gasped.  "No!"

      "I know," she assured me.  "And I told Andrea the same thing.  I said that not only is your own child not some high born wolf - which she said you're trying to mate up into a good bloodline to fix - but you spend most of your time helping this community grow with your work here.  I made it clear that after the stupid crap Roman pulled, you're actually the reason he's had a second chance.  Never mind that you just learned that we're real!  Andrea seemed almost surprised though, and said that a lot of people are talking about it."  Kim paused to lick at her lips.  "But I don't honestly know if  ‘a lot of people’ is just Karen trying to make it sound that way, or if Andrea's spoken to someone else."

      "Fuck," Pax grumbled.

      I whipped around and pointed at him.  "Language.  There are kids in here."

      "Uh-huh."  He flashed me a smile.  "Pretty sure they've heard worse.  Yeah.  Let me go talk to Ian and the guys.  We'll try to see what's being said, ok?"

      "Thank you," I breathed.

      He leaned in to steal a kiss, then headed for the door, calling behind him, "I see the bus!"

      That had the kids scrambling for their bags, but Kim wasn't about to budge.  For just a moment, the lobby turned into chaos as all of the younger wolves made their way out into the snow, chattering at what felt like the top of their lungs.  Ashley just steered Kim over toward the chairs, tilting her head for me to follow.  Soon enough, the three of us were alone.

      "Was Andrea angry?" Ashley asked.

      Kim nodded.  "She was livid.  The whole reason she came over was to make sure I knew not to trust my kids around Elena.  Said she wouldn't care about them since they weren't from one of the first families.  I made it clear that not only are my kids welcome to spend time with the Alpha Female of our pack, but that I considered her to be a friend as well."  She looked at me.  "I hope that wasn't overstepping my place."

      "No, Kim," I assured her.  "I think of you as one of my first friends here.  You and David have helped me so much.  I just don't feel like I understand enough about wolves.  I've been learning."

      "That's it," Ashley said.  "We'll make it clear that we've been teaching her about pack traditions, which is why she hasn't really been socializing, and that it has nothing to do with bloodlines except that we Langdons are the ones teaching her."

      "Because I haven't wanted to offend anyone," I added.  "And I don't!  I just don't know how to fix this.  Is there something I should be doing?  Some part of dating Ian that I wasn't aware of?"

      For a moment, Ashley and Kim said nothing.  They both looked at each other, but it wasn't as if they were hiding anything.  More like they were hoping the other had an idea.  Then Kim suddenly smiled.

      "Come to the run," she said.  "The moon's full in two nights, and the whole pack will run.  Not all of us can, though.  David likes to go, but he stays at the front where we leave our clothes.  Sasha Chimory is the same."

      "And we have the new couple," Ashley said.  "Emily is human.  I think she's in the same boat as Elena, trying to learn all of this stuff because her new husband isn't human."

      My mind was already going.  "Think I could talk the guys into making a fire pit?" I asked.  "And I could bring some snacks, warm drinks, and blankets for anyone who needs to rest.  That way, if they've been running, they won't get a chill."  I looked at both of them.  "Too much?"

      "No," Kim said.  "That's absolutely perfect.  I'll talk to Heather, and we can help get some things together as well.  Don't worry, we'll give you all the credit."  Then she smiled at Ashley.  "We'll just let it be known that the Alpha Female is trying to make things comfortable for us, and she wants to watch her first run."

      "She gets dizzy at the shift," Ashley told Kim.  "I'm pretty sure it wouldn't be hard to convince Ian to let it slip that he encouraged her to get used to seeing us change so she didn't lose her dinner in front of everyone."

      Kim actually laughed at that.  "Which is a great way to explain her missing the last few.  I might just spread that rumor as well, if you're ok with that, Elena?"

      I just waved it off.  "Sure.  But my real question is, how bad is this really?  Is this going to be some huge problem that Ian will end up having to deal with on top of everything else?"

      "No," Kim assured me.  "Things like this always happen when a new mate is picked.  The jealous females of the pack test her, hoping to see how she'll handle the pressure.  This is just us making sure that you aren't going anywhere.  It's fine."

      "Just women being bitches," Ashley grumbled.  "Even humans have people who act like this, and often the rumor is worse than the reality.  So, we'll do a little PR work, and make it clear that the Alpha Female of the Wolf's Run pack isn't merely the nicest woman ever, but she's got a lot of alpha bitches standing with her."

      Kim smiled almost ferally.  "Bodyguard duty, huh?"  She nodded.  "For the first time, having been born an alpha feels like it might be a good thing."

      "Welcome to the Sisterhood of Being Too Old for That Shit," Ashley told her.  "We drink wine at my place on Thursdays.  Invite Heather."

      "I'll call her later," Kim promised.  "For now, I have got to get to work.  I'm already late, and I'm blaming the school bus."  She reached over and rubbed my arm.  "This is going to be fine, Elena.  Your pack will make sure of it."  Then she headed toward the door.

      I just pressed my hands over my mouth and let out a heavy sigh.  "If Ian doesn't kick that bitch out of this pack, I'm going to end up doing it myself."  And I groaned.  "I just have to find my flip flops, because I'm a Latina momma, and I can do this."

      "Flip flops?" Ashley asked.

      I shrugged.  "Pretty sure everyone I know had their mother use one on them at some point.  It's like the unofficial weapon of desperation."

      "No," Ashley said.  "Use your heels.  At least then you'd have a pointy bit."

      "Not the same," I assured her.  "But if Karen comes near me again, I might just have to try.  Fucking bitch!"

      "In more ways than one," Ashley agreed.  "I'm going to go call my dad, because I have a feeling he'll love to hear all about this."

      And he would definitely do something.  That was the part she didn't say, but I knew it.  It also made me feel a lot better.  I was just sick and tired of being unable to handle all of this myself.  What Karen didn't realize was that she was only making me more convinced that I should turn sooner rather than later.  Three months of learning a new body was a lot less time than three years of waiting for Gabby to grow up.  If I was going to have to spend those three years paranoid, then was I honestly making the right decision to wait?

      But was I strong enough?  More than that, was I actually brave enough to do it?
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        CHAPTER 19

      

      

      

      It was just after noon when I saw Elena jogging across the street towards her house - alone.  I'd been about to make a quick sandwich for myself, but changed my mind, wondering what she was thinking.  Grabbing my coat, I hurried back outside and made the short trip to her place, tapping at the door even as I opened it to let myself in.

      "Elena?" I called.

      "One sec!" she yelled from her bedroom.

      "You know you're not supposed to run around outside without someone to keep Karen away," I called back.

      Then I peeled off my coat and hung it on one of the stools at the bar and headed into the kitchen.  Opening the fridge, I scanned the contents to see what I could make us for lunch.  There wasn't much on the quick and easy list, but she had leftovers for what looked like tacos.  I started pulling that out, put the meat in the microwave to warm it up, and went to the pantry for tortillas.

      "Seth?" she asked.

      I leaned back.  "Sorry, was heating up your leftovers for lunch.  Soft tacos?"

      "Thanks," she said.  "I thought Ian had dealt with Karen.  I mean, I assumed that's why she's changed her tactics."

      Having just found the package of tortillas, I grabbed them, but the sound of that woman's name made me want to scream.  "What did she do this time?" I grumbled.

      Elena was getting plates for us.  "She told Andrea Pearson that I think I'm too good to talk to most people in the pack.  Andrea told Kim.  Kim told Ashley and me.  Pax was there."

      I just groaned.  "She's trying to undermine your position, so Pax is probably talking to Ian.  And no, you still shouldn't take any risks.  Yes, Ian put pressure on her, but she's already proven not to care, and that woman is clearly bat-shit crazy.  Granted, I went to buy a few things this morning, so I spent a couple of hours at the hardware store.  I'll probably hear all about her bullshit this afternoon."

      "So I'm going to the run," she said, almost like a declaration.

      I couldn't stop the smile from taking over.  "Really?"

      "Is that a big deal?" she asked.

      "No, not really," I admitted, "but it is a pack gathering.  I also..."  I paused, changing my mind.  "Forget it."

      "What?" she asked.  "Help me out here?"

      "You've only ever seen me as a wolf once," I explained.  "But that one time, when you saw me, you looked like you approved.  Like it didn't bother you that I get kinda short and hairy at times."

      "I like the grey on your back," she said, turning her attention to putting tortillas on plates.  "Spicy or mild?"

      "Spicy," I decided.  "You also curl up with Lane, Ian, and Trent when you sleep.  I mean, when they're wolves."

      "And neither you nor Pax have come over that way," she reminded me.

      I just shrugged.  "It's not as easy for me to sleep the whole night through as a wolf.  Feels uncomfortable.  They were born like this.  I wasn't.  Lane lived as a wolf for years, so it's even easier for him.  I..."  I paused, looking for the right words.  "The sounds get me.  Wolf ears are more sensitive, and I feel like there's a riot going on outside, so I never sleep well."

      "Oh."  Now she was portioning out lettuce, cheese, and pico onto the tortillas.  "Stir the beans and meat for me?"

      "Sure."

      But she kept going.  "So, I was thinking about taking some chairs for those of us who won't run.  Probably some blankets.  I figured it's going to be cold, so I thought I'd take some cocoa and coffee, maybe even hot tea.  But, um, would it be stupid if I asked for a fire ring so we can huddle around it?"

      I mentally ran through the extra supplies we had.  "Nah.  How big, do you think?"

      "Big enough to keep us warm?"  She flashed me a smile.  "I have no idea."

      "I'll make one up there this afternoon.  We've got some spare bricks from the last block of construction.  Could use those to make a little edge around it, so no sparks will set anything on fire, and I could probably put up a pretty decent ring.  Get some sticks, marshmallows, and chocolate for s'mores..."

      "Chocolate is bad for dogs," she teased.

      "All wolf, baby," I assured her, moving to set the bowl of meat beside her before bracing an arm on either side of her hips, caging her there.  "We don't have the same issues as real wolves.  And, so you know, you can pet us.  You can ruffle our hair.  You can play with our ears and tails.  It kinda feels good, and no, we don't think it's a bad thing."

      "So, I get a boyfriend and a puppy all in one?" She glanced back to grin at me.

      I just leaned my hips into her ass.  "Wolf, Elena.  Full-grown.  But I do like that boyfriend part."  Then I kissed the base of her neck.

      Her eyes closed as my lips touched her skin.  "Not to ruin this moment," she said, "but your tacos are done, and I have a somewhat serious question."

      So I kissed her neck again, then stepped back.  "Ask away."

      She passed me a plate and moved around to the bar, tilting her head to the other chair for me to join her.  "What's the... I dunno... rule?  The consensus on sex?"  And she bit into her lunch.

      I rolled mine up more like a burrito.  "The lack of it, you mean?"  When she nodded, I continued.  "Lane's worried that the more he's with you, the worse he's going to be.  Jealous, possessive, and such.  Ian wants to make sure that you know he cares about more than the physical.  Trent and Pax?  They've got their tails tucked between their legs right now.  Lane's pissed about the ordeal with Karen, and he hasn't been shy about telling us."

      "And you?" she asked.

      I bought myself a little time by taking a bite.  Damn, but this woman could cook.  The fact that I loved Mexican food didn't hurt, but it felt rude to mention that.  Some white guy telling his Hispanic girlfriend that he liked the way she made tacos?  Yeah, that would get misinterpreted somehow.  It also didn't help dig me out of this hole at all.

      "Um..."  I paused to swallow.  "I, kinda, get nervous when Gabby's home."  My eyes flicked over to her, then right back to my food.  "Elena, I don't have a clue what to do with a kid.  I'm not opposed to having her around, but I don't know if I'm going to piss you off when I ask.  I keep thinking that I'm going to say something stupid and insensitive."  So I lifted the taco.  "Like that I love Mexican food."

      She just laughed.  "Seth, it's ok to like Mexican food.  I'm Mexican-American, and I'm not ashamed of that."

      "Yeah, but, I feel like it's all fetishy," I told her.  "The other guys don't get it.  Racism isn't a thing wolves do.  There are humans and wolves, that's the line.  Well, other shifters, but we don't really see those."

      "There are other shifters?" she asked.

      I nodded.  "Yeah, a few.  Bears, foxes, things like that.  I mean, we've got a guy who's an African wild dog in the pack.  You'll probably see him at the run, but there aren't enough of his kind around here, and most wolves would turn him away.  We said that if he can learn to work with our rules - and to tell us when he has problems - that he's welcome to be a part of this.  But see?  Shifters and not.  There's no black, white, brown, or such."

      "Huh."  She paused to think about that.  "So, they just think of me as a brunette?"

      "Lean, dark, and sexy?" I offered, doing my best to play on the stereotype of tall, dark, and handsome.  "Ian thinks your accent is elegant.  You and I both know that you've probably gotten shit over it in your life.  And the fact that Gabby doesn't have one at all?"

      "I tried really hard to make sure she didn't," Elena admitted.  "Because I hoped she wouldn't have to deal with being told to go back to her own country like I did."

      "Yeah.  I'm sorry."  I paused for another bite.  "But as for your question?"  I leaned forward to grab a paper towel from the dispenser and wiped at my face.  "We're kinda waiting for you to take the lead, I guess?  Elena, we went from keeping secrets to almost dumped, to cut off because of this virus.  The truth is that I don't think any of us know what you're comfortable with."

      For a little too long, she just worked on her lunch, taking a bite, chewing, and staring into the kitchen toward the stove.  Finally, she set her taco down and turned to look at me.  From the set of her shoulders, I knew this talk had just turned serious.

      "I don't think I know either," she admitted.  "In my head, I have these visions of wild, passionate romances.  And then I start thinking that you guys have to be squabbling about whose turn it is when I can't see.  And I feel like Trent and Pax are avoiding me, well, sorta.  Pax was waiting for me at work, but he said something, and now, I just don't know what I'm supposed to be doing either."

      "Exactly!" I said.  "That's how I feel too.  I like you.  A lot.  If it was just us, I'd be flirting and making a fool out of myself every chance I could, but I've never dated like this before.  Shit, I stopped dating when I became a wolf, and I'd only ever had one serious girlfriend, and that was from high school, so me dumping her was half-expected when I got to college.  So, yeah."

      "Really?" she asked.  "Just one?"

      I nodded.  "Yep.  And, um, betas don't date.  When Ian made me the offer, well, I jumped on it.  I'd been a wolf a matter of days, but it was something to work for.  So, I know how to hook up with girls, but that's the problem.  You're neither a girl nor a hookup.  Trent and Pax are convinced that they screwed up so bad you're only being nice because of Ian and Lane."  I lifted a hand when her mouth opened.  "I know you told them otherwise, but they think you're just trying to be nice."

      "I talked to Pax about that today," she explained.  "I'm hoping I made it clear that's not the case, but can you help?"

      "Promise," I said.  "But what about you?  What are you actually ok with?  Gang bangs when Gabby's upstairs?  I'm guessing that's out."

      "Yeah," she agreed.  "But I like that you guys come over to spend the night."  Her cheeks were turning a little pink.  "It's what I look forward to every evening.  I just don't want it to always be PG-13, you know?"

      "So, weeknight sex is allowed?"  I chuckled because that sounded as stupid out loud as it felt to ask.

      But she nodded.  "I think so."

      "So..."  I shoved a hand across my mouth, convinced this was the dumbest thing I would ever say in my life.  "If I encouraged Pax and Trent to come over, I wouldn't be ruining things for myself?"

      "What do you mean?" she asked.

      "Elena, I still remember being human.  I know that you could like one of us more than the others.  You're not a wolf, so there's not the same shit in your head that we have.  This 'all for one' mentality, and I kinda don't want to cut my own throat, but I also have this urge to work for the good of my pack.  Well, the other guys, in this case.  I mean - fuck."  I was screwing this up so bad, so I decided to just try again.  "I want you to fall madly in love with me.  I want you to think that I'm the perfect man for you.  I also want you to think the same about all of us, and those two?  They need a fucking nudge, ok?"

      She reached over and pressed her hand on my thigh.  "Seth, I'm going to tell you something.  This?  You letting me see when you're nervous?  Explaining to me how you're thinking?  It makes me feel like I know you a little more, and that is what I need to fall in love with someone.  Not sex.  Not flowers or diamonds, or even amazing pickup lines.  Women tend to feel things for men they know, and I like it when you let me in."

      "Yeah?"  Damn, now my face was feeling warm.  "I just don't want to convince you that I really am the stupid little boy you got stuck with."

      "You're not," she promised.  "You're the man who's been helping bridge the gap between what I used to know and what is my new reality."

      That was all it took to make up my mind.  "Right now, I'm so torn between saying I'll show you the benefits of youth all night long and promising that I'll get Pax and Trent over here."  I laughed.  "And we both know I'm going to go with the second option."

      "So, you're saying I should save the weekends for you?" she asked, a sly little twist to her lips.  "Since I won't have to worry about waking up early the next morning?"

      "That's five days away," I reminded her.  "A complete eternity.  How ever will I cope?"

      She picked up the last bite of her lunch.  "Never said you couldn't come over during the week.  Just no keeping me up all night.  Maybe, you'll even let me cuddle?"

      "I like it when you play with my tattoo," I told her.  "More when you do it lying beside me naked, but my favorite part?"  I grabbed her plate, stacked it on mine, and headed into the kitchen to put them in the dishwasher.  "I like waking up beside you and knowing that you're not a dream."  Then I paused.  "But there's something you need to know about Pax and Trent."

      "Ok?" she asked.

      "Elena, they were raised as a set.  Like yin and yang, I guess?  I dunno, but their families made sure they knew their lives belonged to Ian.  They would be his shadows.  They would work together to lift him up.  If they were good enough at it, then they'd succeed.  To do that, they needed to almost read each other's minds.  Everything one had belonged to the other.  Ever since they were babies, Elena."

      "Really?"

      "They might as well be twins," I explained.  "Opposites in some ways, but they're a matched set.  Their parents were very traditional wolves, and it was hammered into them.  This?  Everything Ian's doing?  It was fueled by that.  By seeing his best friends forced to become 'one' to serve him.  Serve.  Ian's given them as much freedom as they want - which most alphas wouldn't do - but they were still trained so well that it's second nature.  You don't really get one without the other.  The thing is, they kinda wish they could.  That each one could be his own."

      Her hand had moved to her mouth and her eyes were a little too wide.  "Really?"

      I nodded.  "I happen to think it's disgusting.  Not them, but the idea of raising kids like that.  They thought it was natural.  But if you want to get closer to them?  Just...  You need to know that.  I also think you need to make it clear that you don't see them as a pair, but just as two different men."

      She took just a little too long to answer, then, "Is there any way you can help me get Trent to come over alone?"

      "I'll make sure of it," I promised.  "I'll also walk you back to the office, because I still don't trust Karen."

      She hopped off her chair and passed me my coat.  "So you know, I like it when you play the bodyguard.  It's rather sexy."

      "Good to know."  Putting my coat on, I headed to grab hers, holding it up to help her get into it.  "Maybe it even means you'll call me before walking home alone, hm?"

      She slid one arm in, then the other.  "I think I just might," she promised, turning to take my arm.

      When she hooked her hand around my elbow, I bent it, pressing my fist against my belly and feeling like the biggest man in the world.  Damn, but this woman was getting to me, and in the very best way.  She really was perfect for us.  For all of us, which was the only reason I wasn't trying to seduce her.  Because if we wanted this to work, Trent needed to get his head out of his ass, and stop worrying about his bruised pride.

      Fuck Karen, and fuck the wedge she'd driven between my friends and our mate.  Luckily, I knew exactly how to fix this.
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        CHAPTER 20

      

      

      

      Seth messaged me a couple of hours after dark, asking me to come look at something by the trails.  When I arrived, he was finishing up the last few bricks on what appeared to be a fire pit.  A five-gallon bucket was beside him, clearly filled with half-frozen mortar, and the fat flakes of snow had turned the back of his coat wet.

      "What are you doing?" I asked.

      He looked up.  "Well, I'm hoping that this will cure even in the cold," he said.  "Elena's coming to hang out on the full moon, and she thought maybe a fire pit would be nice."

      "So you made her a fire pit?"  I was actually a little impressed - and ticked that I hadn't thought of it myself.  "Looks good, man.  And yeah, it'll cure.  Just have to make sure it doesn't get knocked over tonight."

      He gestured to the spiral of bricks around the pit.  "Think  that's a big enough space to keep any embers from catching?"

      I tried to imagine the height of the fire and how far sparks would float.  "Should be.  We can get some split wood tomorrow, and Wednesday, one of us will start the fire early enough for it to be burning well before the moon rises.  That way, when Elena shows up, it'll already be warm."

      Seth ducked his head and chuckled.  "Just Elena, huh?"

      "Elena's the only one who happens to be my mate."  But my words didn't make his smirk go away.  "What?" I demanded.

      "Would you stop avoiding her already?" Seth asked.  "Trent, she thinks you're sick of her."

      "Fuck," I groaned, turning with every intention of heading back to my truck, but I stopped.  "You know I'm not."

      "I do," he agreed.  "She doesn't, and you're acting like a fucking pussy, shutting her out like this."

      "I fucked Karen!" I snapped.

      "Me too.  So did Pax.  Know what?  She's ok with it.  She's fucking told you she's ok with it."

      "And for weeks, that bitch has been trying to run off our mate because of where I stuck my dick," I said, storming back toward him.  "This is my fucking fault."

      Because it was.  I'd been the one to convince Pax to give in that first time.  I'd said there was nothing wrong with fucking her.  Since we weren't dating her, it didn't count.  I'd never even considered the repercussions to the pack, let alone our future mate.  Seth had questioned it.  In the early days, Pax had once suggested we shouldn't give her the wrong impression.  Me?  I'd liked having a willing piece of ass around, so I'd ignored all the potential problems.  I'd made visiting her into an easy habit for us.

      "Oh, just your fault?"  Seth pushed to his feet, lifting his chin in a taunt.  "Because I was never in on those foursomes.  Nope."  His voice was heavy with sarcasm.  "And I'm sure Pax never mentioned needing to pump a load into her.  But you're right.  It was all just you, and you somehow should've known that your mate was about to appear in our lives without any warning, right?"

      I grumbled in my throat, the closest thing to a growl I could make in my human body.  "You know it's more complicated than that."

      "I know that Karen was a bitch.  We knew she was shallow, but we had no idea that she'd go full crazy!  She was willing.  She was horny.  So were we, and to Elena, it's all in the past.  I mean, it's not like we had a kid with her, right?"

      I just closed my eyes and shook my head.  "We were careful."

      "I was talking about Gabby, you dumb shit!"  He threw up his hands.  "Hey, Elena fucked before us too.  Know what?  Her ex is also pretty crazy.  Guess she shouldn't ever talk to us again, right?"

      "It's different," I said.

      "You're ashamed," he countered.  "Your fucking balls hurt because your new girl knows your dick went in someone else.  You feel like your image of being the perfect guy just got shattered and you don't know how you're going to look her in the eyes.  Guess what, Elena's not an idiot.  She's not shallow; she's not irrational.  She's a grown-ass woman who's treating this like one more thing for her to deal with.  The only problem is that she can't understand what she's done to make you stop liking her."

      A rush of fear raced down my spine.  "You told her that's not how it is, right?"

      "I did," he assured me with a devious little smile.  "I also told her that you'd been planning to spend a night with her, but you'd been a little busy lately, and kept passing out early."  He grinned.  "Made it sound like a coincidence that you hadn't been over.  Oh, and she said that weeknight sex is an option, but only the quiet kind when Gabby's home."

      My eyes narrowed as I looked at him.  "And why aren't you trying to get in her bed again?"

      "I am.  I'm also smart enough to realize that her bed isn't what I'm really chasing.  I'm really more interested in getting in her heart.  Man, I got a thing for that woman, and she's giving me all the signs that she feels the same.  So, to make sure this works, I need you to be all in."

      "You're in love with her?" I asked.

      He canted his head from side to side.  "Yeah, let's not rush it.  I'm definitely ok with long term, though."  Then he paused, reaching up to shove back a strand of his long hair that had broken free.  "How will I know?"

      "If you're in love with her?" I asked.  "I dunno, you just know."

      "Doesn't fucking help," he grumbled.

      Which was when I realized his real problem.  Seth was falling for this woman - and hard - but he was scared of jumping the gun.  He'd never had something serious before, not as an adult, and things with Elena were anything but casual.  That she also came with a ready-made family?

      "Is it Gabby?" I asked.  "Is the idea of being a dad what's freaking you out?"

      "No," he assured me, then changed his mind.  "Maybe?  Trent, I don't have a fucking clue what I'm doing.  Elena?  She's the kind of woman who goes to like ballets and shit.  She doesn't go to a rave.  She's got a kid and actually makes leftovers, not just nukes 'em and eats from the bowl.  She's a lady.  Not just a woman, but a real fucking lady, and we're going to screw this up so bad if we don't pull our heads out of our asses."

      "You mean mine," I realized

      "No!" he hissed.  "I mean all of us.  Sure, Lane and Ian have their shit together, but us?  Pax is all about getting laid, you're too chicken-shit to talk to her, and I'm clueless how to impress her.  That's what I'm talking about.  So, I dunno, go suck up to her or something.  Just, make it fucking work."

      Nodding, I took a step back, aiming for my truck.  "Hey, Seth?"

      "Yeah?"

      "That, right there, is how you know you're falling in love.  When the idea of being without her makes your balls crawl up in your throat?  Not going without getting laid, not pissing her off, but the idea of losing her does that?  Means you're there - or damned close."  Then I laughed.  "When you're out all night making a fire pit so she'll pet you?"

      He just lifted his middle finger at me.  "Then catch up," he taunted.  "Because if you make that woman cry?  I'm coming after you, and I'll do it with teeth."

      "Dream on."  I laughed, but it was forced.

      Because he was right.  Even as I started my truck, I knew he was.  I'd been avoiding her because I didn't want to have to explain what I'd done with Karen.  I didn't want to have to see the look on Elena's face when she realized that I'd thought Karen was an idiot with a wet pussy.  When she figured out that sometimes I objectified women, simply because I was horny.  I certainly didn't want her to think that sex meant more to me than this crazy thing we barely had started.

      When I pulled up in my drive, her house was already dark.  The clock on my dash said it was almost eleven.  For a moment, I thought about saying it was too late.  That was why I headed inside, but I knew Seth would give me shit if I was still here when he finished his little project.  So, rather than go to her house smelling like a man who'd been stuffed in a coat all day, I grabbed a shower.

      Yes, I was doing everything in my power to delay the inevitable, but ten minutes before midnight, I'd finally run out of procrastination techniques.  Pulling on a clean pair of jeans and a shirt that I could use for work tomorrow, I slipped out the back door, around to the side fence, into her back yard, and onto her porch.  I paused for a moment at her back door, then realized that Seth was right.  I owed it to Elena to stop avoiding her.  I needed to just man up and explain that I was a piece of shit.

      I entered the house as silently as possible.  Everything was quiet, so I crept to Elena's bedroom and snuck in, easing the door shut behind me.  As I got undressed, my heart was beating just a little too hard, and the thought of her kicking me out ran through my mind on repeat.  But she'd said this was ok.  She'd told us the back door was open.  This was our agreement.  So, once I was undressed, I lifted the covers and slid into bed beside the sleeping woman and curled up against her back.

      She pulled in a breath as my movement woke her up.  "Mm?" she mumbled as she rolled into me.  Then, "You're as cold as ice!"

      "Sorry," I breathed.  "I had a shower and walked over.  It's freezing out there."

      "Oh."  And she wrapped her hands around mine, snuggling even closer to share her body heat.  "I didn't think you'd come."

      Her voice was still blurry from sleep, but her eyes were open and shining at me in the darkness of her room.  Gently, I stole one of my hands back and reached up to push her hair away from her face, watching as her lips curled in a sleepy little smile.

      "I thought you'd be mad at me," I whispered.

      "Why?" she asked.

      "Because I'm a dumb guy who made decisions with his dick that weren't very respectful to women."  I licked my lips, aware my mouth had suddenly gone dry.  "Because you deserve someone better than me, but I don't want to ever hear you say it.  Most of all, because I feel like I brought all of this crap down on you when making you our mate was supposed to fix everything."

      "Oh, Trent," she breathed, pushing her head against my chest.  "Do you always try to blame yourself for everything?"

      I chuckled once, aware that Seth had called me on the same thing.  "Usually."

      "Mm."  She pulled in a deep breath against my neck.  "And I like your soap.  Smells good."

      "I don't think you're really awake," I told her.

      She just shrugged.  "I'm just glad you're here.  I've missed you."

      "Why?" I asked.  "Pretty sure your bed hasn't been empty."

      "It hasn't been," she agreed, "but I happen to like all five of you.  You're the calm and sweet one.  The man who tries to be responsible.  The one who seems harmless on the outside, but I have a feeling that's not the whole story."

      "Why do you say that?" I asked, letting my fingers run through her hair.

      "Because you're a beta.  According to my wolf lessons, that means you're a badass."  A smile flickered across her lips.  "A bouncer, Bridget said.  My sweet, educated man can probably beat up every wolf in this community, I bet."

      "Not Ian," I told her.  "I wouldn't want to go against Lane as a wolf, although I could hold my own with him, but yeah.  I learned how to take care of what I have to.  What about you?"

      She shook her head.  "I learned how to smile, apologize, say yes ma'am and sir, and never make eye contact.  I learned not to speak Spanish in public unless it was a Hispanic store.  My talent, Trent, is being nice so that no one wants to make me fight, because I'm no good at it."

      "I bet you could, though," I said.  "I bet that if Karen went after Gabby, there is nothing in this world that would stop you from beating her ass into submission.  You just need to find your own things that are worth fighting for."

      "You are," she breathed, the words so soft they were barely audible.

      And my heart hiccuped in my chest.  For a moment, I was convinced I'd imagined that, but when I looked down, her eyes were turned up, waiting for mine.  The honesty on her face was so beautiful, and that was the only thing that made my heart remember to beat again.

      "Me?" I asked.

      "You," she agreed.  "I love how your eyes light up when you start talking about performances and styles.  I adore how you're man enough to recite the part of Alice with the whimsy of a child.  I can't get enough of the guy who will pull his truck onto the sidewalk so I won't get wet.  You, Trent, make me feel like I'm worth something."  And her teeth clamped on her lower lip as her eyes dropped.  "I thought maybe you'd decided this whole thing was too much work.  Lane said that you don't all have to date me.  You could just be friendly, more like brothers."

      "No," I said softly.  "I just thought I'd disappointed you.  I was trying to put off giving you a chance to dump me - or whatever it would be in this situation."

      "No dumping," she promised.  "But since your hands are warmer, I'm perfectly ok with the idea of cuddling."

      As I wrapped my arms around her, I realized that I was a complete and total idiot.  I'd thought she'd be seething in secret about Karen - or all the women who'd come before.  I'd assumed Elena would be devastated, but this woman was too strong for that.  She treated people the way she wanted them to treat her, and that was the thing I couldn't get enough of.  It was the part of her that called to me.

      Elena was nice.  She was beautiful.  She was intelligent and considerate.  In other words, she was perfect, and for some stupid reason, she actually liked me.  For the first time in years, I felt like someone finally looked past my position in the pack, what I could get for them, or the things I represented.

      This woman didn't care about any of that.  She made me feel like I was more than enough of a man for her, and I was damned well going to prove her right.  From now on, I would make sure I was a mate she could be proud of.
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        CHAPTER 21

      

      

      

      Wednesday, after work, I headed home and began throwing things together.  Tonight, the pack would start running around nine.  I made Gabby tell me what sorts of things would be beneficial to a wolf - food, she said - and then we began loading it all into a box.  I had chips, cookies, packets of cocoa, bags of tea, and two large thermoses of coffee.  Then there were the blankets.

      Around eight, Ian came over to help us load everything in his SUV.  He also had a mini coffee pot that when plugged into the port on his dash would heat water.  Combined with a couple of gallons of water, we should all be set.  So, forty-five minutes before the rest of the pack was set to start arriving, Lane, Ian, Gabby, and I rode up to the far side of the community.

      When we arrived, Pax, Trent, and Seth were already there.  Ian made sure to back the truck in, and I couldn't help but smile when I saw the large brick circle with a rather healthy fire already burning in it.  A collection of chairs had been set up around it.  Most were the camp style - those canvas things that folded out to have cup holders in the armrests.  One, however, was a little nicer.

      I was barely out of the truck before Trent gestured to the carved wooden chair.  "A throne for the Alpha Female."  He looked a little smug.

      "Uh-huh," I said.  "And who found that?"

      "We made it," Pax said.  "Should be heavy enough to leave out here in case you ever want to hang out while we run.  Or the kids.  Or, well, anyone."

      "And the fire pit's new," I pointed out, my eyes jumping to Seth.

      He just shrugged.  "Didn't want you to get cold."

      Lane walked up behind me, leaning over to whisper in my ear.  "Pax and Trent worked on the chair all day yesterday.  Seth was putting up that fire pit until well after midnight on Monday.  The least you can do is go kiss them."  Then he gave me a little nudge forward.

      I headed straight for Seth.  He started first, so he should get his reward first.  Without hesitation, he stepped up, slipped an arm around my well-bundled waist, and kissed me.  Not the kind that was respectable in front of my daughter, either.  Seth kissed me hard, sampling my mouth before he pulled away to press his forehead against mine.

      "I'm glad you came."  Then he stole one last kiss just beneath my eye and turned me toward Pax.

      "Thank you for the chair," I told him.

      Pax just reached up to trace the line of my face, but Trent moved in behind me.  "It's our way of saying we're sorry we were dumb," he whispered against my ear before kissing the side of my neck.

      Pax smiled, his eyes flicking over my shoulder.  "Kids, Trent.  Be good."

      But that didn't stop Pax from stealing his own, only slightly inappropriate kiss the moment Trent stepped back.  Then he turned me toward the chair, steering me by the shoulders until I was before it.  Naturally, I sat, not surprised at all to find that the thing really was pretty comfortable.  It needed a cushion, but even on its own, they'd sanded the wood to be contoured.  Combined with the heat of the fire, it seemed that my night was going to be pretty nice.

      "How long are you going to be running tonight?" I asked them.

      A voice spoke up from the other side of the truck.  "Moon will be at its peak just before three."  That was Ashley, and she came into view a moment later with an armload of blankets.  "Things will slow down after that, because it doesn't set until around ten tomorrow.  So, it'll be a late run, and no, I have no intention of opening the office tomorrow."

      I hopped up to help her with the stack of blankets.  "I brought enough for anyone who might need them," I said.  "And munchies."

      "Got those," Lane said, carrying over the box.  "Ian's going to move the truck back a bit so you can make hot water in the back."

      "Fancy," Seth teased, just as another car pulled up.

      "And so it begins," Gabby said.  "Mom, can I have a cocoa before I run?"

      "Sure," I decided.  "But you kids still have to go to school tomorrow, so do not stay out too late, ok?"

      She rolled her eyes and headed to the SUV as soon as Ian put it in park.  Lane went with her, opening the back.  Together, the pair began setting everything up like a little camping kitchen, but more cars were arriving.  I waved when I saw Heather and her daughter Olivia.  Heather waved back.  A few minutes later, Bridget pulled up in front of Ian's truck and rolled down her window.

      "Where's the best place to put my mobile vet clinic?" she teased.

      Ian just pointed to the spot beside him.  "Right here.  I'll be leaving my keys with Elena, so if my truck needs to move, that won't be a problem."

      "Perfect."  Then she rolled up her window and began to back in the same way Ian had.

      It was the kind of beautiful chaos that happened at any family gathering.  Soon enough, Gabby's boyfriend and his parents arrived.  Trent immediately grabbed David, leading him over to the fire to point out the wood and made it his job to keep it burning.  David just smiled and claimed one of the camp chairs beside the stack.  That put him right next to me with only the wood between us.

      Soon enough, Pax led over another woman.  "Elena?" he said.  "This is Sasha Chimory.  Her husband's running tonight."

      "Sasha," I greeted her.  "We met when you two were looking to lease."  Then I grimaced playfully.  "Although I didn't know about all of this back then."

      "Really?" she asked.  "So you only found out when Gabby turned?"

      I just nodded.  "They were trying to slowly get me used to it, but my daughter had other ideas.  Come, grab a chair.  I've got snacks, drinks, blankets, and the guys made a fire."

      She groaned with contentment when she was close enough to toast her hands by the flame.  "I told Miles that I'd head home if I got cold, but I think this might even be fun."

      David chuckled.  "I do the same, but Elena saw no reason that we can't all hang out."

      Sasha's eyes narrowed.  "But you're..."

      "I was turned late," David explained.  "Never had anyone around to teach me how to use my body, so..."  He lifted both hands.  "I don't shift often.  Can barely keep all four legs working at a trot."

      Then Ian led another woman up.  "Elena?  I'd like to introduce you to Emily Martins."  The girl looked petrified.  "This will be her first run as well.  Her husband - "

      "William Martins," I said.  "I approved them myself."  And I waved Emily to a chair.  "Welcome to hanging out and trying desperately to look like we have a clue what's going on," I said.  "Even more fun, I'm one of the people who gets dizzy watching them shift."

      "Oh no!" Emily said.  "Will warned me that happens, but I thought he was just being overprotective."

      A pair of hands clasped my shoulders from over the back of the chair.  From the size of them, it had to be Lane.  "I made her pass out," he said.  "It's why we wanted her to be used to our society before she decided to come out here and faint."

      I reached up to press a hand over Lane's.  "I've learned how to close my eyes," I promised.

      He just chuckled.  "I told the others that you brought stuff, so we might have a few wolves come take a break.  Don't let them get chilled when they switch forms, ok?  We always feel warm with a coat on, but..."  He lowered his voice.  "Henry will try to pretend like he's ok.  At least make him wrap up in a blanket?"

      "Promise," I said.  "And I think his modesty will be all it takes."

      Then Lane kissed my cheek.  "Roman asked if he could run with Gabby.  I said it was ok, so I hope I didn't mess up."

      "Lane, he's fine," I promised.  "I'm well aware that Gabby pressured him into biting her.  If Ian's ok with him, then I certainly am."

      "Ian's still annoyed," Lane admitted.  "Making the kid prove himself, so I'll keep an eye on them."  Then he massaged my shoulders once.  "Yell if you need me, ok?  I'll be listening, and I can hear you - even on the far side."

      "Promise."  Then I shooed him off.  "Go play, Lane."

      He headed off, but Sasha was trying hard not to giggle.  As soon as he was far enough away, she leaned closer.  "I heard he's fated for you."

      "Yeah," I said, "although it's nothing like the stories I've read."

      "None of it is," Emily agreed.  "Like, they don't have to shift on the full moon - "

      "Well," David interrupted, "we do feel the pull of it.  That's why chasing the moon is such a strong tradition.  And I get irritable, like there's an itch I just can't scratch.  When the moon finally comes up, there's this urge to bolt."  He glanced over at me.  "So don't laugh when I flinch."

      "For everyone?" I asked.

      David nodded.  "Yep.  It's like when you get bad news and you just want to do something, go somewhere, or find some action, but there's no action that will change it?  That same feeling.  Not like getting scared, but this subtle need to just do... something and do it right now."

      I twisted to see the group gathering closer to the start of the trails, no more than thirty feet away.  "What do they do without a community like this?"

      "My last pack used to live in the middle of nowhere," David explained.  "Rural town with a population of a few hundred.  They ran in the pastures, but the problem was that sometimes the humans thought they were chasing livestock and were willing to shoot.  That's what makes Wolf's Run so unique, Elena.  Here, we're finally safe to be ourselves."

      But my eyes had just landed on a woman leaning against the hood of her car at the far end of the parking area.  She was bundled up in a long coat, but I'd know that dyed-blonde bob anywhere.  That was Karen, and I hadn't even thought about her showing up.  I should've, but for some reason, I preferred to think of her as a human nuisance, not a real part of the pack.

      David noticed my attention and turned to see what I was looking at.  "She won't start anything with the entire pack around," he promised.

      "Who?" Emily asked.

      I just sighed.  "Karen Green.  She seems to think that she was meant to be with Ian instead of me, and she's trying her best to break us up."

      "Won't succeed," Sasha said.  "Lane's fated for you, and everyone knows that Ian won't set him aside.  That man is basically his brother!"

      "Karen doesn't agree," I told her, peeling my eyes away from that bitch.  "And I hate that she's going to be out there with my daughter."

      "You know that Kim and Roman won't let anything happen to Gabby," David assured me.

      Emily was picking at her lower lip.  "She warned Will not to leave me alone around you."

      David huffed in frustration.  "Have either of you ever lived with another pack?"

      "No," Sasha said.  "Miles told me that I would have to be bit and turned if I wanted to, until we heard about Wolf's Run."

      Emily also shook her head.  "Will left his because he was supposed to mate a woman he didn't love.  We met in college, and he only told me when he asked me to marry him.  I thought he was lying at first."

      "I thought the same thing when they tried to explain it to me," I assured her.  "And this pack is all I've ever known."

      "Well," David said, "most packs aren't like this.  The Langdons are descended from one of the oldest bloodlines of wolves.  Blue bloods, you could say.  So are the Greens, the Powells, the Romeros, and the Blackwoods.  There are a few other significant names, like the Stuarts, although they're more like minor nobility in wolf history."  His eyes jumped over to me.  "And you recognize most of those last names, don't you?"

      "Paxton Romero, Lane Blackwood, Trent Powell, and of course, the Langdons."  I nodded.  "Ian and his betas.  And Patrick Green was Henry's beta.  Heather Stuart is Olivia's mom, and part of the pack."

      "Right.  Everyone in Wolf's Run is rubbing shoulders with people who might as well be wolf royalty."  David looked back at the other two women.  "But the difference here is more than just wolf celebrities.  It's that this entire situation is comfortable.  Most other packs are like communes, living in rotting mobile homes, off the grid, and trying to fly under the radar.  They're isolated, ruled by an Alpha who'd gladly kill anyone who speaks against him or her.  They have rules based on outdated biases, like natural-born wolves being stronger and more valuable than converts.  Some, like my last pack, are against the mingling of natural-borns and converts, so my marriage to Kim was a problem.  Our kids weren't recognized by their alpha as a real wolf."

      "But they're natural-born!" I hissed.

      David just shrugged.  "And I'm not, so I clearly tainted them somehow.  But that's my point.  Things here are good.  They're fair.  They aren't perfect, but it's a modern life with all of the conveniences that so many of us thought we'd given up when we became a wolf.  It's the taste of humanity that had been just out of reach for so long."  Then he tipped his head back to the group.  "And I'm sure it's very hard for one of those old lines to believe that she could lose a man to a mere human."

      "But she never had him," I insisted.

      David just chuckled at me.  "Elena, those families have been marrying each other for centuries.  Henry's ex-wife was Heather's great-aunt, twice removed.  A Stuart.  Of course, Karen assumed she'd become the second most powerful wolf in the pack.  She'd been bred for it.  After all, she's a Green, and you?  You're just a Castillo, so why wouldn't you want to marry up into one of the great families?"

      "Because I didn't know any of this!" I insisted.  "Ashley was just the nice lady in my yoga class.  I had no idea wolves were even a thing.  I thought Wolf's Run was for doctors and lawyers!"

      David chuckled.  "I know.  Trust me, we were made aware when you came here.  But for someone who has known nothing but this?  Of course that's what Karen's going to say.  She can't accept that her last name wasn't enough to get the man, and she refuses to believe that Lane is fated for you."

      "She says I'm bad at being the Alpha Female," I told him.

      David shrugged just as I noticed people moving to their cars and stripping down to change into wolves.  He glanced back, smiled, then turned around to face me again.  "Personally, I think you're the best pack second I've ever known.  You don't have a clue, but you are fair, you're kind, and..."  He paused until I looked at him.  "You honestly love those men.  That counts for a lot more than bloodlines, Elena.  Don't know a man who'd say otherwise."

      "She's just jealous," Emily said.  "I thought so when she was telling me, and I didn't even know all of that.  She sounds like she got dumped."

      Sasha was nodding.  "Miles said she's the kind of wolf who'd chase me out of the pack.  We heard about her going lycan on you."

      "What's that?" Emily asked.

      "Half wolf, half woman," Sasha told her.  "It's not considered polite, but it's more like having a mental breakdown, or something.  And Karen tried to chase Elena in that form with kids around!"

      "No," Emily breathed.

      Sasha nodded.  "Bitch thinks she's a Kardashian or something, and has probably done just as much to earn her fame."

      David's brow furrowed at that, and I just ducked my head, realizing that I should probably explain that, but I decided against it.  "Girly things, David," I said.  "Celebrities.  Don't worry about it."

      He opened his mouth to reply, but was cut off by a howl from the entire pack.  I turned to see dozens of wolves all racing toward the trees, but only a few stood out.  At the front was a pale form that I knew was Ian.  Just behind him was a dark juvenile with legs that were too long for her body.  That was Gabby.  Right on her tail was Lane, with the other guys at his sides.

      They were leading it all, and it was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.  And still, I noticed David hunch in his chair and grab the arms.  For just a moment, he froze, pulling in a long, deep breath.

      "You ok?" I asked.

      He nodded.  "Yeah.  I just..."  His eyes drifted to the rest of the wolves vanishing into the trees.  "I'd love to be able to control myself enough to run."

      Hearing the longing in his voice, I decided that we could do something about that.  There had to be a way, and if anyone would know, it would be Bridget or Ian.  One of them had to have an idea.  After all, if I wanted to be a wolf, then I would have to learn too, so why not give everyone the chance?
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      As soon as the moon was up, we took off.  I spared one last glance back at Elena, needing to know she would be fine out here on her own, then I was off.  There was a freedom to being a wolf that I couldn't get enough of.  The smells were so intense.  The sounds were more crisp than ever.  I even loved how massive the world around me looked from down here.

      Ian was leading us at a hard pace.  Mostly to challenge Gabby, I thought, or just because he needed to outrun his own problems.  Thankfully, Gabby was doing a good job of keeping up.  She'd adjusted so well to being a wolf.  The girl had no idea that Ian was carefully grooming her to be his heir, but we did.  Oh, we'd all talked about the idea of a convert becoming the next Pack Alpha of Wolf's Run.

      He'd once hoped to encourage Roman to take the position, but the boy was adamant that Gabby was his alpha.  He made it sound like he was her beta, but I had a feeling it was a little more complicated than that.  Gabby wasn't like most wolves.  She'd lived as not only a human, but according to Seth, as a Latina in a world where she had to fight for everything she got.  It had prepared her to lead a pack in a way that most wolves couldn't even comprehend, and Ian was helping her turn that into so much more.

      That was why she ran at his hip.  He picked the path, but she could change the direction.  The rest of the pack followed behind, weaving through the trees, jumping logs and ditches, or just trying to follow the trails.  Some were already panting, but most were waiting for the first howl to sound.  The cry to the moon that proved it had been spotted.

      Ian zigged and zagged through a set of saplings and then it happened.  There, between the leafless limbs of the winter trees, the edge of the moon was visible over the community wall.  Ian lifted his muzzle and howled.  I added my voice along with Lane, while Seth and Trent were only a split-second slower.

      Around us, the entire pack cried out.  It was like music to my ears, but we didn't slow.  We ran, and ran hard.  The whole point was to leave the mundane behind for a few hours and just forget about the responsibilities of being human.  Tonight, while the moon hung in the sky, we were just wolves.  Just one large family chasing something we could never catch and not caring at all.

      We scampered down the edge of a creek bed, then scrambled up the other side.  Around me, the order of bodies shifted, each of us trying to be the first to the top, but Gabby slipped.  Lane shoved his shoulder into her haunches, giving her a boost, so I darted up on the other side.  Trent moved in to help as well, but she got it.  Digging in her claws, Gabby pulled, shoving against Lane with her hips, and finally had the boost to make the last step, but Ian hadn't stopped.

      He couldn't.  His job was to set the pace.  Ours was to watch after our kid.  Yet once we hit the flat ground on the other side, Gabby was off.  She pumped her legs like she'd been born with them, forcing me to stretch until my belly was almost dragging the ground.  Then, on my left, a streak of blonde rushed past.  The silver tail was all I needed to know that Seth was with her.

      When he got close, he snapped at her mane, but Gabby chittered back, telling him off.  She also didn't slow.  Trent and Lane had fallen behind me a bit, but the rest of the pack was also spreading out.  We'd found our pace, and it felt good.  The cold air filled my lungs, leaving puffs on the air with each breath I pushed out, but I left those behind.  The speed made my fur flutter against my body, and my ears were turned back to keep the roar of it at bay.

      Then Trent barked.  I was about to slow until I saw what he meant.  There, cutting across the woods was a light-colored wolf.  Not the typical grey, but I'd know that bitch anywhere.  It was Karen, and she was aiming straight for Gabby.  Together, Lane, Trent, and I ran, putting on a burst of speed.

      But Karen jumped in front of Gabby to nip at Ian.  He curled his lips in a snarl of warning, but she didn't seem to care.  Instead, the bitch simply pressed in, her shoulder rubbing along his side almost seductively.  This time, the display of his teeth came with a growl, and when she still didn't back off, a snap of his teeth.

      Karen ducked, falling back for only a pace, then she was on him again.  Like a fucking tick, she refused to leave him alone.  The guys and I moved to shield Gabby, but she was also growling.  Hoping to set her at ease, I reached over to itch at her neck in a reassuring gesture.  Gabby huffed but kept running, although it seemed Karen's antics hadn't gone unnoticed.

      A silver and a grey wolf both darted through the trees.  The younger slipped right between Lane and me to push up beside Gabby.  That was Roman, so we gave the kids a little more space.  Kim, the lighter of that pair, fell in behind us.  Lane moved over to make room, and she joined our circle without hesitation.

      Which was good, because while I'd never seen Kim fight, I had a feeling that Karen wouldn't stand a chance.  Ashley said the woman would make us betas work for it.  She'd almost refused admittance to the Whelans because of it, but we'd decided to give the woman a chance, and it was the best decision we'd ever made.  The fact that Kim was helping Elena with everything?  In my mind, she could do no wrong.

      For a while, things settled back down.  Karen refused to leave Ian alone, but she did no more than try to run at his side the way a mate would.  Ian seemed annoyed, but he mostly ignored her, pushing the run just a little harder.  Gabby was slowly losing ground, but that was ok.  We'd stay with her because Ian could handle himself just fine.

      Eventually, Ian and Karen were far enough ahead that they were out of sight.  Gabby dropped down into a trot, her tongue hanging from her mouth as she tried to catch her breath.  Roman rubbed his head against her shoulder, but it was mostly a show of support.  My eyes kept jumping up the trail where Ian went, and I wasn't the only one.  Trent was doing the same.  A whine from him made me cock my head, but he just flicked his ears in the direction they'd gone.

      Then I heard it.  Snarls, and it sounded like more than just a squabble.  Trent whuffed at Lane, but I was already running.  Gabby was fine.  She had enough wolves around her to keep her safe.  The problem was that I didn't trust Karen at all.  On either side of us, more wolves ran, clearly hearing the same thing.  I broke through the trees to find the pair in the bottom of the creek, at least half a mile from where we'd crossed it before, and this was anything but play.

      Ian rushed her, snapping his teeth loudly to make her back up.  Karen backed away, but the moment Ian turned, she followed again.  The next time he charged her, he got even closer, but she refused to submit.  The woman wouldn't even drop her eyes.  Clearly, he'd given her a few warnings already, so Ian called her bluff.

      He lunged, his teeth closing on her shoulder and she yipped.  Down the path, a wolf barked, announcing the fight to the rest, but I was debating how to get down there.  Trent huffed, making it known he was just as frustrated, but Ian bit in her direction again.  Each time Karen refused to back away, his teeth snapped.  The growl was constant, and intense enough to be a real threat.

      Then Karen decided to just go around him.  Ian had given her chance after chance, and this woman simply refused to learn.  That left our alpha with no other option.  I had a funny feeling he was counting on people watching so he'd have witnesses, because when he jumped on her, there was no doubt at all as to who would win.  Karen was on the ground in seconds, and Ian wasn't pulling his bites.

      He caught her leg, her side, and when he could finally get it, went for her neck.  Karen barely managed to roll away from that, but Ian kept coming.  He'd drawn the line in the sand, she'd crossed it, now her only option was to get out of his sight.  I didn't even need words to know that.  Ian was stalking her, and when she tried to turn toward him, he lunged again until she finally bolted.

      The pale streak of her coat scrambled up the far side of the creek bed, and kept going.  Unfortunately, she was heading the last place I trusted her to be in this mood - right towards Elena.  I whuffed, making Trent look at me, then bobbed my nose after her.  I hoped the whine that came next proved my concern, and when Trent nosed me in that direction, I knew he understood.

      So I ran.  I didn't worry about Ian.  I didn't let Lane and Seth know.  I just ran, hoping I could make it back to the parking area before Karen did something we'd all regret.  David was there, but the man was kind and gentle.  I had a feeling he'd still put himself between a pissed-off wolf and the women, but for how long?

      And how far would Karen go?

      She was wounded.  Not bad, but I'd seen Ian bite her leg.  Hopefully, that would be enough to let me catch up or even beat her back.  I wasn't sure of her path, but mine was a straight fucking line following the smell of burning sugar and wood smoke.  Just as I was sure I was too late, I saw her.  Karen had shifted back to human and was maybe a hundred and fifty feet from the edge of the trail area.  Still out of sight, but not for too much longer.

      I reached her side and immediately shifted, blocking her from going any further.  "What are you doing?" I demanded.

      "Your fucking alpha bit me," she hissed.

      I noticed the way she'd phrased that, but chose to ignore it.  "Because you refused to take no for an answer," I told her, leaning into her face.  "And if you so much as think about hurting my mate, I will finish the job."

      "Fuck off, Pax," she grumbled.  "I don't really need your crap tonight either."

      "You," I said, pointing a finger in her face, "started this."

      "I believe you started it when you gave me your virginity," she countered, dropping her eyes down my naked body.  "Cold doesn't do much for making an impression, Beta."

      "Then it's a good thing you don't have to worry about the size of my dick anymore, huh?"  But she tried to push around me, so I grabbed her shoulders and shoved her back.  "I'm not joking, Karen."

      So she leaned into my face, ignoring the threats.  "You can't do anything to me that you haven't already.  I have nothing left to lose, Pax."

      "No?  You don't think the alpha's respect counts?  Or should we talk about your life, because it's hanging on the line.  You go after Elena as a lycan again, and you will be put down.  Ian's made it clear, and your father knows.  Get your shit together, leave our mate alone, or get the fuck out of Wolf's Run."

      "This was supposed to be my pack," she growled.  "Mine, Pax.  I gave my life to all of you, and what did you do with it?  You shit on me!"

      "You're the one who seduced us.  You never put any conditions on that, because if you had, we would've said no.  After you slept with his brother, Ian knew you were just chasing his family name, but you said it was just sex."

      "Because you were supposed to give me a chance!" she snapped.

      I lifted a brow, making it clear how stupid that sounded.  "We did.  And then another.  We tried to make you a friend, but for you, it's always been about what you deserve, about what you should have by right.  Never the pack.  Never anyone else.  Certainly not what we wanted.  So, we fucked you.  We dumped our load and left.  We took exactly what you were offering and gave nothing back because you didn't either."

      So she shoved at me, but weakly.  "I have nothing if I'm not his mate," she whined.

      "Bullshit.  You have the exact same thing as everyone else.  The world isn't going to come to an end if the pack isn't bowing in obedience at your feet.  The power you want so bad?  It comes with a shitload of responsibilities, and you can't just pass them off."

      "That fucking bitch does!"

      "Elena?"  I scoffed in her face.  "She does more for this pack than you ever have.  I'll say it one last time, Karen.  Leave my mate alone.  I happen to have real feelings for that woman, and I would rather kill you than lose her.  Kill.  Not just run you from the pack, but I will tear your throat out and accept the penalties because I don't think the pack will banish me for it.  You went too far when you tried to attack her, and the only reason you're still here is because your father promised us that you wouldn't be a problem."

      "I'm not," she said.

      "You pushed Ian until he chased your ass off.  Think the fuck again!"  Then I pointed at the cars.  "Go home.  If you turn the wrong way, I'll be on you, and there won't be a warning."

      She grunted but started walking.  I just shifted back to a wolf, thankful for the fur to help me warm back up.  Then I kept pace with her until she reached the treeline.  Sure enough, she turned left, angling for her car.  I turned right and trotted over to where Elena and the others were roasting marshmallows.  Just to make sure they knew I was there, I whuffed softly.

      Elena turned, and a smile lit up her face.  "Hey, Pax.  It's warmer over here."

      Oh, that was an invitation I couldn't turn down.  I made my way to her feet, then leaned up against them as I sat, sniffing at the air.  Elena just giggled and lifted her skewer, testing the marshmallow on the end with her fingers.

      "Please tell me that you have the digestion of a man," she mumbled as she pulled it off.  "Because I'm pretty sure these are bad for dogs, but I have no idea about wolves."

      "He's fine," David said.  "We aren't really canines.  Just men shaped like them."

      So she held out the golden brown bit of sugar for me.  As gently as I could, I licked it from her fingers, annoyed at how my teeth never worked right like this, then lapped her hand again, getting the last of it.  She just laughed and reached around to hug me, ruffling my fur at the same time.  In the middle of that, I heard a car start, but I didn't want to pull away.  Instead, I waited until Elena leaned back for another marshmallow, then turned to make sure that was Karen's car heading down the road.

      It was, and while I should go back to run with the rest, the fire was nice and warm.  Elena was having fun, and I kinda didn't want to miss it.  I didn't get a lot of chances to be with her alone, but I also didn't want to change back - just in case I was needed.  No, I could stay right here.  I'd say I was guarding her if asked, but the truth was that I just liked the way she always smiled when she touched my fur.

      She wasn't nervous.  She wasn't creeped out.  She petted me like she actually enjoyed the touch.  Like she understood that I was just shaped differently, not a stupid dog.  And when she offered me another marshmallow, my mind was made up.  She had an uncanny ability to roast them just right, and that would trump running with the moon every single time.
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      Eventually, Ian howled, announcing the end of the pack's run.  A few had already dropped out, having work in the morning.  Not as many as I expected, though.  So, when the final cry went up, the pack slowed, and everyone lifted their muzzles to the moon.  The sound of our voices echoed back, bouncing off the walls of the community to echo in the early morning air in a way that felt so good.

      A few wolves chittered and took off again, but most of us began walking or trotting toward the parking area.  Trent and Seth moved beside me, then Ian fell in beside Trent.  All of us were panting.  I was tired but in the best way.  My body felt like it could keep going, yet all that excess energy had been burned off.  I loved this feeling.  It was powerful, like a reminder that my body was capable of so much.

      And I knew exactly what to do with that.  I was going to make that woman mine tonight.

      When we reached the parking area, I shifted before the others had a chance.  Leaving the guys behind, I strode over to the fire where Elena had her arms wrapped around Pax.  That proved why he hadn't returned to the run.  Unfortunately, it only took a few steps before I realized just how cold it had gotten.  Not even the warmth of the fire was enough, yet I was a man on a mission.

      "You got her all evening," I told Pax, nudging him over with my leg so I could reach Elena.  My eyes found hers, and I leaned in.  "So I'm taking you home."

      "Gabby," she said, her eyes jumping to the side, most likely where her daughter was getting dressed.

      The smell of warm sugar, my mate, and campfire smoke was like an aphrodisiac.  The adrenaline still pumping through my veins made me want to lean in a little more, yet that one word stopped me.  It was the only reason I didn't claim this woman's lips right here for the entire pack to see.  My beautiful mate.  Mine, and I had to force myself not to grab her out of that chair and steal her away.

      But Heather heard Elena too.  "Gabby?  Why don't you spend the night with Olivia, hm?  You can borrow some of her clothes for school in the morning."

      "Sounds good," Gabby said.  "Because I'm sure Mom's going to go home and pass right out."

      I turned back to see the kid grinning at me.  "Act fourteen," I told her.

      Her smile only got bigger.  "Dunno how to break it to you, beta.  I kinda am."

      Elena had her head in her hands, and her shoulders shook slightly, but I couldn't hear a thing.  For a split second, I thought she was crying, until a single giggle slipped out.  When she finally lowered her hands to look at me, her eyes were sparkling.

      "Put on pants," she said, lifting the edge of her blanket in an offer.

      That reminded me that I was leaning over her, thinking about her naked, and in full view of the entire pack.  My dick was only half hard, but still.  Thankfully, my back was to the rest of the pack.  Sasha, however, could see everything - if she stopped staring so intently at the fire with her lips pressed together.  I accepted Elena's blanket, moving it to cover my dick, then shrugged as innocently as I could.

      "Nudity isn't the same to us," I pointed out.  "A necessity to change shapes."

      "And you're still my man, and I'm not looking to show it off," Elena teased.  "Pants, Lane."

      Pax whuffed in amusement, then trotted his wolf body to the truck.  I followed.  The rest of the guys were already there and mostly dressed, so Ian passed my pants over.  As quickly as I could, I pulled them on, but it wasn't doing anything to make my dick go down.  Between the rush of the run and the sight of my mate waiting when we got back, I couldn't stop thinking about throwing my woman in bed and having my way with her.

      I tried.  If she'd been a wolf, I would've taken her out on the trails, knowing a few spots where the ground was soft enough for her human skin.  Or against a tree.  Yeah.  That would work even better, but I wouldn't want her to get cold.

      "Lane!" Ian hissed, and it sounded like it wasn't the first time.

      "Sorry," I mumbled.  "What?"

      "Just..."  He grabbed the front of my pants and buttoned them himself.  "Hold it together for a little longer, ok?  You've got that look in your eyes, and your mind's not with us.  Now get in the truck."

      "But Elena..."

      "Truck," Ian ordered, leaving no room for me to refuse.  "I'll get your mate, we'll take you home, and you'll take her to her home.  You will not hurt her, and you will not bite her."  He grabbed my jaw, forcing me to look at him instead of my mind drifting again.  "Are you listening, Beta?"

      "Yes, Alpha," I assured him.  "I'm sorry.  I just can't focus all of a sudden."

      "Use a condom," Ian said.  "Or lots of them.  Seth put a pack in her nightstand.  Now get your ass in the back seat.  Sit there until I tell you to get out."

      Orders.  Those helped, but it didn't stop this feeling growing under my skin.  It wasn't an itch or a tingle, but more like my form hadn't quite settled.  My skin wanted to reach for her on its own.  My mind was filled with the scent of her from just that one breath.  I hadn't been this bad since I first met her, but it seemed that the fate bond was flaring up again.  Most likely because I'd finally allowed myself to think of claiming her, even if only for a second.

      Mine.  The word began to roll around in the back of my mind on repeat.  This woman was mine.  No, ours.  I had to remember that she wasn't just mine, although she was mine first.  She was made to be mine.  I wanted to mark her so every other male would know to stay away, but I couldn't.  No exposure.  No risking her.  No scaring her or hurting her.  I had to stop thinking like a wolf and start thinking like a man again.

      Which meant I needed a shower.  I was probably covered in leaves, dirt, and who knew what else from the woods.  I had to impress her, and she only knew men, not wolves.  I hadn't even managed to put on most of my clothes, so I'd focus on that for a minute.  Getting into a shirt in the backseat of an SUV, thankfully, was enough to distract me.

      Soon enough, Seth slid into the spot beside me.  Trent had brought his truck, so Pax would probably ride back with him.  Then I heard Ian telling Elena to sit in the front.  When the passenger door opened, I caught the scent of her again, and my eyes closed as I inhaled.  Seth smacked my arm with the backs of his knuckles.

      "Asshole," I grumbled.

      Ian heard as he got in.  "So, Gabby's spending the night with Olivia, and Ashley's closed the office tomorrow."

      Elena fastened her seatbelt, using it as an excuse to look at Seth and me.  "Means I'm home alone tonight, it sounds like.  Unless..."

      "I think I need some sleep," Ian said.  "Not used to running this long and I can't get out of work tomorrow."

      "Me too," Seth said, tilting his head at me.

      "Oh."  Elena said, her eyes jumping between the three of us.  "So, you going to keep me company, Lane?"

      Seth answered before I could.  "Yes!  He's doing the fated thing again!"

      "I'm fine," I grumbled.

      Ian just started the truck, adjusted the fans so it wasn't blowing massive amounts of cold air on Elena, then put it in gear.  "Between the running, the wolf-form senses, and his mate waiting for him, I think his bond is demanding a little attention."  Slowly, he eased forward, mingling with the other cars heading home.  "Skin to skin, Elena.  Even holding his hand will help."

      "Is it that bad?" she asked.

      "I'm fine," I assured her, hating the sound of worry.

      But Ian was nodding.  "He can't think of anything but you.  He'll get snappish if he's not allowed to be close to you.  The problem is that the more contact he gets, the more he'll crave."  He looked over at her.  "So I think you and he need to figure this out, and that means the rest of us are staying out of your way.  Set your own limits, Elena."

      She nodded, then twisted enough to look at me.  "I don't think I have any with Lane."

      "Condoms," Seth said.  "That's still a limit, and you may need to remind him, because stories say that fated mates can get kinda stupid."

      "Fuck off," I told him.  "Like you're any better."

      "See?" Seth made it sound like I'd just proven his point.

      But Elena was grinning.  "Is this like the wolf version of PMS?"

      "Worse," Ian said, pulling up in her driveway.  "Lane, get out of the car.  Take Elena home.  Don't do anything you'll regret later."

      I pushed open the door and got out, but saw Ian grab Elena's arm.  "I'm fine," she assured him.  "And if Lane needs me, then I'm ok with that."

      "You're his alpha too," Ian reminded her.  "If he gets pushy, just remember that he will obey your orders.  It's hard wired into his mind."

      She chuckled, then opened her own door.  "I'll take care of him, Ian.  You can stop worrying."

      She got out and made it around the front of the truck before Ian began backing up to park in his own driveway.  I saw the headlights of Trent's truck coming down the street, which meant my family was home safe, so I headed over to Elena and guided her to the front door.  She slipped her arm around my waist and leaned into my side.

      "Is it bad?" she asked.

      "No," I lied, reaching out to open her door for her.  "You know that phrase about an itch that needs to be scratched?  It's sorta fitting.  I can remember not to scratch sometimes, but other times I just start going before my mind kicks in."

      As soon as I was inside, she closed the door behind me, then caught my hand.  "What did Ian mean about skin to skin?"

      "Um..."  I paused when she grabbed my hand and started walking, pulling me toward her bedroom.  "It helps.  But it also makes it harder when I can't have it.  Not just touching, but smelling you, holding you - which is touching."  Fuck, I'd turned into an idiot.  "I don't want you to be scared of this, though.  I can handle it."

      She stopped halfway up the hall to turn around and face me.  "Let's get one thing clear."  She lifted her chin to look me in the eyes.  "I am never scared of you, Lane.  You might startle me because you move like a wolf and I don't always hear you, but that's not the same thing.  I'm not scared of you.  You make me feel safe, and I trust you.  Completely."

      My heart rejoiced at those words, howling in its own way with thumps in my chest, so I decided to just be blunt.  "Every fiber in my body wants to claim you and make you mine.  I want to mark you so that no other man will dream of touching you.  I want to feel you submit in my arms.  Those desires run in the back of my mind constantly, like an alcoholic thinking about a drink.  I want to feel you, to have you, and to destroy anyone else who touches you."

      "But - " she tried.

      I caught the side of her face and stepped closer.  "What is mine is Ian's.  What is his belongs to his betas.  They don't count.  They're the same as me.  I mean David, sitting so close to you by the fire.  Kevin, that guy who lives on Forest Street, running his eyes across your body when he realized there were people by the fire.  I know that's normal, that they aren't doing anything wrong, but I want to hurt them for it - because you aren't mine.  I know it doesn't make sense, so I try to ignore it."

      She leaned her face into my palm.  "What do you mean about me not being yours?  I'm your mate, Lane."

      "But you're not truly mine.  We haven't..."  I paused, trying to find the words to explain it to her.  "This thing we're doing?  We're taking it slow.  I can't push."  I sighed, knowing that wasn't helping.  "Elena, we've had sex, but that's not the same."  Fuck.  Now I was really screwing it up.  "I need..."

      "Stop," she begged, pressing her palm against my chest.  "Don't think.  Just tell me what it feels like."

      My fingers tightened in her hair, pulling her a little closer like they had a mind of their own.  "I need to feel you.  I want to kiss you until you can't think.  I want to lose myself in your body, feeling your arms and legs locked around me.  I want to steal your breath and give you mine.  I want to..."  I paused to lick my lips.  "To feel you give yourself to me so I can know you're mine.  That's what this thing keeps telling me.  No, screaming at me.  I need to have you.  Not your body, Elena, but all of you.  You are mine, and I'll prove it to you."

      She stepped back, aiming for her room.  "Ok."  Then she shrugged off her coat, letting it fall to the floor.  "I'm not stopping you."

      I followed, but she retreated, although my mate wasn't running.  She was begging, and I would not let her get away again.  In the back of my mind, my most primal instincts roared, reminding me that I was a wolf - and she was a soft and sweet little bunny.  My bunny.  All mine.
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      I was barely in my room before Lane was on me.  His hands found my body, pulling me against him, but he didn't stop moving.  His mouth found mine just as my back met the wall, and he growled in the back of his throat.  The moment my lips parted, he was there, swirling his tongue around mine, thrusting into my mouth with it, and devouring me in the best way.

      Every rock-hard inch of his body pressed against mine, but he was still being careful.  Passionate, but gentle, and I wanted him to let go completely.  I grabbed his shirt, yanking it higher so I could feel those abs, but this beast didn't budge.  He simply kissed me over and over until my fingers tripped across his stomach.  That earned me another deep, feral sound.

      "Lane," I breathed.

      He stole another quick kiss.  "I'm being good."

      "Stop that."  Then I pulled at his shirt again, unable to get it past his arms.

      Reaching back between his shoulders, he yanked it over his head, leaning back only far enough to get free, but then his golden eyes landed on mine.  For a moment he froze, and I could see a million thoughts spinning in his head as his expressions flickered.  I knew he was fated for me.  I didn't understand what that was like, but this?  For the first time, he wasn't hiding it from me.  There was some battle going on inside him, but I was tired of him always holding back.

      Grabbing the front of his jeans, I worked the button free.  "What do you need?" I whispered before tugging so the zipper fell.

      I tried to reach inside, but he caught my wrist.  "Stop," he begged.  "I don't want to get that on you.  Nothing that could hurt you, or expose you.  I just need a minute."

      "Lane?"

      He stepped over to close the door, flicking the lock out of habit, but it put a little space between us.  What he didn't do was close his pants.  Instead, he pulled in a heavy breath, then let it fall right back out.

      "I am not a beast," he breathed, the words sounding more like a mantra than him telling it to me.  "I am a man."

      "Lane?" I tried again.  "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have - "

      "No," he said, turning back to face me.  "I should've calmed down after the run.  I didn't think.  I..."

      Before he could finish, I stepped into him.  "You won't hurt me."

      "I want to bite you," he admitted.  "Right at the back of your neck."  Slowly, he reached up to trace the spot behind my ear, just at the hairline.  "I've never felt that before, and I know I can't, so I just need...  Something.  A moment."

      I caught his hand, holding it in place as I turned my lips to kiss the inside of his forearm.  "You just have to be gentle," I reminded him.

      Then I nipped at his skin, my teeth only grazing the surface.  Lane's eyes closed and he groaned so softly I could barely hear it.  I shifted closer and did it again, but this time a little harder.  Without letting go, Lane pulled and twisted, turning me so my back was against his chest.  His arm now crossed in front of my body, dropping to my shoulder to hold me there.  Then, his other hand swept my hair back, exposing my neck on the other side.

      Then he leaned in.  First, he kissed that spot.  Then, the tip of his tongue flicked across it.  The third time, I felt his teeth, but it was so light.

      "Harder," I whispered.

      He finally bit, but only barely.  It was a love bite, gentle enough to not even leave a mark, but I leaned into it.  So he did it again, kissing in between while his hips pressed just a little closer.  I could feel the open zipper, which had to be why he wasn't grinding.  On impulse, I reached back sliding my hand down his abs for the real prize.

      "Don't let me lose control?" he begged.

      My fingers found his shaft and wrapped around it.  "What if I want you to?" Then I pumped him once.

      His dick throbbed with approval.  "What if I expose you?"

      So I avoided the head of his dick, focusing on the thick, hard shaft.  But what I said was, "It's not that easy to catch."

      "What if I hurt you?" he tried instead.

      "Then..."  I stroked him again.  "... I will tell you to stop.  I want you, Lane."  I looked back over my shoulder.  "And I'm tired of being so careful."

      It was like those words released him.  "Mine," he growled before biting my neck one last time, but his hands were already lifting my shirt higher.

      The moment his teeth let go, he leaned back to pull my shirt over my head.  I fumbled with the front of my pants, so his hands went to releasing my bra.  He also wasn't careful.  There was a newfound intensity to this man, and I liked it.  The moment the clasp released, he all but ripped my bra off, forcing a little awkwardness as I got my arms out.  Then he grabbed the waistband of my pants.  As soon as I had them open, he pushed, stripping my panties down with the motion.

      I bent to get my legs free, trying to get rid of shoes, socks, jeans, and panties as quickly as possible.  Lane just bent to kiss my back, letting his hands play across my ass.  I felt his thumb tease my folds, brushing across them too lightly, and I cursed my last shoe in Spanish as I gave up and peeled it off.

      "Take off your pants," I told him.

      He chuckled but stepped back to obey.  "Yes, Alpha."

      Oh, now that was sexy.  Having this big, strong man turn obedient at a simple request?  No, order.  That was what Ian had meant when he'd said to order him around, and I liked it.  I also realized just how much power it gave me.

      I watched Lane strip, admiring the muscles in every part of his body.  His arms were massive.  His thighs even had definition.  And when he stood back up, I let my eyes drop down his chest, taking in the light coating of hair, following the trail that led down the ridges of his abs, and to the biggest dick I'd ever seen.

      A single drop hung on the tip, and I wanted to lick it away, but I knew better.  We weren't taking chances, but damn if I wasn't ready to change my mind.  I could only imagine how this man would whimper if I wrapped my lips around him.  Thankfully, I had a better idea.

      "Stop holding back," I told him, putting as much command into it as I could.  "You will not break skin, Lane, but for tonight, I want you to stop holding back with me."

      He murmured in agreement and one side of his mouth curled.  "Yes, Alpha," he agreed, stepping forward.

      His arms wrapped around my waist, and once again he kissed me like nothing else mattered.  With one hand, I grabbed his arm, feeling his bicep flex against my palm.  The other caught the back of his neck, holding him to me.  I'd intended to take, to show this man I could handle him, but the feeling of being wrapped in his arms was just too nice.

      I leaned a little more, melting into him.  His tongue tangled with mine again, but his hands moved, sliding up my body to cup my breasts.  Then his thumbs flicked across both peaks.  Sparks shot through my body.  I moaned, but he drank it in, giving only silence back.  Over and over, he toyed with me, teasing my breasts until they ached.  And then he pushed me back a step.

      "Bed," he told me as he pulled his hands away.

      I immediately crawled backwards onto it, but Lane was reaching for my nightstand.  He fumbled for a moment then pulled out a foil package.  While he opened it, his eyes moved back to me, sliding down my body like a caress.  Then he rolled it on.

      "Now, I can touch you," he breathed, turning back to the bed.

      He barely had a knee on the mattress before I was reaching for him, pulling him up over me.  My fingers dug into the muscles of his back, but he needed no encouragement.  Lane's mouth went right for my neck, and he kissed, sucked, and then nipped at that spot again.  One hand held his body off mine, but the other slid down my thigh, lifting it against his hip.  He was being careful again.

      "Stop holding back," I reminded him.

      He bent to kiss my sternum, his eyes turned up to watch my face.  "I just don't know where to start.  I want to devour all of you."  Then he moved to flick his tongue over my right breast.  "To feel every squirm you make against me."  He shifted his arm, moving his hand between our bodies until his thumb slid across my clit, making me gasp.  "Needing you isn't about getting myself off.  It's this."  His thumb made circles on my clit.  "Taking very good care of my woman."

      I couldn't even reply to that.  He was pressing just right, and the feel of his hips between my knees only made it better.  I had something to wrap my legs around, so I did, using his mass when my body wanted to pump into the pleasure.  Lane sat up, his eyes never leaving my face, but the next time my hips bucked, his other hand grabbed my waist.

      Without stopping his thumb, he held me there with my ass off the mattress.  Using nothing but his hips, he lined himself up and slowly - torturously - pushed into me.  I felt my body stretching around him even as he teased my clit a little higher, and his lips curled deviously.  He didn't thrust, though.  He just filled me while his thumb did all the work until I wasn't sure I could take anymore.  I could feel the tingling, the pressure, and every inch of my body was begging for attention.

      That was when he finally pumped into me.  One single time, and it was the last bit of sensation I could handle.  The orgasm hit hard and I didn't try to hold back.  My hips shuddered, rocking across him in time with the waves coursing through my body, and I groaned loudly.

      Lane flopped forward, pulling his hands away to hold himself off me, but his groan matched mine.  "Fuck, you come hard," he breathed.  Then he slowly pulled back.  "And so wet.  You feel so good."  He pushed back in, taking his time about it.  "Now I'm going to make you come again."

      The next thrust was hard and fast, making my back arch until my breasts pressed into him.  His arm slid under me, holding me there, but his hips didn't stop.  Again, then again, Lane rocked into me, even as he bent to kiss at my neck.  I could hear him panting with the effort, and my skin was still on fire, but this felt so good.

      My body was still sensitive, so close to that last orgasm that he was getting me there again quickly.  I grabbed at the back of his head, holding my body against his.  Every time he moved, his chest brushed against my nipples.  As he slid into me, I pumped in time, taking him even deeper.  My eyes closed, my head leaned back, and somewhere in there I stopped caring about anything but the way I felt in his arms.

      This was my man, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that this was where I belonged.  Pressing my face against the side of his neck, I kissed as he rocked us together, letting him have complete control.  I could taste the salt of his skin on my lips.  I let my tongue tease the coarse stubble under his jaw.  My fingers tangled in his hair and pushed into the muscles of his back.  For just a moment, I was all his, and it felt so good.

      Lying under Lane, I was so small and delicate.  The sound of his panting breaths and pleased grunts made me feel sexy.  This man was mine, and he would never leave me, but I was also his.  I was meant to be here.  Nothing in my life had ever felt so right.  I'd tried not to get too attached, but feeling him inside me, pressed against me, and lost in my body, I stopped worrying about all of that and just gave in.

      "Mine," Lane said again, but this time it was a whisper against the side of my neck.

      Then his teeth closed on my skin and he growled in a way I'd never heard before.  Not like a man, but like a beast.  His arm around my back grabbed a little harder, pulling me onto him with each thrust.  It was like something had snapped inside him, and I loved it.

      "Fuck," he grunted, burying himself in me again.  "That's it, Elena.  This is exactly what I needed."

      His other hand moved to cover mine, pinning it beside my head, and he thrust even faster, harder, tilting his hips to grind against that sweet spot inside me.  He used me, pulling my body where he wanted, and it felt amazing.  Every last ounce of control was gone, this giant of a man taking what he needed, and I gave it.  I held nothing back, feeling my core tense as the pressure grew so quickly.  I gasped.  I moaned.  I begged for something, but all I got out was one word.

      "Please."

      And he kissed me again, his tongue treating my mouth the way his dick thrust into my pussy.  I was his.  Completely and totally his, and I didn't want to take it back.  I just wanted more.  I wanted him.  I wanted to feel his arms around me just as that last wall of my resistance came down and my body exploded around him.

      This time, I screamed, not caring about anything else but the man sliding through me, holding me, and loving me in ways I'd never thought I deserved.  My legs bent around his ass and legs.  My arms pulled me even closer.  I buried my face against his sweat-slicked skin and thought the pleasure would never end, feeling him riding me through it until my mate finally groaned out his own release, shoving himself as deep into my body as he could.

      Then I tilted my lips to his ear.  "Mine," I panted.  "You, Lane, are all mine."

      "Yeah, I am," he agreed, easing us down as he pulled his arm from behind my back.  "My little bunny."  Then he pulled away only enough to look into my eyes.  "I love you, Elena."

      I almost said nothing.  My fingers moved to trace the line of his beard, and I could just enjoy this moment, but I knew better.  Not saying something didn't make it go away.  It didn't make me strong, and I was done with being weak.

      "I love you too, Lane," I told him, watching his eyes, not sure what I was hoping for.

      He just leaned his head forward to press his brow to mine.  Then he sighed.  "Really?"

      I nodded against him.  "It's too fast, right?  I'm being silly?"

      "No, bunny," he promised, moving to kiss my cheek.  "It's just right.  Mm, say it again?"

      "I love you, Lane.  I have fallen in love with you."

      Beside my ear, he said, "That just made me the happiest wolf in the world."
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      I wanted to say that something changed between Lane and me that night.  It really didn't.  My big teddy bear of a man may have smiled a little sweeter each time he saw me, but that was all.  The guy I liked so much was just himself.  Oddly, that made it even better.  Sex hadn't changed us.  "Claiming me" hadn't changed him.  That meant what we had just might be real.

      The other guys knew.  I could tell they did, yet no one said a thing.  Seth just went out of his way to kiss me when we were together.  Ian made a few more trips into the office over the next couple days.  Pax and Trent?  They started flirting.  Silly little things, but damn if I didn't like it.  This was like living in a dream.  I had these hot boyfriends, they were ok with each other, and I didn't have to hide it from my kid!

      I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, and on Friday, it did.  Almost exactly at three p.m. Roman's car pulled up in front of the office.  Olivia got out first, and then I saw Gabby.  She looked like she'd been roughed up.  When the car door closed, I noticed that her jeans were torn at the thigh, and Olivia was helping her to the office door.

      I was out of my seat and heading that way just as the girls stepped inside.  Roman backed out, and I could see the boy on his phone through the windows, but I didn't care about that.  I was too worried about my daughter.

      "What happened?" I asked, leading Gabby to the closest chair.

      Because where the denim was ripped, I could see a scrape down her leg, and it was only trying to bleed, but would definitely bruise.  Gabby was also favoring it a bit, making it clear that whatever had happened actually hurt.  Olivia hovered beside her, looking worried, but Gabby just looked angry.

      "Mason," she nearly growled.  "He shoved me into an open locker door.  The corner caught my pants as I tripped on it and fell."

      "We were just walking to class," Olivia added, "when he pushed Gabby from behind.  She tripped, I shoved him off, and then Roman and Xander stepped in.  Mason kinda pushed them off, and then he just left, saying something about what we deserved for thinking we were too good for him."

      "He's a jerk, Mom," Gabby insisted.

      "How bad is it?" I asked, looking at her leg.  "Do we need to take you to see Dr. Bridget?"

      "No," she assured me.  "I just needed new pants."

      My eyes jumped over to Olivia, waiting to hear why she had skipped the last class of school.  "And you?"

      "Uh..."  The girl swallowed.  "Gabby's my best friend.  I couldn't..."

      Gabby chuckled once.  "It's a wolf thing, Mom."

      "It's an alpha thing," Olivia hissed.  "You know it, we know it, and even Ian isn't telling us we're wrong."

      I just lifted a hand, silencing Gabby before she could stop Olivia.  "Explain that, young lady."

      Olivia shifted her feet like she didn't want to, but I'd used my best version of the alpha voice, so she said, "Gabby's our alpha.  Roman and me.  We..."  She paused, searching for her words.  "That's why Roman bit her.  She's his alpha so he had to."

      "Liv!" Gabby snapped.

      "She's the alpha," Olivia told her.  "She asked, Gabby."

      Gabby just groaned.  "Roman's in enough trouble!"

      "Enough!" I barked out the word, silencing them both.  Then I looked at my daughter.  "In case you missed it, I'm the one that's been letting him pick you up."  Then I turned to Olivia.  "What do you mean he had to bite her?"

      The girl picked at her lip.  "Um, just like when you say something.  Wolf dominance, you know?  We knew Gabby was special even before she turned.  Roman and me, we were both drawn to her.  It's what they say it's like to be betas, and I'm supposed to be a beta, but Roman?  He should've been an alpha.  He could be.  He's right on the line, but he listens to Gabby.  He's..."  She grunted.  "It's like..."  This time, it was a huff.  "I don't know how to say it, but it's the same way Ian's betas work for him.  They feel a need to, Elena.  They protect him because they can't help themselves - because they're pack."

      "And she wasn't a wolf until Roman bit her," I pointed out.

      "She was still our alpha," Olivia said.  "The same way everyone knows that you're filling the role of Ashley's beta, even if you're not, you know, actually her beta.  If Ashley honestly needs something, even if it's stupid, you'll do everything you can to make it happen, right?  You kinda feel like you have to?  Like it's your responsibility to take care of her because she's just that important to you?  Well, Gabby needed to be a wolf, so Roman was able to disobey Ian to turn her.  He had to.  I have to.  That's how pack dominance works."

      Slowly, I looked over at Gabby.  "You knew this?"

      My daughter swallowed.  "Um, kinda?  The other kids were joking that I could probably order them around, but I thought it was just them picking on us.  Mom, I didn't know he'd have to.  I mean, it's not like they can't say no.  They just don't wanna because of the way this wolf thing works.  So, I guess I just thought Roman wanted to, because I wanted to be a wolf."

      "Really?" Olivia snapped.  "Even after he told you it was dangerous, you thought he just didn't care about the risks?"

      "I didn't care," Gabby told her.

      "Which was why he did it," she said, throwing up her hands in frustration.  "He knew he was going to get in crap either way he went, and pissing off Ian seemed like a better option than pissing off you.  That's what makes betas so loyal, Gabs.  It's also why my mom said it was ok for me to bring you home - because I'd be snapping at everyone in school if I didn't."

      "I didn't know that back then!" Gabby told her.  "I do now."

      I just stood back up and turned for my desk, pushing out a breath.  I wasn't qualified for this.  Raising a teenager was hard enough, but a werewolf?  One who was an alpha and already convincing kids to do what she wanted?  Yeah, I was going to need a little advice here, but there was one thing I could deal with.

      "This kid," I said, gesturing to her torn pants.  "Mason, right?"

      Both girls nodded.

      "Did either of you report him to the principal or a teacher?"

      "Mom..." Gabby groaned.  "We can take care of ourselves.  The last thing we need is him saying we ratted him out.  It'll just make it worse."

      I knew she had a point, but I also didn't care.  If the boy had already pushed her hard enough to tear her jeans, then what was next?  How much was she not telling me?  I'd already figured out that my sweet little girl wasn't nearly as sweet as I thought.

      Gabby could lie with the straightest face.  That wasn't a talent she'd inherited from me.  I'd been the kid who did what my parents wanted.  The one who felt guilty if I broke a single rule.  My daughter, however, was nothing like that.  She'd meticulously planned the ordeal to get herself turned.  I now knew that she'd been waiting for Roman back when that juvenile wolf had shown up in our backyard.  That was why she'd been so upset when Red had gone after it.  Never mind her lying to my face about him protecting her at school when his black eye had been from Lane chasing him home!

      So what was she leaving out?  Olivia would tell me if I asked, but then Gabby would just stop telling her.  Since the girl had already proven that she'd come to me if something got dangerous, I was willing to keep her out of the middle of this.  In fact, I had a feeling that the only reason Gabby had come to my office instead of home to hide this from me was because of Roman and Olivia.  My daughter probably would've tried to handle it on her own.

      But I was the parent here.  I might be out of my depth, but I knew one thing: bullying was not ok.  What that boy was doing was dangerous, never mind the whole supernatural aspect.  Could Gabby take care of herself?  Maybe, but what problems would she bring down with it?  She was fourteen years old, and while she was too old to treat like a baby, she certainly wasn't an adult, and she did make a lot of bad decisions.  My mind spun, trying to think about this from a completely human perspective, and that made it easier.

      "I'm calling the school," I decided.

      "Mom!" Gabby hissed.

      I snapped my finger and pointed at her, cutting off the whine before it could start.  "You do not get to skip class, have your clothes ruined, and think I'm going to ignore it, young lady.  You are a teenager, but you are still my daughter."  I looked at Olivia, including her in my next warning.  "I don't care if you kids think you can somehow 'handle this' on your own, your responsibility is to get an education and not expose the pack.  Am I understood?"

      "Yes, Alpha," Olivia mumbled.

      Gabby just glared.

      "Am I understood?" I pressed, taking one step toward her.

      My daughter's eyes jumped to the side.  "It's not fair, Mom.  It's not your problem."

      "You are my daughter, and that makes it my problem.  This is our pack, and making sure it's not discovered is both of our problem.  Keep your buddy system.  Take care of each other, but this is not a secret that's going to help you.  If the school knows that you're being bullied, you're less likely to get in trouble if things do get physical." I crossed my arms.  "You, Gabriella Sofia, will avoid a fight if you can.  You are allowed to defend yourself, but you will not provoke this kid.  You will not seek revenge."  When she kept looking at the corner of the office, I took another step toward her.  "No hiding it from me, am I clear?"

      "Yes, Mom," Gabby mumbled.

      So I looked at Olivia.  "And if she tries, you will tell me.  If Roman tries to hide it, Ian will remove his family from the pack."

      "Mom!" Gabby whined.  "You can't do that."

      "Oh, I can," I reminded her.  "I'm the Alpha Female.  I am the second in charge of this pack, and Kim will respect that.  So, think before you try something stupid.  Or, you can stop trying to get around the rules and accept that your mother is more lenient than most, and appreciate that.  Bullying, though?  No.  I am not about to risk you or any other kid."

      "She's right," Olivia said.  "Gabby, if she calls the school and says something, then maybe he'll stop.  Maybe he won't, but it sure can't hurt.  You know he's trying to incite us.  It's like he knows."

      "But how?" Gabby asked.  "None of us have done anything at school.  We don't even talk about it, except to call ourselves wolves, and that's not enough."

      "I don't know," Olivia said, "but he seems to.  Maybe we should talk to Ian."

      "Mom calling's bad enough," Gabby grumbled, clearly not happy.

      "Go home," I told them.  "I'll talk to Ian about this tonight.  Gabby, change clothes.  You've already missed your last class.  Olivia, did you call your mother?"

      "I did," she promised.  "She's at work, though, but she understood."

      "And Roman?" I asked.

      Gabby let out an annoyed huff.  "He had to go home because I'm not allowed to talk to him.  His mom said to wait for her."

      "Ok."  I reached over to rub her shoulder.  "Maybe I'll take you girls up to the trails when I get off work, and you can both go run.  Would that help?"

      "It'd blow off steam," Olivia told Gabby.  "Maybe Roman can even come too?"  She looked up at me.

      So I nodded.  "I'll call Kim.  Now, go on.  I have to call the school before your last class is over to make sure they know about this.  I want it documented, so if that boy tries anything else, we can have him thrown out instead of either of you."

      Gabby opened her mouth to say something else, but Olivia nudged her hard enough to make her shut her mouth again.  Then the girls made their way out.  Yes, I wandered over to the windows to watch them.  Gabby had already pulled a fast one on me once.  My trust in my daughter was weak, but I was willing to give her a chance.  A very supervised one.

      When the girls finally made it inside, I headed back to my desk, looked up the number for the school, and then dialed.  The woman who answered transferred me to the principal, who sounded almost bored when she heard a child was bullying my daughter.  Then I mentioned Gabby's jeans had been ripped and that I wasn't sure if it was due to her being Hispanic, and the woman was suddenly a lot more attentive.

      Sadly, all she could do was make a note in the boy's file, she told me.  If the kids had trouble, they'd need to tell a teacher when it happened.  Supposedly, the school had a zero tolerance policy for bullying, but this?  It sure didn't feel like it.  I'd just reported bullying, and her idea of 'zero tolerance' was a note?  Not good enough.

      "And what," I demanded, "are you going to do when things escalate from here?  This boy pushed my daughter to the ground, ripping her jeans on a locker.  How are you keeping her safe?"

      "Mrs. Castillo," the principal said, her voice pitched to calm me down, "I understand you're upset, but it could've been an accident."

      "He barks at her," I countered.  "The boy is targeting her, calling her a dog through his little pranks, and terrorizing her.  When will it stop being an accident?"

      "We can have her talk to a counselor," she offered.

      "I can have her do that here," I shot back.  "I want that boy watched, and if he continues to harass my child - or any other - he needs to be suspended.  He is the one who needs to see a counselor, because he's the one doing the bullying."

      "There is a process..." she tried.

      "A process that only works for who?" I asked.  "Just put the note in his file, and I want to have some proof that it happened.  You can send me an email letting me know about it.  That way, when it happens again, I'll also have a note to show off."

      The principal sighed.  "I'd be more than happy to.  Now, what is your email address?"

      I gave it to her, but it seemed my daughter had been right.  Calling the school wasn't going to help.  It wasn't going to change anything, and in the back of my mind, a little voice was screaming that this was because she was a wolf.  This was the shoe I'd been waiting to drop, and that all of my best intentions were making absolutely no difference at all.

      I hung up the phone and scrubbed at my face.  There had to be something else I could do, but what?  How?  I couldn't take her out of school.  The principal herself didn't seem worried about this at all.  None of it made me feel better.  None of it was changing the simple fact that some boy was targeting a group of girls at school - and one of them was my daughter.

      Which meant that Gabby was right.  As much as I hated to admit it, the best solution for this was to make sure the kids of the pack stuck together.  At least that way they had someone to watch their backs: each other.
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      I sent a text to Kim after that, asking if she wanted to come with me to let the kids run.  She agreed, saying she'd take Roman to the trails when she got home from work.  I told her we should give them the first chance of being alone, since Olivia was there.  She'd be enough of a buffer to make sure Roman and Gabby didn't cross too many lines.  Besides, Roman deserved a chance to prove himself, especially considering what I'd just heard.

      So, when I got off work, I walked home to find the girls sprawled in front of the television giggling at whatever show they were watching.  Both of them were wearing Gabby's clothes, and the kind that could be pulled on and off easily.  Evidently, the idea to go for a run was a good one, and I was a little proud of myself for thinking of it.  It made me feel like I was starting to figure out how to be the mother of my little wolf-child.

      "Ok, girls," I said.  "Give me a few minutes to change, and then we'll go to the trails. And..."  I smiled at them both.  "To thank Roman for bringing you two home, I talked to Kim.  She'll bring him up, so the three of you can play for a few hours.  Kim and I will be at the fire pit, so this is your chance to prove that when you get together, all of you can make good decisions."

      "Yes!" Gabby breathed, looking almost relieved.

      Olivia just hopped up.  "I told Mom you were taking us, but I'd better tell her Roman will be there so I don't get in trouble."

      "Thank you, Mom," Gabby said while her best friend rummaged in her bag for her phone.  "He didn't do anything wrong, and - "

      "He disobeyed his alpha," I interrupted.  "That's wrong.  From what I now understand, it's your fault, which means that he's paying for your decision.  I honestly hope this has taught you something."

      My daughter's face fell, but she nodded.  "It has.  I'm sorry.  I honestly didn't know."

      "I keep telling you to talk to me and I'll be fair.  It won't always be what you want, but I will be fair.  If you don't think you can talk to me, at least talk to Ian.  That's my compromise."

      She nodded again, quickly.  "Promise.  Or maybe the betas?  Because, sometimes Ian's busy, and I mean, they're like, his helpers?"

      "That works too," I agreed.  "Now let me get changed, because it's still cold out there."

      Thankfully, that didn't take long.  I put on two layers and grabbed a warm coat.  When that was done, I sent Ian a text, letting him know what we'd be doing, and that Kim was bringing Roman to spend time with the girls.  My decision, I told him, then asked if we could talk about the boy later.  He agreed, then made sure I wouldn't be alone.  I told him that Kim was going to hang out with me while the kids played.  This was their probation.

      Next, I sent a message to Kim.  Like me, she'd just gotten home.  She wanted to grab a few snacks, then she'd meet me there.  She also suggested that I send the girls out so the kids weren't too frisky when they got together.  It was a good point.  Teen hormones and wolf natures probably weren't the best mix.

      Ten minutes later, I pulled my car into the parking space closest to the fire pit and kicked the girls out.  I wasn't sure if I'd ever get used to people stripping off their clothes in public, but Gabby already had.  Without shame, she and Olivia tossed their clothes into the back seat of my car, shifted - while I wasn't looking - then started chittering.

      I just pointed to the trails.  "Go run.  Pretty sure Roman will find you when he gets here."

      Gabby came closer, rubbing her dark head against my leg.  I couldn't help but pet her, digging my fingers into the hair at the back of her head to ruffle her fur, then I sent her out.  Olivia was right on her tail.  Without any adult wolves around, the girls almost looked full grown.  Their legs were just a little too long, proving they were still juveniles, but only barely.  Their bodies were a little leaner than most adults', but they looked so mature, and I just wasn't ready for that.

      Once the kids were gone, I made my way to the fire pit.  We hadn't used all the split wood, so there was still a pretty good stack.  I tossed a few logs in, headed back to my car for some paper, and paused to send Kim a text asking if she had lighter fluid and matches.  I hadn't even thought to bring any.  She said she'd just sent Roman back inside to get that, then would be here.

      So I claimed my chair, leaned back and let out a heavy sigh.  Maybe Kim would have some ideas about this bully.  My gut said the boy wasn't going to suddenly stop picking on my daughter.  The fact that he barked at her bothered me more than I wanted to admit.  How could he know what they were?  It was impossible, and the kids said they'd been careful.

      The snap of a twig made me sit up quickly.  Out of habit, I looked behind me at the parking lot, but Kim wasn't here yet.  Then, my brain kicked in, and I turned in the direction of the sound.  It wasn't the same way my kid had gone, but maybe something had fallen from a tree.  Not impossible, and I didn't hear anything else, so I began to relax.

      A wolf walked from the trees only a second later.  It wasn't one I knew, though.  I lifted a hand in greeting, hoping that wasn't as weird as it felt, but the wolf just looked around.  Its head swung to the left, then the right, before finally settling on me.  Slowly, I watched as its lips curled in a snarl.  The hair rose on its back, and the beast slowly crept closer.  The low rumble of its growl convinced me to get the fuck out of my chair.

      "I don't know what I did to upset you," I said as calmly as I could, moving to put the wood of my chair between us, "but I'm sorry."

      The wolf just moved around the fire pit, its yellow eyes locked on me.  Yeah, I was not imagining this.  This wasn't me not understanding some wolf greeting or anything.  No...  I looked at the wolf's face again.

      "Karen," I breathed, because it could be no one else.

      As if naming her removed the last of her restraint, the bitch lunged at me, her teeth clacking on the air as I jumped back.  Unfortunately, that meant I'd also lost my chair as a shield.  Desperately, I kept going, snagging one of the logs to use as a weapon.

      "Stay back," I warned her.  "I will hit you."

      Not that it would do anything, but I couldn't help myself.  I didn't know what else to do!  In the back of my mind, I was trying to calculate how long it would be until the full moon, how sick I'd be if she got her teeth on me.  In the front of my mind, I was looking for something to put between us, and all I had was an unlit fire pit filled with wood.  Not exactly the best weapon.

      Karen - if this was really her - was between me and my car now.  My daughter was somewhere out on the trails, and Kim was coming.  I just had to keep this bitch off me long enough to get rescued!

      So I held the log like a bat and kept moving.  We circled, slowly but surely going around the brick ring almost like she was playing with me.  Then, without even a growl of warning, she lunged.  My heart stopped, but not my hands.  Swinging as hard as I could, I slammed the hunk of wood into the side of the wolf's neck.  The beast yelped, but I was already running.

      I spun around behind the chair, still holding my log at the ready, but she was coming at me again.  This time, I kicked.  She snapped, catching the end of my log.  When she heaved, trying to shake it out of my grip, I kicked again.  My foot landed in her belly, but I was not winning.  The wolf barely seemed to even care about that.

      So I pulled, gripping my only weapon like a lifeline.  When the wolf tried to readjust her grip, I got the chance to swing again, hitting her in the muzzle - but that only pissed her off more!  Another volley of snaps came at me, yet I wouldn't stop.  So long as I kept making circles around the chair, she couldn't bite me.

      I hoped.

      My heart was pounding in my chest so hard I could hear it in my ears.  I felt like I couldn't quite catch a breath, but I wasn't giving in.  My entire focus narrowed to me and the wolf, and desperation gave me strength.  I didn't care that I was basically cowering before her.  I just had to keep her teeth off me!

      In the distance, I could hear a car.  I thought about screaming for help, but the wolf just lunged again, forcing me to swing.  Between the panic stealing my breath and the random swinging, I had time for nothing else.  I just had to keep the chair between us.  I had to keep hitting.  My arms were already tired, but I couldn't stop.  I couldn't trip.  I couldn't slow down or look away.

      Then tires squealed.  Another wolf growled, and something grey streaked into my vision.  Without slowing, a second wolf slammed into the one trying to get me, knocking her off her feet.  Growls, barks, and howls took over as the two of them fought for all they had, but this new wolf was one I recognized.

      Roman.

      "Leave him alone!" I screamed.

      But Kim's voice replied.  "Elena, get in the car," she snapped.

      I looked over to see her pulling off her clothes.  Her car was still running, parked at an angle as if she'd almost driven right onto the grass.  That was all I needed.  Dropping my log, I ran, listening to her son fighting for all he was worth.  I barely slid into the front seat before Kim slammed her door and just shifted, dropping below the side of the car.

      Then she raced into the fight, adding a second grey streak to the blur of bodies rolling around on the ground.  I could see blood on Roman's side, but the other wolf wasn't much better.  Her coat was almost the same color as theirs, but her grey was more brown, just enough to make it easy to tell who was who.

      My hands were shaking, my pulse was racing, and I still felt like I couldn't breathe, but I dug in my pocket for my phone.  Pulling it out, I had to try twice to unlock the screen.  Thankfully, Ian's contact was right at the top.  I pressed it, pulling the phone to my ear, but I couldn't look away.  I also wasn't sure if he'd be able to hear me over the cacophony of the fight just feet away.

      "Hey?" he answered then, "What's that?"

      "I think it's Karen," I said as fast as I could.  "Ian, we're at the trails.  She tried to attack me.  Kim and Roman are here, and I don't know who's winning, but there's blood."

      "Guys!" Ian yelled, barely pulling the phone away to do it.  "Elena, trails, now!  Karen's after her!"  Then, "We're coming.  Let Kim handle it, baby."  And the line went dead.

      "Please hurry," I breathed, knowing no one else could hear.  "Please, please hurry."

      But the sound of the wolf fight was loud enough that Gabby had heard.  She and Olivia raced from the trees, still in their wolf bodies, and joined the fray.  Like most wolves, Olivia had a lot of white and light colors in her pattern, but her back was chocolate and red, making her stand out.  Gabby was dark, the easiest to pick out.

      That didn't mean I could tell what was going on, though.  They moved too much.  Teeth flashed on all of them, and yelps proved that Karen - if that was really Karen - wasn't the only one getting bit.  Someone had her leg.  Someone else grabbed the back of her neck.  Karen latched onto Gabby's ear, but Kim bit right across her face, forcing the wolf to let go.

      As if that was the last straw, Karen doubled down, except that she wasn't connecting.  Her teeth snapped faster, her growls got louder.  Then, as soon as she had the chance, the bitch bolted, racing away straight for the houses.  Roman and Olivia followed, but they were barely onto the parking lot before Gabby barked loudly, calling them off.

      I twisted, trying to see where the wolf went, but my own car was in the way.  So, trying to be as smart as possible, I just sat there, straining to see her reappear somewhere.  Eventually, a flash of movement down the street proved that she was long gone, so I dared to open the door, rushing straight for my car and the blanket I had in the back seat.

      "Are you ok?" I asked, hurrying over to the pack of wolves panting for breath.

      Kim was licking Roman.  Olivia was sniffing over Gabby, who was trying to do the same back, yet when my daughter saw me, she immediately shifted.  I closed my eyes, but not before my stomach twisted.

      "Roman got bit," Gabby said, making it clear I could open my eyes again.

      I passed her the blanket to wrap her naked body in, then went to the boy.  "Thank you," I said as I knelt beside him.  "I think you saved my life."

      "Tell Ian that," Gabby said just as my mate's SUV came racing up the road.  "Otherwise, this is going to get ugly."

      "Go turn off Kim's car," I told her.

      Then I stood, moving between my boyfriend and the boy who'd risked everything to protect me.  Kim didn't shift, but she did place herself in front of her child.  Roman tried to nudge around her, but a snarl warned him to stay back.  Like Kim, Ian didn't bother to turn his truck off before he was out of it and reaching for his shirt.

      "She's gone," I yelled over at him.  "Roman saved me, Ian.  Kim helped, and the girls, but they chased her off." I pointed to show the direction.

      Ian just relaxed, rushing over to wrap his arms around me.  "Oh, thank god," he breathed.  "Is anyone hurt?"

      "I think they all are."  And I turned to look behind me.

      Kim had her head down, her tail lying low, but her eyes were on Ian.  He just moved closer, dropping to his knees to wrap his arms around her neck, hugging her the same way he'd hugged me.  That made her tail wag, but it was still weak, almost timid.

      "Thank you for protecting my mate," he told her, leaning back to look in her eyes.  "I'm not going to hurt your son."

      Kim just shoved her head into Ian's chest, and then she shifted.  "He jumped through the window," she said.  "He saw Karen trying to get to Elena, and he was stripping a block away.  He didn't even wait for me to stop."

      Gabby - who'd managed to get mostly dressed during all of that - hurried back with the blanket and Kim's clothes.  "Here," she said.

      "I'm calling the doctor," Olivia called from my car.

      Kim took her clothes, Gabby draped the blanket over Roman, and only then did the boy shift.  I couldn't watch, but when my daughter grabbed my arm, I opened my eyes again to see the kid tugging the edges around his body.  His very battered body.  The lack of fur made it impossible to miss the deep cut that ran from the base of his neck, across his shoulder, and over toward his chest.

      "I tried, Alpha," he told Ian.  "I figured that if she was biting me, she couldn't bite Elena."

      Ian just palmed the back of the boy's neck.  "It also means I'm in your debt."

      "Does that cancel out me turning Gabby?" Roman asked, his voice more timid than I'd ever heard before.

      "It does," Ian assured him.  "Welcome back to the pack, Roman.  Whether you're allowed to be with Gabby is still up to both of your parents, but your probation is over.  You've proven yourself."

      Roman just ducked his head and smiled.  "Thank you, Alpha.  Now go deal with her."

      "You need to see Bridget," Ian said.  "That, pup, is an order."

      Roman nodded.  "Was kinda planning on it.  Liv?  My pants are in Mom's car."

      Kim grabbed my arm.  "Go home, Elena.  Take the girls, make sure they're all in one piece, and lock your doors.  I'll send the betas that way."

      "I need the betas," Ian said.  "So just Lane.  Tell Lane to guard her, because I'm going to need the rest.  That bitch just crossed a line, and I'm done."
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      I'd left the guys behind when Elena called.  They were moving as fast as they could, but I hadn't waited.  Now, just as everything was sorted out, they pulled up.  Lane's head was swiveling, trying to identify the problem.  Waving them down to make it clear everything was ok, I headed that way, leaning in the window of Trent's truck.

      "Lane," I said, catching his eye.  "Take my truck.  Once they're all dressed again, follow Elena and the girls home.  Make sure they're both as ok as they think they are.  Gabby has a nick on her ear.  I'm not sure about Olivia."

      "Elena?" he asked.

      "She's fine," I promised.  "Roman jumped in the middle.  The boy's going to need some stitches, but he made sure Elena was safe.  Kim and the girls helped, but Roman didn't hesitate.  Right now, I need you to guard her, ok?"

      He got out of the truck and stood before me.  "Thank you, Ian."

      I just slapped his arm.  "Figured you'd be useless for anything else.  Now, I need to borrow these guys."

      I climbed into the back seat, taking Lane's place.  Only once the big guy had made his way over to Elena did I let my other betas know what we were going to do.  It was simple: kick Karen out.  She'd just crossed the line.  Her father wouldn't be happy about it, but he'd made it clear that he knew she was putting me in a bind.  She also wasn't listening to him, and there was nothing else he could do about it.

      Trent backed out of the parking area, and headed right for Karen's house.  There was no attempt to be subtle about it.  No false smiles to keep the neighbors from worrying.  Instead, as we got out of the truck, the guys moved to flank me, making it clear that this was a group effort.  Trent was on my left, Pax on my right, and Seth just behind me.

      I, however, was the one who pounded my fist on the door.  "I know you're in there," I yelled at the house.  "Open the door or I will, Karen."

      A minute went by with nothing.  I didn't bother knocking again.  I simply held out my hand.  Pax slapped one of the master keys into it, and I shoved that into the lock.  My anger was simmering, causing every muscle in my body to tense.  I wanted to growl, to tear this woman's throat out, or something, but I was resisting.  I just had to unlock the door, and then we'd make sure she was never a problem again.

      I got the deadbolt open, and the other lock clicked without my help.  I barely pulled the key out before the door was opened from the inside to reveal Karen.  The woman looked like she'd gotten the worst of that fight, and I didn't mind at all.  I just handed the key back to Pax, shoved the door open without a word, and stepped inside.

      She retreated before me, her eyes jumping to my betas.  "I didn't invite you in," she tried.

      "Doesn't matter, because this isn't your house anymore."  I followed until she finally stopped in her living room, standing just within her space.  "I warned you.  I made my rules very clear, and you chose to ignore them.  You're out.  I'll give you one day to pack your things, but if you're still here at sundown tomorrow, all bets are off.  I won't ask you again, Karen.  Next time?  I will come on four legs.  If I have to use my teeth, I won't stop.  Do you understand me."

      "Bullshit," she shot back.  "You barely did anything to that boy.  There's no way you'll throw me out, let alone kill me."

      I just leaned in.  Anger burned through my muscles, begging me to use them.  I wanted to lash out, to grab her by the throat and tear her apart.  I longed to growl, snarl, and even snap, but that wasn't the kind of alpha I would be.  No, I was better than that, and I refused to be a beast.

      "Try me," I said as calmly as I could.

      "We told you to stay away from our mate," Pax added.

      Trent moved to the side, drawing her eye.  "There's a difference between a stupid mistake some kid makes and hurting our family."

      "Our mate," Seth snarled, shifting to my side.

      "You're too weak to do anything," she insisted, glaring at me.  "Brought your betas for one woman?"

      "Brought my betas to witness my judgment," I corrected.  "You get one day.  Pack fast, and do not expect anyone from Wolf's Run to help you, not even your father.  You are not of my pack.  I refuse you.  I reject you.  Karen, I banish you."

      I turned to leave, but she wasn't used to not having the last word.  The woman dared to grab my arm, pulling me around to face her again.  "You can't do this to me!  I was supposed to be your mate!"

      I didn't stop to think.  There was no conscious decision, I merely stopped holding back.  My hand landed on her throat and I pushed, storming across the room to shove her frail female body against the wall, but this woman was a wolf.  She hit, trying to get me off of her, but it was pointless.  I was the alpha here.  I would always be alpha, and just because I refused to act like a beast didn't mean I wasn't as powerful as one.

      Claws began to grow on my hands.  I could feel the sensation coursing through my body, changing, growing, straining my shirt as my chest grew even more broad, but I held it, refusing to shift enough to lose my voice.

      "Do.  Not.  Try.  Me," I warned.

      "You've never been strong enough for this pack.  The only reason you're the alpha is because Ashley refused to challenge you!"  She lifted her chin in defiance, ignoring my claws digging into the skin of her neck.  "Kill me, Ian, and everyone will know the truth.  You're everything you hated.  You just want to be a sweet and fragile little human, and hurting me will destroy you."

      "No," I promised, leaning right into her face.  "You won't be my first kill.  You won't be my last.  The only reason you're still alive is because your father doesn't deserve that.  Patrick was good to me, and this is the favor he gets.  It has nothing to do with you."

      So she spit, the moisture splattering across my face.  "Fuck you."

      I growled, squeezing her neck a little tighter.  None of my betas moved.  The guys didn't even flinch.  They simply stood ready to catch her if she somehow broke free.  Karen's eyes darted between them even as her hands flailed at my fist around her throat, trying to make it loosen.  It didn't.  I had no need to slam her against the wall, throw her around, or anything else.  She could submit, or she could die.  Those were her only options.

      "Ok," she gasped.

      I relaxed my hand just enough to let her breathe.  "Ok, what?" I demanded.

      "I'll go," she promised.  "Before sunset tomorrow."

      "And do not touch my mate or her child.  Do not try to take revenge.  If you see Elena, you will drop your eyes and grovel, nothing more, because if you don't..."  I smiled cruelly.  "It's a lot harder to hold back than to let the rage win.  Push me at all, and you are dead."

      Her eyes dropped to the floor.  "Yes, Alpha."

      "I am not your alpha," I snarled, shoving her back into the wall one more time.  "Leave the key on the counter.  If I see you again, I won't be this polite."

      When I let her go, Karen dropped to her knees, coughing to clear her throat and get a breath.  My betas just turned, heading back to the car without a single word.  Like them, I refused to look back, but I listened as she gasped.  That turned into a sob.  There was a wail in there, but for the first time ever, Karen didn't snap something at me, trying to get in the last word.  She simply let us leave.

      I slammed the door behind me hard, and the guys turned.  Trent angled his head to the truck, but I shook mine.  Right across the street, Patrick stood in his doorway, watching us, and I owed the man an explanation.

      "I'll catch up," I told them, walking that way.

      "We'll wait in the drive," Pax assured me.

      The guys went to the truck.  I just walked across the street.  The man who'd been my father's former beta, who'd been all but a second father for me when I was a boy, simply dropped his head and let his shoulders slump.  He knew.  I didn't even have to say a thing and he could already guess what had just happened.

      But I owed it to him to say this myself.  "Patrick?" I reached up to clasp his arm.  "I'm sorry.  She'll be gone tomorrow."

      "I understand, Alpha," he said softly.  "What did she do?"

      "She attacked my mate."

      "Fuck," he breathed.  "I told her to leave it alone.  I told her Lane was fated for that woman, but she didn't care."

      "She wanted to be the Alpha's Mate," I explained.  "I'm sorry.  I never should've let my betas have a relationship with her."

      He just shook his head.  "No, you can't rewrite the past.  Henry and I already talked.  Karen encouraged them.  I don't know where she learned to think that way, though.  I mean, her mother and I..."

      "It doesn't matter," I said.  "I won't kill her unless she comes after Elena.  She can leave and find a new pack.  When she learns to respect my authority, she can even come back for holidays as your guest.  I'm trying to make this fair."

      "More than fair," he assured me.  "I was just worried you'd killed her."

      "I don't want to do that to you," I promised.  "Not after you were so good to me."

      Patrick just nodded, reaching up to clasp my arm, then rub it.  "You were always a good boy, Ian.  You grew up to be a great alpha.  I'm so sorry my daughter is causing problems.  I'll make sure she's gone - if you're ok with that?"

      "Yeah, you're fine," I promised.  "I had a feeling you'd want to tell her goodbye before she moves.  And..."  I laughed once, the sound dry.  "It might keep her from trying to get revenge.  Patrick, if she goes after Elena again?  I'll have no choice.  You know that, right?"

      "I do," he assured me.  "It's why I want to make sure she's not alone long enough to even think about it.  Her mom and I will make sure she's too busy packing."

      "Thank you."  I stepped back, intending to leave, but his next words stopped me.

      "Is Elena ok?"

      "She is."  I paused.  "The boy who turned her daughter, Roman?  He's not.  She tore up his shoulder pretty bad.  Sounds like he jumped out of a moving car to protect her, and his mother wasn't far behind."

      "Kim?  That alpha bitch?" Patrick asked, sounding impressed.

      I nodded slowly.  "The same one.  So far as I'm concerned, the kid's no longer a problem.  He just earned his way back to full status today.  He'll probably get a scar from it, so might as well make it a badge of honor."

      "I'll make sure they know I don't blame them," Patrick promised.  Then the man ducked his head to rub at his bald spot.  "Ian?"  He paused again.  "I'm proud of you, boy.  I know this couldn't have been easy for you.  I'm so sorry my kid put you in this position, but I'm also so damned proud.  You're everything we hoped for."

      My breath dropped from my lungs and I stormed the two steps back toward him to hug the man as hard as I could.  "Thank you," I whispered.  "I wish she'd given me another choice.  I tried, Pat.  I tried so hard, but she couldn't understand that we were just too close.  She never could've been my mate."

      "I know," he soothed, rubbing my back.  "But you're a better alpha than Henry ever was.  Trust yourself, and we will follow."  Then he leaned back.  "Most men would've killed her.  You..."  He shook his head, looking for words.  "I thought you had.  When I saw all of you there, I was so sure, and I had no clue how I was going to tell my wife, but you didn't."

      "She could still push too far," I warned him.  "You just have to keep her from doing anything stupid for one day, and hopefully find her a place to live."

      "I'll arrange a hotel if I have to," he swore.  "Now go check on your mate, Alpha."

      He rubbed my shoulder one last time then turned and walked into his house.  I couldn't help but sigh as I turned for the truck.  Pax and Seth were in the back seat, leaving the passenger side open for me, and I climbed into it without a word.  That had been my worst nightmare.  That man had been so good to me, and no matter how much his daughter annoyed me, he would always be family.  The idea of him hurting because of her?

      I was barely in the truck before Trent looked over.  "How's he taking it?"

      "He's proud of me," I said.  "So, I'm guessing that means well."

      Trent just nodded and backed up.  "Good, and I'm still sorry.  We all are."

      "Me too," I said, leaning my head back on the chair.  "I'm just glad she didn't bite Elena.  If Roman hadn't been there?"

      "So, the kid's out of shit completely?" Pax asked, leaning forward.

      "With me," I told them.  "He saved our mate, guys.  That boy jumped out of a moving car, got between her and an adult female, and he took the bites to make sure Elena didn't.  Yeah, that counts as above and beyond.  He's more than proven himself as a good part of this pack."
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      The group of us drove straight over to Elena's place to make sure she was ok.  We didn't stop at our place, and no one said much until we pulled up in the drive.  Just before I opened the passenger door, Trent looked over, and the expression on his face was a little too serious.

      "I don't think we should tell Elena that you shoved that woman against the wall," he said.

      I just got out, debating his words as I rounded the front of the truck.  Pax and Seth made their way around the back, giving me just a little extra room, even though I didn't feel that twitchy.  Still, it made it clear that they didn't want to be within reach if I got snarly.  Trent, however, just closed his door and watched me, clearly expecting an answer.

      "I don't think we should hide it from her," I decided.  "Guys, this is what we are.  This is how wolves work.  She just saw a fight.  She got a good look at Roman's wound.  I'm not going to go out of my way to tell her that I have and will throw a woman around, but I'm also not going to lie to her."

      "He has a good point," Seth said.  "Trent, Elena's already realized that a female wolf isn't the same as a human woman."

      "But will she think about that if Ian mentions killing her?" Pax countered.  "Or is it just one more reason for her to consider running again?"

      "She won't run," Seth assured us.  "Guys, she's in love with Lane.  She knows he's fated for her - and what that means.  She's well aware that her daughter needs her pack.  I can't promise she won't dump us, but running?  No, I think she's more likely to call Ashley."

      I groaned because that wasn't necessarily any better.  "Ok, not really a fight I want to have, but it's better than her bailing on us."  And I gestured to the door, getting them all walking again.

      Seth reached the front door first, tapping as he opened it.  The group of us piled into the house to see Elena curled up beside Lane.  Gabby was nowhere in sight, but Elena noticed me looking and pointed upstairs.

      "She's having a shower," Elena said, referring to her daughter.  "Heather came to get Olivia, and no, I wasn't bit, or clawed, or spit on, or anything else.  I feel like everyone's asked me some version of that."

      "I checked," Lane added.

      Elena just sat up, but she didn't pull away from Lane.  "Has anyone heard about Roman?  She bit him really bad.  I mean, that was Karen, right?  Is she going to go after him now?"

      "No," I promised, moving closer to claim the spot beside her.  What I didn't do was try to pull her from Lane's embrace.  I wasn't that stupid.  "Karen's going to be gone by the time the sun sets tomorrow."

      "You banished her," Lane said, nodding to show he approved.  "Patrick?"

      "He's going to make sure she stays busy packing all night, and he doesn't blame me," I assured him.  "He's not happy, but he understands."

      "Figured you'd kill her," Lane grumbled.

      My eyes jumped back to Elena, and I could almost feel Pax, Trent, and Seth watching her reaction from behind me.  "Um..."  Crap, I didn't know how to respond to that.

      "Would you?" she asked.

      I just sighed.  Well, it was a good thing Trent had brought it up.  At least I knew how to respond.  "Yes," I told her.  "If I had to, I would.  No, it wouldn't be the first time.  Not all wolves will obey the rules, Elena, and when they don't?  Sometimes, they'll fight to the death."

      She just jiggled her head to show she understood.  "Ok.  Because she would've killed me.  I could see it in her eyes.  She didn't want to turn me, Ian.  She wanted me gone.  Like, the dead kind."

      "I kicked her out of the pack," I promised.  "Karen will never be a problem here again.  I made some concessions for Patrick, but I doubt he'll use them.  He knows that if she ever comes back, even as his guest, she'll have to be on her best behavior, and Karen was never good at that."

      "I'm sorry I wasn't there," Seth said, moving around the coffee table so he could see her.

      "I thought I was being careful," Elena admitted.  "I sent texts to you, I had the girls, I knew Kim was coming, and I even checked to make sure Karen's car was gone when we drove by.  I did everything, guys.  I wasn't trying to be stupid, but she came out of the woods!"

      "She was probably out for her own run," Pax said.  "She was a little obsessive about staying in shape."

      "Or," Trent said, "she noticed you drive that way and made a lap to see what was going on.  Elena, that woman hates you.  Not for who you are, but because you have the one thing she never could."

      "The title of Alpha Female," Elena said, proving she understood.  "What if she had bit me, though?  It's..."  She pushed out a breath, her eyes jumping around the room like she was looking for something.  "Three weeks?  I don't know, but a long time until the next full moon.  What if that happened, guys?  I'd be sick the whole time?  Because Gabby was not in good shape, and that was a matter of days."

      Seth moved closer, sliding in right in front of her just to sit on the coffee table.  Then he leaned over his knees.  "I went weeks," he said.  "The infection is like a cold.  Coughing, headaches, achy all over.  That sorta thing.  Then, about a week before the moon is full, it kicks up.  You'd be puking for days, and it's really not fun, but we would all take care of you."

      "And when I lost it and tried to bite all of you?" she asked.

      He smiled.  "What?  I'm into it."

      That made her laugh once, but it was weak.  "Seth!" she groaned.  "I'm trying to be serious."

      I knew where she was going with this.  I had a feeling we all did.  Elena was terrified of being turned, and I could respect that.  What I wouldn't let her do was keep rehashing the same feeble excuses.  If she wasn't ready to be a wolf, then that was all we needed to know.  She didn't have to keep falling back on the same excuses.  This was something that should be her decision.

      That one little thing had almost ruined us once, and I wouldn't let it happen again.  We'd assumed that 'mostly safe' was enough.  We'd been so wrong.  I'd never imagined the fear of turning, the pain and agony of it, or the challenges of learning a whole new body.  This was how I'd always been, and I liked it.  I reveled in the advantages of being able to shift my form, but that was me.  I wasn't her, and I had no right to make that decision for her.  I understood that now, and I had to find some way to prove it to her.

      "No one is going to make you turn," I promised.  "Elena, we can step back on the stages if that makes you more comfortable, because this is up to you.  We've all agreed to that.  I know we messed up before, but - "

      "No," she said, cutting me off.  "Ian, what if she had bit me?  What if some other wolf does?  What if it's an accident, and it still happens?  I'm a human living with werewolves!  I..."  She looked over at Lane as if seeking help.  "I'm worried about Gabby."

      I hated that she looked to him instead of me.  I also loved it.  I knew that man deserved her, and I was thrilled that his feelings were returned, but I still wanted to be the man to fix everything for her.  I was the alpha.  I was supposed to be the one who had the answers.  I was supposed to be her protection, and instead, she looked to him.

      Pax's hand dropped down to rest on my shoulder.  "Legally speaking?" he asked, his words for Elena.  Only the touch was for me.

      She nodded.  "I think I need to be a wolf.  One way or another, it's going to happen, and I don't want to go anywhere.  I'm happy in Wolf's Run, and Ashley's like a sister to me.  I have all of you.  I just don't want to hurt Gabby because I'm chasing my own happiness."

      "Call Henry," Pax said.  "Ian, you know he'll come over.  Let's work this out.  Let's get her the answers she needs, even if they aren't the ones she wants to hear."

      "Thank you," she whispered at him.  "If I know, then I can plan for it."

      "Do you really want to turn?" Trent asked, even as I dialed my dad.  "Not just will you, or are you resigned to it, Elena.  Do you actually want to be one of us?"

      She licked at her lips.  "I think so.  Maybe?"

      Seth leaned closer to press his hand to her knee.  "That's not an answer, beautiful."

      She let go of me to wrap her fingers around his hand.  "I know, but it's the best I have.  I keep thinking about it, and if I could be like Gabby, then it would be amazing, but what if I'm like David?"

      "He's that way because he was never allowed to run as a wolf," Seth said.  "It's not easy the first time.  Well, technically the second, since the night you turn is all instincts.  But the first time you mean to do it, you'll feel frustrated.  The next time is easier, and we'll all help.  They taught me.  I will teach you."

      "And you were just a kid when it happened," she pointed out.

      He shrugged.  "So?  You're not exactly old and frail.  Ok, so you've reached the glorified age where you can call the rest of us kids.  Besides that?  Dunno how to break it to ya, but forty isn't old.  You can learn, and I will make sure you do."

      "So will I," Lane told her.

      "We're in," Pax added.  "If you want this, then we will help.  Doesn't matter if that's looking after Gabby so you can go run, or helping clean the house because you worked all day and wolfed out too long.  We will help, Elena.  That's what being our mate means."

      "I can't until..."  She looked over at me, realizing I was putting my phone down.

      "Dad's on his way," I promised.  Then I looked at Trent.  "Coffee for us, there should be wine in there for her.  Pretty sure Gabby hasn't had dinner yet, either."

      "Something light," Elena said, not trying to stop us.  "She doesn't eat when she's anxious, and I think she is.  She's trying hard to be strong, but she's worried about Roman.  I didn't want to let her do something you've forbidden, so I made her wait to talk to him."

      "Gabby!" I yelled up the stairs.  "Call him.  If you can't reach him, call Kim."

      "Yes, Alpha," she yelled back, her voice muffled through a bunch of doors.

      Elena just looked at me.  "No more yelling through the house, Ian."

      "Sorry," I mumbled.  "I just know that boy deserves to hear from her, and those kids are a lot more serious than I expected."

      "Olivia says they're her betas."

      Trent shook his head.  "Roman acts more like a mate than a beta.  Trust me, the alpha-beta relationship is rarely a romantic thing."

      "And converts can't be alphas," Elena countered.  "If Gabby's breaking one rule, why not more?  I'm not thrilled with the idea of her first boyfriend being her last, but if they're that happy, then that's really all that matters."

      "Or he's just the first," Seth mumbled.

      I kicked him.  "Not helping."

      "Oh please."  He gestured at all of us.  "Elena knows how wolves are.  She may not have thought about it like that yet, but who says Roman isn't just the first of many?"

      I just shook my head.  "Alphas have one mate.  The mate gets the benefits.  That's how it's always worked."

      "And Gabby's not playing by the old traditions, Ian," Seth said.  "She never learned them.  She's running on willpower and instinct.  Don't crush that because of how things were always done before.  You want to modernize us?  Well, that girl's the answer.  She's stronger than Roman, and she'll grow up to be another Ashley.  She's smart and considerate, even for her age.  She also wasn't raised to roll over just because the pack alpha says so.  She was taught - by you - to challenge him because she's worth it."

      Elena's head snapped over to me just as someone knocked at the door.  I decided it would be a good idea to answer that.  I did not want to tell Elena how much I was pushing her daughter, or why.  She could guess, and I wouldn't hide it from her, but I also didn't want her to stop me.  Wolf's Run needed another alpha to take over if anything happened to me.  It was no different than her concerns about making sure Gabby's guardian was settled before she considered turning.

      I merely wanted to make sure that my pack had someone to step up and lead it if anything happened to me, and Gabby was it.  She was also perfect for it.  A convert?  A woman who understood human society in ways that I never could?  She'd already lived through the struggle of being a minority and knew what it would be like for us if people found out wolves existed.  More than all of that, she was a wolf who was going to one day be a true leader, and who I'd make sure always put her pack before herself.  The girl was already trying.

      When I opened the door, I wasn't surprised to see my father on the other side.  With a tilt of my head, I invited him in.  "Elena?" I said, making her look over.  "You had questions?"

      "What can we do about Gabby's custody?" she asked.  "Henry, there has to be something.  Karen just tried to attack me, and the only reason I wasn't bit was because of a teenage boy!"

      Henry looked at me.  "I'll explain it all later," I promised.  "But she's not exaggerating."

      So my dad walked over and took the chair beside the couch.  "Boys, look busy," he told them.

      The guys all moved, even Lane.  Elena scooted over to the side closer to my father, and I took the spot next to her.  Upstairs, I could finally hear Gabby come out of the bathroom.  I almost interrupted, but the girl headed right into her bedroom.  Probably to call her boyfriend like I'd suggested.

      "With Gabby's father alive and in good health, he's her next of kin.  There's nothing you can do to change that, Elena.  We could try to have him listed as an unfit parent, but I'm not sure it would stick.  You'd need a reason that it wouldn't be in her best interest to be around him, and ignoring her isn't enough.  Drug addiction, abuse, neglect, or such.  And you'd have to prove it.  He would fight to disprove it, and the ultimate decision would be up to the judge."

      "So what do I do?" Elena asked.  "What happens when their next ex-girlfriend decides to attack me?"

      "There's not - " I tried, but my father lifted a finger, stopping me.

      "You want a contingency plan, right?"  He lifted a brow.  "Don't get bit.  Don't turn.  Wait until she's eighteen so you don't have to worry about it.  That means never leaving the house except to go right to work, and making sure one of your mates is always at your side.  No more time alone.  No more quiet bubble baths with a too-big glass of wine."

      "No," she insisted.  "I'm talking about when the next Karen decides that challenging me will get her what she wants.  A position in the pack, revenge against a wolf, or whatever else.  It could be my own kid for all I know, because she's at that age where the tantrums are going to get bad."

      "First, she wouldn't," he promised.  "We really don't lose control and just bite people, Elena.  No more than you do.  Second, well, unless you figure out how to get Gerardo to give up his parental rights, your only other option is to prove him a danger to her."

      "How do we get him to give up his rights?" she asked.

      "He'd have to sign them away with the divorce," Henry told her.

      She just groaned.  "And he wouldn't just to piss me off."  With a huff, she flopped back against the couch.  "He's more than proven that he has no interest in her.  He doesn't want to pay child support; he has no desire to even spend time with her.  When he does, it's usually to berate her for not being a carbon copy of him.  But if I asked?  He'd refuse just out of spite."

      "We could offer that in exchange for no child support," Henry pointed out.

      Elena just shook her head.  "No, he doesn't want Jaime to think he bailed.  We'd have to make him look like the hero somehow.  Give him a reason that it's my fault, otherwise he wouldn't.  And I don't even know how Gabby would feel about that."

      "Well, think about it," Henry said.  "If you want me to put the offer in there, I can.  It won't hurt anything."

      She just nodded.  "Ok.  Then do it.  And you're welcome to stay for dinner, you know."

      He just chuckled.  "I think the house is full enough.  Besides, by now, Ashley will have all those details Ian would give me, and it sounds like I should drop in and check on Kim and Roman.  You all relax.  I'm not quite useless to the pack yet."

      "No, you're not, Dad," I agreed.  "Thanks for helping me."

      "Doesn't mean you get out of calling me later," he warned as he headed for the door.  "I already spoke to Patrick, so you know.  Have a good night, kids."

      Elena just leaned into me.  "I need to be a wolf, Ian.  I think I even want to, but I don't know how to make this work."

      "We'll figure it out," I promised.  Because, one way or another, if my mate wanted this, I would definitely find a way to make it happen.
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        CHAPTER 29

      

      

      

      We made dinner and helped Elena get her house straightened up.  Since tomorrow was Saturday, she didn't need to worry about going to work, so that helped.  Lane made it clear he was staying, although none of us were surprised.  Someone had just tried to attack his mate.  I had a feeling the man would make a few extra laps around the house - and God forbid anyone decided to open a door before he was awake.  He'd probably eat them, convinced he was protecting Elena.

      So the rest of us left.  I hated walking away from our mate.  Every time I had to, I hated it a little more, but we had to share her with each other.  I knew that, yet I also didn't want to.  For the first time in my life, I actually wanted something of my own.  Not that I resented the guys caring for her as well, but I hated those moments when she wasn't with me.  I wanted her always, and I still felt like I barely knew her.

      Elena was just too amazing.  She was so sweet and gentle.  It hit me in a way I'd never expected.  I usually went for the uninhibited women.  Not necessarily sexually, but the girls who ran barefoot through the snow types.  Elena?  She was a planner, an organizer, and she'd caught me completely by surprise.  Even thinking about Karen hurting her made me feel simultaneously sick and furious, yet Lane was the best one to make her feel secure.  I wasn't.

      Thankfully, Ian was holding it together.  He wasn't pissed, not exactly.  This was much more territorial than that.  Someone had come after his mate, and every alpha instinct that man had - which were all of them - told him to kill for her.  He was subtle about it, but I knew my alpha well enough to know that he was on high alert.  Pax wasn't much better.  Seth?  He acted calm, but I'd watched him push between Lane and Ian to hold her hand.  That guy had it bad.

      Shit, we all did.  I liked the woman, the kid, and even the life that came with her.  Until tonight, the idea of someone hurting her had seemed like nothing more than some theory we were discussing.  I'd never imagined it would happen in real life.  I figured Karen would yell at her, Elena would make the woman look like an idiot, and that would be about it.

      But she'd almost been bit.  Was it bad that a part of me wished she had been?  The timing was all wrong, but I would gladly sit beside her until the full moon rose again.  But to see her as a wolf?  Would she be dark like her daughter?  Red like Lane?  Brown like me?  I had a feeling her body would be lean and lithe.  Her coat would be on the longer side, and her hair would be silky.  Her eyes would be just a bit darker than most of ours, simply because she'd spent so many years as a human.  I'd hold her, laying her wolfish body across my lap as we taught her how to move each leg and even her toes when she wanted.  I wouldn't even care that she wasn't sexual in that form.  She'd still be my mate.

      We were halfway across our own yard, almost to our front door when I heard feet scurry around the house.  My head snapped around, braced for Karen to try something else, but what I saw was Gabby.  She was wearing only a hoodie over her clothes, her arms hugged to her chest as if she'd grabbed what she could and raced after us.  But I wasn't the only one who'd noticed her.

      "What are you doing out here?" Ian asked.  "It's freezing, Gabby."

      "I'm sorry, Alpha," she said, moving even closer so she could lower her voice.  "I didn't mean to listen in, but I heard Mom talking to Henry about me.  I heard my name, and I couldn't help it."

      Ian turned to her.  "And what did you hear?"

      "Mom doesn't want me to end up with Dad if anything happens to her, and that's ok, because I don't want to live with him anyway.  He doesn't want me.  You guys are better dads than he is, and I'd rather stay with the pack."

      "Not that easy," Ian told her.  "He'd have to give up his parental rights on his own.  Gabby, the pack will never leave you, no matter where you live."

      "No," she insisted, and I almost expected her to stamp a foot.  "Ian, what I'm saying is that he would.  All you have to do is offer him enough money and Dad would gladly get rid of me.  He never wanted me - and that's not me being fourteen, or whatever else you'll say.  He doesn't. He never did.  All my life he's complained because I'm in his way, so I think he'd do it."

      "Gabby," Seth said, moving closer.  "You don't want to cut ties with your father like that."

      "I'm going to have to anyway," she told him.  "No long-term contact with humans, right?  Fears of being discovered and all that?  It's why all converts cut ties with their families.  Well, shouldn't I be doing the same?"  The girl lifted her chin defiantly, almost proudly.  "I don't deserve special treatment, and it's not even a hardship.  The only reason my father cares at all is because Jaime says I'm a responsibility.  Because he thinks that taking care of me gets him ahead with her."

      "And he's an ass," Pax grumbled.

      Gabby just flailed an arm at him.  "See?  He hasn't come to see me but that one time.  It's been half a year.  He only came to the parent meeting for the play because the school made it sound mandatory.  He said he was too busy to come to my quinceañera!"

      "We'll be there," I assured her.

      She paused to swallow, trying to lift her chin even higher as she turned to me.  "I know, Trent," she said, but I could see her eyes glistening.  "But don't you get it?  I don't want him as my dad.  All of you treat me better, and it's not just because you spoil me.  You understand drama, Trent.  And you, Ian, make me do my homework.  Pax yells at me if I'm late for lessons."

      Seth chuckled.  "I got nothing."

      "But you don't act like I'm annoying," she told him.  "You actually talk to me, Seth.  And Mom's right.  She can't guarantee she'll make it through the shift, but she wants to.  I've heard her talking about it with Ashley, or with you guys.  She's scared to turn because of me, and that's no more fair than making her turn because of me.  It should be her choice."

      "But that's part of being a parent," I told her.  "When we accept you as our kid, we become responsible too, and sometimes that means putting off what we want to make sure you get what you need."

      Her teeth closed on her lower lip and she smushed her mouth together.  "But if she does it when she's ready, it's safer, right?  That's why I made Roman bite me when he did, because we looked at the moon schedule.  What if she's sick for too long?  She keeps saying she's old and wouldn't make it.  If she's sick for weeks and weeks, wouldn't that make it harder?"

      "Hey," I breathed, stepping in to wrap her up in a hug.  "Elena is a strong woman.  She doesn't believe in herself enough, but that doesn't make her insecurities true, ok?  It's just like stage fright for real life.  She'll be fine.  We'll make sure she is."

      "I made sure we have a doctor to help," Ian explained.

      Gabby nodded against my shoulder, hugging me back.  "I know," she mumbled, "but I don't want to live with him.  I want to stay with the pack.  I want Mom to be a real part of the pack, and I know how to do it.  You just have to offer him money.  I don't even know how much, but I'll work it off."  She pulled back to look at me.  "I can mow the grass or clean the pool, or even work in the leasing office in the summer."

      "No, you cannot," I said before Ian could.  "You are not going to become slave labor.  That's not how a pack works, kiddo."

      "Please, Trent?" she begged.  "I want you guys to be my dads."

      "Fuck," Seth groaned, turning to walk a pace as he shoved a hand into his hair.  "Gabby, we're not your dads, and you only get one."

      "But you're all her mates," she insisted.  "That makes all of you like my stepdads, doesn't it?"

      "More like your mom's boyfriends," Pax said as he leaned over my shoulder to rub hers.  "Gabby, we can't just cut your dad out of your life."

      "Why not?" she asked, lifting her head to look right at him.

      "Uh..."  Pax looked at Ian for help.

      Ian just sighed.  "Because you don't get to choose your family, Gabby.  You also will regret it if we do this and you never see your dad again.  And what happens if your mom breaks up with us, hm?  Then you'd have no father at all."

      "That's what none of you get!" she snapped.  "I already don't.  I used to think it was normal because the way he acts is all I've ever known, and then we came here.  Most wolves have dads who care.  Not even real dads half the time!  Step dads, or their mom's mate, or like Henry with Lane.  Wolf parents care about their kids, and the whole pack does too.  Karen spent more time talking to me than my dad ever did, and all she wanted was to get information!"

      Ian damned near growled.  "When did she talk to you?" he asked.

      Gabby waved that off.  "Christmas break.  She talked to me and Olivia one day, but that's the point.  She was nicer to me than my dad.  I mean, she tried to bite Mom, but if you can bribe Dad, he'll let me go, then Mom won't have to worry about me and she can turn, and then it won't be a threat.  Even if you guys dump her, it will mean that I'll never lose her.  She'll always be a part of my pack, and if I'm going to be an alpha..."

      "She'll be able to follow you," I finished for her.  Then I looked back at the guys.  "Go on," I told them.  "I'll take her back home."

      Ian just mouthed, "Thank you," at me, and they kept going, but I didn't move.

      I just bent down to look right in Gabby's face.  "This is a huge thing you're asking," I told her.

      "I know," she admitted.  "But I know you guys want to help Mom, and I know it'll work.  I also know that you don't think I mean it, but I do.  I want you to be my dads, not him."

      I just rubbed her shoulders through her too-light hoodie.  "I'd actually love to be your dad, Gabby.  The way I see it, being your beta is pretty close, right?"

      "Yeah..."

      "But not close enough," I finished for her.  "I wish I could tell you we'll make it happen, but I can't.  Gabby, he's your dad, and a lot of men don't know how to do that.  Kids don't come with a rule book, and we're all just making it up.  I certainly didn't expect to be mentoring a teenaged alpha wolf this year."  I smiled to make sure she also knew I didn't mind.

      "But you offered to help with my play," she said.

      "And just because we both like drama isn't really enough.  This relationship we have?  It's between us and your mother.  You have your own relationship with her.  I mean, she's your mom, and that's the biggest deal in the world."

      "Yeah, which is why this is so important," she said.  "I messed up when I got bit.  Now I'm trying to fix it.  Wolf's Run is where Mom and I belong.  The pack is good for her, Trent.  For the first time in forever, she's happy.  Not just ok, but she seems happier than I can remember her ever being.  And she thinks she's being all sly when she makes you guys come over one at a time, but I'm fourteen!  I know what you're doing."

      "Not much," I said.  "Cuddling, so don't even."

      She just scoffed.  "I have wolf hearing, Trent.  It's why I wanted the earbuds so bad."

      I couldn't help but laugh.  "Point made.  Now, let me make mine.  I'll talk to Ian for you, but I'm promising nothing.  You're also standing outside in the freezing cold with hair that's probably still damp and nothing but a hoodie to keep you warm.  If you catch a cold, your mother will get mad at me, not you.  So, go home, go to bed, and I'll talk to your alpha."

      "Thank you, Beta," she said, and then threw her arms around me again.  "If you do this, maybe Mom will turn.  Maybe you can start having sex again!"

      I almost choked.  "You are not supposed to ever mention that to us," I told her.  "The rule is that you pretend it doesn't happen, and we convince ourselves that you know nothing about that."

      She rolled her eyes.  "Right.  I just figured that if it's all boys think about, then maybe you can use that to convince Ian, right?"

      "Believe it or not, boys think about a lot more than just sex," I assured her.  "Just like girls do.  We have an entire pack to keep track of, and Elena is important to us for a lot more than that.  We all like her.  Her, Gabby.  I actually like your mom quite a lot."

      "I know," she said.  "She likes you, too.  All of you.  That's why this has to work."

      "If only it were that easy, kiddo."  And I turned her toward her house.  "Go get warm, pup."

      "Yes, Beta," she teased, but at least she went.

      So did I, but in the opposite direction.  The girl was serious.  This wasn't a spur of the moment thing for her, and I already hated her father for never wanting to see her.  He reminded me of Seth's dad, and cutting that man out of his life hadn't hurt Seth at all.  I just couldn't believe it was that easy.  Would Gerardo really give up his kid for some money?  If nothing else, it was worth trying, right?

      I just hoped Ian agreed.
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        CHAPTER 30

      

      

      

      I woke up the next morning feeling a little better about everything that had happened.  Granted, having Lane as a fuzzy body pillow may have helped.  The moment I stirred, he rolled over on his back, then shoved his nose under my chin to lick at my throat a few times, making me giggle.  I pushed his muzzle away, but his tail was wagging.  It was oddly cute.

      Strange as it was, I could get used to this.  Having a boyfriend-puppy sounded a lot weirder than it really was.  I got to snuggle with him, pet him, and then he changed to a man to roll over and kiss me.  Oh, there was still dog hair in the sheets, but I could handle that.  I could definitely handle a naked Lane waking me up slowly, asking me if I was ok in between the kisses.

      Each muscle that I told him ached got a kiss.  Naturally, I listed a few extras, just to see if it would work.  Each time, it did.  I woke up slowly, taking my time about leaving the bed so I could get a few more kisses, but eventually, the sound of Gabby in the kitchen made us both get up.  I found a pair of jeans and a tee.  Lane pulled on his clothes from the day before, and in the kitchen, sitting on the counter, were two cups waiting for coffee.

      "I think she approves of us," Lane said, grabbing them both to make our morning fix.

      I just stepped behind him to hug his back.  "Hopefully, because I do."

      "Mm."  He added cream and sugar the way I liked it, then turned in my arms to hand it to me.  "I'm still sorry I wasn't the first one there."

      "I was fine by the time I called," I assured him.

      He just leaned in to kiss my brow.  "Ian was frantic.  I think he feels guilty about Karen, and he worried that you couldn't defend yourself, but you did."

      I tugged at Lane's belt loop, toying with it.  "Maybe you should tell him to come over tonight?"

      He just nodded.  "I can do - "  But he paused when my phone rang in the bedroom.  "That," he finished as he headed in there to get it for me.

      When he returned, I had a missed call from Ashley and two unread text messages.  Swiping at the screen, I read them both, then just hit the button to call her back.  The phone rang twice before she picked it up.

      "Are you ok?" Ashley answered.

      "I'm fine," I assured her.  "Lane just spent the night, and I'm having my morning coffee right now."

      "It's almost noon," she pointed out.  "I have been terrified that she came back for you or something.  Did you know Ian kicked her out?  She has to be gone by tonight."

      "That's what I was told."

      "Elena!" Ashley hissed.  "Roman got thirty-two stitches last night.  Olivia has bruises all over her.  I heard Gabby was bit on the ear..."  She let that trail off, waiting for me to answer.

      "It's just a scrape actually," I admitted.  "She probably has a scab this morning, but that's all.  I think she came out of it better than everyone else.  How's Kim?"

      "Sore and feeling her age," Ashley admitted.  "So, tell Lane to bring you over, because the Sisterhood is meeting at my place today for lunch, wine, too much talking, and waiting for that bitch to leave."

      My eyes jumped to the man in question.  "I can probably talk him into that.  Besides, I'm pretty sure he's not going to let me walk across the community on my own."

      "Yeah, no," Lane agreed.  "I'll drive, or I'll watch you drive.  What about Gabby?"

      But Ashley heard that.  "Roman's not in trouble anymore.  Personally, I think you should let the pups hang out together to celebrate that.  The boy's hurting too bad to get himself in too much trouble."

      "So, Ian's completely ok with Roman again?"  My question was for both her and Lane.

      He nodded at me.  "He saved the alpha's mate.  The only reason he's not being praised is because he was in so much trouble before.  Want me to come back and keep an eye on them?"

      "No," I decided.  "They're old enough to make their own bad decisions, and I think they've proven that they deserve a little trust."  But I lowered my voice.  "I won't complain if you listen in for any problems though, like my house burning down."

      "Promise," he said.

      So I turned my focus back to the phone.  "I need half an hour to finish this coffee, do something with my hair - and I mean a brush - and then I'll have Lane bring me over.  Just means one of you will have to give me a ride back."

      "Last day of babysitting!" Ashley proclaimed, sounding just a little too excited.  "And do not get that man naked or you will never make it over for girl time!  You hear me, Lane?"

      "I hear you," he said, proving her voice was loud enough to come through the speakers.  "Just wait, Ash.  I'll get even for that."

      "Love you," she teased.  Then the next words were for me.  "You have half an hour, and then I'll text you non-stop.  Both Bridget and Kim were up and moving before you - and Kim was in a dog fight!"

      "I'll be there," I said, then ended the call.  "Sounds like Ashley's pretty excited about this."

      Lane laughed once.  "She always hated Karen.  Loved Patrick, but she also remembers a time before he was Henry's beta.  So he's not as much of a father to her as the rest of us.  Now, drink the coffee, bunny.  I think you've earned it."

      Except I hadn't done a single thing, but I decided that this was my sign that today was going to be a very good day.
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        * * *

      

      Ashley, Kim, Heather, Bridget, and I spent the day watching bad romance movies, eating junk food - Heather made cookies - and then we broke out the wine.  When the first bottles were gone, we didn't stop.  After the second round of bottles had been emptied, we were all laughing just a little too much, and the sun was slowly sinking in the sky.

      That was when Ashley had the worst idea of all.  "We should go make sure Karen's gone!" she announced.

      "Yes!" Kim almost growled.

      I just groaned.  "That is such a bad idea."

      "Oh, it's a great one," Bridget assured me.  "Let that woman see that the pack chooses you over her.  Make sure she knows that savaging a sixteen year old boy is nothing to be proud of."  She looked at me.  "I put more than thirty stitches in Kim's boy.  Just imagine what she would've done to you."

      Heather was nodding.  "I'm down.  Let's show her that the Alpha Female of Wolf's Run is in charge because we demand more than just someone to fight for us."

      "And make sure she's gone, or we'll throw her out ourselves," Ashley declared.

      I knew it was a bad idea.  I really did, but at the same time, I also loved it.  These women were my friends.  They were my support in a way that I'd never had before.  All of these women were willing to prove they had my back, and combined with the wine, it made me feel just strong enough and plenty powerful enough to enforce Ian's banishment.

      We grabbed our shoes and coats but left our keys.  No, not a single one of us was in any shape to drive, but that was ok.  Karen only lived a few blocks away.  It was just right over there, up the street and around the corner.  We had this.  The alcohol made us all feel a little warm, so the winter weather didn't matter, and the women were acting like a pack of wolves.

      Well, they really were, but I liked it.  The group of us laughed on our way there, talking about how we'd show up and she'd be long gone.  Or maybe how Kim would throw her to Ashley like a pair of cats playing with a mouse.  There was a clear undertone of vengeance in my friends, but I wasn't any better.  That bitch had tried to bite me!  She deserved everything she got!

      When we reached Karen's house, the lights were still on, but the inside had been cleared out.  I still walked to the door and pounded on it while my friends moved to flank me.  That felt a little bad ass, like something from a movie.  It made me feel powerful.  Most of all, it just felt good.

      Then Karen opened the door.  "I'm almost - "  The words died on her lips when she saw me.  "You're not Ian."

      "I'm not," I agreed.  "I'm the alpha bitch of this pack, and the sun is setting.  It's time for you to go."  Then I held out my hand for her key.  "This is no longer your pack."

      Karen's jaw clenched.  "I could tear you apart without trying."

      "Not really," Ashley said.  "See, that's the one thing you can't wrap your mind around.  Elena's our alpha because she cares about the entire pack - not just herself.  She doesn't need to know how to fight because we'll do it for her.  We need her to remind us how to stop fighting, how to compromise, solve our problems, and be more than just animals."

      "Which is why Wolf's Run is weak!" Karen told her.

      Bridget took a step closer.  The woman was small and delicate, but she still looked threatening when she did that.  "This pack is advanced," she corrected.  "And you have no idea, since you've never lived anywhere else.  Trust me, savage isn't as much fun when you have to live with it every day."

      "Fine," Karen said, reaching behind her for something.  Then she slapped her key into my hand.  "There you go, Leasing Lady.  You can have your house back.  Figure that must be what Ian sees in you, someone to wash his boxers and take care of his property."

      I smiled.  "So you know, he doesn't wear boxers.  But hey, if you'd ever made it higher than fucking his betas, you might know that, hm?"  Then I leaned a little closer, right into her face.  "You have ten minutes to grab the rest and go.  If you don't, I'll let my sisters here drag you out.  I promise they won't mind at all."

      "You attacked my child," Kim growled.

      Karen just sneered at her.  "That boy came at me.  He interrupted a dominance challenge."

      "Not a dominance challenge if you don't declare it," Kim countered.  "No, you were just acting like a jealous ex, but you forgot that it is every wolf's duty to protect their alphas.  Us?"  She gestured to my friends.  "We're Elena's guard."

      "Her Sisterhood," Heather added, shuffling her feet like she was struggling not to grab the woman.

      Never in my life had I felt this powerful - or safe.  Sure, my guys would do anything to protect me, but my girls?  These ladies were what happened when mean girls grew up.  They were the strong ones.  The ones who didn't care about the rules unless they made them, and they had my back.  They were on my side.

      "Time's ticking," I told Karen.  "When the sun sets, I will turn them loose."

      "Fine!"  She turned around, stormed back into the house to grab a few things.  I could hear her rummaging around.  Then she was back.  "I'm leaving!  And don't think it's because of you, Elena."  Her eyes moved to Ashley.

      Ash just smiled back, but the look was clearly a threat.  "Oh, I'm Elena's bitch too, Karen.  That means your fear of me?  It is because of Elena.  Besides, didn't your mother ever teach you that sometimes it pays to be nice?  No?  Huh, maybe that's why Ian never wanted you."

      I stepped aside, giving Karen a straight path to her car.  The women did the same, splitting down the middle.  Karen braced, lifting her chin in a bad attempt to hide it, and then she walked straight through us toward her car.  As a group we turned, waiting, watching while she started it and backed out.

      The moment she rounded the corner, my friends all began to laugh, leaning in to hug me.

      "You are going to be the best Alpha Mate ever," Bridget said.

      "You looked fierce," Heather told me

      Kim just hugged me from behind.  "Oh, that felt so good!"

      Then there was Ashley.  She was grinning at me, waiting her turn.  When it finally came, she hugged me so hard.  "I'm so proud of you!"

      I was feeling really good too.  No, I hadn't really done anything, but I'd stood up to her.  I'd acted like I was in charge, and it felt amazing.  It made me feel like I truly was everything an alpha female was supposed to be.  Sure, I had four women standing behind me, guarding my back, but that was what it meant to be in a pack, right?  We weren't supposed to do it all on our own.  There was a reason lone wolves had a reputation.

      Because this?  It was pack.  It was what my daughter had risked her life for, and I completely understood that desire.  Mostly, because I was feeling it too.
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        CHAPTER 31

      

      

      

      Last night, Trent came inside telling us that we had to help Gabby.  He made it clear that he believed the kid, and didn't think it was just a spur of the moment thing for her.  In the almost six months that we'd all known her, she'd never liked her father.  She'd made so many comments about feeling unwanted or like a burden to him.  Like a possession.

      This morning, Lane came home saying that he'd dropped Elena off with my sister.  Evidently, Gabby and her betas - yes, I was giving in to that idea - were going to be spending the day at Elena's house unsupervised.  My mate was probably being corrupted by my sister, but they both deserved that.  Then Lane said Heather, Kim, and Bridget were there as well.

      I actually loved that.  Elena was finally getting her own friends.  Not just my friends that she accepted, or our packmates, but those women were quickly becoming closer to her than they ever had been to me.  I loved watching my woman relax a little and realize that the men she was with had no expectations about her behavior.  She was "allowed" to have fun and be herself.

      What I didn't like was the idea of the kids being home alone without supervision.  After what Karen had tried, I wanted to hover over the pack's pups until she was gone.  They weren't old enough to protect themselves, even if they thought they were.  Just look at how bad Roman had gotten hurt in a fight with a non-alpha wolf!

      But I had things to do.  Well, one big thing.  So I told the guys to keep an eye on the kids.  They didn't have to go over there, just make sure no one came to visit and no wolves decided to sneak around the house.  Next, I sent a text to my father, making it clear what I needed.  Then, I headed next door.  Since I didn't want to interrupt, I knocked on the front door.

      After a few seconds, Olivia opened it.  "Alpha," she greeted me, stepping back so I could come in.

      I waved her off, making it clear I wasn't planning to stay.  "I just need an address from Gabby," I assured her, leaning against the door frame to wait.

      Roman came around the corner a moment later.  His shoulder was heavily bandaged, and the young man looked like he was moving slower than usual, but he still put himself between me and Gabby without even realizing it.  I just nodded at him, showing I approved.  Gabby appeared a split second later.

      "Hey," she greeted me.

      "I need your old address," I said.

      Her eyes narrowed.  "Why?"

      "Gabs," Roman hissed.

      "It's ok," I assured him.  "You wanted me to do something, and I'm going to try. Gabby, to do that, I need an address."

      Her entire face lit up.  It wasn't merely relief.  The look was pure joy.  Then she threw herself at me, hugging my waist as hard as she could.  "Thank you, Ian!  Thank you so much.  And if this works, maybe Mom will even turn!"

      "Or she won't," I said, "but I want to make sure she doesn't have to worry about it, and that I'm allowed to worry about you."

      Nodding to show she understood, Gabby recited her old address.  She also told me her father's typical schedule, and I got a little mini-rant about his new fiancée.  I took it all in, adding to my plan, then I told the kids to have a good time, that my betas were next door if they needed anything, and just left.

      My next stop was Dad's house.  As Elena's attorney, he had a copy of her divorce paperwork.  After last night's talk, he'd also made up a second option.  One where Gerardo agreed to waive his parental rights.  But my father refused to give me any of it until I told him exactly what I was planning.

      "Gabby followed us out last night," I explained.  "Dad, she begged us to help.  She actually wants Gerardo to give up his rights.  She doesn't want him as her legal father."

      "Kids are impulsive," he reminded me.  "Just think about the idiot things you did at that age.  Like Karen?"

      I groaned.  "Dad, that was Trent and Pax.  I would like you to know that I only made that mistake twice.  Once, when I was drunk enough to not realize who she was, and once when I thought I'd have to settle for her because my girlfriend tried to shoot me.  Both times were well over eighteen.  So, let's not use her as something to hold over my head.  Besides, I honestly believe Gabby on this.  She's been too consistent for too long."

      "And you want her as your own," he said, making it clear he wasn't judging me.  "But what happens if you and Elena don't work out?  We're talking about a kid's life, Ian."

      "I'll still step up," I assured him.  "So will you, and do you honestly think Ashley will care if Elena dumps me?  They'll still be best friends, and I can use that if I must."

      Dad scratched at his beard, weighing that.  "What is it about this kid?  Honestly.  Why are you trying so hard to mentor her?"

      Shit.  I wasn't sure I was ready to talk about that yet, but I also knew he wouldn't give me the paperwork I needed unless I answered.  So I dropped into the chair before his desk and let out a heavy sigh.  He'd either believe me or he wouldn't.  My only concern was that if he didn't, I wouldn't get what I needed.

      "She's an alpha, Dad.  Not borderline like Roman.  Not just pig-headed and arrogant.  That girl is already collecting betas, and I'm no longer convinced that Roman isn't both her beta and her mate.  I've seen a few of the older kids with her, and they're deferring to her like her dominance is inherent.  I know it's not supposed to be possible, but Dr. Bridget says it's not impossible.  It's just that most converts aren't trained the way we taught Seth.  They're left to muddle around in their new bodies, and it weakens their pride.  Gabby?  We're building her up, and I think she's going to be what Wolf's Run needs.  I want to make her my heir."

      "And when you have your own kids?" he asked.

      I shook my head.  "I don't know if I will.  Even if I do, they'll be so much younger that it won't matter.  Gabby's the next generation.  She's also the best person to modernize us.  She understands what it's like to be human and wolf.  She didn't learn the same biases the rest of us did.  She doesn't feel the need to follow stupid traditions just because that's how it's always been.  She's already talking about a pack covenant or something.  An agreement all the pack members should sign making it clear what rules we do and don't follow.  To leave the past in the past, she says."

      "Huh."  He bobbed his head to show he approved.  "Ok.  So, when are you going to announce her as your heir?"

      "When she can defend herself."

      Dad just smiled and passed over a stack of papers.  "I have no idea how you'll explain this to your mate, and I'm assuming your betas agree, but that's all your problem, not mine.  I'm just trying to look out for my grandpup."

      "See?" I said as I took the papers, flipping through to make sure he'd included the contract I'd asked for.  "There's something about that kid.  Something special.  I'm not convinced Elena doesn't have it too, but Gabby?  She's going to change the shifter world, Dad.  I want to make sure she does it for the right reasons, and you're already half in love with her."

      "Completely," he corrected.  "Same way I felt about Lane.  Family doesn't have to be blood, Ian.  For us, it's often hard to be sure.  Five males with a woman?  Can you ever really be sure your kids will be yours?"

      "I'm yours," I assured him, because we both know I was more like him than anyone else.

      "And if you're not?" he countered.

      I chuckled, realizing what he was trying to say.  "Then it doesn't matter."

      "Exactly.  I won't say anything to Elena, and if you need to, use the family account.  I'm sure Ashley wouldn't have a problem with it."

      Which meant he wasn't just willing to go along with this.  My father was completely on board.  I left with a little extra spring in my step.  I would've done this anyway, but having Dad's approval made me feel even better about it.  Heading to my truck, I dropped both contracts onto the passenger seat and headed out, trusting my GPS to get me where I needed to be.

      When I pulled up in front of Gerardo's house, the driveway was empty.  The home was nice, about the size of where I was living now, but on a typical suburban street.  The lawn was meticulously maintained, the shrubs pruned back for the winter, and the home looked like something worth being proud of.

      But when I knocked on the front door, no one answered.  I checked my watch, thought back to what Gabby had told me, then sat down on the front step to wait.  Jaime liked to spend Saturdays shopping.  Spending Gerardo's money, Gabby had called it.  I had a feeling they wouldn't be out too late, so I opened up the first contract and finally read through all of it, making sure it was exactly what I wanted.

      I was almost done with the second one when a car finally pulled into the drive.  I glanced up, seeing two people inside it, and just kept reading.  Gerardo and his little bimbo of a fiancé got out, headed to the trunk, and gathered up their bags.  They didn't say anything to me until they were halfway across the yard.

      "Can I help you?" Gerardo asked.

      I stood, pausing to dust off my rump.  "Ian Langdon," I said, offering him my hand.  "We met at the parent meeting for Gabby's play.  I'm dating Elena."

      "Ah."  He looked at Jaime.  "Go put that away, sweetie.  I'll see what Mr. Langdon wants."

      Jaime held out her hand for the bags Gerardo carried.  "I'll start supper too," she assured him.

      The man passed over a group of logo-covered shopping bags - I had a feeling he would never shop at those particular stores for himself - then turned to face me.  I waited until his fiancé was inside and the door closed.  Then I offered him the divorce settlement paperwork.

      "Elena says you're wanting to get remarried," I told him.

      He eyed the paperwork but didn't read it.  "I've already proposed.  What's this about, boy?"

      I just ignored his attempt to insult my age.  "That's the current agreement for child support and visitation.  It's steep, Gerardo, and her attorney is good enough to get it.  I'd like to offer you a second option."

      The man quickly flipped the pages until he got to the part that listed out what Elena expected.  I watched at his brow furrowed and anger grew on his face, but he wasn't dumb enough to say anything.  I had a feeling he also realized I had a point.  We both knew how rarely he saw his daughter, which Elena was using as a reason for even more financial support - and rightfully so.

      "Does she really think this will work?" he asked.

      "Don't know," I assured him.  "What I can offer is to take that payment from you.  No alimony, no child support.  No money out of pocket whatsoever.  But, there is a catch."

      "Uh huh."  He didn't sound surprised.

      "I want you to sign away your parental rights to Gabby.  She'll no longer be your problem or responsibility."

      He just handed back the paperwork.  "This has to be some kind of a trick."

      "It's not," I assured him.  "You see, I've always wanted a family.  I want an heir to my empire, which means I want to adopt your kid.  I can't do that if you're still her legal guardian.  Also, Elena doesn't know I'm here.  She has no idea I'm doing this.  All I know is that you're not that close to your daughter, you're starting a new family, and clearly the differences between you and Elena are irreconcilable.  So, what will it take to make this happen?"

      "I'm not a deadbeat," he snapped.

      "No, sir, you're not," I said, even though I didn't believe it.  "Gabby's clearly been well cared for.  That has nothing to do with this.  I'm in love with a woman who has a child.  I want to be a father, but that's not going to be possible.  So, this is my solution."  I paused.  "Ok, if removing the alimony and child support isn't enough, what would it cost to make this happen?"

      Gerardo's head snapped up in surprise.  "Excuse me?"

      "I'll give you fifty grand to sign away your parental rights," I told him.

      He scoffed.  "Are you some kind of pedophile?"

      "No, I'm Ian Langdon, the youngest son of Henry Langdon.  My family has expectations, and I can't meet them.  I want to be a dad, but it's not going to work on my own."  Because Elena didn't want to have any more kids and I wasn't giving her up, but that was beside the point.  I knew the conclusions he'd jump to, and I was willing to let him.  "Adopting Gabby makes my life easier - and yours.  Money?  That's not a problem for me.  Sixty grand, Gerardo.  You sign this paper, and I'll pay you as soon as the divorce is final."

      He crossed his arms over his chest.  "So the rich boy is shooting blanks, huh?  Fine.  A hundred grand, and I'll do it, but you can't come back on me for this.  You're the one who's begging.  I've taken good care of that girl."

      "Yes you have," I lied, pulling out the contract I wanted most.  "Here.  Sign this."  I handed him my pen to go with it.  "It states that you will relinquish all rights as Gabby's father, giving up visitation and any expected support.  I'll make sure her attorney has all the documents at the divorce settlement, so you won't even have to wait.  And then, once that's signed and accepted by the court, I'll wire you the money."

      "And when you don't?" he asked.

      I just tipped my head to the contract.  "That gives you the right to sue me.  It's also enough proof for you to nullify the agreement if I don't hold up my end of the bargain."  Not that it would work that easily for him, but he didn't need to know that.

      Gerardo smiled and accepted my pen.  "A hundred grand for that kid?  Sure."  And he started filling in the blanks.

      I watched, reading over his shoulder to make sure the numbers were exactly what we agreed to.  Surprisingly, the man even added his banking information so I could make the transfer easily.  What he didn't realize was that I'd been willing to go a lot higher to make this happen.  That was why Dad had said to use the family account if I had to.  Langdon Enterprises had plenty of capital, and I would've easily paid half a million to make that little girl's life easier.  This?  It was nothing.

      Then the man turned the paper toward me so I could sign.  I scanned the form again, just to make sure, and scrawled my name at the bottom.  I did the same to the second copy, then passed one to him, tucking the other in with the rest of the paperwork I was carrying.  To be polite, I offered my hand.

      "As soon as the divorce is finalized, I'll send your money.  Expect it within a few hours of the court's judgment."  We shook, then I just turned for my car.

      "You abuse that kid," Gerardo called after me, "and no agreement on this earth is going to keep me from making you pay."

      "Good," I said.  "I feel the same way, Gerardo.  She's already my kid.  Now, I'll be able to prove it to her, and you won't have to deal with any of it.  Have a good day, sir.  It was a pleasure doing business."

      He just laughed and turned for his house.  I was honestly a little surprised.  Gabby had been right, her father really did love money more than her.  It actually made me hate him even more, and I hadn't been sure that was possible.  Thankfully, she wouldn't be his problem soon.  The papers in my hand made it clear she was about to be mine.

      And this feeling in my chest?  As soon as I pulled out of the driveway and was out of sight, I let the smile show.  My kid.  My mate's daughter.  It was actually going to happen.  My dream of a family was coming true, even if it wasn't happening the way I'd always imagined.
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      After dealing with Karen, we all headed back to Ashley's for a little longer.  Eventually, the wine wore off and we were safe to head home.  Heather gave me a ride, since she had to pick up her daughter anyway.  As soon as I headed into the house, Olivia and Roman left.  The boy gave Gabby a long, sweet look, but that was all.  He didn't kiss her or even try to hold her hand.

      So, the moment they were gone, Gabby cornered me about being able to date him again.  I let her know that I was thinking about it but needed to talk to Ian.  I also made it very, very clear that one more stupid mistake from them - any of her little crowd - and she would never get another chance.  Gabby tried to argue, did everything she could to change my mind, but it wasn't happening.  I'd just handled Karen.  A fourteen, almost fifteen year old girl?  Not even on the same level.

      That night, I enjoyed a long, hot bubble bath while I waited for my Advil to kick in, because I was already feeling a headache coming on from too much wine.  It was worth it, though.  I tilted my head back, leaning against the tub.  My phone was playing music, and my eyes were closed.  I was sure it was late - well after ten, at least - and I hadn't heard much from the guys.  I also hadn't messaged them.

      I was just thinking about sending a text to one of them to see who was going to share my bed tonight when the volume of my music got softer.  Jerking my eyes open, I turned to find Ian adjusting my phone before setting it back on the bathroom counter beside the sink.  His eyes raked across my body, a little smile touched his lips, and he made his way closer.

      "Karen's gone," he said, sitting on the edge of the tub.

      "Mhm," I agreed, reaching up to unbutton the top button on his shirt.  "And Gabby's gone to bed."

      "I think she's on the phone with Roman, actually."  He moved my wet hand away and continued opening his shirt.  "I also heard about your little girl band making a statement."

      I groaned.  "Too much wine and too many alpha females, I think."

      "I'm proud of you," he said.  "Such a wolfish thing to do."

      Then he leaned in to kiss me.  His hands were still working on his shirt, but this was nice.  This was exactly the kind of casual romance I loved so much.  For a split second, I thought about pulling him in with me, but resisted.  I didn't know what was in his pockets, and the last thing I needed to do was soak his phone.  That would definitely kill the mood.

      So, instead, I changed the subject.  "If I let Gabby date Roman again, is that undermining your authority?"

      He kissed my forehead then leaned back to shrug off his shirt.  "No.  I've made it well known that he protected my mate and has thus earned back the respect of the pack.  He's fine, Elena.  And while I'm not going to tell you how to raise your daughter, you should know that they do seem to have an honest connection."

      "Not fated, though, right?" I asked.

      He shrugged.  "I can't be positive, but it doesn't sound like it.  Gabby's drawing in her betas.  She already has Roman and Olivia, and they'll only be the first.  Like Trent and Pax were for me.  I won't be surprised if there are a couple of others that will come later."

      "Like Lane and Seth?" I asked.

      He nodded.  "Lane was always perfectly torn between me and my sister.  Seth?  We didn't see him coming, but he wasn't a wolf.  I honestly thought I was going to be the first Alpha in a long time with an odd number.  No, there's no rule against it, but it just seems that betas come in pairs.  And for Gabby?  Well, here's the problem..."  He paused, searching my face.  "Elena, Roman may very well be a weak alpha.  Olivia is a strong beta.  There's not much difference between the two except the self-confidence to lead.  Olivia's boyfriend?  He's Roman's best friend.  He's also a very confident alpha male - but he's hovering.  I have a feeling those two will fight it out and the winner will claim the loser as their beta."

      "A fight like Karen and Roman?" I gasped, sitting up.

      He shook his head.  "Less breaking skin, more bruises.  I don't know if you remember Lane - uh, Red - chasing the young wolf from your backyard?"

      "Roman," I said, proving I knew what he was talking about.  "Which was why Gabby was so upset about the wolf getting hurt by your 'dog.'"

      "By Lane, yes," he corrected.  "She knew, baby.  He'd told her about us days before.  That's why he was slinking around in your backyard, to prove it was real.  The other kids just accepted her as if she'd been born into the pack, and so you know, that's not normal."

      "Is it bad?" I asked.

      "No," he promised.  "No, it's actually very good.  See, your daughter is amazing.  She's got the kind of charm and charisma that's dangerous, but she uses it for the right reasons.  For her pack.  But, it also means I want to train her.  No matter what happens between us, I will always be involved in her life, because I truly believe she's going to be the next Pack Alpha of Wolf's Run."

      "What if she's not?" I asked.  "Ian, what if she changes her mind and - "

      "This isn't that sorta thing," he assured me.  "It's like you deciding to stop being Hispanic.  Could you hide it?  Possibly.  You could lighten your hair, change your clothes, and maybe even lose your accent - I'd prefer you don't.  You'd still be you, though.  It's the same thing.  Gabby is an alpha wolf, Elena.  I'm sure of it.  Just like I know Ashley is, even if she has no interest in leading."

      "So what happens when Olivia runs off with Roman?" I asked, since Ashley's beta had run off with her mate, causing my best friend so much trouble.

      He smiled.  "I think her mother's taught her that there might be other options.  I think my betas are making it clear that love isn't the same as possession, and that honestly caring about someone is very different from owning them.  Monogamy?  It's not a luxury alphas get, not if we actually care about our betas."

      "Do you regret that?" I asked, reaching up to tangle my fingers with his.

      He didn't even flinch from my wet hand.  "No, I actually don't.  For me, it's a turn-on to see you with them.  I love being the one in charge of how they please you.  That night in the hot tub?  It was perfect.  The next day?  You and Pax in the kitchen?  Amazing.  Baby, I'm not the shy one in this relationship, and we are taking this very slow because you don't want to get exposed."

      My teeth were holding my lower lip, yet I couldn't stop the smile trying to take over.  "So you know, it seems I'm a fan of exhibition."

      "Mm, good to know."  He leaned a little closer, his hand dipping under the water to trail across my collar bones.  Then down.  "Because I love to watch.  I also know..."  His finger tripped over my breast, exciting my nipple. I felt it growing harder quickly.  "That my mate needs time with her other boyfriends.  That if I'm going to keep you as long as I want..." He teased the other breast, making me suck in a breath.  "Then we have to take turns."

      Then his hand moved down my belly.  "You've already fallen in love with the man who might as well be my brother."  I let my knees fall open, and his fingers slipped between my folds, seeking my clit.  "I believe that you have a crush on my little converted beta."  Then he pressed, making my back arch at the perfect pressure.  "But the 'twins' are still trying to prove themselves."

      Oh, his hand was doing amazing things, but I couldn't look away from his beautiful golden eyes.  "They aren't twins," I breathed.

      So he pushed a finger inside me.  "They might as well be."  And he curled it.  "Mm, that feels nice."

      "Ian..."

      "Shh," he whispered, shifting so he could play with me easier.  "Haven't you figured it out yet?"  He added another finger, slowly working me higher, smiling when I had to grab the edge of the tub.  "You are my mate.  The only person in this entire pack who can make me do anything.  All I want is to make you happy.  To please you, Elena."

      Oh, he was definitely pleasing.  I could barely keep track of what he was saying, but the way he was looking at me made it clear this was important.  My lips parted so I could breathe easier, sucking back air as my body responded to the sensual pressure inside me.  His fingers curled, pressing just right, then he pumped.  Around me, the water splashed gently, low enough that it never left the tub, and I just wanted to give myself over to it, but he wouldn't let me.

      "Let us love you.  Let us fall in love with you.  Take us one at a time, in pairs, or all together.  Don't be ashamed of what you want, Alpha.  You are the bitch that rules this entire pack, even me.  I will roll over for you any time you ask.  I will also kill for you, hold back for you, or anything else.  All I ask in return is that you don't try to choose.  Don't pick favorites.  We are yours, but you are very much ours.  That's how it works in my pack."

      "Ian..." I gasped, unable to get out any more.

      His mouth simply curled into a smile.  "Stop fighting it.  Sometimes, it really is meant to just feel this good."

      God, and he did feel good.  Just his hand inside me, working me, teasing me - it was amazing.  When he moved to my clit again, I grabbed his shoulder.  I wanted to kiss him, to hold him, or something, but I couldn't.  The tub separated us.  The heat of the water made me breathe even harder, and I could feel the flush on my cheeks, but he wasn't watching his hand.  He was focused on my face, holding my eyes, and it was the sexiest thing I'd ever seen.

      I could barely speak more than his name, but he understood.  This man knew exactly what he was doing to me.  My hips wanted to buck.  My legs longed to curl around something.  I couldn't.  I just had to lie there, spread for his attention, and enjoy the way he tormented me so wonderfully.

      "And when you're ready," he breathed, "I intend to watch you take them all.  Suck them, fuck them, toy with them.  I don't even care.  I just want to see my beautiful mate seduced the way she deserves. I want to watch Lane lose himself in your body, see how much of Seth you can choke back as Lane takes you from behind, and then watch as Trent and Pax finally get to have their way with you.  And when they're done?  You will still be mine, Elena.  My mate."  He twisted his hand so his thumb pressed against my clit while his hand fucked me beneath the water.  "My woman, surrounded by her wolves, pleased exactly the way she deserves."

      It was too much.  My eyes closed just as the pleasure became too intense.  I had to clench my jaw to keep from crying out in passion, but my hips surged higher, sloshing the water hard, and I didn't care.  The intensity of my climax took over and all I knew was that moment of euphoria as wave after wave coursed through me until I crashed back down, sending another wave across the tub.

      Slowly, as gently as he could, Ian removed his hand before leaning closer to kiss the top of my head.  "Thought I was supposed to get you wet?"

      I laughed, opening my eyes to see the leg of his pants soaked across the thigh.  I could only imagine how much water had made it to the floor, but he had this.  Smirking at me like he was proud of himself, Ian simply grabbed a pair of towels and tossed them on the floor, using his foot to mop up the mess.

      Then he offered his hand.  "I'm not letting you stand on your own."

      "I'm not sure I could," I admitted, letting him help me up.

      But as soon as I was on my feet, he grabbed me, lifting me from the ground to carry me to the sink.  There, he simply set me on the counter as if I weighed nothing, my ass pushing everything out of place.  He kissed me hard, moving to stand between my knees.  I could feel the dampness of his clothes, so didn't worry about making it worse.  Instead, I reached down to cup his length through his jeans, and my mate thrust against my palm.

      "I need a condom," he breathed against my lips.

      "You don't," I decided.

      He just kissed me again, his tongue delving into my mouth to take what it wanted before retreating just as fast.  "Oh, I do."

      Before I knew what was going on, he stepped back and headed into my bedroom, leaving me there, perched precariously on the sink, waiting for him.  I reached behind me to move whatever was poking into my ass, but he returned before I could even think of getting down.  Walking toward me, Ian ripped open the condom packet he'd found, then held it in his teeth as he opened his pants.

      The man stepped back between my knees just as his zipper slid down.  Then, watching me the whole time, he rolled on the condom, shoving his jeans far enough out of the way to expose himself, but nothing more.  There was so much intensity in him, as if he was no longer trying to hide that he really was the alpha.  This man was power and determination.

      And he was mine.

      "God, you're beautiful," he breathed, catching the side of my neck to pull my mouth against his again.

      His other hand found my hip, tugging my ass to the edge of the counter, and then he pushed into my body.  Our tongues tangled around his moan, and I drank it in.  As he partially withdrew, he gasped, the sound of complete male pleasure, and I loved it.  I couldn't get enough of the way he filled me again, making no effort to be gentle.  This was my mate.  My alpha.  My boyfriend, and he was right.  I didn't have to choose.

      I loved Lane.  He was so sweet, so feral, and so amazingly loyal.  Seth turned me on with his sexy body, beautiful tattoos, and long, wild hair.  Ian?  He did all of that.  He took control in a way I needed.  He used me like he owned me, but gave back all of that and more.  As he pumped into me hard, grunting and gasping between each kiss, I gave myself to him.

      Not just my body, but so much more.  These men were mine.  All of them.  One by one, I would claim them the same way they were claiming me right now.  He felt so good, so strong and beautiful.  My legs wrapped around his ass, feeling every single muscle flex, and then I used them to pull him in harder.

      He obeyed.  There was no hesitation.  Loving Ian was like letting go, even as I clung to his shoulders, my fingers digging into his back.  I couldn't do much to help, but I didn't have to.  He kissed me until I was breathless, moving faster and faster, until I simply came undone in his arms.  Grabbing the back of his neck, I shoved my face against his shoulder, biting at his skin to keep from howling the way I wanted.

      And his hand landed on the back of my head, holding me there even as he rode me through my climax.  His body tensed.  His rhythm faltered as my teeth dented his skin, but he would not stop.  Not until my nails scored his back and my body shuddered around him, completely out of my control.  Then he thrust into me one last time and just groaned, the sound strangled, as if he was fighting to keep from being too loud the same way I was.

      For a moment, he just held me, panting against my ear.  Finally, he pushed out one heavy breath and leaned back to look at me.  "I had no idea you were a biter."

      "Sorry," I breathed, checking to make sure I hadn't broken skin.

      He just caught my chin, making me look at him.  "I promise I don't mind.  It's, uh...  Erotic."  Then he lowered his hand, trailing his finger down my throat.  "This area is to show your submission."  And his hand moved to the back.  "This is for my dominance."  His hand eventually made his way to my shoulder, just at the base of my neck.  Right where I'd bit him.  "And this is for losing control.  I promise, I do not mind.  Bite as hard as you want, baby.  I only wish I could return the favor."  Only then did he extract himself from my body.

      "What if I'm not into being bit?" I teased.

      Pulling off the condom to dispose of it, he smiled back at me.  "Then we won't bite you.  We can't anyway.  No exposure."

      So I flicked a finger at the condom.  "I think I need to be a wolf."

      Ian just dropped that in the trash, then turned to grab me a towel.  "Not a good reason," he said.  "You have an entire pack to guard you.  You do not 'need' to be one of us.  I will not allow anyone to turn you because of that."

      "What if I want to?" I huffed, jumping down to wrap the towel around my body.

      Ian just caught me by the waist, pulling me up against him.  "That, my dear, is a good reason.  You will never need to be one of us.  If you turn because of that kind of thinking, you will regret it.  If you honestly want this?  If you're willing to give up being normal, accept the challenges that will come, and realize that you will never be able to live without a pack?  Yeah, it's something you have to want, and want badly, but not until Gabby's safe."

      I looked up at him.  "Ian?"

      "Mm?"

      "I think I like it when you let me see the alpha.  It makes me feel..."  I had to pause to find the right word, but there wasn't just one.  "Protected, beautiful, desirable.  I don't know, but all of that."

      "Loved," he told me.  "Because I haven't stopped.  I'm just waiting for you to get used to all of this, and I'm a very, very patient man."

      He turned me toward the bedroom, and I let him.  "I'm getting there," I promised.  "Faster than I thought possible."

      "Very patient," he whispered beside my ear.  "And you're still mine."

      "Yes, I am."
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        CHAPTER 33

      

      

      

      With Karen gone, I was allowed to walk back to work without bodyguards.  I liked it, but I also hated it a little.  After all, who didn't want some sexy man to escort her everywhere?  Still, the guys made a point of coming to the office just to visit.  Trent bought me lunch on Monday, which led to Pax buying it on Tuesday.  Now that I knew why those two were so similar, I was noticing that most things they did were subtle little "one ups" of each other.  The friendly kind.  The type of thing that made me smile at them a little too much.

      Or maybe that was simply because of the other residents, who went out of their way to let me know how happy they were that I hadn't been scared off, proud that I'd handled Karen, or just relieved that Ian had a mate they enjoyed being around.  It was subtle, yet still made me feel like I was taking some kind of victory lap.  I also realized that I knew a lot more people in the community than I realized.

      Because Wolf's Run wasn't a small pack.  According to my wolf lessons, most places could only get twenty to fifty wolves together without drawing too much notice.  In Wolf's Run, we had two hundred and seventeen members.  Ok, so many of those were kids, and almost all of them were families, but that was still a lot of people - and the community wasn't full yet.

      The shocker was when Sampson Delaney, the older man who'd yelled at me when I first started working with Ashley, came in on Wednesday morning.  I saw him before he even made it inside and quickly pulled up his account.  Everything was fine, though.  His payment wasn't late, his card wasn't expired, so I braced for some unexpected problem.

      But he just came straight up to where I was sitting.  "I owe you an apology, Alpha," he said, dropping a foil-wrapped paper plate on my desk.  "I never thought a human could understand us, but I heard about Karen.  I've seen you with the pups.  You're good for the pack, so I thought I'd bring you some of my venison."

      "Thank you," I said, waiting for the catch.

      The man just smiled and made his way back out as if that didn't leave me completely and totally confused.  The door barely closed behind him before Ashley burst into the room.  Her head whipped around, looking to see who was here, and I just pointed at the man's retreating back.

      "Sampson just brought me..."  And then I gestured to the plate.  "Venison, evidently."

      She sucked in a breath and pulled back the foil, grabbing a piece of what looked like jerky.  "Oh, he must really like you," she groaned before taking a large bite.

      "It's not poison?"

      Ashley just laughed.  "No.  He hunts the deer himself, has his own seasonings, and he's been doing this for a long time.  It's how he survived away from people for so long.  Best venison jerky you'll ever have, and Gabby will probably devour all of it, so I'm stealing another piece."  Which she did.

      So I decided to try a little bite.  Sure enough, it really was good!  "What the hell?" I asked around my bite.  "So, he doesn't hate me?"

      "The pack loves you," Ashley assured me.  "You've now been tested - even if it was never intentional - and proved yourself to be one of us.  Human or not, doesn't matter.  You're a part of this now, Elena, and that's why they're all saying something."

      At lunch, Lane and Seth assured me Ashley was right.  They also stole more of my jerky.  Evidently, Sampson's venison was a rare treat, and not something he shared often.  Lane said Ian had been given a plate when Sampson moved in.  Henry got some about once a year, and that was pretty much it.  So, when they tried to take more, I threatened them with my plastic fork.

      But my divorce was sneaking up on me quickly.  That evening, I had an appointment with Henry.  Just before I left the office, he called to say he was coming to my place around dinner time, and asked if I needed anything.  In other words, he was inviting himself, and he did it so easily that I was actually impressed.  I simply asked if he had a preference for the meal.  Tacos, he said, which made me laugh.

      However, the guys didn't show up.  Ian said he didn't want to monopolize my time.  Pax and Trent asked me to save them some leftovers.  Lane told me he couldn't.  It was Seth who let me know what was really going on.

      "This is your divorce, Elena," he said when I called.  "We don't want you to feel uncomfortable talking about something or asking for something.  Just have dinner with Henry, let Gabby ask all of her questions, and stop worrying about us.  You have less than a week until you're officially single, and yes, we're all counting down."

      Which was sweet.  It really was.  The problem I had was that I wanted someone to help me out with all of these final details.  I'd heard people talk about getting divorced, and it always sounded like a nightmare.  I hadn't done it before, though.  Not for myself or even going to support a friend.  I had no idea what it was like to be in court!

      I was just finishing the tacos when the doorbell rang.  Gabby yelled that she had it, and hurried to let Henry in.  Ian's father greeted her with a grandfatherly hug, then smiled at me.  Slowly, he sniffed the air, taking a long, deep breath.

      "That smells so good," he groaned.

      "Then head to the table," I told him.  "Gabby, help me carry this in?"

      "What would you like to drink?" Gabby asked Henry.  "Water, wine, I think there's Coke, milk, and um..."

      "Coke," he decided.  "Thanks, Gabby."

      She headed to the cabinet to get glasses for all of us, but she didn't ask what I wanted.  Instead, we all got Coke, but I was fine with that.  Then, I gestured for Henry to fill his plate first.  When he had plenty, Gabby and I both dug in, making our plates up while he set a stack of papers on the table beside him.

      "You mind talking about this while we eat?"

      "Not at all," I promised.  "I just can't believe it's a week away."

      "Kinda feels like it's been forever, though," Gabby said.

      Henry chuckled at that.  "Not at my age.  I feel like you two just moved in.  Ok."  He paused to take a bite, then wiped his hands and grabbed the first stack.  "I've been talking with Gerardo's attorney.  Are you certain that you're ok with him retracting his parental rights?  Both of you?"

      "Yes!" Gabby said, overly emphatic.

      I paused to wipe my mouth before I answered.  "If she decides to have a relationship with him later, this wouldn't prevent that, right?  It only absolves him of any financial responsibility?"

      "Exactly," Henry assured me.  "With that said, I can't begin to guess what he'll feel about it."  He looked over at Gabby.  "It's entirely possible that your father may think of this as erasing you from his life.  Would you honestly be ok with that?"

      "He already has," she said.  "That's what none of you get.  Dad stopped caring about me a long time ago.  He gets mad if I embarrass him, and I heard him telling Jaime that I'm a spoiled brat, and that he wishes he'd never had me."

      I closed my eyes in a long blink and cussed that man in my mind.  How could a father do that to his child?  Sure, maybe he didn't know she'd hear him, but that didn't really make it any better.  She was his daughter!  She hadn't even been an accident or a surprise.  He'd agreed to have her!

      In that moment, I hated that man more than I ever had before.  Mostly, I was just apathetic toward him.  Gerardo had been a mistake, and one I was supposed to be fixing.  Wolf's Run was my second chance, and it was better than I'd ever imagined.  But this?  It changed that apathy to pure hatred.

      "Elena?" Henry asked.

      I nodded.  "You have no idea how fine I am with this."

      "Ok."  He pushed a page over to me.  "Because that option is on the table now.  I brought it up, Gerardo seems to prefer it to the amount of child support you're asking, and I've been pressuring them to go that way.  Now, they can always change their mind right up until the day of court, but I don't think that's likely."

      "Ok," I said, scanning the page and only understanding about half of what it said.  "So, how does this work, anyway?  I've never been to court before."

      "It's easy," he assured me.  "We'll walk in and stand before the judge.  There's not even a need to sit at the tables they always show on TV.  We'll just present our case, show him the agreement we've worked out, and the judge will sign off on it.  Then, some papers will be printed up, and you're legally a single woman again.  That is, unless he changes his mind."

      "And then what?" I asked.

      "Then we get to argue that we came to an agreement beforehand, aren't ready, and we'll ask for an extension.  Since Gerardo wants to get married, that's the worst thing for him.  But some men will try to fight the settlement."  He chuckled.  "Women too, but I'm referencing this from your point of view.  All I'm saying is that I won't guarantee that this will be simple and easy."

      "And the debts?" I asked.

      Henry flashed me a smile.  "I'm going to use your share of the home equity to cover the expenses he's asking.  I've made it clear that if he actually absolves his parental rights, you'll gladly give up the equity in the house, keep your car, but you will owe nothing for the credit cards, utilities, or other long term expenses.  The retirement plan will be split in half, and your portion will be moved to a separate account which I'll have managed by my guy.  He's pretty good, and made me very comfortable."

      "I never would've thought of half that stuff," I admitted.  "Henry, there's no way I'll ever repay you for this."

      He simply grabbed his taco and took another bite.  "Do you make tamales?"

      "Yes..."  I had no idea where he was going with that.

      "I love them.  Before we moved here, there was a little diner across the street, and one of the cooks would sell them every year.  Now, well, that diner is a parking lot.  So, you want to repay me?  Make me tamales sometime."  He took another bite.  "Or these.  I don't know how you make it taste so good."

      "She cooks her own shells," Gabby said.  "But I make the pico."

      "And I don't buy my spices in a bag," I told him.  "I learned to cook from my mother.  You want Mexican food, Henry, just let me know."

      "Home cooking," he clarified.  "Elena, I've been divorced a long time and all of my children are grown.  I'm tired of cooking for myself.  I miss having a full table.  And it always seems like when you show up, my kids come with you.  And my grandpup."

      Gabby just giggled at that.  "Not your grandpup yet."

      "Oh, you are," he promised.  "See, Ashley claimed Elena as a sister.  That means she's my kid now too, which makes you my grandchild of sorts.  The same way Lane is my son."  Then he looked at me.  "And that has nothing to do with who you are or aren't dating.  I know that things with those boys are still new, and there's always the chance it won't work out.  I happen to think Lane will make sure it does, but you're a sensible woman.  So, let me make this very clear."  He tapped the papers beside him.  "This?  If Gerardo gives up his rights as a father?  Then I'm claiming my rights as her grandfather.  Gabby will never have to worry."

      "You don't have to do that," I insisted.

      "I do," he said.  "Elena, that's how this works.  All I'm saying is that money should not have any bearing in your decisions.  We will take care of you.  Not because you're dating my boys, but because you're a part of my family.  You were before you even met Ian.  The day you moved in, Ashley was willing to challenge her brother for you, and I knew then that you wouldn't go anywhere.  I'm just letting you know that I'll make sure of it."

      "I..."  I had to pause, shaking my head, trying to rattle a thought into place, because that was not at all what I'd expected.  "Thank you.  I don't know what else to say."

      "Well, if you ever wondered where Ian got the love of children from, you can blame me," he teased.  "Now, let's talk about our backup plan, because this will be here before we know it."
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        CHAPTER 34

      

      

      

      Henry wasn't wrong.  Six days passed in the blink of an eye.  Between Gabby's reports about the boy at school, an influx of inquiries - which all amounted to nothing - at work, and trying to juggle time with the guys, I felt like I blinked and the day was upon us.  On a Tuesday morning, Henry and I headed to the courthouse.  Ashley closed the office.  Then, she and the guys all came up to offer their moral support.

      Henry made it clear that they wouldn't be allowed in.  This wasn't that kind of case.  Still, they wanted to go out to lunch when we were all done.  To celebrate, they said.  Gabby still had to go to school, but I promised to text her as soon as we got an answer.  She promised to mute her phone, but I had a feeling she'd be watching it all day long.

      Then it happened.  Just like Henry said, the whole thing was shockingly easy.  Henry presented our agreement, Gerardo's attorney said he agreed with it, and then we both had to sign a lot of papers.  I couldn't even keep track of what they all were.  I simply scrawled my name everywhere Henry told me to.  Then, there was one form that Gerardo signed that I didn't.

      "Do you understand that this removes all of your rights and responsibilities to your daughter, Gabriella Sofia Castillo?" the judge asked before my ex-husband could put the pen to the page.  "By signing this, you will no longer have any legal obligations, responsibilities, or rights to any interactions with this child."

      "I do," Gerardo assured him.  "I'm not even sure she's mine."

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Henry simply clasped my shoulder, effectively silencing me.  Then the judge turned to him.  "And you have proof of financial support that will confirm that this child will be adequately cared for?"

      "She has a trust fund in her name," Henry said, passing over a set of papers.  "Due to that, she wouldn't be allowed any state benefits, so financial considerations aren't an option."

      I had to work to keep my mouth shut, because it seemed that when Henry asked about Gerardo relinquishing his parental rights, he'd left out a few things.  I'd told him what I wanted; he'd simply made it happen.  A fucking trust fund?  What exactly had he done?

      "Well, while unusual, this does meet the minimum standards, so..."  The man paused to read through the papers before him quickly.  "It seems everything is in order.  I believe I can grant this."

      And that was basically it.  The judge said some more legal stuff, but my mind was stuck on the new trust fund my child now had.  I could only imagine that Henry had done that, but I couldn't rule out Ian or Ashley either.  Then again, were the rest of the guys loaded?  I honestly didn't know.  I'd never actually asked!  How much they made had never seemed important.

      Ashley paid me enough that money was no longer a concern.  My bills were always covered, my daughter was taken care of, and I was slowly but surely paying down all of my debt while still putting a little into savings.  I'd thought I was doing pretty good now, and while I knew that Wolf's Run had to make a ton of money, it had never crossed my mind to even worry about such things.  Other people were rich.  It wasn't something I associated with my friends.

      No, my pack.

      So, as we left the room, I felt like I was drunk, or lost, or something.  Maybe dreaming.  I couldn't be sure.  I just wanted to know how he'd made that all happen, because the judge sounded like terminating parental rights wasn't something common.

      "What just happened?" I asked Henry the moment we were outside.

      He smiled.  "I did tell you that I'd take care of it.  Gerardo's comment was unexpected, and we all know it's a lie, but it did help.  That's why I didn't want you to say anything."

      "Where did that trust fund come from?" I hissed.  "I don't even really know what one is!"

      "It's an account that has limited access," he explained.

      "How much money?" I demanded.  "And where did it come from?"

      He turned to face me.  "Enough," he promised.  "Think of it as her college fund, Elena.  A family present if you will."

      "Did you do this?" I asked him just as my boyfriends and Ashley walked up.

      "Oh," Ashley groaned, making a face.  "So, she found out about the money, huh?"

      "In the middle of court," I snapped.

      Seth shoved a hand over his mouth, trying - and failing - to hide his smirk.  "You said you wanted a backup plan."

      "I want to know where it came from and who I'm in debt to."  And I looked at each of them, waiting for someone to fess up.

      Lane just stepped forward to clasp my shoulders.  "It won't work, Elena.  Henry said there had to be proof of financial support.  Now there is.  We're not dumb enough to tell you how that happened, because we don't want you to feel like you owe anyone.  This has nothing to do with you."

      "And yet everything," Ian said.  "It means you can stop worrying about her."

      "Yeah, but - "

      And then someone slammed into my shoulder.  I turned to see Gerardo pushing his way right into Ian's face.  "I expect my cash," my ex-husband snarled.

      Ian just smiled at him.  "You'll get it."

      "Now!" Gerardo snapped.

      Ian simply lifted his phone and began tapping at it.  Then he lowered it and smiled at Gerardo in a way that made me think it should've been a snarl.  "There you go.  Just like we agreed."

      Gerardo just lifted his phone and did the same.  For a little too long, he tapped and swiped, but I wasn't dumb enough to say anything.  No matter how lost and confused I was, I knew better than to ruin this.  Whatever those two were doing looked serious.  The kind of serious that could probably get me arrested or Gabby taken away from me.

      Finally, Gerardo smiled.  "Perfect.  Thank you for making my life easy."  Then he looked at me.  "There's no way that girl is mine.  That's the only reason I agreed to this.  I'll be damned if I'm paying that much for your mistake."

      "You know - " I started, but Lane grabbed my arm, yanking me around to face him.

      The look on his face made my mouth snap shut.  It convinced me to just let this go, because he looked angry.  I watched a muscle jump on the side of his jaw, but my mate simply stared at me, silently asking me to be ok so he didn't have to do anything stupid.

      Because he would.  This man had spent nights sitting in his backyard listening to my house all night long just to make sure nothing bothered me.  He hated to see me scared, and angry was probably worse.  Lane was my personal protector, and this fated thing he had meant he had to fight to keep control.  Possibly to even keep himself in the right body.

      So I reached up to press my hand over his.  "I'm fine," I promised.  "Just bitchy."

      "Good word for it," he agreed, forcing a smile.

      "We're done here," Ian told my ex-husband.  "Take your money and go.  Don't try to change your mind.  Do not try to come after me in any way, because we will destroy you.  Just take your money and forget all about us."

      "Sounds good to me," Gerardo said, turning to saunter away like he was the one who'd gotten everything he wanted today.

      Carefully, I lifted Lane's hands away, then turned to Ian.  "What money?" I asked.

      "Shit," Pax grumbled, turning away.

      But he didn't go very far.  Trent grabbed his arm, halting him.  "You're not ducking out of this."

      Ian ignored them.  "I offered him a cash settlement if he'd agree to relinquish his parental rights."

      "You what?!"  I gaped at his audacity.  "How fucking much did you pay for my kid to lose her father?"

      "A hundred grand," Ian admitted.

      Shit, that was a lot of money.  More than I could imagine at one time.  It also wasn't right!  That was Gabby's father, and while I was glad he'd given up his rights, bribing him to do it seemed so wrong.  What if this had all been a big mistake?  What if Gabby ended up regretting it?  What if this made me the worst mother ever?

      So I demanded, "What made you think that was a good idea?  What if he didn't want to?  What will Gabby think?"

      I knew that while I was happy with this, I knew it wasn't fair to her.  This was my personal daydream.  No one wanted to be tied to their ex for all eternity, and if we'd still gotten along, we'd still be married.  But that didn't make this right.  Ian had basically "bought" my daughter away from her father, and I couldn't decide which man I was more angry with.  No, it was Gerardo.  Definitely Gerardo, yet that didn't absolve Ian of thinking he could just purchase a child!

      "How dare you?!" I snapped before he could even answer.  "She's not something you can buy and sell, Ian!"

      "She asked," Trent said, his voice oddly calm for what was going on.

      My focus snapped over to him.  "What?"

      "She asked," he said again.  "The other night, after Karen attacked you, Gabby followed us into the yard and told us how to convince him.  She made it clear that all it would take was money, Elena, then she asked us to do it."

      "Begged," Pax corrected.  "We tried to talk her out of it, but she almost started crying."

      "She's a fourteen-year-old girl and pumped up on hormones," I told them.  "Of course she's going to cry.  That's not a good reason to - "

      "Elena," Lane said softly.  "We didn't agree because of the tears."

      "Then why?" I asked, looking at all of them.

      "Because," Ian told me, "there is no amount of money that is too much for that girl's happiness - or yours.  I didn't even have to push very hard.  I offered him fifty, and he laughed, thinking it was a joke.  So I increased to sixty thousand, making it clear I was serious.  Gerardo asked for one hundred thousand dollars, I agreed easily, and he signed the papers."  He stepped closer.  "I was willing to pay a lot more."

      "How much more?" I breathed.

      "Half a million without batting an eye."  Ian palmed the side of my face, making me look at him.  "And Dad made sure there was even more available.  We didn't buy your daughter, Elena.  She's not a puppy to be owned or traded.  All I did was spend a little to protect both of you.  It's just money."

      "Who made the trust fund?" I asked him.

      He smiled, letting his thumb slide across my cheek.  "We all chipped in.  A hundred grand from each of us.  A small portion of what we've earned setting up Wolf's Run."

      "Us?" I asked.

      "My betas, Dad, Ashley, and yes, me."

      "But you wouldn't do this for just anyone in the pack," I pointed out.  "This is too much."

      "You," he whispered, "aren't just anyone in the pack.  You're my mate.  You're all of our family now.  I had no intention of telling you about it because that's just money, and I'm still pissed that he didn't ask for more."

      "I wouldn't let go of her for a hundred grand," Lane grumbled.

      "Maybe a million," Pax muttered.

      Seth laughed once.  "They..." And he gestured at the other guys. "... Were all raised with money.  They don't know any different.  Like the Kennedys or something, Elena.  Me?  I'm not used to it, but this makes sense.  You know it does.  It just feels weird to have someone willing to do it for you.  But I'm sorry, I agree with Ian.  There's no price too high to ensure that a child can stay with her pack.  I know what that feels like, to not know if you'll end up alone.  And how long have you worried about this?  About something happening to you and her going to live with him?  Now she won't."

      Henry moved to my side and rubbed my back.  "It's just money.  It will only ever be 'just money,' Elena.  We have it; you needed it so you can finally be completely a part of Wolf's Run.  It's the best investment I've ever made."

      Without thinking, I reached over and hugged his side.  "Thank you."  Then I looked at the rest of them.  "All of you.  I just..."

      Pax smiled at me sweetly.  "Don't worry, it probably makes more sense to us because of this disease.  Besides, you don't have to worry about it now.  You're finally ours, honey."

      Which was when it finally hit me.  I really was.  I was officially divorced.  Gabby wouldn't have to live with Gerardo.  It was all done and handled.  Sure, maybe I was incredibly embarrassed about how much money these people had spent for me, but it was handled.  I was... free.  That was the only word that fit.

      All of those things that had held me back for so long were no longer a problem.  My life was mine again.  My happiness was under my complete control.  I was a single woman with five amazing boyfriends, one hell of a best friend, and the best pseudo-father figure I could ever dream of.

      "Oh my god," I breathed.  "I'm actually divorced.  I'm single."

      "Not quite," Trent pointed out, smiling to prove he was teasing.

      I just let Henry go and stepped into him, wrapping my arms around Trent's neck.  "I'm single enough to have a boyfriend - or five."

      "Mm," he agreed, pressing his face into the side of my neck.  "And one day, you might even start calling us your mates."

      "Both," I decided, letting him go to look at Ashley.  "I need a margarita."

      "That," she promised, "I can definitely deliver.  Let's go celebrate!"  Then she paused.  "And text Gabby."

      As we walked to the car, I did just that.

      
        
        Elena: Divorce is final.  Everything went perfectly.  Your father terminated his rights.  Convince me to be a wolf, ok?

      

      

      
        
        Gabby: <3 Yay!  Now if I bite you, Ian can't kick me out.  :P

      

      

      I grinned, knowing she was joking, but I didn't tell the guys.  Not yet.  I was seriously thinking about it, but not today.  Things were going too good for me, and I already had too much to think about.  Letting them turn me into a wolf?  I had a feeling Ian wouldn't simply agree, and Lane would only be worse.

      But my last reason not to was gone.
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        CHAPTER 35

      

      

      

      We celebrated that night.  Ian and the guys made dinner, Ashley brought the drinks, and even Henry showed up.  It was nice in a way I hadn't expected.  Gabby was thrilled that she didn't have to worry about her father anymore.  While I wasn't sure how to deal with that, I actually agreed with her.

      The next day, Heather came to the office to leave me a "happy divorce" present of expensive chocolate, "Because everyone deserved to indulge a little," she said.  Then, on Thursday, the Sisterhood of Being Too Old for That Shit met again for our weekly wine night.

      This was my idea of the perfect life.  It was just calm enough, just stable enough, and so very accepting.  And yet, the whole time, I kept thinking that I was still missing out.  Karen was gone, so I didn't really need to be a wolf anymore.  I was safe.  The entire pack accepted me as a human, and no one had a problem with it.  Still, there was something so nice about this bond everyone had, and I really wanted to share in it too.

      My entire reason for being concerned about Gerardo getting custody of Gabby was because I actually wanted to be a wolf.  Ok, maybe it took me longer to admit that than it should have, but now that the barriers were gone, I had no more excuses.  If I wanted to do this, I could.  And yes, I wanted to, but there was still that little "adult voice" in the back of my mind asking if this was a good idea.

      So I asked my friends.  "Hey," I said when the conversation lulled.  "Would it be weird if I still wanted to be a wolf?"

      Ashley squealed like a teenager.  "So you're honestly thinking about it?"  She grabbed a bottle to top up my wine.

      I waved her off, not really wanting to be tipsy for this chat.  "I've been thinking about it.  It's just that with Gabby, I had to make sure she'd be ok if anything happened, and I'm still terrified that I won't make it through the transition."

      "You will," Bridget assured me.  "Elena, I've seen people in worse shape survive, and the lycanthropy virus does offer some health benefits."

      Kim nodded.  "Just look at how well Roman recovered from what Karen did to him.  It's been a couple of weeks and he's completely healed."

      "With a scar," Heather pointed out.

      Kim blew that off.  "I'm still proud of him for jumping in to protect his alpha's mate.  Considering what Karen could've done, I'm ok with a scar, and he seems rather proud of it."

      "The alpha female of the pack," Ashley said, lifting her glass in a toast.  "I think you should do it, Elena.  Just give up the condoms and let nature take its course."

      Bridget giggled.  "Means you can be a little more spontaneous."

      "Not really," I told them.  "I still have a teenage daughter in the house.  One who has no problem letting me know that she's very much aware of what we're doing.  Talk about a mood killer!"

      "Don't worry about it," Ashley said.  "Elena, just tell her you're going next door for a date.  I mean, your boyfriends live right beside you."

      Heather waved her down.  "You really don't understand, Ash, until you're dodging your own kids.  Olivia gives me this look when I head out on a date, and as soon as things get steamy, I start thinking about how my daughter knows, and what will I say if she asks about it?"

      "They're your kids," Kim said.  "Maybe it's just easier with a boy, and Julia is too young to think like that, but seriously.  They're the children and we're the parents.  Tell them it's not their business."

      "It's a girl thing," Heather confirmed for her.  "Kim, you don't have to worry about Roman accepting his sexuality.  Or accidentally teaching him that he should be ashamed of his desires, that he's supposed to do whatever his partner wants, even if he's not ready, and such.  Besides, you're married to the man you're sleeping with!"

      "She's right," I said.  "I was raised that this is not something we talk about, girls are supposed to save ourselves for marriage, and so on.  Gabby wants to talk to me about it, so I'm lucky about that, but it's awkward in ways you can't imagine.  My teen daughter should not be involved in my sex life, but if I deny it, it only makes things worse."

      Ashley glanced over at Bridget.  "I feel so left out."

      Bridget shrugged.  "No kids for me, but do you want them, Ash?"

      Ashley scoffed at that.  "I have no problem with the idea of children.  The man, however?  Not interested in keeping one around long enough to make that happen, and all the ones I tend to like?  Not wolves.  Which means pregnancy isn't going to happen, you know?"

      "Because condoms," Heather said, showing she understood.  "Which brings us right back to Elena wanting to be a wolf.  I think you should talk to the guys."  She flashed me a smile.  "You and Ian would have the cutest kids."

      "Oh, Lane!" Ashley gasped.  "Could you imagine him with a baby?"

      "Not having more kids," I said before they could get ahead of themselves.  "My daughter is almost fifteen.  I really don't want to start all over.  You two..."  And I pointed at Ashley and Bridget.  "... Get to handle the next batch."

      "I already have two," Kim said.  "Roman and Julia are more than enough, thank you very much."

      So we all looked at Heather.  She chuckled, looked away, and shrugged.  "I could do another.  I loved the baby stage.  My problem is finding a mate!  It's like all the good wolves are taken, and I really don't want to have the conversion talk with a human.  It rarely goes as well as it did with Elena."

      "If you consider dumping my guys to be 'well,'" I countered.  "And then the months of no sex!"

      "You didn't exactly have to cut them off," Bridget teased.  "You just freaked out.  But that's honestly a lot better than how most react.  Typically, they just leave and call us crazy.  Well, unless they're infected, and then we get stuck trying to help a pissed-off ex through the change, you know?"

      "Did it happen to you?" I asked.

      Bridget shook her head.  "No, but I've seen it a lot.  As a doctor, well, I get called in to explain it.  And the infection always ruins the relationship.  I'm just glad you worked things out with those guys."

      "Still can't believe Roman bit Gabby," Kim said, reaching over to rub my arm.  "Teens, am I right?"

      "Gabby pressured him," I reminded her.

      "And he told her about us as soon as he could," she countered.  "Elena, he made being a wolf sound perfect, and tempted her.  When she said she wanted to turn, he didn't refuse because he wanted the same.  He just needed the excuse to go against Ian's direct orders.  I still can't believe we weren't kicked out for that."

      "Because Wolf's Run isn't that kind of pack," Ashley said.  "Ian always thought that most alphas were too brutal.  He said that there's a difference between leading and terrorizing.  I used to think he was too passive, but he's not.  He's just considerate in his strength."  She looked over at me.  "Elena, it's almost Valentine's Day.  Tell the guys you want to stop using condoms, and that you're willing to take the risk."

      "And if I get infected early in the month?" I asked.  "Like, four weeks before the full moon?  I'll be sick and run down by the time I turn.  There's no way I can do that."

      "Actually," Bridget told me, "it's a little more complicated.  Yes, you'll be sick.  Often with a headache, sniffles, and typical allergy symptoms.  But the virus is influenced by tidal forces which happen to line up with the lunar cycle.  That's what triggers the ultimate infection which leads to you being turned.  It's why we're all so aware of the full moon.  Sadly, it's a unique enough phenomenon that there's not a lot of research on it, but it's still there."

      "So, if I stop using condoms, I'll get allergies for a month, turn, and be fine?" That sounded too good to be true.

      "We'll make sure you're fine," Ashley promised.  "And if you think those guys will let anything happen to you, then you're an idiot.  Ian's in love.  Lane's fated for you.  Seth?"  She grinned.  "That boy has it so bad!"

      I glanced at my friends and decided there was no one better to talk to about this.  "I'm not sure Trent and Pax are as excited about 'us,' though."

      "I dunno," Heather said.  "Those two are a little different.  Trent comes off as the nice guy, and Pax usually gets to be the asshole.  They're like the good cop and bad cop to Ian's leadership.  I think you're throwing all of that out the window, and they aren't sure how to handle it."

      "They were embarrassed when I found out about Karen," I admitted, looking to Ashley for a little help.

      "And you've been a little busy lately," she told me.  "Between figuring out wolves, dealing with Gabby, your divorce, and then Karen on top of all of that?  Plus growing a relationship with not just one guy, but five?"  She shook her head.  "Do you blame them for thinking that your undivided attention is better than getting lost in the shuffle?"

      "No..."

      "So, seek them out.  We don't live in the 1950s, Elena.  If you want a man - or a pair of them - then chase them."

      "I'm with her," Heather told me.  "Besides, if you really want to risk the wolf?  Pretty sure those two would love to be the ones you tell first."

      "Oh," Bridget groaned.  "Won't that piss off the alpha?"

      "Not Ian," Ashley assured her.  "He's not the kind of guy who has to get his dick wet first.  Never has been.  He thinks that love and dominance are completely separate issues."

      "No wonder I like him so much," Kim said.  "But, I have an idea."  She leaned over toward me.  "Roman wants to take Gabby out for a date, now that it's allowed again.  He was planning to ask her out tomorrow.  May have already."

      "How do you know this?" Ashley wanted to know.

      Kim laughed.  "Because while Elena and Ian have forgiven him, he's still in the dog house with me.  So he has to get my approval before he does anything that isn't at home or school, and that includes a date.  Well, I told him it was ok to ask.  So, that means the kids will be out tomorrow."

      "Oh," Heather said, sitting up.  "And I bet Olivia would be thrilled to have a sleepover afterwards to giggle about it."

      Bridget was grinning.  "And this," she said, "is what the Sisterhood is all about.  Friends convincing their kids to be accidental wingmen for the Alpha Female of this pack.  Guys, this is amazing."

      "It really is," I agreed.  "So, I can make plans to spend the night with my guys tomorrow?  This is really going to happen?"

      "And I'll keep Gabby most of the day on Saturday," Heather offered.  "But, if I ever find a guy worth my time, you have to return the favor."

      "Swear," I told her, smiling bigger than I could remember doing in a very long time.  "And no more condoms, because I'm going to be a wolf!"

      "I'll drink to that!" Ashley said.

      And we did, clinking our glasses together before draining them.  I was doing this.  I was definitely doing this.  My friends were willing to help me, my child wouldn't be forced to leave her pack, and I even had a doctor saying it would be ok.  I had no reasons left to back out except my own fears, and I was no longer letting them control me.

      After all, I'd managed to survive this far.  I'd also never felt more at home than I did with my pack, and I knew that my understanding of that term barely scratched the surface.  Everyone longed to have a support system like this.  I had it, so why wouldn't I take the next step so I could keep it?  Because I was a little scared?  Well, I was done with that.

      So, as I walked home, I pulled out my phone and called Pax, deciding that I could try this chasing thing a bit.  He answered quickly.

      "Elena?"

      "Hey," I said.  "So, what are you doing tomorrow?"

      "Uh..."  He sounded like he was braced for this to go badly.  "Nothing that I know of.  Why?"

      "I've decided that I'm tired of waiting for you to come over, so I'm inviting myself into your life."

      He chuckled.  "Oh, I see."  Thankfully, he didn't sound upset at all.  "So, does this mean I need to plan out some fancy date for you?"

      "Nope.  Pax, there's no reason I can't be a wolf anymore."  I paused on the sidewalk before the office, looking at their house just ahead of me.  "Gabby should have a date with Roman tomorrow, and she'll be spending the night with Olivia.  I have no more excuses.  I don't have to be worried about being a wolf.  I'm a single woman now, and I really want to enjoy it."

      "So you called me?" he asked.  "Not Lane?"

      "Not Lane or Ian," I told him.  "Not even Seth, who's been going out of his way to seduce me, so you know.  Nope, I considered saying I had a problem with my laundry, but I'm not good at this, so I decided to just lay it out there.  Tomorrow night, do you have time for me?"

      "Just me?" he asked, sounding a little playful.  "Because I have a bottle of the wine you like, a hot tub that you haven't used in a little too long, and a personal fantasy that I want to act out."

      "Oh?" I asked.

      "Mhm," he said.  "I just need to know one thing.  Is this a one on one date, or is two really easier than five?"

      That phrase was enough to tell me exactly what he was thinking.  I remembered the night where he and Trent had cornered me in the hot tub and laid the first seeds in my mind about this crazy relationship we were all having.  It had all started with that phrase.  I'd overheard them say it, and I'd been brave enough to ask.  It had ended with me on Pax's lap, kissing Trent, and wishing we didn't have to stop.

      "Two is good," I decided.  "Or three, four, five - but also one.  I'll let you decide, but I wanted to make sure that you can't say I'm not trying."

      "Elena..."  He paused for a little too long.  "I'm not avoiding you.  I promise you that.  It's just that...  You see...  Trent and I..."

      "Work best together," I finished for him.  "So tell Trent that the three of us have a date.  You see, Pax, I'm ok with that.  I'm a single woman, and I'm ready to take the next step in my life.  A threesome?  I think that needs to be on the bucket list, right up there with becoming a werewolf, so no condoms."

      "Tell Ian," he said.  "Because he will kill us if you don't."

      "Deal."  I ended the call with him and started walking again, sending a text to the Pack Alpha.

      
        
        Elena: No more condoms.  I'm ready.  I want to do this, so no more condoms.  Oh, and I have a date with Trent and Pax tomorrow.

      

      

      
        
        Ian: Are you sure about this?  You can't take it back once you're exposed.

      

      

      
        
        Elena: Positive.

      

      

      
        
        Ian: Good.  I'm smiling now and can't stop.  Do you mind if I tell Lane?

      

      

      
        
        Elena:  Tell all of them.  This is definitely happening.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Elena]
        

      

      
        
        CHAPTER 36

      

      

      

      On Friday, Gabby came home from school and tore the house apart.  By the time I got off work, she was in a state of panic.  This was her first real date with a boy.  They were going to dinner and then a movie, but she couldn't decide what to wear.  She didn't want to be overdressed or under, and I was pretty sure she'd tried on everything she owned.

      Ten minutes later, I'd convinced her to go with a cute skirt, a casual shirt, and to definitely take her coat because warmth was more important than cute sometimes.  I was also trying very hard not to laugh, because I remembered that panic.  She wanted to make this special and couldn't believe that Roman would be just as nervous.  When the boy showed up to pick her up, he was.

      "Mom is tracking my phone," he told me just before they left, "and I'll have her back by ten, Alpha.  I promise."

      "To Olivia's," Gabby corrected.  "I'm supposed to spend the night with her."

      He nodded, looking adorably awkward about it.  "Ok, and I'll text you, Alpha.  And Gabby will too, so you know."

      "Relax," I told him.  "Go have fun, you two.  I'm going to believe that neither of you would make another mistake like the last one.  So long as you don't prove me wrong, you'll be fine."

      "Ok," Gabby said, taking over.  "Love you, Mom.  See you tomorrow.  Bye!"  Then she grabbed Roman's hand and pulled him out the door.

      I sent Pax a text, letting him know my daughter was leaving, and that I'd be over in a minute.  He replied telling me to meet him in the hot tub. I still had to change, though.  Sadly, I wasn't much better than Gabby.  The only difference was that I had a very good idea that I knew exactly where my night would end up.

      No condoms.

      That meant a lot of things that had previously been off-limits were now allowed.  Blow jobs sprang to mind.  As I grabbed the last of my things - including my phone, in case Gabby had a problem - and headed next door, I couldn't stop thinking about that.  Five men, and I didn't have to worry about how far things went.  I could lick every part of their bodies.  I could kiss them, suck them, and more.  We were basically starting fresh for the third time in our relationship, and I was nervously excited.

      But I didn't go to their door.  Instead, I used the gate to the backyard, heading straight for the hot tub.  Just like that first time, Pax was soaking in it with a cold beer and a large glass of wine beside him.  This time, Trent was right there with him.  I set my bag on the closest chair, stripped out of my clothes as quickly as I could, and hurried into the water before I froze in the winter air.

      "Oh, that's warm," I hissed as I made my way in.

      Trent just offered a hand, pulling me closer.  "And that bikini is hot."

      "Like that, hm?" I teased.

      "Love the bows," Pax teased, passing me the glass of wine.  "Elena, are you sure about this?"

      "The exposure," Trent clarified.

      I settled into the spot between them and took a sip.  The cold wine contrasted nicely with the heat of the water and the two men looking at me with hungry eyes.  In truth, I also liked that they were easily giving me the chance to back out. Not that I would, but that one simple question made me feel safe.  No, respected was a better word.  As if I mattered for more than getting laid.

      "I've been thinking about it for a while," I admitted.  "I can't say I'm not a little scared of the idea, but I love the pack, guys.  I..."  I paused.  "Please don't laugh or tell me I'm wrong, ok?  But I'm tired of feeling weak.  When I first moved to Wolf's Run, my big goal was to learn how to be strong, and I honestly feel like I'm doing that.  Maybe not as fast as I wish, but this is part of it."

      "Being a wolf doesn't make you strong," Trent said.

      "No, not that."  Oh, I wasn't saying this right.  "It's more that I can see the appeal, but I can also see that it's going to hurt, it's dangerous, and it's risky."  I took a breath and looked at Pax.  "Letting fear make my decisions is what I mean when I say I feel weak."  Then over to Trent.  "And taking the risk, jumping into the proverbial deep end to chase something I want?  That's what I mean about being strong."  Then I licked my lips.  "Or two someones."

      "Or five," Pax teased, turning toward me.

      "Or that," I agreed.  "There's something a little empowering about having five extremely sexy men and not having to choose which one I like more."  I took another sip of my wine and then set the glass on the concrete behind my head.

      Trent immediately tugged me into his lap, turning me so I was facing him.  My knees settled around his hips, then he reached up to push my hair back, not caring about the water he left behind.  Then again, I didn't either.

      "We haven't been avoiding you," he told me.

      I let my hands slide over his chest.  "You really have."

      "No," Pax said, moving over to sit right beside Trent.  "We've been waiting for you to accept this idea.  All of it.  Lane being fated, Ian sharing his mate with his betas, all of us being wolves..."  His eyes dropped to appreciate my body.  "And us."

      "We don't do one on one."  Trent's voice turned a little deeper even as his hands slid down my waist.

      "I know," I promised, leaning in to kiss him.

      He palmed the side of my face before I could reach his lips.  "You said you'd only ever slept with your husband, Elena.  Except for the mating ceremony, you've only been with us one at a time, and even that night was still one at a time - just in front of each other."

      Pax slid off the bench to move behind me, leaning in toward my ear.  "And we don't want to be too much.  Where's the line, honey?"

      Oh, they were doing that thing again where they pinned me in the middle.  It was starting to be my favorite.  My pulse was already picking up and I hadn't even gotten a kiss.  I could feel their proximity, and the promises of what could come next, but I didn't know the answer to their question.

      "I can't answer that," I breathed, leaning back until I pressed into Pax's chest.  "I can tell you that the menage and reverse harem books I've been reading make me want to at least try... everything."

      "Mm..."  Trent slid his hands higher, following my ribs.  "If you're serious about becoming a wolf, we don't have to be as careful."

      "Blow jobs."  The word fell from my lips proving it was still on my mind.

      Pax's hand slid down my back, pausing only when he reached the swell of my ass.  "Is double penetration off limits?"

      "No."  I shook my head.  "I want to try."

      He groaned.  "Oh, that's sexy.  But have you ever been fucked in the ass?"

      "It's been years," I admitted.

      "And wasn't that great," Trent realized.  "We can fix that.  What else do you like, Elena?"

      "I don't know," I admitted, feeling a little breathless.  How could they make these questions sound like promises?  "It seems I like to bite."

      "Oh, she's killing me," Pax grumbled before pressing his erection against my back.  "Tied up?"

      "Never tried."

      So Trent asked, "Spankings?"

      "No idea."

      "Choked?" That from Pax.

      "Only when you held my throat that one time."  I glanced back to see him looking at Trent.

      "You hurt her," Pax told him, "and I will tear you apart."

      "Not gonna happen," Trent promised.  Then he pulled me closer, and ground his hips into me.  "Pax, it's too cold to do this out here.  Take her to your room."

      "Get her stuff," Pax said, leaning back.

      But Trent didn't let go of me.  His hands held me on his lap, his hardness pressing between my legs.  "One day, I want to take you out and treat you like you deserve.  To prove to you that we're interested in a lot more than just sex, but I'm not sure you're ready for that."

      "I'm here, aren't I?" I countered.

      His eyes dropped to my lips. "Yeah, but here is a lot different than two boyfriends with you in a restaurant.  Knowing everyone is looking when I kiss you, then he does?  We're fun behind closed doors, but this?  Us?  I'm so tired of pretending to be the perfect human man when I'm in public.  You are our mate.  I'm not ashamed of that, and I'm waiting for the day you won't be ashamed of us."

      So I grabbed both sides of his face.  "My daughter knows.  Her opinion is all that matters to me because she is my family.  Trent, let people whisper that I'm a slut, a whore, or even a cougar.  I have friends who support me, a pack that takes care of me, and five amazing men that I actually care about.  I. Am. Not. Ashamed. Of. You.  Either of you."

      He surged forward, his mouth finding mine.  It was like those words released something in him.  Some hidden fear that I hadn't known I was fighting against.  He wasn't human, and he never had been.  They were wolves, with the appetites to match, and no shame for being different.  Seth had mentioned that they wanted to be seen as individuals, but was that the same as trying to tear them apart?

      The way he kissed me, I decided it couldn't be.  All those things I'd been told about them - how they'd been raised, lost their virginity, and lived as if they were two copies of the same man - didn't matter.  They were a team.  They weren't lone wolves, but matched ones.  And as Trent kissed me hard, seducing my mouth with his, I finally began to figure it out.

      "Can't take her upstairs if your tongue is down her throat," Pax teased.

      Trent kissed me again, softly this time.  "She said she'll go on a date with us."

      Pax chuckled.  "You still have to let her go.  Elena?  I have a towel."

      I slid off Trent's lap, feeling him release me as slowly as possible, then turned for the stairs.  Sure enough, Pax was holding a towel for me.  Above the water, it was cold, and I knew it would be worse away from the hot tub, but there was something kind of sweet about how these men pampered me.

      "I'm going to freeze aren't I?" I asked.

      "Towel and straight inside," Pax said.  "Won't complain about the hard nipples, but torture is not one of my fetishes."

      As soon as I was off the stairs, he bundled me in the towel, and we started moving.  Behind me, Trent chuckled, making it clear he was watching, but I didn't care if I looked silly.  I scurried, and Pax only barely beat me to the door, opening it to let me rush inside.  There, I stopped just before I reached the carpet and began to wipe off the excess water.

      And three sets of eyes were watching me.

      Lane lay across the sofa as a wolf, silently staring.  Ian turned his chair and let his eyes run over my body.  Seth just looked up from his book with a smile.  I'd mostly forgotten they'd be here.  I'd intentionally set this up because I hadn't spent much time with Trent and Pax, but were my other guys jealous?  How did that even work?

      "I'm making chicken alfredo tonight," Seth said.  "It heats up well."

      I just ducked my head, aware that my cheeks were getting warmer.  "Please tell me this is only weird in my head."

      Lane woofed, making Ian laugh.  "That's a negative bark," Ian explained.  "Which means you don't need to worry.  I mean, unless you two would prefer to have it out on the kitchen counter again."  Then he pushed himself out of his chair and made his way closer.

      "Sorry," I breathed, pretty sure I'd made a mistake somewhere.

      Ian just caught my chin, making me look up at him.  "I love that little blush.  Go play with your mates."  His eyes shifted to Pax.  "Both of you?"

      "Yep."  He didn't elaborate.

      Ian nodded.  "Good."  Then he kept going, heading for the kitchen.

      I just grabbed Pax's hand and made my way to the stairs.  I should not be embarrassed.  This was allowed, it was fine, it was sexy.  The guys weren't mad at all, and yet everything I'd ever been taught was trying to make me feel like I should be ashamed.  I wasn't.  I would not be.  I had five hot, amazing boyfriends, and I could enjoy them in whatever order I wanted to.

      We were barely on the stairs when Pax wrapped his arms around my waist.  "I half expected you to back out."

      Just as we reached the top, I turned to face him.  "I know what I want, and for once, I'm chasing it."  Then I tapped the middle of his chest to show him what I meant.

      His lips curled into a smile.  "I think I like it when you want to use me, Alpha."  Then he spun me around and gently pushed me forward.  "And I'm going to have fun untying every one of those bows while we wait for Trent to get his ass up here."
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        CHAPTER 37

      

      

      

      The moment we were in his room, Pax tossed me onto his bed like I was nothing more than his toy.  I gasped, sitting up to pull him down on top of me.  Surprisingly, he didn't resist.  We were both still wrapped in towels, but he shed his, tossing it onto the floor before leaning in for my mouth.  The kiss was slow but deep, driving away the last of my anxiety.

      Because I'd never done this before.  Never with two men at the same time, and certainly not when I started it.  The simple fact that I'd basically called him yesterday to get laid?  It felt wonderfully dirty, but I wasn't sure of the rules.  I had no idea what would come next, and it made me feel like I was at the top of a roller coaster, waiting for the wild ride to start.

      Pax kissed the corner of my mouth, then my jaw, making his way to that spot just below my ear.  I felt his hand slide down my side, stopping at the tie on my hip.  Slowly, while he kissed the length of my throat, he pulled at the string, releasing the bow that held my bottoms on.  My hands slid around his back, enjoying the feel of his muscles flexing as he held himself above me, and I let him have his way.

      Our tongues met, danced, and retreated.  His mouth caressed mine, but his hands didn't stop.  Once that bow was untied, Pax reached up for the one at the back of my neck.  As he tugged at it, I let my hands slide downward, pushing at the waistband of his swimming trunks.  His lips curled against mine before he leaned back to meet my eyes.

      "You sure about this?" he asked.  "We do have condoms."

      I kept pushing.  "So sure.  I have every intention of getting a dick in my mouth tonight."

      "Who am I to say no to that?" he asked, easing himself back until his feet were on the floor.

      Then he pushed his trunks down.  My eyes dropped, following the hard lines of muscles across his abs to the deep creases at his hips, and all the way to the hard dick standing up for me.  Damn, he was beautiful.  He had the kind of body that belonged on the cover of those books I read, and he wasn't ashamed of it.  The longer I looked, the more the smirk on his lips grew.

      "Starting to think my girl has a little bad hidden away in her," he teased as he reached over to pull the tie on my other hip.  "But if you turn, don't you dare say it's my fault and dump me."

      "Kinda looking to keep you." I pulled away the scrap of cloth that was the bottom half of my bikini.

      Then I sat up and released the tie at my back.  Pax didn't even wait.  He simply grabbed the cloth between my breasts and tossed it away, leaving me bare before him, but he didn't crawl toward me.  Instead, he moved to lie on the bed beside me, his head up by the pillows with his legs lying open.  His hard dick pointed straight up, demanding that I notice it.

      So I rolled onto my knees and reached for him.  Those golden eyes watched my every move, but he didn't stop me.  Not when my fingers wrapped around his length or even when I shifted my body between his knees.  There, knelt before him, I leaned in and licked the tip of his dick, watching as his eyes closed.

      "Again," he breathed.

      This time, I wrapped my lips around the entire head, flicking my tongue across the soft spot on the underside.  Pax groaned just before his hand landed on the back of my skull and pushed, guiding me further down.  I took him slowly, thrusting a hand out beside his hip for more balance.  I felt him reach the back of my mouth, but he didn't let up, holding me there.

      When I looked up at him, he finally released the pressure from his hand, allowing me to back off, but not all the way.  Just as my mouth reached the head, he pushed again, taking control.  I'd never imagined a man like this, so calm and yet demanding.  So aware of exactly what he wanted.  It turned me on even as I knelt before him with my ass in the air, taking my time about pleasing him.

      I'd just pushed my lips as far down as I could reach when the door opened behind me.  Pax's eyes jerked up, but I didn't stop. That had to be Trent, and I would not be ashamed of what I was doing.  As I pulled back, my hand following my mouth up, I heard something drop onto the ground, the door closed, and then Trent groaned, proving I'd been right.

      "Oh, that's a sight," he breathed.

      Fabric rustled, sounding wet, but I wouldn't look back.  I was having too much fun trying to get another moan from Pax.  My tongue swirled around the tip, then pressed as I sucked him in again - and a hand slid across my ass.  A second later, the mattress dipped as Trent moved behind me, then I felt the heat of his mouth right across my pussy.

      I sucked in a breath around Pax's dick, then moaned when Trent's tongue flicked at my clit.  Shit, I couldn't focus on giving head with him doing that.  I let my eyes close and kept going, but that hand on the back of my head was doing most of the work.

      "Oh, she likes that," Pax said.

      Trent's answer was to drag his tongue from my clit to my opening, and then he kept going.  I felt his tongue slide across my ass, leaving tingles in its wake, but he didn't stop until he reached my tailbone.  Then he nipped at the fullness of my ass just before each of his hands grabbed a cheek, and he spread me wider.  Immediately, his mouth was back, sucking at my clit while I began to move across Pax faster.

      "More," Pax said.  "She's still thinking too much, and that mouth of hers is amazing."

      I felt Trent's tongue delve into my core, teasing me with the heat of his mouth before he was back on my clit.  I couldn't help but lean into that.  It felt so good.  Good enough that I didn't care how I looked.  I just needed something, and the dick in my mouth was good enough.  Faster.  I slid my mouth over him the way I wanted Trent to lick me.

      I didn't expect his hand, though.  As I slid over Pax's length, Trent began to tease my ass, making little circles across that pucker with his thumb.  I had to fight back a moan because that actually felt good.  Strange.  New, even. Then he pressed.  The groan fell out and Pax grabbed a fistful of my hair, pulling me off his dick.

      "Keep going," he told Trent.

      So Trent licked across my ass again.  I gasped, held before Pax by my hair, unable to do anything but take it. That shouldn't feel so... erotic, but it did.  Like I was his to devour.  All of me, here on my knees before two wolves, and Pax was watching me like a starving man.  I could feel my pulse throbbing beneath Trent's mouth, and my breasts swung, achingly heavy, yet I wanted more.  I needed something inside me.

      "Please," I begged, pressing back into Trent's mouth.

      "Just fuck her," Pax ordered.

      Trent's mouth was immediately gone.  "You sure?" he asked, giving me one last chance to change my mind.

      "Yes!" I wailed, needing him now.

      His hand moved from my ass to my back, and then I felt him.  His dick slid across my slick folds until he found my opening, and then he simply thrust.  My eyes closed and I groaned.  That was what I'd needed.  This man filled me completely, and I gave myself a moment to appreciate it before leaning back down, wanting Pax in my mouth.

      This time, he let me.  He didn't pull at my hair, trying to hold me off, yet the moment my lips were around him, Trent slammed into me once, pushing me down Pax's dick.  I didn't resist, making no effort to push back.  I simply looked up at Pax, loving the way his lips hung slightly open as he watched me.  When Trent pumped into me again, I went with it, swallowing one as the other retreated, then sliding back just to be filled by the other.

      Trent's hands on my waist controlled me.  Pax's fist in my hair drove me downward.  I let my men use me, loving the way it felt.  I'd been worried that I couldn't keep up, but I didn't have to.  They took over, moving me how they wanted, and all I had to do was enjoy being the center of their attention.

      Then I felt pressure on my ass again.  While Trent rocked through my body, he teased my ass with his thumb, circling that pucker, pressing at it, almost tormenting me with the new and very erotic sensation.  Nothing was off-limits.  They didn't care what the other man was doing, even if they worked with it.  Then Trent leaned closer and kissed my spine just as his thumb finally entered me.  Just the tip, invading me, and making my body even more aware of everything else.

      My lips were stretched so tight around Pax.  My core was throbbing with the hard rhythm of Trent's attention.  My ass felt full, even if that was just the first knuckle of his thumb, and I could only imagine more.  I actually wanted more. Both of them inside me at the same time?  The thought made me moan again, and Pax pulled me deeper, lifting his hips to shove himself all the way to the back of my throat.

      There was something so primal about this.  So completely carnal, and I loved it.  All of the niceties were gone, and all that mattered was how it felt.  Pax took over fucking my mouth, Trent drove himself into my pussy, and his thumb moved in time.  I cared about nothing except how good it felt, amazed that I was actually doing this.  Me, the woman who'd always played it safe.

      I was being fucked senseless by two werewolves, and I loved it.

      "Trent..." Pax warned.

      "Fuck, she feels good," Trent groaned.  "Don't care about you right now."

      But I did.  Grinding back into Trent's hips each time he filled me, I began to tease Pax with each pass of my mouth.  My tongue pressed, then swirled around his length, and my hands stroked him harder.  I wanted to make him come because I was so close.  I needed to feel him throbbing in my mouth, so I tried to hold off, resisting the pleasure building in my core.

      Then Pax shoved my face down onto him and I felt the warmth explode in the back of my throat.  Without giving him up, I swallowed, my face shoved closer each time Trent buried himself inside me, and Pax cried out.  He didn't moan or groan, he damned near howled, and it was the sexiest thing I'd ever heard.

      My body jerked, and I struggled not to give in with my mouth wrapped around him.  Then again, Pax wouldn't give me up.  His hand held me there as the dam burst, and I knew nothing but pleasure.  I groaned, the sound muffled by his dick in my mouth, and that was all Trent could take.  He gasped, thrust one more time, and then lost the last of his control.

      Only then did Pax guide my mouth off of him, turning my face up so he could watch the last waves of pleasure subside.  "Absolutely beautiful," he breathed.

      Trent kissed my back as he withdrew both his hand and himself from my body.  With a heavy sigh, he flopped down right beside Pax.  Shoulder to shoulder, they left no space for me, but they also didn't care.  Pax tugged at my shoulder while Trent caught my waist, and they pulled me right between them.  My legs were tangled with Pax's but my head landed on Trent's shoulder, and both men curled into me.

      "Still alive?" Pax asked, gently smoothing my hair away from my face.

      "Mhm," I assured him, feeling like my entire body was a wet noodle.

      "Freaking out yet?" Trent whispered beside my ear.

      I tried to turn to look at him, but my head didn't twist that far.  "No.  I think I like this."

      "Adventurous now, huh?" he teased.

      "Maybe?"  I relaxed into his embrace.  "You two just make me feel like there's no reason to be ashamed of enjoying it."

      "Shit," Pax breathed.  Then he chuckled.  "Honey, we're two straight men who like to fuck together.  I think the embarrassment is more ours than yours."

      "But it works," I said.  "You're both so different in some ways, and so similar in others, and it just works."

      The smile Pax gave me was worth it.  "Yeah," he said softly.  "Where have you been all our lives, Elena?"

      "Married," I reminded him, rolling so I could see Trent.  "I like the ass thing."

      His eyes jumped between mine, trying to read my expression.  "Yeah?  And the dick-choking thing too, huh?"

      "The control," I corrected.  "You two have a way of taking over without making me feel..."  I let that trail off, unsure of how to say what I meant.

      "Unimportant," Pax finished for me, scooting even closer to wrap his arms around my waist.  "I want to lose myself in your body, not just a body."

      Trent trailed his finger down my arm.  "I keep thinking we're going to go too far and scare you off.  That there will be a point where you're going to tell us we're disgusting - "

      "Call us animals," Pax mumbled.

      "And give up on us," Trent finished.  "But this is us, Elena.  When I think about being with you, he's always there.  Maybe just watching.  Maybe driving you higher.  Or maybe he's the one inside you and I'm enjoying the show.  I'm not ashamed of who or what I am, but I wasn't sure you'd feel the same."

      "Just don't laugh at me for never having done any of this before?" I begged.  "It's not because I didn't want to.  It's because I never knew it was possible.  Two men willing to do... that?  Women aren't supposed to be spoiled like this."

      "Mm, spoiled," Pax said.  "I like that, and I think you deserve it.  A lot."

      "I think I need to change the rules for weeknights."  My eyes were heavy, and I did not want to move.  My body was wonderfully exhausted.  "Two men when Gabby's home, but no screaming."

      "I'm ok with just cuddling," Trent promised.

      Pax's mouth brushed across my shoulder blade.  "Or kissing."

      "Or letting her recover, you horny fuck," Trent joked.  "Pretty sure she's spending the night."

      "Then let her nap," Pax said.  "I'll tell Seth to wake us when dinner's ready."  He turned, grabbing at something off the bed, but I couldn't see.  "Staying all night, Trent?"

      "Yep."  He kissed the top of my head.  "Now come closer and cuddle with us."

      When Pax did, and Trent shifted his arm to make room for him, I realized that I finally understood these guys.  Two halves of a whole.  Completely different, but not the same without the other part.  Just like a lock and a key.  Oddly, I sorta liked it.  No, I really did, and since Gabby already knew that I was dating all of them, well, why was I trying to hide it?

      Because I was supposed to be ashamed of this.  I wasn't.  Having so many men was supposed to say things about me.  It did, but not what I'd been taught.  This?  It was proof that I was good enough for all of them.  That I deserved to be the focus of my relationship, not the honorable mention.

      I'd spent forty years of my life trying to make everyone else happy, but one night with these men made me realize that I'd been doing it wrong.  I needed to make myself happy first.  They'd figured it out, and as I let my eyes close and my body relax in both of their arms, I knew they'd just taught me the most important thing in the world:  I was worth this - all of this - and there was nothing wrong with chasing what I wanted.
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        CHAPTER 38

      

      

      

      We had our way with Elena a few more times that night, and I was convinced that she loved it.  Each time, we took things just a little further, gently nudging her boundaries, and yet she never resisted.  The guys had made it sound like she'd been basically celibate for years before we'd met, and before that it had been boring missionary.  I had a feeling someone had made a few assumptions, though, because this woman was wonderfully passionate.

      There was just one thing I couldn't wrap my mind around.  How could her ex have had this woman in his bed every night and not have enjoyed her?  Screw that, not have pleased her completely!  Never mind that he'd accused her of cheating on him?  Fuck that asshole.  He'd let the best thing in the world slip through his fingers, and we weren't that stupid.  Oh no, Trent and I were going to take very good care of this woman.

      But when she was finally asleep, I eased myself from the bed.  Trent lifted his head and looked at me, a silent question on his face.  I just grabbed a pair of pants from the closest drawer, pulled them on, and then made the universal gesture for a drink.  He held up a finger, pointed to the drawer where I'd found my pants, and then lifted a brow.

      So I grabbed him a pair, tossing them on the foot of the bed.  As carefully as he could, Trent eased out from under Elena's sleeping body, then followed me into the hall.  While I headed for the kitchen, he went to the bathroom, but I got the impression he wanted to talk.  So I grabbed a second glass of water and made my way back, not surprised at all to find him leaning against the wall just outside my room.

      "What?" I asked as I passed him the water.

      He grunted in appreciation and took a long drink.  "The rest asleep?"

      I nodded.  "Lane's in his room, probably so he doesn't have to hear everything.  Seth's asleep in the recliner with anime playing.  Pretty sure Ian's in his room.  Why?"

      "I seriously want to take her on a date," Trent said.  "Just us.  The three of us."

      "You do know she'd go alone with you," I countered.

      He shrugged.  "Oh, I know that.  It would also be easy.  The strange thing is that I think she's honestly ok with all of this."  He paused for another drink.  "Pax, she doesn't expect us to pretend to be something we're not to make her life easier."

      "No shit," I hissed.  "But stop for a second and think about that.  Elena thinks that she has to put us first.  She was raised that she's not worth demanding anything for herself.  That she even called to ask us for tonight?  We both know she could've had Ian or Lane come over and they wouldn't have hesitated."

      "Or Seth," Trent grumbled.  "I'm pretty sure he's in love with her."

      "Good," I said.  "I also know that the only one of us she's said those words to is Lane."  And I leaned back against the wall across from him.  "Trent, I like this woman.  Probably more than I should, and definitely more than I expected."

      "I want to protect her," he said softly.  "Feeling her just relax into me like that?  It..."

      "Yeah," I breathed, understanding what he meant.  "What's the point in being a beta if we can't make her feel safe, right?  With us, with anyone else - doesn't matter."

      "Yes!" Trent said, almost groaning the word.  "That's exactly what I mean.  How long has she been torn down by her ex?  Made to feel like she wasn't good enough.  She's convinced that she's 'old,' and the way she talked about Karen?  As if Elena wasn't twice as beautiful just because she's no longer a girl?"

      I was nodding.  "So, we convince her otherwise.  On our own or together.  Doesn't matter.  And I don't care if you spend the night with her without me.  I'm probably going to do it when I can."

      He just scrubbed at his mouth.  "You know I prefer sex in groups."

      "Wasn't talking about sex," I assured him.  "I'm talking about the rest.  Believe it or not, she doesn't want us for our dicks.  That woman needs a few men who can fix things so she doesn't need to worry about them, hold her when she's had a bad day, and give her a fucking reason to laugh.  For months now, her life has been nothing but handling the next problem.  Her divorce, her move, her daughter, and then learning that we're real.  She deserves..."

      "To be happy," Trent finished for me.  "So how do we 'just' make that happen?"

      The sound of a foot on the stairs made both of us shut up.  I turned to see Seth hauling himself to bed, but the sight of us made him pause.  His eyes raked over both of us, then he shoved a hand through his hair and made his way over.  When he was close enough, he jerked his chin at the door.

      "She sleeping?"

      "Yep," I said.

      Seth murmured as if that was a good thing.  "She likes you guys, you know."

      Trent just huffed out a laugh.  "How do we make this woman happy, Seth?  As in the laughing type, not the ever after type."

      "Always hoped that one would lead to the other," he admitted, his voice proving he wasn't all the way awake yet.  But Seth pushed at his hair again, finger-combing it back so he could fix his ponytail.  "Look, Elena's serious.  She's always had to be, so start small.  Jokes, guys.  Tickles.  The silly and childish things you'd think she's not into?  Yeah, I think she kinda is."

      "He's got a point," I admitted, catching Trent's eye.

      Trent just sighed.  "You know, being with her isn't like being with Karen."  He held up a hand before either of us could bite his head off.  "Hear me out.  Karen was easy.  She believed we were in charge, and basically fawned over anything we wanted.  Elena?  I always feel like I'm playing catch-up, like she has her life together and doesn't even need me."

      "She doesn't," Seth pointed out.  "So don't try to make her into some useless piece of ass.  She keeps us around because she likes us, because we make her feel good about herself, and because we're not a complication she has to manage.  That woman?"  He glanced at the door as if we didn't know who he was talking about.  "She'll pick up your socks, cook your breakfast, and all of that.  But then she'll stop looking at you like you're her hero and start treating you the way she does Gabby.  So, don't act like her child."  He shrugged.  "That's what Ian told me."

      "I don't do that," Trent insisted.

      "But," Seth went on, "she doesn't seem to care if we're idiots.  I mean, she makes me so nervous sometimes, but if I admit it, she thinks it's cute.  Fucking cute, right?"  He laughed once.  "I dunno.  It's like all the games don't matter to her.  She's not like most girls because she's a woman.  And yeah, maybe we're out of our league, but she doesn't seem to mind.  So, treat her like a partner, not a conquest, I guess."

      I just stared at him.  "When did you become the smart one?" I joked.

      "No fucking idea," he admitted.  "I just know that I don't want to screw this up, so I guess I'd rather look stupid than risk it."

      "She's not going anywhere," I pointed out.

      He gave me the dirtiest look ever.  "Doesn't mean you'll be included in her love life, though.  She's here for Ian and Lane right now.  They put in the effort.  You two?  You're so used to picking up Ian's scraps that you think that's all there is, but I'm willing to bet, now that she's turned her attention on you, you've realized that you like it.  You don't wanna be the leftovers anymore, right?"  So he pointed at the door.  "The answers you want are lying in your bed, and if you don't want her there, send her to mine."

      I pushed myself away from the wall.  "You're pushing a little too hard, Seth."

      But the little fucker just moved to face me.  "This isn't about your pride, Pax, or Trent's ego.  It's about her.  I get the impression that this is very much an all or nothing deal in her mind, so don't you dare fuck this up for Lane.  We all know that Ian would skin us before putting him through losing her."

      I paused, checking my urge to show my dominance.  "You're right," I admitted.  "Sorry, man."

      Seth just slapped my shoulder.  "All good.  I'm also willing to fight for her."  He looked over at Trent.  "Pretty sure you're there too."

      Trent just pointed at me.  "I go with him."

      So Seth smiled.  "Figure your shit out, Pax."

      "I'm fucking trying," I hissed.  "But don't you get it?  You keep talking about only having one long term relationship.  Us?"  I gestured to Trent to make it clear exactly who I meant.  "We didn't have any.  We were Ian's betas by the time we could walk.  The only relationship I've ever had was Karen and a few one-nighters.  I have no fucking clue how to keep from screwing this up."

      "Tell her that," Seth said.  "She gets that we're wolves.  She knows that we didn't grow up the same way she did."

      "She's willing to say what she wants, too," Trent added.

      "Yeah," I mumbled, leaning back against the wall.  "Shit.  Screwing her?  That's easy.  I know how to make her feel good.  Protecting her?  Same. I can kill anyone who tries to hurt her.  Making her happy, though?"

      "So we need to spend more time with her when we're not naked," Trent decided.

      I nodded in agreement.  "Yeah.  Guys, we're going to need some kind of schedule, because we can't take over all her time."

      "That," Seth said, pointing at me.  "That's how you impress her.  Thinking about her time?  Being considerate like that?  She'll notice."

      Which made me realize I wasn't as bad at this as I'd feared.  I'd been thinking about this relationship in terms of impressing her and seducing her.  What I needed to do was care about her.  To be considerate.  Shit, and all of that sounded just like how I treated these guys.

      "We just need to treat her as if Ian picked up a female beta," I said.  "Part of the team."  Then I began to smile.  "And she wants to be a wolf."

      "Uh huh," Trent said.  "That's why she wanted to go without condoms."

      Seth chuckled at me.  "Sometimes, Pax, you're a fucking moron, man."

      "Fuck off," I laughed.  "That thought actually went with the other, about treating her like a beta."  I leaned my head back against the wall.  "I have never liked a woman this much, guys.  I just want to listen to her talk all day long.  I could sit in that office and watch her on the phone.  I'm actually more worried about fucking her simply because I don't want her to think I'm just in this for a piece of ass, and I've never been like this before."

      "You have a crush," Trent teased.  "Seriously, man.  That's what this is."

      "Shit, I stopped crushing on girls when I was in high school."

      Trent just lifted a brow.  "Yeah?  Because thinking about her all the time, smiling stupidly when she's around, and overthinking how to even talk to her isn't what you did back then?  I was there."

      "Like you're any better," I shot back.

      "I hide it better," he pointed out, but the grin made it clear he was right there with me.  "So, I say we crush on her like teen boys.  Let's go over the top."  He tilted his head at Seth.  "All three of us, Pax.  Flowers, lunch dates, and stolen kisses.  Besides, I'm pretty sure she won't say no to adding another dick to her fun."

      "She is into it," I agreed.

      "Wait."  Seth looked from Trent to me and then back.  "You're basically talking about replacing Karen with Elena, and this isn't - "

      "No," I insisted, stopping him before he could go there.  "I'm not just talking about sex.  Shit, how long did we go without it?  Yeah, and I like her more because of it.  Because I actually know her now.  Karen?  I just talked to her to get some.  All I'm saying is that if all three of us get her flowers, all three of us make sure she has company at lunch, and things like that, then there's also nothing wrong with all three of us falling into her bed at the same time."

      "One wolf and one man," Seth countered.

      "Yeah..." Trent muttered.  "About that.  Pretty sure we just convinced her to change her mind."

      I straightened, realizing something.  "Shit, guys.  Gabby!  That's been a big deal to her, right?  She's muddling through figuring out how to be a single mom of a teen daughter.  Now her kid's a wolf too.  Elena set that rule because she didn't want to do anything inappropriate in front of her kid, and we need to fucking respect that."

      "Ok?" Seth said.  "Pretty sure we're all trying."

      "But Gabby knows," I continued.  "Pretty sure everyone has told her about alphas and their betas - including what happens sexually.  Since she's an alpha, it's something she needs to know, but it also applies to us.  To this entire relationship.  And just because there are more of us wanting to share Elena's time, doesn't mean it's always about sex.  All we need to do is make it clear to Elena that Gabby understands that, and prove to our mate that her daughter doesn't think that every time we're around is simply to fuck."

      "Shit," Trent breathed.  "When she asked us to convince her dad to sign away his rights?  Yeah, she said something about us being her dads.  Plural.  All of us."  He looked up at me.  "That's how we handle this.  If we're going to invade her life and spend most of our time over there, then we need to figure out how to be stepfathers to a teenage wolf shifter."

      "We're not the best role models," I countered.

      "We can be," Seth insisted.  "We're the betas of the largest pack in North America right now.  We don't have to be traditional father figures.  We just have to give a shit, Pax.  We just have to put in the effort."

      "The right effort," I countered.

      "No," he said.  "There is no right in this situation.  Elena wants to know we care about more than our dicks.  We do.  So, even if we look like idiots trying to figure out how to be stepdads or wolf teachers, or whatever else we do, so long as we're honestly trying - and listening to her - I think we're fine."

      "She just needs to know we care," Trent realized.  "That we're all in.  But are you?"

      "I am," I admitted.

      "Me too," Trent assured me.

      "So am I," Seth said.  "And I'll even wait to drop those words until you two - "

      "Oh, no," I said, cutting him off.  "Nope.  If you're thinking them, then you have to say them.  That's the rules, Seth."

      "Fuck off," he grumbled.

      "Have to," Trent said, siding with me so easily, even if I was full of shit.

      Seth's face was getting redder.  "And when she doesn't feel the same?"

      "Then you keep trying," Trent decided.  "Just like we will.  And, who knows, maybe the three of us will even figure out how to impress a real woman."

      "Fucking hope so," Seth mumbled even as he turned away to head to his room.  Then he called back, "You have a woman alone in your bed.  Stop acting like chicks and go cuddle or something."

      I just caught Trent's eye and nodded slowly.  "I'm definitely doing this."

      "Together," Trent said, offering his fist.

      I tapped mine against it, then reached for the door.  I would never understand why, but everything felt a little easier when I knew my best friend had my back.  Adding Seth was just a bonus.  We'd screw this up together, or maybe - just maybe - we'd figure out how to be exactly the kind of men she deserved.
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      I woke up on Saturday morning between Pax and Trent, tucked between them as the middle spoon.  It was oddly nice, although getting out of bed without waking them up was impossible.  The moment I stirred, Trent sucked in a breath and shifted back, giving me space.

      "Morning," he managed, his voice hoarse from sleep.  "I set your stuff by the door last night."

      So I rolled over to face him.  "I didn't mean to wake you," I whispered.

      He smiled, the look amazingly tender and sweet.  "Mm, but I like waking up beside you."

      Then Pax rolled over to wrap his arms around me.  "Morning, honey.  How do you feel?"

      Ok, I liked this.  Everything about this.  The fact that I was lying naked in bed with two men.  The fact that they made me feel like they cared.  Even the fact that the other guys knew I was here and were ok with this.  It felt... liberating.  Then there was the other fact, that for all I knew, I could be infected with lycanthropy right now, and then I'd become like them.

      In that moment, I understood why Gabby had convinced Roman to bite her.  Alone in this room, without the realities of life that were waiting outside, the fantasy of perfection was a little closer.  For just a second, I could pretend that nothing else mattered, and somehow being a wolf would make everything better.  I knew it didn't work like that, but I let myself enjoy the feeling for just a moment, aware that a smile was taking over my lips.

      "What?" Trent asked, seeing it.

      "What if I'm going to become a wolf?" I asked, looking back at Pax.

      "Mm."  He snuggled a little closer, then kissed my arm.  "Then I'd get more blow jobs?"

      "Pax!" Trent snapped.

      "Kidding!" Pax said, letting me go so he could flop onto his back.  "Relax, Trent.  It was a joke."

      "Jesus, you're a pig sometimes," Trent told him.  "But, Elena, I'm hoping for it.  I can't even say why, because it won't change anything.  I still like the idea of you being..."

      "One of us," Pax finished for him.  "So, if you get a headache, or start to feel like you're coming down with something, let us know, ok?"

      "Ok," I said, sitting up.  "Think anyone will care if I use the shower?"

      "All yours," Pax promised, moving so I could get out of the bed.  "Breakfast?"

      "You don't have to do that," I insisted.

      Trent chuckled.  "It was more a question of what you want, since we're going to make our own anyway.  Eggs?  Pancakes?  A full spread?"

      "Surprise me," I decided as I grabbed my bag and headed to the door.  "Oh, and, uh...  Thanks for last night."

      "Anytime," Trent promised.

      Pax just let his eyes run across me, silently saying the same thing.  So, before I could blush like an idiot, I grabbed a towel from the floor, wrapped it around myself, and headed to the bathroom.  I didn't know why.  All of these guys had seen me naked, and there weren't any kids in the house, but old habits die hard.

      Thankfully, the hot water helped wake me up and soothe muscles that I was pretty sure would ache later.  In the heat of the moment, I'd bent in ways I probably shouldn't have.  I also regretted nothing.  Being in the middle of both of them?  Letting them take turns with my body like that?  I could only imagine having all of them on me at the same time, and it sounded like that was an honest possibility.

      More than that, there was this feeling in my chest.  That foolish excitement that made me want to giggle.  I actually felt comfortable with those guys.  I liked them.  In all honesty, I didn't really know them as well as I wanted to, but the parts I did know, I was pretty fond of.  Any one of these men would make me happy.  They were all enough on their own, but together?  How had I gotten this lucky?

      When I was done, I threw everything back into my bag and pulled out my phone.  As I headed downstairs, I checked to make sure that Gabby was still ok.  I'd gotten a message from her while we were all having dinner last night, and nothing since.  Granted, it was before noon, so she was probably still asleep.  I sent a quick text to her anyway, following my nose to the scent of bacon.

      But it wasn't Trent or Pax in the kitchen.  Instead, it was Lane.  He wore only a pair of pajama bottoms and an apron - which ended up looking cuter than I'd imagined - and was scowling at the food.  Then, suddenly, his head snapped up and he looked over at me.

      "You're awake," he said, his scowl completely vanishing.

      "And I think your bacon's winning," I teased.  Dropping my bag by the back door, I made my way over to help.  "What has you looking so intent, Lane?"

      "Crispy or chewy?" he asked, moving to wrap his arms around me.  "I was trying to remember which you liked, because I heard the shower going."

      "Trent and Pax said they were going to cook."

      He leaned in to kiss that spot on the back of my neck he liked so much.  "I was faster and said I wanted to."

      So I turned to face him.  "Wanted to?"

      "Mhm..."  He guided me away from the stove then up against the counter.  His mass didn't pin me there, but he was close enough that it almost counted.  Then he pushed a damp strand of my hair behind my ear.  "They got to have all of your attention last night. It's my turn."

      "With food," I teased, unable to keep from smiling.  "Keep this up and I'll get fat."

      "You'd be cute fat," he assured me, before stepping away to turn the bacon over.  "Um, are you doing anything tomorrow?  It's Valentine's Day, you know."

      "Actually..." I paused as I heard feet on the stairs, turning to see Ian making his way down.  "I'm thinking I should spend it with Gabby.  I mean, this is probably the last time she'll care about spending it with her mother."

      "Want company?" Ian asked.  "No is an acceptable answer, Elena."

      "No," I decided, hoping that didn't sound rude.  "I've never been a huge fan of the holiday anyway, but we usually make some cupcakes and pig out on sweets while watching girly romance movies.  It's sorta become our thing."

      Ian nodded, but he was looking at Lane.  "And having that crashed by five men would probably change the focus away from her.  I get that."

      "Can I get her a present?" Lane asked.

      I had to turn around to see him.  "Like what?"

      He was pulling out the bacon to drain on a paper-towel-covered plate.  "My sister used to love Valentine's Day, and Gabby reminds me a lot of her.  She died in the crash.  I just thought that maybe a stuffed animal or something.  No, she's too old for that.  I could probably get her - "

      "Stuffed animals are fine," I assured him.  "I don't really think women ever outgrow those.  And if you can find a little wolf?  She'd be thrilled."

      Ian stepped in, hooking his arm around my shoulders before leading me into the living room.  "Let him cook," he said. But once we were a little further away, he added, "Yes, he's nervous.  Lane's trying really hard not to be too much, but it's not easy for him."  Then he guided me down onto the couch, taking the spot beside me.  "I told him not to embarrass you or to assume that you spending the night here means he has free rein."

      Which explained so much.  "Actually," I said, "I'm trying to accept that this is just normal.  Ian, I keep feeling like we're all working really hard to keep this from being weird, which ends up making it weird. It just seemed easier before."

      He ducked his head.  "You're right.  Look, I don't want to push.  None of us do, but every time we think we know where the line is, you move it a little further, and while we're not complaining, the truth is that we're a little worried about chasing you off."

      "I'm not going anywhere."  I looked up and met his eyes.  "I have five boyfriends.  I am the Alpha Female.  I'm ok with this, and I'm going with the theory that all of you are as well.  I mean, I slept with both Trent and Pax last night.  We've already had an orgy in your hot tub, which is how I got this title.  What more is there to worry about?"

      "Dunno," he said.  "What makes you sit two inches away from me today when you didn't before?  What kept you from wrapping your arms around Lane, when that's not been a problem previously?"

      Ok, he had a point, but he was also willing to talk about it.  That actually made this easier.  "Mostly because I don't know what's allowed."

      "We don't either," he assured me.  "In our ideal world?  You'd crawl out of bed with them and into someone else's.  You'd come downstairs and kiss your mate, and then another.  I am well aware that you're sleeping with all of us, and they all know it too.  This isn't a secret and it's not cheating, so what's holding you back?"

      My face immediately began to feel warmer because I knew that answer.  I just wasn't sure I could say it without sounding like an idiot.  Still, I was willing to try, even with Lane standing in the kitchen making no attempt to hide that he was listening in.

      "We didn't use protection," I blurted out.  "I want to be a wolf, and I know you're supposed to be the leader, but I did that with them first, and I'm not sure if there's some wolf culture rule that I broke."

      Ian's mouth split into a grin, then he began to fight it, trying not to let me see how much he wanted to laugh.  "No," he promised.  "Oh, Elena, no, that's not a problem.  I'm thrilled that you want to turn.  Besides, there will be no way to know who infected you unless you get bit.  It doesn't matter."

      I sighed, letting out the tension I hadn't even realized I'd had.  Then I just leaned into him.  Ian immediately wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and together we leaned back against the couch.  In the kitchen, Lane was smiling at me, which meant this was ok.  My little fantasy was still intact.

      "So, it's just a free-for-all?" I asked.  "I mean, how do I not make this weird, Ian?  Pax said it was just a kink before I knew you were wolves.  Now?  I understand why you all work this way - in theory.  I mean, you share everything you have with them, including me.  I get that.  What I don't understand is if I'm supposed to be yours first, yet Lane's fated for me, and shouldn't that mean more than my attraction to Seth, Trent, and Pax?"

      "No," Lane said, slashing his hand through the air to stop that before it started.  "No, I'm fated for you, which means I want you to be happy.  They make you happy, so that makes me happy.  Just like you with Gabby and Roman.  You love Gabby, but seeing her giggle about that boy makes you smile instead of being jealous."

      "Different love," I told him.

      "Same idea," Ian countered.  "You could be jealous that your daughter's growing up and wants someone else's attention.  Lane could be jealous that you're not always doting on him.  It's the same idea, even if the details are different."

      "But I want you happy," Lane said.  "Ian takes good care of you.  You get along with Seth better than I expected.  Trent and Pax?  Well, you were smiling when you came downstairs, so I'm guessing they make you happy enough.  If they don't, well, tell me."

      "Or me," Ian added.  "And it's ok to kiss him, kiss me, curl up with one of the others, and more.  See, we don't have those limits, Elena.  You do.  We're trying to see what you're comfortable with."

      "So, I could sit in your lap," I said, "and kiss Lane?"

      A pan clattered on the stove just as Ian grabbed me and pulled me over.  The moment my ass was on his legs, he wrapped his arms around my waist, holding me there.  Lane appeared before me a second later, bending in to press his mouth to mine - and he kept going, pushing me back into Ian's chest.  Lane's arm moved to the back of the couch, Ian's hands didn't budge, but I felt lips on the side of my neck a second later.  It was enough to make my lips part, and Lane's tongue was right there.

      They kissed me.  Both of them.  Ian's arm moved higher until his hand spread across my chest just at the base of my throat.  Lane cupped the other side of my face, holding my mouth to his as his tongue swirled around mine, teasing me.  Then I heard a soft laugh, proving we were no longer alone.  It was enough to make both of them pull back.

      Only to reveal Seth standing behind Lane adjusting himself.  His cognac-colored eyes slid down my body just before he moved in to kiss me gently, sweetly, savoring my lips before brushing his lips across my cheek.

      "So..." he said, turning for the kitchen.  "The twins fell back asleep, I think.  They were also up in the middle of the night having a minor panic attack."

      "About what?" Lane asked, following him as if that kiss had been completely and totally normal.

      "Oh, they really like this woman, and it seems that she's not freaked out because they get off on working together, so they were convinced it was too good to be true and that they were just the consolation prize."

      "Fuck," Lane grumbled.  "Idiots.  But yeah, let them sleep.  Hey, grab the eggs?"

      "Sure, but I'm making pancakes," Seth said.

      I heard them.  I did, but my heart was racing and I was breathing too hard.  Never mind that I probably needed a new set of panties.  Then again, since Ian's lap had a rather suspicious bulge under my ass, I clearly wasn't the only one.  Then I felt his lips against my shoulder as he kissed my shirt.

      "See?" he asked, his voice just a whisper.  "Normal.  Allowed.  And this is all we want."

      I turned, pulling my knees up beside me so I could see him.  "Me too.  Ian, none of you are consolation prizes."

      "Good," he breathed before kissing me again, this time able to reach my lips.  "I also don't care if I'm first, last, or somewhere in the middle.  Being the Alpha is about the pack.  About having a leader for this thing we're doing.  Our relationship?  I don't want there to be a first or second.  I just want to have you, Elena, for as long as you'll let us."

      "Then help me figure out how to handle this in front of Gabby?" I begged.  "She knows I'm dating all of you.  The problem is that I don't know what's too much - or too little.  I have no idea how to be a mother to a werewolf, or if any of this is going to traumatize her later on.  I want this - so much - but I don't know how to make it work."

      He pulled me against his chest and hugged me.  "You know, when I was a boy, we just knew that humans couldn't know.  This was a wolf thing, which meant none of their business.  I also didn't think it was weird at all that my mother had more than one mate.  So, maybe talk to Gabby about it tomorrow?  Or Kim?  Heather?  My dad?  I honestly don't know, but I've never raised a child, so I'm letting you make the calls on this."

      "Your dad," I decided, snuggling my face against his neck.  "And I think I'll tell him that I'm going to be a wolf, too."

      "Mm, and that's the kind of Valentine's Day present he'd love."  Ian kissed the top of my head.

      Me?  I was watching the guys cooking together.  Lane had taken over a massive pan of eggs.  Seth was whisking up pancake batter right beside him.  I couldn't hear what they were saying, but both guys were smiling, not even concerned about me wrapped in Ian's arms because this was normal.  This was my new life.

      This, right here, was why I wanted to be a wolf.
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        CHAPTER 40

      

      

      

      I made it home that afternoon and still beat Gabby.  It was nice, though.  We'd both had a wonderful weekend, although the fact that my daughter fell asleep early on Saturday proved that she'd probably been up all night with Olivia giggling the night before.  Then, on Sunday, the two of us had the best Valentine's Day I'd had in years.

      We made cupcakes for breakfast.  Red velvet ones with pink icing, just because we could.  Then, still wearing our pajamas, we grabbed blankets and curled up on the couch to enjoy a few romance movies.  Gabby groaned at the cheesy parts and I wanted to blush at the more adult ones.  Not that it showed anything - these were made for TV movies - but my mind kept jumping back to my night spent pinned between Trent and Pax.

      Halfway through the second, there was a tap at the door.  I paused the movie, and Gabby jumped up to see who it was.  The moment she opened the door, my daughter began to squeal with delight.  Expecting it to be Roman, I hurried over - but no one was there.  Instead, set up on our front porch was a collection of flowers - in three different vases.  Then there were two adorable little stuffed dogs.  No, wolves.  One was red, but the other was a grey pattern that was close enough to Roman to count.  Then there was a pair of heart-shaped boxes filled with chocolates.

      Set in front of it all was an envelope addressed to both of us.  Gabby reached for the Roman dog, but I had to know, so opened the envelope.  Inside was a sweet Valentine's Day card, but it was the signature that made me smile the most.

      
        
        The most amazing women in Wolf's Run deserve a little pampering.  Enjoy your mother/daughter day, and know that we already miss you both.    ~Your Guys.

      

        

      
        P.S. The grey one is from Roman.

      

      

      "Well," I said, "it looks like your boyfriend and mine decided to get us some presents."

      Gabby was already hugging the grey wolf.  "I think this one's yours, Mom. It looks like Lane."  She passed me the red one.

      It really did, too.  The whole thing made me smile, because I'd said that we never got too old for stuffed animals, and clearly he'd paid attention.  So Gabby and I put our new toys on the couch, then moved the flowers inside.  One vase held roses.  Another had sunflowers.  The last one had daisies and carnations, but they were all beautiful.  Besides, there was just something wonderful about getting flowers.  I wasn't even sure why, yet I liked it.

      Then the rest of the day was ours.  In all honesty, it was nice to do absolutely nothing.  Gabby and I talked about pretty much everything.  Her play was a big part of it, along with her upcoming quinceañera.  I mentioned a few things I wanted to do with the house - like new furniture - and we decided the colors needed to change.  Then we started talking about guys.

      She told me all about her date with Roman. I was fine with that, but when she asked how mine went, I clammed up.  How the hell did I answer that?  Tell her my threesome with the neighbors was great?  Not going to happen.  But this was my daughter, and the more we talked, the more I realized what it meant to be an alpha.

      "Mom," she groaned, "stop blushing.  You spent the night with them.  Duh.  For the last how many years, you've made it very clear to me what happens when you sleep over with boys."  Then she turned on the couch to face me.  "But I like them.  I know you worry about that, so I figured I'd just make sure you know."

      "I really like them too, Gabby. I also think Roman's very sweet, and don't tell, but I understand why you had him bite you.  I sorta had the same talk with my boyfriends, and I think I'm going to consider it.  Becoming a wolf, I mean, since you won't have to leave the pack if anything happens to me."

      "Yeah?"  A massive smile took over her face.  "So, who's going to bite you?"

      "Uh..."  Well, shit.  That backfired.  "I'm not going to get bit," I finally managed to say.  "I'm just not worrying about it.  If I get exposed, then I figure it was meant to be.  So, don't expect me to turn anytime soon, ok?  And if I catch this thing, you'll have to stay with Henry or Ashley until I make it through.  But if I don't, I'm going to name Ashley as your guardian, ok?"

      She groaned.  "Mom, you're going to be fine."

      "I'm just taking precautions.  Although, Henry offered too.  So..."

      "Ian," she said.  "If anything happens to you, I want to live with Ian and his betas.  C'mon, they're already like my dads, and Ashley's cool, but she's not really a mom type, you know?"

      "So Henry," I said.

      Gabby huffed at me.  "Sure.  If Ian doesn't want to, then that's fine, but I think you're so convinced that you can't put this on your boyfriend that you're missing the obvious.  Ian's the alpha.  He'd be my guardian anyway - legally or not.  You're just thinking about this like a human.  Besides, nothing is going to happen to you.  Promise!  Everyone says that having an alpha help you return to your body the first time makes it much easier, and you have more than one!  Henry, Ashley, Kim, Ian, and even me!"

      That made me smile.  "So, you're calling yourself an alpha now?"

      Her mouth opened, and she just paused.  "I'm not supposed to say anything yet.  Pax made me promise that I won't call Roman and Olivia my betas until he decides I'm ready, but it's taking forever."

      "It's been months," I corrected.  "Only a few of them, and I heard you can't really defend yourself yet."

      "But I'm learning," she insisted.

      "Which is great," I agreed.  "The problem - as I understand it - is that once you say you're an alpha, the others can challenge you.  That means you need to be sure you're ready for it.  Not to have Roman and Olivia fight for you, but to do it yourself.  I don't really like the idea of it, but I also don't want you to rush into anything and end up getting stitches like Roman did."

      "I know," she mumbled.  "But I figured you deserve to know that I can do it too.  I've been practicing with Roman and Olivia, learning how to trigger their shifts, right?  That way, if no one else is around, I'll be able to make sure you can turn back.  I mean, I just want you to be a wolf with me, Mom."

      "I'm trying.  But..."  My guts twisted with nerves, yet she'd given me the perfect chance to bring this up.  "Gabby, you know I'm dating Ian and all of his betas, right?"

      "Uh, yeah."  She gave me a look like I was an idiot.

      I just nodded, trying to keep myself from chickening out.  "And I know everyone has talked to you about being safe with humans.  Well, I'm the human here, and I think I've underestimated you.  I keep thinking that dating all of those guys at the same time is wrong, or dirty.  I was raised that a woman should be loyal to her boyfriend or husband.  One man and one woman.  But you keep saying it's a wolf thing, and you act like it makes sense to you."

      She pulled her knees up to her chest and pushed her face into her plush wolf.  "Mom, it's not just wolves!  Lots of people do it.  I mean, so long as everyone is ok with it, then it's ok, right?  And with alphas and their betas, it's just normal.  Besides, they all like you.  A lot!"

      "I know," I assured her, "and that's not my problem.  It's that I like having them come over.  I like doing dinners together and things like that.  I just feel like I'm being a bad mother when I kiss one and then another."

      "Or have them spend the night," she teased.

      "Or that," I agreed.  "But I'm trying to accept that you know I'm with them, and they know I'm with them, so this is ok."  I paused, well aware that I was making a mess of this.  "Gabby, what I'm saying is that I want to be open about my relationship with them, but I don't want to make you uncomfortable."

      She just shrugged.  "It's what wolves do, Mom."

      I could feel my face getting too warm.  "And if more than one of my boyfriends spends the night?"

      "You might need a bigger bed," she teased.  "Mom, it's ok.  I know you think I'm going to be horrified, but it's what the other kids talk about.  I like that they make you happy, and I want all of them to be my stepdads, ok?  Just..."  She scrunched up her face.  "I kinda like being an only child."

      The laugh rushed from my lungs.  "Good."  I'd never been this embarrassed in my life, and I was supposed to be the adult here.  Still, I'd handled the sex talk with her, and the period lesson.  I just had never expected to be doing this!  "I have no intention of having more kids, Gabby.  If it happens, then it's meant to be, but I'm pretty happy with just you."

      She lunged across the couch to wrap her arms around me in a tight hug.  "I love you, Mom.  I'm ok with you being happy.  I really am, and we do not have to do more weird talks like this, ok?  Wolves share, and we're wolves, even if you aren't yet.  So, can we just pretend it's normal for you, and if I'm worried about something, I'll ask?"

      "I'm so ok with that," I agreed, hugging her back.  "Ah, I love you, mija.  I just wish there were rules for how to handle becoming a werewolf with a teenage daughter."

      Because when I'd thought about dating after divorce, I'd never imagined any of this.  Everything I knew said that I was going to end up traumatizing her, but what else was I supposed to do?  She deserved to at least know when I was serious about someone - especially a man who I intended to have in her life for a while.  Or a few of them.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning was beautiful - which matched my mood as I headed to the office.  Like always, Roman picked up Gabby for school, but this time my daughter waved as they drove away.  Then, when I stepped inside, I found an impressively large bouquet of flowers on my desk.  Beautiful ones in pastel shades, and a little card was sticking out from the top.  Naturally, I had to read it.

      A little something to brighten your day and prolong a perfect weekend.  ~ Your Guys

      I was smiling at the card, convinced that these guys were perfect, when Ashley walked in.  She saw the flowers and sucked in a breath, then snatched the card from my hand without asking.  Her eyes scanned the text, and then she just giggled.

      "Ok, they're cute," she admitted.  "And, should I even ask how the weekend went?  Because this sounds like you had some fun."

      "I've been exposed," I said softly.  "But that's not the best part, see - "

      The sound of the door opening behind me made me close my mouth and turn a little too quickly.  Thankfully, it was only Seth.  Then Trent and Pax walked in behind him.  I waited for a second, but Lane and Ian didn't follow.  Pax, however, was smiling at me as if he could read the guilt on my face.

      "Talking about us?" he teased.

      "I was trying to get her to," Ashley said.  "What do you guys need?"

      Seth moved to my side and slipped an arm around my waist.  "Just wanted to make sure she got the flowers."

      "And the presents on the porch yesterday," Trent added.

      I nodded.  "All of it.  Gabby loved the little wolf."

      "Just Gabby?" Pax asked.  "So, where's the stuffed Lane?"

      "On my bed," I admitted.  "And I'd like all of you to know that it was the perfect chance for me to talk to Gabby about, um, us."

      That even made Ashley's mouth gape open in surprise.  "And?" she demanded.

      "Well, I feel like I'm breaking every parental rule I know, but we talked about me dating all five of you guys, and..." I looked at my boyfriends.  "She's ok with it.  Probably more than I am.  So, no more rules on who spends the night, how many, kissing in front of her, or any of those things."

      "Just keep it kid-appropriate," Seth said, pulling me against him to kiss my shoulder.  "Freaking out a little?"

      "A lot," I told him.  "I feel like I'm corrupting her, or being a bad example, but what else am I supposed to do?  Hide this?  I think that's worse.  I mean, this is serious, right?"

      "Very," Trent promised me.  "Elena, we've been dating since last fall.  Months now.  This isn't a fling for any of us."

      "Which means she deserves to know," I said.  "So, it's all official, and can be out in the open.  No more limits on who can come over, or when, or any of that." I repeated it, mostly to help convince myself and my eyes jumped to Ashley.  "I have five boyfriends, and I'm learning how to make this work."

      "Good," she said, then flapped her hand at the guys.  "And don't distract her for too long.  We might be slow, but still."  Yet when she headed back to her office, she was smiling at me a little too much.

      Thankfully, the guys only stayed for a bit.  They wanted to make sure I liked the flowers, but they all insisted it had been a group idea.  Not a single one would budge, but it didn't matter.  I really liked that about our relationship.  They weren't trying to show each other up, but rather worked as a team.  I felt like I was on top of the world.

      Then, Lane showed up at lunchtime to spoil me a little more.  He'd stopped to get something for both of us to eat, and surprised me by knowing what I preferred.  Just like with the others, I let him know that we no longer had to be careful around Gabby, but he was more concerned about me wanting to be a wolf.  Not that he tried to talk me out of it.  Rather, he sounded like it made him happy in a way I hadn't expected.

      In truth, I was starting to get excited about this idea too.  I was going to be a wolf.  I'd divorced my husband and had dreamed of starting my life all over - and getting it right this time.  This felt like the perfect way to do that.  Maybe it was extreme, but all of my friends seemed convinced that I wouldn't have a problem.  The only reason I was worried was because of my own insecurities, and I wasn't going to let them control me anymore.

      I wanted to be strong.  I wanted to be free!  I had always longed to have my own independence, but I'd never been the loner type.  So far as I could tell, this was the best of it all.  I'd have nearly magical powers - even if they insisted it wasn't magic - and it just felt right.  This place felt like exactly where I belonged, and my pack was quickly becoming the family I'd longed for.

      But the arrival of a client ended our lunch a few minutes early.  I headed up front to handle her issue, and Lane promised he'd clean up for me.  He also dawdled a bit, making it clear he wasn't ready to go.  It was cute.  Just as I was finishing the client's information change and running her card for the back due balance, the front door opened again.  Ian strode through, glanced at the flowers, and smiled.

      "Alpha," the client greeted him.

      "Hey, Lisa," he said.  "Don't let me interrupt."

      "Just finishing," she promised as I handed her the receipt to sign and a copy for her own records.  "Looks like someone had a good Valentine's Day."

      "Just trying to spoil our mate," he agreed, tipping his head as she left.

      Which was when Lane stepped out from the back.  "You already missed lunch," he teased.

      Ian chuckled.  "Well, there goes my idea to steal her away."  But he was smiling.  "I was thinking we should do dinner at my place toni - "

      The ringing of his phone cut him off, and it wasn't the usual ringtone.  A look of confusion took over Ian's face as he pulled it from his pocket and swiped at the screen.  He answered with his full name, and then his entire body froze.

      "Olivia?" he gasped, pulling the phone from his ear to put it on speaker.

      "Ian!" the girl hissed, refusing to do more than whisper.  "There's a - "  A rattle of pops in the background obscured her voice.  "He's shooting!"

      "Fuck," Lane snapped, turning for Ashley's office.

      My blood froze, my heart stopped, and I forgot to breathe.  I could feel tingles racing across my body even as my mind stalled out, but Olivia kept going.

      "I'm with Gabby and Roman, but he's in the halls.  I don't know what to do and I can't get my mom!"

      Then my daughter's voice came over the speaker.  "It's Mason.  He doesn't know where we are, but he's running in the halls.  Ian, you have to call the cops."

      "Where are you?" Ian demanded, looking up at Lane.

      "The biology class storage closet," Roman said, proving the three of them were together.  "I'm texting my mom.  Gabby's backpack is still in the class with her phone."  Then there was another burst of shots.  "Fuck, he's coming," Roman breathed.

      Then the call went dead.  I cried out, unable to stop myself, because what did that mean?  What had just happened to our kids?  I could feel the tears in my eyes.  I couldn't breathe.  I had no idea what to do, and my hands were shaking so hard I was completely useless.

      But Lane was on the phone. I couldn't hear what he was saying, but he sounded intense.  Ashley had her keys in her hand as she headed straight for me.  Ian just turned, his eyes finding mine, but I could barely process all of it.  All I knew was that my child had just become a statistic.  That was supposed to be a good school.  She'd told me the boy was weird, and I'd been worried about normal bullying?

      "I got her," Ashley said.  "Go, Ian.  Just fucking go!"

      And before I knew it, the guys were running out the door.  Ashley just grabbed my arm and hauled me from my chair.  Without slowing, she snagged my purse with her other hand, draped it over her shoulder beside her own, and then began tapping at her phone while dragging me outside.

      "Dad?" she said into the phone.  "Emergency.  Shooting at the school.  We're moving, but the office is yours.  Call all the parents.  Every one of them.  Elena's orders."

      "What?" I asked as she put her phone away.

      Ashley just pulled me faster.  "We're going to make sure our pups are safe," she told me.  "Just get in, put on your seatbelt, and don't scream at my driving."

      I hadn't even realized it, but we were almost at her house, with her car parked right out front.  I headed to the passenger side and got in.  Like she'd told me, I put on the seatbelt, but all I could think of was my little girl.  Prayers were spinning through my head, asking God to keep her safe, because I'd heard those pops.  Those gunshots.

      And I couldn't stop thinking about what Roman had said just before they hung up.  He's coming.
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        CHAPTER 41

      

      

      

      I didn't wait for Elena.  Ashley had her, and I knew that.  Instead, I jumped in my SUV, trying to think of the fastest way to get there.  Lane took the seat beside me, so I passed him my phone even as I headed out of the community.  The time it took for the gate to open felt like an eternity, but it gave me the chance to see Ashley towing Elena out of the office.  Then I was off.

      Screw speed limits.  Fuck playing it safe.  The school was fifteen minutes away - at least - and I had every intention of making it there in five.  Beside me, Lane was calling the guys, keeping it short, sweet, and directly to the point.

      "Shooting at the school, Ian and I are on the way.  Get the rest and move."  Then he called the next, most likely not waiting for an answer.

      "What are we doing?" I asked as I passed a vehicle moving too slow.

      Lane just kicked off his shoes.  "No idea, but we have to do something."

      Yeah, that was the truth.  "Ok, we'll take the back side.  Tell the guys to head to the front."  Then I blew out a breath.  "And if any of our kids are hurt?"

      "Exposure," Lane breathed.  "Fuck!  I'm telling Bridget too."

      "Yeah," I breathed.  "We're going to need to start contact tracing, because if anyone turns because of this..."

      "Ian," Lane said, turning to look at me.

      "Just get undressed!" I snapped.

      "The kids," he pressed.

      "I know about the kids," I insisted.  "I'm trying really hard to assume they're ok, so fucking change, because the one thing we can do is stop this guy.  I don't care how we explain going into the school.  All that matters is that if you bite him, you'd better kill him so he can't turn, Lane."

      "Not a problem," he growled before ripping off his shirt.

      Because I couldn't think of any of our pack being dead.  Not right now.  We could fix them.  Somehow, I'd find a way to do that, even if it exposed us.  This had all been my idea.  I'd believed that living in modern society would be safer for us, but I'd never considered the threats that came with it.  Different ones, but just as lethal.  But things like this were supposed to happen somewhere else, to someone else.

      My eyes were jumping from mirror to mirror, doing my best to avoid killing us before we could do something for our pack.  My heart was racing.  My hands on the steering wheel felt clammy and damp, yet my mind was clear.  Too clear, calculating all of the possibilities of what we could find once we got there.  Dead kids, traumatic injuries, people talking about werewolves and a police line that would prevent us from doing anything to help.

      "We have to get inside," I breathed.  "These kids always do the same thing.  They shoot the place up and kill themselves.  It's a way to go out in a blaze of glory."

      "It's that boy that spit at us," Lane said.  "Mason, that's what she called him.  The same one who barks at them."

      "He's targeting us," I realized.  "The wolves.  It has to be."

      "Not for long," Lane promised, leaning his chair all the way back.

      Then he shifted.  It wasn't perfect, but the position put him below the line of the windows, hiding his transformation a bit.  A security camera angled the right way might still catch him, but it was worth the risk.  Right now, everything was worth the risk.

      Lane was barely finished before I turned into the parking lot for the athletic building.  It wasn't the main school area, but this would make it easier for us to come in from the back.  Never mind that the sirens in the distance would most likely aim for the front first.  Finding the closest spot, I parked, turned off the truck, and hopped out.

      Lane hopped over the console to use my door, then we both paused.  He sniffed at the air, and I could see the fur lifting along the back of his neck.  Even to my human-form senses, I could smell the gunpowder.

      "Which way?" I asked him.

      He started trotting, and I followed.  The building in front of us was for the football team.  Probably lockers, gym equipment, and storage for the gear.  Once we made it around that, the pair of us stopped, looking at the open field between us and the back of the school.  All of my hunting instincts said this was a bad idea.  It was too visible, too exposed, but it was the only way to get there.

      Then a door at the back burst open and a man ran through.  No, a boy, and there was a wolf right on his heels.  Lane barked, three short sounds, and the wolf stopped even as Lane rushed forward.  I had just enough time to recognize Roman's coat before he was back in the building, and Lane was leaving me behind.

      "Fuck," I grumbled, all too aware of the gun the guy held.

      But he wasn't looking this way.  The boy kept turning back, trying to find the wolf that had clearly chased him out of the school.  He never saw Lane coming, not even as the massive canine hit him hard from the side.

      The gun flew from his hands.  The sounds of Lane's snarls and clacking teeth was loud, but mostly to distract and confuse the kid.  Lane's teeth closed on nothing but the guy's clothes, slinging him even further from the gun and onto his back.  Then my beta stalked him, growling in a way that convinced me he would have no problem with killing this kid.  As soon as I was close enough, I grabbed the gun and threw it as far away as I could, but Lane had this.

      "If you don't bite me," the boy - Mason - warned, "I will spend the rest of my life exposing what you are."

      I was breathing hard, but trying not to show it as I moved to stand behind my brother.  "I like how you assume you'd survive."

      The kid looked up and his eyes went wide.  "You..."

      "On your stomach," I ordered.  "If you don't, I'll turn my dog loose."

      Because a plan was coming to me quickly.  Elena had assumed Red was just a dog.  He was too soft, she'd told me later.  Too well cared for to be a wild animal.  She was right, but that meant he'd also be easy to explain away.  A wolf hybrid.  One trained as a guard dog for the community.  Humans would think nothing of it, and this kid had already proven he was insane.

      "Fuck you," the boy said.

      So Lane growled louder, lifting his teeth.  The kid was on his rump and Lane loomed over him.  There was no way he could do more than continue to keep scooting back.  If he tried to get to his feet, Lane would be on him.  He couldn't run like this - and the sirens were getting louder.

      Then the kid lifted his chin.  "I know what you are."

      "Yeah?" I asked, refusing to admit it.  "How?"

      "I know about Xander changing.  He turned into a fucking wolf, and everyone from that place has the same eyes.  Even Gabriella, and she didn't used to."  He clenched his jaw.  "But they won't turn me."

      "Because you're clearly insane," I said.  "Get on your stomach."

      "Just turn me?" he begged.  "You're all werewolves.  I know you are, but they all laugh at me when I try to tell people.  They call me crazy, but it's real!"

      Fuck this.  Moving around Lane, I shoved the boy over, onto his stomach, and then yanked his arm behind him.  The only weird thing was that he didn't try to resist.  He just let me!  I couldn't stop thinking about how many kids were hurt inside, but I would not confirm his suspicions.  I couldn't.

      If this boy ever got real proof of what we were, he'd spend the rest of his life trying to expose us.  For now, the world would think he was crazy.  Sure, I felt bad about that, but my pack came first.  They always would.  The simple fact that this kid had decided to threaten the others to get what he wanted instead of proving that he could be trusted?  Yeah, it made that guilt a lot less intense.

      "I don't know what you think I am," I said, "but the cops are around here somewhere.  If you try to run, I'll have my dog stop you again."

      "Your wolf!" he snapped.  "I fucking saw Roman change in there!"

      "And someone who shoots up a school is clearly insane," I countered.  "Red, if he gets up, make sure it doesn't happen again."

      Lane barked, making it clear he approved, so I took the risk of pulling out my phone.  With one knee on the kid's waist, one hand holding his arm bent a little too far behind him, I used the other to quickly dial 9-1-1.

      "9-1-1, what's your emergency," the operator asked.

      "I'm at the high school on Main Street, and I have the shooter.  We're in the back, and I have him pinned with my dog making sure he can't get away.  Can you send some cops out here to take this kid?"

      "What's your name, sir?" she asked.

      "Ian Langdon," I said.  "My stepdaughter goes here, and I was in the area when she called."

      "Ok, I have a group of officers heading your way.  They will be armed.  Do exactly what they say."

      "Tell them I have a dog," I said.  "Make sure they know he's big, and he's protection trained."

      "Yes, sir."  There was a pause, and then she was back.  "Are you or anyone injured?"

      "No," I assured her just as a cluster of police in riot gear came into view.  "I see the cops," I promised.

      "Ok, sir, stay on the phone with me," she said.

      "Red," I ordered, "go lie down.  Good boy.  Just lie down and stay."

      Lane ducked his head, but at least he understood what I was doing.  Taking a few steps back, he lay down like an obedient dog, dropped his head onto his paws, and then we just waited.  I made sure to turn so the police could see the phone to my ear, but that was the best I could do.  The guns pointed at us were intimidating, but this had to happen.  It was the only way to make sure this ended safely.

      Then one of the cops yelled, "Hands in the air, both of you!"

      I lifted my arms but didn't move my knee off of Mason.  The kid pushed his forward, since that was the best he could do while on his stomach.  It seemed to be enough, though.  The officers swarmed in, a pair of them looking at Lane suspiciously.

      "Stay, Red," I ordered.

      He whined his compliance.

      "Trained?" one of the cops asked just as another tossed my phone away and pulled me to my feet.

      "Yes, sir," I told him.  "He was in the truck with me, and when I saw this boy running across the grass with a gun, I sent him after the kid."

      "Uh huh."  The cop patting me down sounded like he didn't care at all.  "Any weapons on you?"

      "Keys in my pocket, and I tossed his gun over that way," I said, while motioning with my head towards the direction of the weapon.  "My phone's now in the grass somewhere.  That's it.  Oh, wallet in my back pocket."

      They found those, pulled them out, and checked to make sure I had nothing dangerous.  Another cop found the gun, but I couldn't see what he did with it.  Four more pulled Mason to his feet, then cuffed him and patted him down.  I tried to keep track of all of it, but I'd never been in a situation like this before, and I really didn't want anything to go wrong.  Not now.  Not with what I knew Mason was going to say.

      Sure enough, "They're werewolves!" the boy screamed.  "That's why he's here!  He's the one in charge, and they're all over."

      The guy who patted me down chuckled at that.  What he didn't do was cuff me.  When the boy was hauled away, however, the pair with me lowered their guns and turned their complete attention on me.  The whole time, Lane didn't move.

      "Now, why were you here again?" the man on the left asked.

      "I was heading to the store when my stepdaughter - um, girlfriend's kid.  She called me saying there was a shooting, and I could hear gunshots in the background.  I didn't even think.  I just headed this way."

      "And how did you end up back here?" the other asked.

      I tilted my head toward where my truck was parked.  "That was the closest entrance.  I had my dog in the truck, and I was thinking that I had to do something.  Um, I don't even know what, but I was here, and I had Red, so..."

      "You were going to run into the middle of an active shooting?" the first one asked.

      I laughed once.  "I didn't really think about it.  My kid was in danger and she called me.  Me, not her mom.  I don't know if she tried and couldn't reach her, or what, but when she hung up saying the shooter was coming?  I just stopped thinking."

      "And thought your dog would save you."  The man was nodding slowly like I was an idiot.

      I just glanced over at Lane and mentally apologized for the truth I was about to say.  "I figured that it would be better for him to get shot than my kid."

      "Ok," the second one said, slapping my arm before turning me toward the front of the building.  "We're going to need to get someone to take the dog, and you're going to have to go to the police station, sir.  We'll need to question you."

      "Um, I probably have friends around here.  I sent texts to everyone from Wolf's Run, letting them know what was going on."

      "What was your name again?" the first cop asked.

      "Ian Langdon," I told him.  "My father owns the community.  I work for the place.  For all I know, my girlfriend's already here, but my phone..."

      The second cop groaned, then walked over to pick it up.  The first just kept leading me toward the front of the building.  The whole time, Lane stayed right where he was, acting like the best-trained dog ever.

      "Can I call my dog?" I asked.

      "Sure," the man escorting me decided.

      "Red, come!"

      Lane rushed over to my side, putting his shoulder against my leg.  Together, we let the police decide what happened next. The whole time, I was hoping someone would say the kids were ok, or that some message would come across the radios these police officers carried.  Instead, all I heard were groups calling out that areas were clear or safe.

      Then they started asking for paramedics, and my heart dropped.
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      We arrived at the main parking lot at the front of the school to a pair of police cars blocking the way.  Ashley didn't care.  She just pulled her car onto the grass and parked as if that was completely normal.  The moment the car was stopped, I jumped out, intending to run inside and take care of my daughter, but my best friend caught me at the front of her car, yanking me to a halt.

      "Stop!" she hissed.  "You can't go in there, Elena.  They'll shoot you."

      "Better than shooting Gabby," I wailed.

      She pushed me against the side of her car just as a truck pulled in beside us.  "The cops, you idiot," she said.

      Then Pax pushed around her, wrapping his arms around me in a hug.  "I got her," he promised.

      The problem was that I didn't care.  I couldn't stop thinking about Gabby, and Olivia, and even Roman.  The shooter was coming?  Had he found them?  Were they dead?  All I wanted to do was cry, but I couldn't.  I could barely pull my eyes away from the building.

      More police cars were showing up.  A lot more.  Thankfully, most of them ignored us.  One cop yelled for us to stay back, but Ashley just lifted a hand, showing she'd heard.  That seemed to be enough to let him move on.  The massive amount of sirens was so loud, but I couldn't hear any gunshots.  Then again, for all I knew, the fire alarm sound could've been enough to drown that out.

      "I smell gunpowder," Seth said.

      Ashley nodded.  "Me too.  I can't hear shots, though."

      "Blood?" Trent asked, taking a long breath.

      "Nothing," Pax said.  "But we wouldn't out here.  Kid probably fired off a few shots before he went in, though.  Where's Ian?"

      Ashley began tapping at her phone.  "Um, my Find Friends shows him around the back of the building, but he's not moving."

      Seth scrubbed at his face with both hands.  "Do we need to go check?"

      "There are a million cops around here," Ashley told him, her voice almost a growl of warning.  "What we need to do is make sure we keep Elena from doing anything stupid and listen to see if there are any problems.  Shit!"

      "We should've been inside," Trent grumbled, turning to pace between his truck and Ashley's car.  "What if they're hurt?"

      "Shut up, Trent," Ashley warned.

      But I was already thinking about that.  My child could be lying in there bleeding to death for all I knew, and I was standing out here helpless.  The only thing keeping me from losing my mind were the groups of police officers heading into the building in what looked like some kind of tactical formation.  Then there were the ambulances all taking over the parking lot.

      "What if she's hurt?" I asked, not sure who my words were for.  "What if she's dead?"

      "She'll be ok," Pax promised, holding me a little tighter.  "She has to be, honey.  Our girl's a strong one.  She's smart enough to make it through this."

      "What about the other kids?"  The words were almost a sob.

      Because how many bodies were lying in those halls?  How many children had their lives changed forever today?  Standing out here, I felt so helpless, but there wasn't anything I could be doing.  If I tried, I'd only make it worse, and I knew that, yet every second felt like it took an eternity. Time was moving so slow.  Nothing was happening, and my child needed me.

      More than all of that, I needed her.  To see her, to hear her, to know she was safe.  My daughter was my entire world, and I was sure that every other parent felt the same way.  Right now, Kim and Heather would be losing their minds, trying to get here to find their children.  So would all the other parents in our pack.  But that, at least, was something I could deal with.

      "We need to make sure the kids can get home without waiting for their parents," I said, my eyes jumping over to Ashley.  "There's no way they're going to be able to make it through the cops to pick them up.  And if we see them, we need to let them know they're ok."

      "Ok," Ashley said, pulling out her phone.  "I'm having Dad make a group chat for all the parents.  He's in the office, so has the records.  What else, Elena?"

      "We need to know if anyone stayed home today.  Someone else will need to check on the middle school and elementary school kids."

      "On it," she promised.

      Pax turned us so he was leaning against the car, letting me use his chest to rest against while I kept going.  "If anyone is hurt, we'll need to help the parents get to see them..."  And then the reality of that hit me.

      "Blood..."

      "Shit," Seth breathed, moving closer.  "We'll need to track exposure."

      "If anyone's even hurt," Pax reminded him.  "For all we know, that kid could've been shooting at the walls."

      "In a school this size?" Seth asked.

      "Seth," Pax warned.  "Shut the fuck up."

      Ignoring him, Seth grabbed my hand.  "Elena, someone is going to have been hurt.  Hopefully, no one was killed.  Your job is just to take care of Gabby, but if some of these kids were exposed when they tried to do first aid?"

      "I know," I agreed.  "If they're left alone, they'll get hit by cars, right?"

      He canted his head as if that wasn't quite right.  "It's one problem.  Being alone is another.  We'll have to figure out how to keep track of them, or visit them - "

      "The kids," I broke in.  "We have enough in the community.  Someone is going to be in the same grade, or same class, or same group of friends.  One of them will have a reason to check in and make sure they're ok.  The trick is going to be figuring out who could've been exposed."

      "Which," Pax pointed out, "means that we're assuming one of ours got shot!"

      "Mason's been barking at them!" I yelled, spinning to face him.  "I know you want to protect me, but acting like everything is perfectly fine when cops are storming into my kid's school isn't helping, Pax!  My daughter is inside there, and someone's going to be hurt, so I'd much rather think about what to do next than pretend like a fucking rainbow's about to shoot out of my ass!"

      He caught both sides of my face.  "Breathe, Elena.  Yell at me if it helps, hit if you have to, but take a breath, honey.  You're as pale as a sheet and I can feel you trembling."

      He was right.  I knew he was.  I also appreciated that he wasn't mad at me for snapping, but I couldn't think about that.  I just had to keep moving forward, making plans because then I'd know what to do when the worst happened.  If I thought it out already, I'd have a blueprint to follow and -

      The sight of teenagers pouring from one of the doors made my mind stall out.

      Dozens of kids, all in a straight line, ran from the side door of the building toward the police.  A pair of cops waved them over, letting them know where to go, but they just kept coming.  My eyes scanned each one, looking for a face I recognized, but I had nothing.  Then Ashley let out a rush of air as if she recognized someone.

      "That's Lucy," she said, lifting her phone to start texting.

      "I'll get her," Trent told us.

      Then another door opened.  This time, the kids weren't running.  They all had their hands up, and they walked as fast as they could, but they looked terrified.  I could see blood splattered across their clothes, which confirmed my worst nightmare - until Gabby came into view.

      "Gabby!" I screamed.

      Her head snapped up, but she didn't head my way.  Instead, she opened the door wider as Roman, Olivia, and Xander came through it.  The problem was that Xander didn't look too good.  The boy was pale and while his arm was wrapped around Olivia, Roman's hand on his back was helping to push him forward.

      As soon as they were completely outside, all four of them lifted their hands like the rest of the kids, but Xander was moving a little slow.  The others seemed overly focused on him as well, but he was moving.  Then another batch came through behind them.

      "She's ok," I breathed, wanting to rush to my daughter.

      Only the line of cops kept me from doing it.  As each student reached them, they were checked quickly and allowed to keep going.  Once Gabby, Olivia, Roman, and Xander were cleared, they turned right for us.  That was all Trent and Seth needed.  The guys rushed forward as Pax's arms tightened around my waist again.

      "Shit," Ashley breathed.  "Xander's hurt."

      "I'm fine," Xander said when he was close enough.

      "He got shot," Gabby told us.  "We put a maxi pad on it so the medics wouldn't try to treat him, but he needs to see Bridget."

      "Where?" Pax demanded, letting me go to help the boy into the back seat of Trent's truck.

      "Hip," Xander said, lifting his shirt and pushing at his pants to show a wound right across the side of his waist.  Thankfully, it didn't look fatal, just very painful.  "Fucking Mason wanted to kill us."

      That was when Trent came back with the other girl and a boy I didn't recognize.  The girl looked right at me.  "What do we need to do, Alpha?"

      "Call your parents," I said without thinking.  "Let them know you're ok, and then find the others.  We need to make sure the entire pack's safe."

      "You heard her," Seth said, taking over.

      I had to grab Gabby and look her over.  "Are you hurt at all?"

      "I'm fine, Mom," she promised.  "I don't think Mason killed anyone, but he wanted to."

      "He was coming after us," Olivia said.  "Where's Ian?"

      Which was the problem.  I didn't know, so I just shook my head.  "He's around here somewhere.  Olivia, have you talked to your mom?"

      She nodded.  "We all did after Roman chased Mason out the back."

      "That's where Ian was," Roman told me.  "He and Lane.  Lane told me to retreat, so I ducked back in, got dressed again, and helped the girls with the wounded."

      "Was anyone exposed?" Seth asked.

      "No," Gabby promised.  "The only one of ours that was hurt - that I know of - was Xander.  Olivia and I took care of him.  A few other kids were shot, but nothing fatal."

      "Gabby made all the girls pull out tampons and maxi pads," Olivia told us.  "We used those to stop the bleeding, and the pack kept Mason from just shooting everyone."

      Then Gabby's head snapped up.  "There's Sam."  Before I could keep up, she hurried to the front of Trent's truck.  "Samantha!"

      "Oh thank god," her human friend wailed, running over to hug Gabby so hard.  "Is Xander going to be ok?"

      "I'm fine," he growled from the back seat.

      Samantha's entire body tensed.  "There's an ambulance.  He needs - "

      "No," Gabby said.

      Which was when I realized what was going on.  "What did you do, Gabby?" I asked.

      My daughter licked her lips.  "We had to, Mom.  He was going to kill us, and Sam was there."

      "What," I demanded, "did you do?"

      Samantha just reached up to touch my arm.  "They saved all of us, Ms. Castillo.  I was in the closet with Roman, Olivia, and Gabby.  Mason found us, and he was going to shoot up the whole room, but Xander came in and tackled him.  And then Mason shot Xander, so Roman started taking off his clothes, and..."  She looked at Gabby, who nodded, then Samantha kept going.  "He changed.  He, um, became a thing and chased Mason out of the building.  It's why no one else got shot!"

      "Oh, shit," Seth said, and all of us shared a look, because that phrase was the only one that worked today.

      Then Roman tapped Gabby's arm.  "The cops have Ian."

      He pointed, and sure enough, a group of them were leading him towards a police car.  Then I saw the "dog" at his side.  Before I could think, before I could realize how stupid this might be, I left my daughter, the boy bleeding in the back seat of Trent's truck, and all the other kids - and I just ran toward him.

      "Ian!" I yelled.

      He paused, looking at me.  "Elena, have you heard anything?"

      "Gabby's ok," I told him.

      "Red," Ian ordered, sounding like he was talking to a dog.  "Go to Elena.  Good boy."

      "Red, come," I yelled, hoping that was what he wanted.  Lane galloped over toward me and sat, acting like a perfectly-mannered pet, so I bent to ruffle the fur around his neck and breathed, "Please tell me they think you're a dog."

      He licked the side of my face, which I could only assume meant that was a yes.  So, patting my leg like it was a command, I closed the distance to the officers. Lane just moved with me, going so far as to wag his tail like he was happy.

      "This is my girlfriend," Ian explained.  "Elena's daughter is one of the kids here, which is who called me.  So, yeah, I never made it to the store, but it worked out."

      "Ok."  The policeman with him turned to me.  "Are you willing to take responsibility for the dog?  Mr. Langdon's going to need to go to the station and answer a few questions."

      "Yeah, sure..." I agreed.  "Ian, are you ok?"

      "I'm fine," he insisted.  "How are the kids?"

      "They're ok," I promised.  "Shaken up and scared, but they're all going to be ok.  Gabby was with her friends, and we found Lucy and a boy she knows.  Ashley's getting in touch with all the parents, letting everyone know when we find their child.  Sounds like they're all ok, though.  A few scrapes and bumps, but Gabby doesn't think the boy killed anyone."

      "Good," Ian breathed.  "He kept telling me that Red was a werewolf.  I think the kid was disturbed."

      I realized he was giving me a big hint.  "Yeah.  Um, call if you need me to pick you up?"

      "Actually..."  He looked at the cops.  "Can I have her drive my truck home?  I think one of you has my keys."

      The police shared a look, then one of them nodded.  "Sure. Ma'am, we'll need your name and information, but it sounds like they got the only shooter, and all of the stories are confirming it.  Still, if we have any questions, we'd like to get in touch with you."

      So I traded my phone number and name for Ian's keys.  Once that was done, the Pack Alpha was put into the back seat of a police car, but I was allowed to take Lane with me.  This was going to be ok.  Just normal procedure now, I hoped.  Everything should be fine, and all of our kids seemed to be ok.

      Without thinking, I reached down to rest my hand on the soft fur between Lane's ears.  "Thank you," I told him.  "I don't even know what you did yet, but I know you did something."

      He just leaned his head against my leg, but it said enough.  We were going to be ok.  Thanks to them - my boyfriends, the kids, and all the wolves in the pack - everyone was going to end up ok.
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      It took a while to get everyone out of the school.  Slowly, one by one, the kids found the rest, and we kept sending messages to parents.  Most had shown up.  Others were still on their way.  A few couldn't make it here and were losing their minds.  Ashley took pictures of their children just to make them feel better, and promised that we had them.  We'd take care of them, so all the parents needed to do was go home.

      Eventually, we were allowed to leave.  Trent said he and Pax would take Xander straight to Dr. Bridget.  Roman grabbed his car and gave a ride to another boy who lived close by.  Ashley ended up with a group of girls and a boy I didn't know, and Seth offered to ride with her.  I got Gabby and Olivia, but there was one problem.  Samantha couldn't get ahold of her mother.

      "What about your father?" I asked as we walked our way around to where Ian had left his truck.

      "He's in Japan," she said.  "A thing for work."

      "Text him anyway," I told her.  "And I'll give you a ride back to your house, but I don't want you staying there alone.  Now, where does your mother work?"

      "Um, she's in a call center," Samantha admitted, telling me the name of the company.

      I pulled out my phone, unlocked it, and passed it to her.  "Can you find the main number for the company for me?"

      "Ok?"  She opened the browser and started looking for their website.  "What are you going to do?"

      "I'm going to make sure that if she hasn't heard yet, she'll know you're ok."  I glanced down at Lane.  "Seems Sam saw the kids."

      He stopped walking and his canine head swiveled over to Gabby.  One woof was all he had to say.

      "It's not our fault," Gabby told him.  "Lane, she was in the closet with us, and Mason came in, and then Xander tried to stop him but got shot, so then Roman had to chase after him, and it just happened, ok?"

      Lane sighed, but Samantha was looking at him.  "Lane?  Like, the neighbor guy?" she asked.

      "Yeah," Gabby said.  "That's Mom's boyfriend.  He's one of the pack leaders.  Just... Sam, don't say anything, ok?  You're not supposed to know about this."

      "But you know," Sam hissed.

      "And this is a big problem," I told them both.  "Stop talking about it until we get in the truck.  Lane is just Ian's dog, Red, right now."

      Olivia laughed, but the sound came out more like a huff.  "Isn't he big for a dog?"

      "I honestly don't know anymore," I told her.

      Because I felt like I didn't know anything.  Right now, I was supposed to be the adult in charge, but all I wanted to do was lose my mind and scream as loud as I could.  Unfortunately, that wouldn't help these kids any.  It wouldn't even help me, although it might make me feel a little better.  I just had to hold it together for a little bit longer.  Just until we got home.

      Thankfully, Samantha found the right website and passed the phone over to me.  I clicked the link with their number as we turned the corner, walking up the street to the parking lot by the athletic center.  Lane was leading the way, so I was willing to bet that this was where they'd come in.  It was the only parking lot on the back side of the building.

      The phone was answered quickly enough.  "Telecommunications center, this is Lauren, how can I help you?"

      "I'm looking for Natalie Adams," I told her.  "She's an employee, and there's been an emergency with her daughter."

      "And you are?" the woman asked.

      "Elena Castillo.  Her daughter is a close friend of mine.  There was a shooting at their school."

      The woman's breath rushed out.  "Let me get her."

      The hold music began to play, but it didn't last long at all.  Before I knew it, Sam's mom was on the other end.  "Elena?" she asked.  "The operator said a shooting?"

      "She's fine," I told her.  "She's been trying to call you, but couldn't get through.  I'm with her right now, and she's perfectly fine.  I just wasn't sure if you could get out of work or if you wanted me to take her back to my place."

      "It's at least a forty-five minute drive to get home," Natalie said.  "Yeah, um, I need to..."  She sounded exactly the way I felt.

      "I'll take her back to my house," I assured her.  "She's with Gabby and another girl named Olivia.  I'm not sure if you've met her.  Just come over when you can, and I'll make sure everything's ok until then."

      "Thank you," she breathed.

      "Let me let you talk to her," I offered, passing my phone to Samantha just as we reached the truck.

      A press of the key fob set off the lights and I heard a click.  Pressing it again, it sounded like all of the doors unlocked.  Gabby and Samantha headed to the door behind the driver.  Olivia and Lane headed to the other side.  I was a little surprised when Olivia opened the passenger side for Lane, but he hopped into the front seat and she closed it behind him, and then headed to the back.

      When I got in, I realized that my boyfriend's clothes were on the floorboard.  There were three girls in the back seat, and when he changed, he would be completely naked.  Never mind the problems of him doing that here!  There were still cops all over the place, and the street was packed with cars.

      I managed to adjust the seat and get the truck started just as Samantha offered my phone back.  "Thank you," she said.  "Mom's going to pick me up, but it might be an hour or so."

      "Not a problem," I assured her, pretty sure I'd said that already, but my mind couldn't keep track.  Then I looked over at Lane.  "Are you ok in the front seat like that?"

      He just leaned over and licked at my arm twice, then curled up on the seat.  Well, as far as I could tell, that was a yes.  So, I backed up and did my best to get on the road.  Due to the thick traffic, I ended up heading the wrong way - away from Wolf's Run, but there was no way I could've made a left turn across this traffic.  Instead, I took the long way, using it as an excuse to talk to Samantha.

      "What exactly did you see?" I asked her.

      "It's ok," Gabby assured her friend.  "Mom's still human, but she's also kinda in charge of things."

      "That doesn't help," Samantha said.

      "Kinda does," Olivia assured her.  "Just tell her, Sam."

      "Ok..."  The girl sounded nervous.  "So Roman took off his clothes, and then he kinda turned to like, a liquid?  More like a mist, but thicker, you know?  And then there was a monster."

      "Lycan," Olivia said.  "He went full beast mode, Alpha, but it made Mason run out of the building."

      "But he said he changed to wolf in the halls," Gabby told me.  "And as soon as they were gone - "

      I cut her off.  "I asked Sam, Gabby."

      "Oh."

      Samantha tried again.  "I mean, it's kinda what they said.  I've heard Mason joke that the kids from Wolf's Run are all werewolves, but we just thought he was crazy.  And then Roman did that... thing and went after Mason.  Gabby grabbed his clothes, and started organizing things.  It was like Gabby became a drill sergeant, and all the other kids from there just listened, you know?  Then, when things were just starting to calm down, this dog ran into a classroom, and Gabby went in after it.  She and Roman came out."

      "And what do you think about that?" I asked.

      She shrugged.  "I dunno.  It's kinda cool, I guess?  Like one of those stories I read.  Gabby said that's why it's called Wolf's Run, and that I couldn't say anything, but I guess you know too?"

      "Yeah," I said, reaching over to pet the top of Lane's head.  "Sam, you really can't tell anyone.  Not even your mother.  She wouldn't believe you."

      "I wouldn't!" she promised.  "I mean, there's got to be a veil, right, and if you let the secret out - "

      "Uh, no," Olivia said.  "There's no veil, and no protectors, and I've never seen a vampire.  It's a virus, Sam.  Like HIV, kinda.  It modifies our genetics and we all have it.  That's pretty much it."

      "Oh."  Samantha sounded almost disappointed.  "Does getting bit really make you turn?"

      "It does," Gabby said.  "It's just one way to get infected, though.  Sex, blood transfusions, and things like that."

      "So that's why you didn't want Xander to see the paramedics!"

      I glanced in the rearview mirror to see Olivia nodding.  "He could expose them, and then they could turn, and it's kinda scary.  I mean, I've never done it.  I was born this way."

      "It's scary," Gabby assured her.  "Well, confusing is a better word.  Like the way they make bad drugs sound, you know?  Like the world is all messed up.  But after that, it's pretty cool."

      "You will not turn anyone!" I snapped.  "You hear me, Gabby?"

      "I know, Mom," she groaned.  "Ian already said the same thing."  Then she turned back to Sam.  "Ian's the pack alpha, and he's dating my mom.  Well, and his betas.  I'll tell you all about that later."

      "This is such a mess," I grumbled under my breath.

      But my wolf-child heard me.  "It's ok, Mom.  Sam's cool, and see, she's not even freaking out.  And if Ian says anything, I'll tell him how it happened, because we really didn't have a choice, but I knew she'd be ok.  Plus, now she can hang out with us again, right?"

      "No exposure," I insisted.

      "Because she doesn't want you to end up a werewolf," Gabby explained.  "And you really don't want to until you can live with the pack. It's crazy, but once you get this?  It's like being away from others like you is the biggest fear I have.  So, having to live alone with your parents would be so hard."

      Lane just licked my hand, making it clear that he was listening in as well.  Maybe he couldn't say anything because he was in the wrong body, but I wouldn't have to repeat all of this for him.  Thankfully, I turned into Wolf's Run before the conversation in the backseat got completely out of hand.  Without thinking, I headed right for my own drive, remembering about Olivia only after I'd parked.

      "Crap, I should take you home," I said.

      "Mom's not back yet," she told me.  "I'm supposed to stay with Gabby until I hear otherwise."

      "Ok."  Then I looked at Lane, but my words were still for her.  "Get his door while you're at it?"

      While the girls piled out, I reached over to collect his clothes, boots, and everything else.  Olivia waited until Lane jumped out, then closed the door behind him.  Together, we all headed for my front door with my daughter leading the way.

      I felt like I was going to lose it any minute.  The willpower holding my sanity together was starting to fray.  Adding on the complication of Samantha was more than I really knew how to deal with, plus Ian was at the police station, and we had how many kids who were probably freaking out?  Didn't that mean it was my responsibility to make this all work?

      Inside, I told the girls to get a drink or snack, and kept walking straight to my room.  Lane followed, but when I moved to set his things down on the bed, he turned to close the door, using a paw to push it hard enough to latch.  The moment it was shut, he began to shift, forcing me to jerk my eyes away.

      "You're ok," he promised as soon as he was in his human body again, walking over to pull me against his naked body.  "I got you, Elena.  She's fine, they're all safe, and we'll handle this."

      "Samantha knows!" I gasped, pressing my face into his chest.

      "And we'll deal with that."  He stroked the back of my head soothingly.  "But Gabby's safe.  The pups are fine.  They handled that as well as they could."  Then he leaned back to look at my face.  "And you are such an amazing woman.  You just stepped in to take care of those kids.  I'm proud of you, Elena.  I mean, listen to them.  They're fine!"

      Because in the other room, those three girls were laughing.  Sure, it was tense and nervous-sounding, and they'd probably all have nightmares tonight, but they were fine.  They were alive, and that boy hadn't been able to hurt them.  Not physically, at least.  I'd have to remind myself of that over and over, but my little girl was fine - no thanks to me.

      "And you stopped that boy from getting away, didn't you?" I asked.

      He just kissed the top of my head.  "The pack did," he assured me.  "Ian was with me, and Roman chased him out the back of the building.  We saw the boys, and I told Roman to get back, so he went in to take care of his pack."

      "And I just stood there," I breathed.  "Pax was all but holding me up!"

      "Shh," Lane said, palming the side of my face.  "It's ok.  They're fine."

      "Because they're wolves," I hissed.  "Because Xander will heal faster, and Gabby kept her wits, and you stopped him.  Lane, I can't be an alpha if I'm this weak!"

      "You're not weak," he insisted.

      "I feel like it!"

      His thumb swept across my cheek.  "You were calm when a group of scared kids needed it.  You were caring when they were lost.  You didn't ask what they needed, you just called parents and counted heads, making sure we had our entire pack.  There's nothing weak about that."

      "But that boy knew what the kids are," I insisted.  "What if he'd come here with a gun instead?"

      "Then we'd kill him."

      "After how many died?" I demanded.  "And me?  What would I do?  I'd hide, Lane.  I'd have no other option, the same way I did with Karen.  Just like I always have.  I'd wait for someone else to save me because I still can't fucking save myself."

      I thumped my fist against his chest, my words getting more strained with each one that fell out.  Lane didn't seem to care, though.  When the first sob finally broke free, he just pulled me closer and wrapped his arms around me, letting me finally cry the way I needed to.

      "I will always protect you," he whispered softly.  "It doesn't matter to me if you can do it yourself.  I will still need to, so I will."  His arm moved to cradle my head.  "Always, Elena.  Even when I have no teeth left.  I will take care of you, not because you think you're weak - since I do not - but because you deserve it."
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      Elena allowed herself to cry for a few seconds, but that was all.  The whole thing made me feel useless.  She took care of the girls until Olivia and Samantha's mothers showed up.  In the middle of that, Ashley called to say she was picking up Ian from the police station.  Evidently, there had been a camera on the back of the athletics building which caught enough of the ordeal to clear him.

      The other betas made checks of every family who'd had a child at that school.  They were all ok, even Xander.  Dr. Bridget gave him three stitches, Trent said, and mentioned her praising the boy for not exposing the first responders.  She also approved of Gabby's quick thinking with the maxi pad.  Over the rest of the evening, I was on my phone, checking updates, but mostly I just wanted to make sure my mate was ok.

      This was one thing I couldn't just fix for her.  She'd been scared, and I understood that she felt like she had to be strong for Gabby now, but as soon as the girl went to bed, I scooped Elena into my arms and took her back to her room.  Everything else could wait.  All of the schools were closed tomorrow.  Ashley didn't expect her to come into the office.  Most importantly, I didn't care about any of it.

      I lay Elena down in her bed, getting a weary smile from her, but it looked honest.  "I'm staying the night," I told her.

      "Ok," she agreed, gesturing for me to close the door.  "You have to, right?"

      I turned the switch to lock her bedroom, but paused with my back to her.  "Baby, when you say that, it makes me feel like what you want doesn't matter as much as what I do."

      The bed rustled as she sat up, then she blew out a breath.  "I'm still trying to deal with the insanity of today.  Right now, it's easier to just keep thinking about what comes next until I finally figure out that she's actually ok.  That boy tried to kill my daughter, Lane.  Somehow he knew what the kids are - he had to, since he was always barking at them - and he was willing to kill them because of it!"

      "I know."  Slowly, I turned around to face her.  "There will be people who want to kill us.  Others will want to force us to turn them.  It's no different than the rest of the world.  People murder, gaslight, and abuse others all the time.  The only difference is that being a wolf sounds amazing and magical, like some cure for all their problems."

      "But it kinda is," she insisted.

      "It's really not," I assured her, crossing the room to cup her face.  "Sure, Xander will be healed in a few days.  That's a nice benefit, but what about the fact that he'll always risk passing this on to any lover he has for the rest of his life?  What about the constant paranoia of wondering who knows, if we were seen, or what someone will do if they had any idea?  It's not a miracle, Elena.  It's a trade-off."

      "So why am I doing this?" she asked.

      I kicked off my shoes and moved to sit beside her.  "I honestly don't know. Why are you?"

      Her mouth fell open as she looked at me.  "But I thought you wanted me to."

      I shrugged.  "That's what I want.  What do you want?"  And I reached over to push her hair back, watching her eyes close at the contact.

      I loved the way she always relaxed into my touch.  It made me want to do it again, lean in to kiss her neck, and guide her back onto the bed, but I didn't.  Right now, my mate needed someone to just listen, and that was as important to me as losing myself in her body.  This amazing woman gave so much of herself - and all the time - never asking for anything back.

      I wasn't sure she even knew how, but that didn't mean she didn't want it.  So I would listen to her.  I'd hold her, talk to her, and everything else.  Again, my fingers slipped through her hair, but Elena's eyes stayed locked on a spot of the comforter before her as she tried to find an answer to my question.

      Eventually, she looked up at me.  "I want to be strong, Lane.  I'm so tired of needing to be saved.  I don't want to be that spineless woman who can't do anything for herself.  I'm trying to raise Gabby to be independent, but the problem is that I don't know how."

      "What does that have to do with being a wolf?" I asked.

      "You're all strong," she said.  "If I'd been a wolf, I never would've had to worry about Karen.  Her trying to bite me wouldn't have been a threat.  I could've fought my own fights."

      "Not really," I countered.  "She's natural-born.  You would've known your body a few months at best.  She'd move faster, be more agile, and know exactly how to hurt you.  Elena, if you'd been challenged by Karen as a wolf, you would've lost, and then we would've lost you."

      "But Roman fought her off!" she pointed out.

      I nodded slowly.  "A boy who's been a wolf for sixteen years.  He's run on every full moon since he was old enough to keep up.  He's played with his family and friends, wrestling in that body.  He also had his ass kicked in the process.  His mother stepped in, and his girlfriend, and even Olivia.  He did not fight her off on his own, and he's always been a wolf."

      She just bent over her knees, shoving her face into her hands.  "How am I supposed to deal with this?"

      "You," I said softly, moving a little closer so I could wrap my arm around her back, "are doing just fine.  You were exactly what those kids needed today.  You were the comfort they required, making them feel loved and safe.  That is important, and don't let anyone tell you otherwise."

      "But it's not being strong," she mumbled.

      I reached between her hands to hook her chin, then I made her look at me.  "It is," I countered.  "I think that's what you don't understand.  Strength?  It's not about being the biggest asshole in the group.  It's not about having the best or fastest comeback.  It's not about being stupid, Elena.  Rushing into a situation to make things worse?  That's not strong.  That's impulsive, and can get people hurt."

      She lightly bit her bottom lip, clearly mulling that over.  "Then why do I always feel like the biggest pushover?"

      "Because when you put everyone else's needs above your own, it means you're putting yourself last.  It means you're never getting what you need.  It's nice, but it's also not the only way to be nice."  I leaned in to kiss her brow.  "Being strong is when you're true to yourself.  Nothing more.  It means getting back up when you're knocked down - either literally or otherwise.  It's accepting that losing isn't the end of the world, and that winning doesn't make you special.  Elena, being strong?  It's a woman leaving her husband with no clue of what comes next because she won't lie to herself."

      "But that wasn't strong," she insisted.

      I lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug.  "I happen to disagree.  I think you've done a lot of strong things.  I think that sometimes you fall back on this idea of being weak, though, because it's easier.  Like allowing me to stay the night for my needs instead of yours."

      She just leaned into me, pressing her face against my chest.  Without thinking, I moved my arms to hold her close, bending to kiss the top of her head.  I loved that she wanted me to hold her.  I hated that she needed to be held, though, because my woman deserved better.  I just didn't know how to make it possible.  I had no idea how to fix this for her except to convince her that she was already strong.  What she was didn't matter nearly as much as who she was.

      "Elena," I said, "I want you to be a wolf.  I do, so don't think I'm trying to talk you out of it.  I love the idea of running through the woods with you, of curling up around you in that body the way I can only do in this one, and of watching you learn how to do all the things I take for granted.  What I don't want is for you to do it because I want you to - or anyone else.  I don't care if that's Gabby or Ian, or even the other guys.  I want you to figure out your own limits, stand your ground when you have to, and know that I will always support your decisions.  I am your mate.  It doesn't matter if you're human or wolf.  I'm still going to be yours until the end of time."

      "But if I was a wolf I could've helped the kids," she insisted.  "You and Ian took out the shooter!"

      "First, Ian was a man when that happened.  I couldn't throw the gun out of his reach.  No thumbs as a wolf."

      She grunted.  "But you tackled him, you said."

      "Could've done that as a man, too.  Just figured I'm a little faster as a wolf, and a lot more intimidating."

      For a moment she chewed on her lower lip, thinking too hard.  "But I had to just stand there and wait," she finally said.

      "So did Ashley, Trent, Pax, and Seth," I countered.  "They couldn't shift where others could see, and it's not exactly easy to explain away a wild animal running through the building."

      "But I could've helped more!"

      And that was her problem.  It made sense, and I could understand the feeling, but that didn't make it right.  "So, you don't think you helped?" I asked instead.

      "I stood there, freaking out that my daughter might be dead," she admitted.

      "And called all the parents - "

      "That was Ashley," she corrected.

      I nodded, accepting that.  "So, who made sure Samantha could get in touch with her mother?  Who organized it so that all the kids had a way home when their parents couldn't make it through the traffic around the school?  Who had the idea to send pictures of safe and healthy kids to the parents so the pack could relax?  Who, Elena, understood their fears and worked to make sure no one else had to wonder if their child was dead or alive?"

      "We all did," she told me.

      "Because you pushed them to," I countered.  "That's what the Alpha Mate is supposed to do.  Ian handles the disputes, the problems, and the issues.  You protect the families.  You are the one who speaks up for them when they need something.  It's why you're such a good match for him.  It's why I think you're strong, because you will stare down one of the strongest pack alphas I've ever known without flinching."

      "But Ian would never hurt me," she insisted.

      "He could," I pointed out.  "He could break your heart, shove you around, or so many other ways that men hurt women.  He could, but you never worry about that.  You are immovable when you have to be.  Baby, look at when Gabby turned.  You realized that we'd screwed up - and I'm still sorry for that - but you didn't just ignore it.  You dumped us because you knew you deserved more.  That is strength.  Being a wolf?"

      "Would let me help all of you more," she said, pulling back so she could look at me.  "Lane, don't you get it?  I don't want to be stubborn.  I want to be strong."

      "And I happen to think you already are."  I lifted a brow daring her to deny it.  "I also think that you're so used to being put down that you can't accept it when someone happens to think you're already amazing.  You, my little bunny, are strong.  Being a wolf won't change that.  If you're a weak person, then you simply become a weak wolf.  If you're a strong one, then you get to be a strong wolf.  Your values shift, but it's not a cure for everything."

      "Ok," she said, nodding her head to make it clear she'd heard me.  "But what about the next time something happens?  Lane, I can always be a person, even if I'm a wolf.  Just like Ian was today.  But I can't be a wolf unless I do this."

      "I know," I said.

      "But what if I need to be a wolf?  If I'm a wolf, then I'm a permanent part of this pack.  I'll never be able to get kicked out."

      "Not quite true.  Remember Karen?"  I wrapped my hand around hers.  "But I don't think you'd be kicked out, so I'll agree to that point."

      She pressed her other hand over the back of mine.  "Will you turn me?"

      "Thought you were already trying," I said.  "No more condoms, letting nature take its course, and all of that."

      Those dark eyes of hers found mine, shining just a little too much.  "I mean bite me, Lane.  Make it happen, because I'm tired of waiting.  Would you?"

      She'd asked me.  Not Ian.  Not Seth.  Not even Gabby.  Of all the wolves she knew, she'd asked me, and while I wanted to scream that yes, I would love to have her with me forever, I couldn't.  That was what I wanted.  To have her as a wolf, able to run at my side and finally understand how I looked at the world would be amazing, but that wasn't why she was asking.

      Right now, Elena wanted a reason to stop worrying.  She was seeking a distraction or a cure.  Possibly both.  She wanted me to turn her to fix the horror of today, and that was not a good reason.  Being a wolf wouldn't change the past, only the future.  So, as hard as it was, I shook my head no.

      "I'm sorry," I breathed.  "I will one day, but not tonight.  I'm not going to let you make this decision too fast.  Think about it.  Debate it.  Talk to me, or the guys, or even Ashley about it.  Take your time, Elena, because the moon isn't close."  Then I lifted her hand to my lips.  "But if you still want it, then yes, I will.  I will turn you, because I want you with me.  I just want to make sure you will never regret it."

      She nodded.  "Promise.  And so you know, I want you to spend the night because you make me feel like everything will be ok.  Not just because you need it, but because I do too."

      The last worry in my mind dissolved with those words.  "That's all I've ever wanted, little bunny.  I just need to make you happy."
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      I woke up the next morning to my phone ringing on my bedside table.  I didn't remember putting it there, but I recognized the ringtone.  Forcing one eye open, I leaned across Lane to grab it.  There was a little struggle to get it unplugged - and I was sure I hadn't put it on the charger - but I managed to swipe to answer a split second before it went to voicemail.

      "What?" I croaked.

      My ex-husband's voice spilled across the line, rambling a litany of profanity in Spanish.  Then, "A shooting?  And you didn't think to call me?"

      "Not your daughter, remember?" I asked, then ended the call.

      The mass of muscle I was still lying on laughed, so I slid down to curl against Lane's side, but of course Gerardo couldn't be that easy.  The phone rang again before I could even close my eyes.  I groaned, but wasn't leaving my comfy spot even as I answered.

      "What?"

      "You could've at least told me she was fine," he snapped.

      "She's fine."  I almost hung up again, but his next words came too fast.

      "Elena, I was terrified, and she's not answering my calls."

      I sighed, but he had a point.  "Gerardo, the news said no one was killed.  Gabby's fine.  She and her friends were scared, I was terrified, but they're all ok.  Nothing for you to worry about.  Sorry, your not-child is still happy and healthy."

      He grunted like my digs were actually getting to him.  "So you know, your little boyfriend is the one who wanted me to give up my rights so badly."

      "Yeah, and you fought hard.  Look, this works out for me.  It works out for you.  The whole thing is a win-win, but that doesn't mean you get the best of both worlds.  Either you act like a parent or you don't.  Since you aren't, leave us the fuck alone, Gerardo."

      "You know, that boy's saying they're all werewolves," he told me.  "The shooter?  Yeah, and that video that's gone viral doesn't help at all."

      My heart stopped.  "What video?"

      "Oh, so I guess you do need to talk to me now," he taunted.  "Figure it out for yourself, Elena.  I was actually calling because I was worried about her."

      And then the bastard just hung up on me.  I pulled the phone away to look at it, but Lane rolled toward me, all but slipping me off his shoulder.  He took the phone from my hand and set it on the table behind him, but his complete focus was on me.

      "What video?" he asked, proving he'd heard.

      "I have no idea," I admitted.  "Lane, I just woke up too."

      "Shit."  And he sat up.  "Mason saw Xander change.  He knows what we are, but Ian was careful not to confirm anything.  We thought that he'd tell his story to the cops, get some mental help, and that would be it.  But if there's a video..."

      I flapped my hand for him to give me back my phone.  "Which is what I was about to look for."

      Lane didn't get the chance.  A light tap at my bedroom door came just before the handle jiggled.  Then, "Lane?"  It was Ian.

      Lane got up and unlocked the door, turning the knob just enough to release the latch.  Then he kept going to the bathroom.  Ian stepped inside, saw Lane's bare ass, and laughed once.  But none of that slowed him on his way over to the bed.

      "Elena, there's a video."

      I tossed my phone onto the blankets and flopped back onto the mattress.  "I have been awake exactly two minutes, and that's the second time I've heard that.  Gerardo called to say the same thing.  What video, Ian?"

      "It's Roman," he said.  "Someone recorded him mid-shift.  It shows a wolf chasing Mason out of the school.  The news has Mason screaming about how the werewolves made him do it, and that he was trying to protect the kids at school."

      From the bathroom, Lane called back, "We need to talk to Roman."

      "Which is why I'm here," Ian told him.  "I want to steal your mate."  Then he looked at me.  "I was thinking we could go over to Kim's place together.  Lane can stay here for Gabby if you want, but we need to know exactly what happened so we can figure out how to deal with it."

      "Ok."  Then, for the third time, I grabbed my phone and sat up.  This time I actually managed to search for the video.  "We also need to know what everyone else is seeing, when it came out, and all of that."

      The first two links were to articles that merely talked about the video.  It was the third when I finally found a snippet.  That led to YouTube, where someone had posted everything.  The account had a few million views already, but there was no obvious username and the only information about the video was that it was from the shooting at our school on February fifteenth.

      Turning so Ian could see it, I tapped to play.  There was no sound, and for the first twenty seconds, it just showed the hall.  Feet could be seen at the edge, and a door closed across the hall, but that was it.  Clearly, this had been recorded in the middle of the shooting.  Even watching that much made my guts tense as I tried to imagine how terrified Gabby had been.

      Then it happened.  Mason ran through the middle of the hall, completely visible to this camera.  A blur on the right side morphed into a wolf chasing him, only to vanish less than a second later.  Then the video played it again in slow motion.  The third time was even slower - and that was when I saw the problem.

      The first blur was Roman in his lycan form.  There was no doubt about it - but he changed before his entire body was on the camera.  Between one step and the next, the boy went from being a monster to a wolf, never breaking his gait.  It looked almost like something from a commercial, but there was no denying that this thing was clearly a wolf.

      Wait.

      Gabby had mentioned that they'd been keeping track of where the cameras were.  They'd been using them to make sure that if Mason tried anything, there'd be proof.  Had Roman forgotten about that?  The kids were in those halls all day long.  Or had he changed because he knew where they were and had simply misjudged the angle?

      No, this camera seemed to be lower, around the level of a person, not set at the top of the wall like a security camera would've been.  That meant it came from a cell phone - which probably had a person attached to the other side of the screen.  In other words, someone else had seen him shift.

      "What are we going to do?" I asked, looking up at him.

      "No idea," Ian admitted.  "I always knew that cameras would one day expose us, but I never expected this."

      "Ok."  I tossed off the blankets and headed to the other side of my room to get clothes.  "Did you call Kim yet?"

      "Sent her a text that we need to pick Roman's brain," he admitted just as Lane came out of the bathroom.

      "I'll watch Gabby," he said, turning me toward the bathroom door.  "And I'll find you clothes."

      I paused to kiss him, then hurried in to do my business and brush my teeth.  The whole time, I was listening to the guys in the other room.  At first, it was nothing but the sound of my drawers opening and things moving around, but then Ian broke the silence.

      "You think she's mad at me?"

      "No," Lane assured him.  "You were busy last night, and she was worried about her daughter.  Did you get any sleep?"

      "Not much," Ian admitted.  "How's Gabby doing anyway?"

      Lane laughed.  "Same as always.  She's probably the most fine of all of us.  Did you hear about her organizing the kids?"

      "Probably more than you," Ian said.  "According to Amy, one of the older teenagers there, Gabby started snapping orders at the wolves.  They handled the first aid for anyone who'd been hurt at all.  A few kids got cut in the rush to hide.  Something like five got shot, but none were fatal.  Gabby started telling them how to treat it, Olivia got pads and tampons from all the girls, and that human kid, Samantha?  Yeah, she carefully cleaned up Xander's blood from the floor once she realized that it could be a problem."

      "She's going to be an amazing alpha," Lane admitted.  "But what do we do about this?  There's a fucking video of us.  If anyone takes it seriously?"

      "And this boy is saying he saw Xander shift," Ian told him.  "He saw a werewolf, he wanted to be one, or he was trying to stop them - from what he's said on the news - while that's all conflicting and is helpful to create reasonable doubt.  Now there's a video?"

      "Yeah," Lane agreed.  "I'll see if Seth has any ideas on how to make this better."

      I'd just finished, so I stepped out of the bathroom to say, "Wolf's Run.  Look at what they told Gabby.  These kids are from Wolf's Run, so they're wolves.  If Mason is insane, he could've taken that wrong.  When I heard it, I never suspected a thing.  It made perfect sense, just like I was a Bronco growing up, because that was my school mascot."

      "Clothes," Ian said.  "While I don't mind the view, you are very distracting like that."

      In my best impersonation of my daughter, I rolled my eyes at him, but I did get dressed.  Sadly, I was now completely awake, and heading for panic mode again.  Something had to be done.  If the world found out that werewolves were real, then what?  They'd want to study them, and Mason had specifically mentioned Xander.

      "Can they make you shift?" I asked while I pulled on my clothes.

      Beside me, Lane was doing the same.  "Humans?  No," he said.

      "Not usually," Ian clarified.  "If we're tortured, there's no telling.  People all react to pain differently."

      "And there's not really any way to test that you're different unless you shift, right?" I asked.

      "I don't know," Ian admitted.

      "It is a virus," Lane said.  "So there has to be something.  It's just that no one's made a test, or a thing for it yet.  I don't even know how they do that."

      Yeah, me either, but this was good news.  "So, if they asked, and the kids said no, the most they could do is draw blood, right?"  I looked between Ian and Lane.  "And if that came back like a normal person's, then it would be ok?"

      "You'd have to ask Bridget," Lane told me.  "I know we can go to a hospital, but I don't know if a scientist could find it."

      Next I grabbed my shoes.  "Ok.  Well, it's a place to start.  I mean, they can't do anything to the kids under eighteen without our permission.  That gives them some protection.  We'll just need to make sure that the parents know to refuse anything that could be a problem.  I'm sure we can combat it with the media, saying it's a witch hunt, because everyone knows that werewolves aren't real."

      "But we are," Ian reminded me.

      "No," I said, finally ready to go.  "As far as the rest of the world knows, this is a sick and deranged boy who's suffering a mental break.  He's just confused the name of the community and the fact that they're all friends with some desperate belief in a wolf pack.  I have a feeling that if they check, he's probably spent a lot of time lately looking up werewolves, and he may have even read a few urban fantasy novels.  Never mind the movies!  Just keep pushing it back that he's the one who's sick.  Our kids are the victims, and they were just shot at, Ian.  They don't need any more trauma."

      Lane grabbed my arm.  "This?" he said as he moved to stand before me.  "This is a strong woman, little bunny.  This is what our pack needs, and you still only have two legs."

      I just leaned into him, lifting my chin.  "That's exactly what I need to hear."

      When he bent to kiss me, I didn't care that Ian was standing right there, watching.  I didn't even feel nervous. I simply wrapped my arms around Lane's neck, let my eyes close, and my lips part.  That was all he needed.  Lane kissed me deeply, taking his time about it, and this was ok.  This was my new life.

      This determination - no, confidence.  It was what I'd spent my entire life chasing.  I could do this.  I would, because my pack needed me to.  But none of that changed the fact that I still wanted to be a wolf.
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      Elena ran upstairs to check on Gabby, letting her know we'd be out for a bit to handle the fallout from the shooting.  She offered to have Lane stay, but Gabby promised that she was ok, and he really did have things to do.  Once Elena was assured that her daughter would be fine, we headed over to the Whelans' house.  Kim was waiting, opening the front door before the pair of us were even out of my truck.  Once we made it inside, she offered us a coffee, and Elena was more than willing to accept.

      "Roman!" Kim bellowed, calling the boy downstairs.

      It also summoned her husband, David, who greeted the two of us with smiles.  "Alphas," he said, gesturing toward the chairs in the living room.

      Elena took one side of the couch, so I took the spot next to her.  David claimed the recliner in the room, leaving the chair for his wife.  When Roman entered, he was typing furiously on his phone.  Without a word, the boy moved over to the brick hearth in front of the fireplace and dropped onto it like a chair.  However, he wouldn't look at me.  He barely looked at Elena, which meant he'd probably heard about the video already.

      "So you know?" I asked him, deciding to just get it out there.

      It was David who answered.  "I saw the news first thing this morning," he said.  "Since then, I've heard from almost everyone in the community, warning me about it."

      "How much trouble am I in?" Roman blurted out.

      Elena pressed her hand over my knee.  "None," she told him.  "Roman, you did exactly what you were supposed to.  You took care of your pack, and I know Gabby said you were all trying to memorize the camera locations."

      He jiggled his head quickly even as his eyes darted over to me.  "I'm sorry, Alpha," he breathed.

      I just lifted a hand.  "Roman, I'm not mad at you.  You protected your own alpha, and that is your duty."

      "My mate," he mumbled.

      The sigh fell from my lungs before I could stop it.  "So, you're claiming the two of you are meant to be mated now?" I asked.  "Or are you her beta?  You still can't be both."

      The boy just leaned his head back and grunted softly, almost like he was fighting it.  "I know you don't believe me.  No one does but Gabby and Olivia, but both, ok?"

      "You know," I said, watching him closely, "I used to think that you might end up the next alpha of this pack."

      He just laughed once.  "No," he assured me.  "Gabby is my alpha."

      "Which means you're her beta."  I glanced at David, wondering how he would take the pressure I was putting on his kid.

      The man simply dragged his hand over his mouth, meeting my eyes for a second before looking back to his son.  Clearly, he wasn't going to say anything, but I got the impression he understood why I was asking.  Being a mate and a beta were two very different responsibilities, and Roman couldn't be both.

      Unfortunately, the boy refused to pick.  This wasn't the first time this had been brought up, either.  I'd talked to him about it, and from the look on David's face, he had as well.  Roman simply acted annoyed, exactly the way I'd reacted to things I didn't want to hear at that age.  In other words, there was no point pushing, because it wouldn't make a difference right now, and we had bigger issues.

      Then Kim handed Elena a cup of coffee.  "He's adamant that he's both her mate and her beta.  When pressed, he always reverts to the language of a beta, though.  The problem is that he doesn't see her as a sibling or merely a friend."

      "Thank you," Elena whispered as she accepted the cup.  "So, could this be something Gabby's doing?  Because she doesn't understand, or wasn't raised with the same rules all of you take for granted?  Or maybe because she met him before she turned?"

      Actually, she had a point.  A good one.  "I don't know," I admitted.  "I'm just not sure how Roman wants me to treat him.  There are certain considerations for mates that betas don't get.  Then again, there are certain privileges that betas have that a mate will never understand."

      "As a beta," Roman told me.  "Sir - "

      "Ian," I corrected.

      He nodded, more nervous than I'd ever seen him before.  "I love her, and Dad says I'm too young to know what that really means, but I do.  And I'm still her beta - but that's not how it's supposed to work, so I don't know.  I just know that Gabby is my alpha.  Olivia is like my sister.  That's why I had to protect them.  Olivia pushed in front of Gabby, and Gabby was trying to shield Sam, and - "

      "Sam?" Kim asked.  "Why is this the first time I'm hearing about that?"

      "He told Elena," I assured her.  "Samantha is one of Gabby's human friends.  Evidently, she saw Roman shift, but she didn't say anything."

      Kim dropped her head and gaped at me.  "Are you so sure, Ian?  Someone said something."

      "The video," Elena said, "isn't from the school security.  That means whoever leaked it had to be there.  The bigger question is what we're going to do about this.  Roman, what happened?"

      "Mason was in the biology room," he said.  "No, let me start over.  See, it was in the break between classes.  Gabby, Olivia, and I had just gotten to biology.  Sam was already there, and we always sit together.  There were like three other kids, but when we heard the first shot, they ran out of the room.  Sam wanted to follow, but Gabby said we needed to hide."

      Elena was nodding.  "Because her last school did regular drills."

      "Yeah," Roman mumbled.  "Well, the shots kept going, and Gabby left her phone out there, but she said we needed to call our parents.  Olivia knew that if we got the alpha, then he'd tell all of them, so she called Ian.  And then we heard Mason come into our class.  He knew where we were, and he was saying something about coming, talking like he was calling a dog, right?  And then Xander yelled.  I mean, I knew his voice.  The gun went off, so I started stripping.  Sam gasped, Olivia shoved a hand over her mouth, and then I heard the gun go off again.  So, I shifted to a lycan, and I was going to stop him from killing Xander."

      "Which is exactly right," I assured him.  "Pack always comes first.  If we get exposed, then that's what happens.  I'm not mad at you."

      Roman sighed, clearly relieved to hear that.  "Well, Mason stopped trying to shoot Xander and tried to shoot me.  He missed, though, but I roared, and he ran.  I went after him, thinking I could chase him out of the building.  You know, away from where everyone else was, but then I remembered the cameras, so I changed to a wolf, and that's what's on the video."

      I looked at Kim and David.  "Lane and I showed up just as Roman got him outside.  Lane told him to back up, and Roman went back into the school.  We subdued the boy, and then the cops took - "  A banging on the front door interrupted me, so I finished with, "Over."

      "It's me!" Gabby yelled from the other side.  "Mom, don't let Ian hurt him!"

      Kim went to let her in.  I just dropped my head and grabbed Elena's hand.  "I don't know why they're so sure I'm going to be upset about this," I told her.

      "Because you kept them apart when he bit her," she explained.  "To a teenager, that's basically torture.  Hormones, remember."

      I chuckled, aware that she was just so wonderfully calm under all of this pressure.  Elena had a way of making everything around her seem planned, as if she was in control of what came next, and it made me feel a lot better about the chance of us being exposed.  The problem was that I still had no idea what to do about it.

      Gabby, however, did.  "Look," she said as she moved to stand before me.  "Roman texted me that you were here for him, and I won't let you hurt him!  We did what we had to in the moment, and I'm not sorry about it, Ian.  Roman probably saved lives, because you know what happens when someone starts shooting at school.  In Florida, seventeen students were killed, and it's happening more often.  But here?  No one died!"

      "I know," I agreed.  "I'm not going to hurt him, Gabby."

      She wasn't about to stop, though.  "And yeah, there's a video.  So what?  Who's going to believe that?  I mean, werewolves don't exist.  There's already plenty of reason for people to write it off.  We're from Wolf's Run.  Mason was yelling at reporters when they took him to jail.  He keeps saying that werewolves are real, and that he was going to make us turn him."  Her jaw dropped open  and she looked at the adults in the room like that should mean something.  "Don't you see?  It makes no sense!"

      "What doesn't?" I asked, not quite keeping up with her.

      "To kill us to make himself a werewolf," she said.  "Everyone knows that a bite or scratch does it - at least in the movies.  So why kill us?  And did he have silver bullets?"

      "Silver doesn't hurt us," I reminded her.

      She just groaned in frustration.  "But we aren't real, Ian.  There's no such thing as werewolves.  Just a crazy white teenaged boy with a gun - just like all the others who shoot up schools.  Bullied - check.  Not popular - check.  One who always had his nose in a book and loves weird movies.  Spoiler, Ian.  He kinda did all of that.  Mason was a drama dork.  He was supposed to play the Jabberwocky!  The kid was the walking stereotype for this!"

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it.  "So, what do we do about that?" I asked.

      "Nothing!" she insisted.  "That's what I'm saying.  Mason's already doing it."

      "And there's still a video out there," I reminded her.  "In here, there are a lot of wolves who have gone unnoticed for hundreds of years, and now there's proof that we exist."

      "But it's not proof," she insisted.  "I mean, haven't you seen those videos of aliens?"

      My phone buzzed again, and this time I pulled it out.  Swiping at the screen, I found seven unread messages, and all were from different parents.  Deciding that Gabby could wait for a second, I quickly scrolled through them.  Each and every one was about the video, asking what we were going to do now.

      "Well," I said, "I guess we need to figure this out, because the entire pack wants to know how we're handling it."

      Gabby just looked at Elena.  "Am I crazy, Mom?"

      "No," Elena assured her.  "I'm just not sure it will be enough.  As an initial plan, sure.  Ignoring it is not only easy, but it also makes the most sense.  The question is what we're going to do if someone decides to follow up.  Gabby, what if some scientist wants to take a blood sample from you or something?"

      "Or study us," Kim said.  "That's always been a fear.  There's no way humans would accept us if they knew we existed."

      "It's just a virus," Gabby said.

      "And so is HIV," Elena reminded her.  "But you aren't old enough to remember when people were shunned because of it.  Worse than being a Latina, mija.  Worse than being Black or Muslim.  You know what it's like being one of the few brown kids at school.  How much worse do you think it would be if they knew you could make them sick?"

      "Mom!" she insisted.

      But I wasn't in the mood for her teenaged antics.  "Enough," I snapped.  "Gabby, this is serious.  No, Roman's not in trouble.  He's actually a hero, so far as I'm concerned.  That doesn't make this go away.  There is a video of a wolf shifting forms.  There's proof that we exist, and somehow we have to find a way to erase that."

      "You can't," she told me.  "It's on the internet, Ian.  That's why Mom says to never send pictures that I don't want to see when I'm her age."

      "Gabs," Roman begged.  "You're not helping."

      "But I'm going to," she insisted.  "Maybe you natural-borns think this is the worst thing ever, but I can promise you it's not.  I mean, we helped them!"

      "Who?" David asked.

      "The other kids," Gabby said.  "The ones who got shot.  Those of us from Wolf's Run helped.  We're the ones who did the first aid, and we're the ones who got everyone into the classrooms until the cops cleared the building."

      "And," David pointed out, "you're the ones who were front and center for the whole thing.  The ones Mason is now saying are special. The ones who people will point at. Not all of those people will be on your side or appreciative of what you did."

      "But - "

      "Gabby," I begged.  "I know you're trying.  I know you just want to help, but what we need is a plan.  We need options.  This afternoon, I'm going to have to talk to the entire pack, and they'll want more than some vague promise that it'll be ok.  They'll want some idea of what to do if it isn't, and how we'll get out of here when humans come for us."

      "Oh, no," Elena breathed.  "You don't think that would happen, do you?"

      "I don't know," I told her.  "Multiple kids know what we are.  At least one saw Roman, and who's to say there weren't others?  Never mind the teachers!  Are there any cameras you kids didn't know about?  Any of those things could mean werewolves have been proven, and then what?  Where can we go?  How do we hide from people who will think we're just animals they can shoot and kill as they want?"

      "But we're not," Gabby insisted.

      "I know that, and you know that," I said, "but it's not how humans typically treat those who are different.  We need a plan, Gabby, not just to cross our fingers and hope."

      She looked over at Roman.  "We can think of something, right?"

      "I'll sure try," he promised.

      The sad thing was that I hoped they could do it, because I honestly had no clue how to fix this.  I wasn't even sure if it was possible.
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      A couple of hours after lunch, the entire pack met in the community center.  Ian, Pax, and Trent headed up early to get things ready.  When it was almost time, Seth arrived to let me know he had room for Gabby and me.  The problem was that none of us knew what to expect.  The pack was worried, werewolves had been exposed, and it sounded like everyone expected some miracle to fix this.

      There wasn't one.

      When we got there, people were already congregating.  The entire hall was buzzing as people discussed the video, the shooting, and worried about what would come next.  Gabby hovered beside me as I headed to the front where Lane, Ashley, and Henry were talking to different groups.  Everyone looked anxious, yet there was an odd calm I hadn't expected.  It reminded me of people waiting for help after a natural disaster.

      "Roman," Gabby gasped before hurrying off to her boyfriend.

      I almost followed, but Seth grabbed my arm.  "It's fine," he promised.  "If she's with him, the pack will see that he's not in trouble.  Kim's probably a little snappy right now, so just give them space.  If you go over there, Elena, others will crowd her because they want to talk to you."

      "Me?"  That wasn't what I'd expected.

      He gave me a wry smile.  "You are the Alpha Female.  Means you're basically second to Ian, and the woman who can bend his ear."

      I just nodded, because what could I say to that?  "This is going to be bad, isn't it?" I asked.

      He made a face and shook his head.  "Probably not.  We just want some plan for what to do if humans try to hunt us."

      "Do you really think it'll get that bad?"

      Seth reached down to take my hand.  "Elena, we don't know.  History has a long list of persecutions.  Witches are the only thing we can compare to, and look how that went down.  In modern times, you have the things they've done to minorities and gays.  Why would people treat us any better?"

      "Because you look human," I pointed out.  "You can pass, the same way so many gay people did in the past.  You can hide in plain sight by doing exactly what you've been doing."

      "And we just got outed," he countered.

      "No," I said.  "Roman did.  The Whelans at worst, and if a community of exclusive - " I sucked in a breath.  "That's it!"

      He shook his head, clearly not following me.  "What is?"

      "I need to talk to Ian," I said, turning for the front without letting go of his hand.  "I have an idea."

      I got there just as Ian stood, clearly intending to address the pack.  The sight of me made him pause, though.  "Elena?" he asked.

      "I know how to deal with this," I told him.  My words made the other betas move closer.  Lane tapped Ashley, so she came to listen as well.  Once they were all beside me, I explained, "Mason's claiming that he saw Xander shift, right?  The video doesn't show that it's Roman.  We're the only ones who know that - "

      "No," Ian countered.  "I've been told other kids at school saw Roman."

      "Where are you going with this?" Ashley asked.  "We're not going to sacrifice either of the boys."

      "No," I groaned, because that wasn't what I meant at all.  "I'm saying we let Roman take the blame, but we shelter him.  Ok, I know a lot of you natural-borns don't understand racism, but look at the immigration issues.  How many news stories have you seen of ICE coming to arrest an undocumented immigrant and their neighbors blocking them?  Legal citizens acting as shields for the one who others want to attack.  The same thing works here, and Wolf's Run is an exclusive gated community.  They can't even get in without authorization."

      "Ok?" Ian asked.

      "So we don't mention that the rest of us are wolves.  We make it clear we don't care if Roman is - although I don't know how to deal with that if Xander's exposed.  It's easier with just one person, and if we try to say that Roman turned Xander, or vice versa...  Yeah, that's not really going to help, because it'll convince people that there really is a threat."

      "Wait."  Ian lifted his chin, turning toward where Kim stood with her family.  "Kim!" He called out.  "Bring them?"

      With a nod, the woman ushered her husband, son, daughter, and Gabby our way.  "Yes, Alpha?"

      "Elena has an idea," he said.

      "And a problem," I admitted, my eyes going to my daughter.  "Gabby, I'm thinking we can work this like neighbors protecting people from ICE.  The community acting as a shield, like we talked about last year when it was happening."

      "Ok," she agreed.  "but for all the wolves?"

      "For Roman," I told her.  "It seems some kids at school saw him.  My problem is that Mason keeps saying it was Xander, and if one boy infected the other, then it'll be seen as proof that they're dangerous."

      "So I say it was me," Roman offered.  "Look, no one's seen Xander change.  He's never done it at school.  What Mason's talking about is us laughing about running at the moon, and Xander saying he shifted with his watch on.  Talking about how he didn't realize it, then had to run back to the car naked, because wolves don't have thumbs."

      "So he didn't see it?" I asked.

      Roman shook his head.  "We would never shift outside of here for that reason.  I mean, we sometimes slip out the back and run around the walls, or in the woods next door, but we don't shift.  We're already wolves!  Those are the rules!"

      "Same as back in Montana," Kim said.  "Wolves are easy to explain.  Humans as well.  It's the shifting that's the problem."

      "Ok, that actually helps."  Then I looked at Kim.  "The problem is that if this happens, your son is going to take the blame.  He's going to be ostracized, the entire pack is going to have to be extra careful for a while, and he may not be able to go back to school."

      "We can homeschool him," David offered.  "One of us would have to quit work, but we could make it happen."

      "We'll take care of you," Ian promised.

      But Gabby wasn't on board with this plan.  "Mom," she whined, "that's stupid.  Werewolves don't exist.  No one's going to believe him."

      "There is a video, young lady," I snapped.  "A few people will believe it is real, and all it takes is a vocal minority to have problems.  One crazy guy with a gun, which I'd think you know by now."

      She just pulled in an annoyed breath.  "And there are plenty of movies with werewolves, too.  Everyone knows they're fake.  Some of them even look good.  Why would anyone believe this when they don't believe those?"

      "Because people are saying this one is real," Seth said.  "Gabby, you know how conspiracy theories work.  How many UFO videos are out there?  Most people know it's a hoax, but a few buy it.  There are always crazy people, and they're the ones who'll come to kill us to prove their point."

      "Wait," I said, looking over to Lane.  "If someone dies as a wolf, do they turn back to a human?"

      He huffed out a laugh.  "No, otherwise there'd be a pandemic of naked humans being killed on highways.  Elena, cars are the biggest threat we have, especially to converts.  That first shift?  They run, and they don't know how to see or understand their new senses.  They just run blindly, like they're in some drug-induced hallucination."

      "Actually a pretty good description," Seth admitted.  "It's like a bad acid trip.  There are things that almost make sense.  Trees are suddenly much bigger, and there's this big nose in front of our eyes, never mind the added senses that come with it.  Like information overload.  Knowing where we're running isn't possible.  It's just a blind panic, and a rush to get away from the weirdness and toward something we understand."

      "But we can see things," Gabby added.  "Like walls or stuff we'd run into.  I couldn't really understand the streets, though.  They were like rivers, but not, and if a car had come?  I never would've known.  They sound so much different.  I mean, when I'm a wolf, I can hear the road outside the community as if I'm standing beside it."

      "Ok, so if someone kills a wolf, they just see a dead wolf.  Kill a human and it's a dead person."  I nodded, because that was the information I'd needed.  "That means there aren't weird autopsies, or found bodies, or things like that to dredge up from old records.  So, the only proof of werewolves are people who may have seen something - and eyewitness reports won't be believed - and that one video?"

      "Pretty much," Ian agreed.

      "So, we play it off like a deranged kid, and if that doesn't work, Roman will have to admit that he's a wolf.  We'll need a plausible story for how it happened that won't terrify the public and Wolf's Run, as a community, will need to protect him from the backlash, but the pack won't be exposed."

      "We'll say it's why we moved here," David offered.  "Roman had something happen in Montana, and we were just trying to protect our son and make sure he's safe."

      "And," Pax said, "we can have the neighbors say something like - 'they're good people, never had a problem, so while it's weird, we won't let them become a science experiment.'"

      "Exactly."  I looked at Ian.  "There's your plan."

      Gabby just groaned and pulled out her phone.  "You know, it's a lot easier to go with the fact that it's bullshit."

      "Language!" I snapped out of habit.

      The look she gave me proved that she didn't care.  "I think this situation calls for a bit more than 'poop', Mom."

      "And you still need to watch your mouth," I reminded her.  "But so long as that video is out there, we need a plan, and you know that once something is online, it's there forever."

      Slowly, Gabby's head tilted.  "Kinda," she admitted.  "Unless it's exposed to be a hoax."

      "Gabs," Roman hissed.

      She just shook her head and stepped away.  "No, there has to be a better way, Rome.  You can't ruin your life because you saved us.  What we need to do is make it clear that the video isn't real."

      "But it is," he insisted.

      "But werewolves aren't," she said again.  "It's no different than the people who speak to God.  Everyone says they believe in Him, but anyone who talks to him is crazy, right?  Well, same thing.  Werewolves don't exist, so a video of one can't be real."

      "That's not the same," Roman pointed out.

      She just groaned and took another step.  "Close enough!"

      I let my eyes close and took a deep breath.  Yep, my daughter was definitely a teenaged menace now, but I also couldn't blame her.  This entire situation was stressful, and we were actually talking about throwing her boyfriend under the bus to try and save the entire pack.  If anything happened, it would be to him, and the kid would probably never be safe again.

      "Kim..." I tried.

      She just reached over to rub my shoulder.  "It's not your fault, Elena.  I hate the idea, but I think you have a point.  They saw Roman.  Nothing is going to change that.  The only question is if people are going to come after Julia and David as well.  Together, I think we can protect my son, and I trust that this pack will help me."

      "I will," I assured her.  "I'm not sure what I can do..."  My eyes jumped over to Lane.  "I'm just a human."

      "And helping," he told me.  "Being a wolf won't fix this, Elena.  If anything, it would put you more at risk."

      "But I could - "

      Trent stepped into me to pull me against his side.  "Later," he said.  "Right now, we have enough to worry about."

      All I could do was lean into him, pressing my face against his chest.  "They don't deserve this," I mumbled.

      He rubbed my back even while Ian moved to address the crowd.  Lane moved to my other side, Pax shifted behind me, and Seth stood beside Trent.  Together, we watched while Ian laid out everything we'd just talked about - including Gabby's insistence that the chances of this being believed were low.

      Then Trent leaned toward my ear and whispered, "It would kill me if anything happened to you.  I want you to be a wolf, but I also want to keep you safe as a human."  He tilted his head so he could see my face.  "But right now, this needs to be our concern, ok?  The full moon is still weeks away."

      "And we probably won't be able to run at this one," Lane pointed out.

      "Shit," Seth groaned.  "That's going to make a little extra tension in the pack."

      I just pressed my face into Trent again.  "I thought a shooting at Gabby's school would be my worst nightmare.  I never expected things to get worse!"

      "We'll figure it out," Trent promised.  "That's why Ian's such a good alpha.  We always figure it out, and he actually listens when someone has a good idea."

      The words were barely out of his mouth before Ian began to talk about how communities had come together to protect undocumented immigrants, and how much the Wolf's Run pack could learn from that.  How it wasn't just wolves against humans, but the pack - regardless of whether we were natural-born, converted, or still human - against anyone who tried to hurt us.  Together, we were stronger, and that was why wolves had survived in secrecy for so long.

      I just hoped he was right.
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      The pack meeting took a lot longer than I expected.  That night, Gabby stormed up to her room, her eyes glued to her phone, and didn't want to talk.  She said she was busy, but I had a feeling that "worried" was a better word for it.  The guys said she was an alpha.  That meant she felt even more responsible for this than I did.

      And I felt very responsible.  Roman had exposed himself to save my daughter.  Had that been because we'd used their relationship as punishment for too long?  But how could I not?  He'd risked my daughter's life when he'd turned her.  That wasn't safe, and I was supposed to protect her from bad influences.

      In reality, raising a child was a lose-lose situation.  Somehow, I'd always end up making a mistake.  Hopefully, I'd make a lot more good decisions and end up with a happy, healthy adult one day, but it wasn't like teenagers came with directions.  All I could do was make my best guess and do a lot of hoping.  She'd lived through a school shooting, though.  She'd been smart enough to hide, and she'd even helped others, so I should be thankful for that much.

      Yet it felt like the horror just wouldn't stop.  When I turned on the news, the video was the first thing I saw.  Disgusted, I changed the channel, only to find that every station was playing it.  What had happened at their school was the talk of the nation right now.  Each station had a slightly different take on it, but the overall consensus was that the video had to be fake.  The bigger concern, according to the reporters, was how someone could be so callus as to turn such a terrifying event into a joke.

      Frustrated, I shut the whole thing off and decided that a massive glass of wine and a hot bath would make everything tolerable.  Not better, because that wasn't possible, but it would help me get through one more day of this.  But to my surprise, when I got out of the bath, I found a pair of beautiful men lying in my bed.  Trent was almost asleep, and clearly exhausted.  Pax looked stressed.  When I crawled in between them, both men curled against me and let out the most relieved sighs.

      I fell asleep like that, but woke up alone.  The scent of bacon made it clear that they hadn't left, though.  Thankfully, so long as school was canceled, Ashley didn't expect me in the office.  Even better, she said I was still getting paid.  I'd have to call her later to make sure she wasn't overrun, but it had been slow lately.  So, dragging my butt out of bed, I got dressed and decided that today was going to be better than yesterday.

      The pair of men cooking in my kitchen definitely helped.  The moment I walked in, Pax headed over to make me a coffee.  Trent simply grabbed a plate of food and set it on the bar, making it clear I was supposed to sit down and eat.  Evidently, the guys had made breakfast burritos with extra bacon in the eggs, and it honestly smelled good.

      "Sit, eat," Trent ordered.

      "Caffeinate," Pax added as he set my coffee before me.  "And don't look at the clock."

      Which meant I did exactly that.  It was eleven-thirty!  "How did I sleep this late?" I asked.

      Pax smiled at me sweetly.  "Well, it seems you needed it, hm?  Lane said you didn't sleep well after the shooting, so we made sure not to wake you."

      "And you won't feel guilty," Trent added.  "Laundry's running, Gabby's upstairs talking to someone on the phone, and Ashley said that Henry's helping her with the office."

      "Crap," I breathed.  "Is it busy?"

      "Not at all," Pax promised.  "Mostly it's us.  People wanting to know if it's safe to go to the store and things like that.  Nothing for you to worry about, and not exactly your job."

      "Really is," I reminded him.  "That whole Alpha Mate situation."

      "This is one of those things that is Ian's job," Trent reminded me.  "Not yours."

      He had a good point.  "So what am I supposed to - "  The sound of the doorbell cut me off.

      Confused, I turned my chair to see the front door, but Gabby was already tromping down the stairs at full speed.  "Got it!" she yelled.

      Probably one of her friends.  Letting her have that, I took another bite while I waited to see who had come over.  Olivia?  Roman?  Yet when the door opened, it was neither one.  Samantha stood on the other side with some boy I'd never seen before, and the pair of them looked nervous.

      "Hey," Gabby said.  "Your mom drop you off?"

      "No, Theo has a car," Samantha explained.

      "Ok," Gabby said, waving them in.  "Let's go upstairs, because Mom's up."

      "Nope," I said, cutting her off before that could happen.  "Introduce your friends, Gabby."

      "It's ok," Samantha told the guy, even as Gabby turned to face me.

      "Mom, we're trying to fix things, ok?"

      The boy just took a step closer.  "I'm Theo Vernon," he said, glancing to both Pax and Trent.  "Um, I'm in a few of Roman's classes, and I kinda took the video."

      Both Pax and Trent stepped forward, their bodies tensing protectively.  "Why?" Pax nearly growled.

      The kid's face paled.  "I was trying to see if the shooter was coming," he almost squeaked.

      "Then why did you post it?" Trent demanded.

      "Guys!" Gabby snapped. "Leave him alone. We know how to fix it, ok?"

      But Theo wasn't about to back down.  "I wanted everyone to see what happened.  I wanted them to know what - I mean who - saved us.  If Roman hadn't done that..."

      "He would be safe now," I countered.

      "She's not one," Gabby told him, making it clear the kid knew that Roman wasn't the only werewolf.

      But Pax smiled.  "We are."

      "I don't want to hurt him," Theo insisted.  "I wanted to tell him thank you, but he doesn't even know I exist."

      Gabby just walked over and turned on the TV.  "And he got in touch with Sam because we're fixing this, Mom."

      The news immediately took over the screen, along with an image of a Twitter page.  The icon looked a lot like a picture of Samantha, and the clip being shown made it clear that the entire situation had just changed.  I was half out of my chair even as my eyes read the caption.

      I didn't mean to make a hoax.  This was my way of coping, and of thanking my friends from Wolf's Run who took over when the shooting started.  #dorkmistake #notsupposedtobefamous

      "What did you do, Sam?" I asked.  "And more importantly, does your mother know?"

      "Not yet," she admitted.  "I posted that last night, and it's trending now.  Like, over a million retweets."  She paused to swallow.  "Theo saw it, and he messaged me on Facebook, asking me why I said that."

      "Because I took the video," he admitted.  "I was trying to figure out how to fix this, because I really didn't think anyone would see it.  I had no idea that people were searching YouTube like that, and I couldn't just delete it!  Not after it was on the news, because that makes it look worse.  So I asked Sam how I can help."

      Trent let out a heavy sigh. "I'm texting Ian."

      "Don't!" Gabby hissed.

      "No?" Trent asked.  "How much do they know, Gabby?"

      "Everything," Samantha said.  "Gabby had to tell me so I could counter it."

      I pointed at the boy.  "Him?"

      "I said if they'd explain it, I'd give them the username and password for my account."  His eyes jumped to Trent.  "I'm not going to tell anyone."

      "Right," Trent said.  "So I'm definitely texting Ian."

      "The alpha," Gabby told her friends.

      "Thought you were alpha?" Sam asked.

      Pax actually laughed.  "Getting a little ahead of yourself, pup."

      "I'm Roman and Olivia's alpha," she corrected.  "An alpha, not the alpha.  Difference between potential and position."  Then she looked at me.  "Mom, can I at least get my laptop without worrying they'll eat my friends?"

      "I don't eat people," Pax assured the kids.  "Promise."

      So I shooed Gabby away, grabbed my coffee, and headed into the living room.  "What are you kids planning?"

      Samantha looked nervous, but not scared of me.  More like a kid who'd been caught breaking the rules.  "Gabby said her friends are all scared they're going to be discovered, and that if the rest of the world knew what you were, then they'd try to study you or persecute you.  Well, them.  I mean, you're not a wolf, right?"

      The simple fact that she said "wolf" instead of "werewolf" meant they'd talked about this enough for the slang to become easy for her.  Granted, Gabby had still been awake when I'd called it a night, so for all I knew, these kids had been up planning this all night long, which meant it wasn't just the two - well, three - of them.

      "No, I'm not," I assured her.  "So who all is involved in this plot you kids are hatching?"

      "Um..."  Samantha gestured to Theo.  "He is, now.  Olivia, Xander, and Roman, but mostly it's Gabby's idea.  Gabby said she told the others, but I'm not sure who all she means by that."

      "The other kids at school," Gabby said as she came back downstairs with her laptop.  "The wolves, I mean.  Mostly, we just need a group of us to be on the same page.  I mean, no one's going to believe that werewolves exist - "

      "They do," Pax countered.

      Gabby grumbled loudly.  "I mean in the real world, Pax.  You're biased."  Then she looked back at me.  "Mom, trust me.  Everyone can do special effects with the right computer.  It just takes a program, and Sam has them."

      "I'm planning to go to college for special effects," Sam admitted.  "I want to work in film, which is why I'm taking drama."

      So I looked at Theo.  "And you?"

      His cheeks turned redder.  "Um, I play video games.  I don't really know any of this stuff."

      "So why did you post the video?" I asked.  "What were you hoping for?"

      Gabby lifted a hand for him to stay quiet.  "He wanted Roman to notice him, ok?  Theo's gay, and he likes Roman.  He never thought posting it would be a problem because who would believe it, Mom?  I mean, werewolves don't exist, right?"

      "But why post it?" I insisted.  "Why put it on YouTube where everyone can see if you're not trying to expose what really happened?"

      Theo just scrubbed at his face.  "Because I wanted to save it.  Because I thought no one would ever look at my channel.  I mean, no one ever does.  Because it's what we do.  It's faster to share a link than upload a video, you know?  And I kinda hoped that maybe it would give me a reason to talk to him."

      "And it did," Gabby said.  "Mom, Olivia and Roman are coming over."

      The words were barely out of her mouth before the back door opened.  "What are you doing, Gabby?" Ian demanded before he was even in sight.

      "I'm fixing this, Ian," she said.  "And we have company."

      But it wasn't just Ian who walked in.  Lane and Seth were both with him, and they all piled into the living room.  Ian moved to my side and kissed my temple, only for Lane to take up a position on my other side.  The guys looked aggressive, and not even Ian's gesture could hide that.  Samantha had her hands clutched to her chest, and Theo's face was ghostly pale.  I half expected him to pass out any moment.

      "Guys," I snapped, turning to look at all four betas, and then Ian last.  "Relax.  They're kids, and they're trying to fix the problem. They already know, so scaring the shit out of them isn't going to help."

      Gabby just sighed and ran through things again, but this time she put it in a little better context.  "Look, you said the video's a problem, so we figured out how to make that go away.  Theo took it, and he never considered that it could be bad.  He posted it, but last night Sam claimed it was hers.  The channel doesn't have a name that can be traced, so it works.  We're working on making a video that shows how she put in the special effects, and why she did it.  The news has picked up the story, so it's gone from werewolves to being inconsiderate."

      Ian just looked at the girl.  "You realize this might make it hard for you to get into college, right?" he asked.

      Sam shrugged.  "I'm honestly more worried about what's going to happen when my mom finds out."

      "You're throwing away your future, and for what?" he asked.

      She licked her lips and glanced at Gabby.  "Mason was going to shoot us," she said softly, her voice quaking just enough to prove these kids weren't over what had happened.  If anything, this was likely their way of coping with it.

      "And?" Ian pressed.

      "When Roman started taking off his clothes, I thought he was losing his mind.  I mean, I was!  And we could hear Mason in the other room, and then Xander rushed in and said something about not hurting his pack.  Before I knew what was happening, Roman changed into this thing, and he roared like some hero monster from a movie.  And then he chased Mason out, but we weren't ok.  People had been shot, and they were screaming in the halls.  Gabby just started barking orders - "  Her eyes went wide and her mouth snapped shut. "Sorry!"

      "It's ok," Gabby told her.  "Common phrase.  I use it too."

      "Ok," Samantha said.  "But, I'd never seen anything like it.  Gabby said to do something, and the kids from Wolf's Run just did it.  Not only our friends, but the others.  Even the seniors, you know?  And by the time the cops got there, we had the bleeding under control, and those who were hurt had someone taking care of them.  The others were out of the way, and it was just organized.  It made it less scary."

      "So they saved your life," Ian said, summing it up.  "But when the media realizes who you are, they're going to drag you through the mud for this.  They will dig up everything you've ever done, and turn you into a monster.  You'll lose all of your friends - "

      "No, she won't," Gabby told him.  "She'll have us."

      "Who are my only friends right now," Sam told him.

      So Ian looked at Theo.  "And you?"

      "He's not going public," Sam told him.  "Theo gets bullied enough.  He took the video, but he's letting me have that account so he doesn't need to get called out.  He's also giving me the original copy and deleting it from his phone.  And who knows, maybe this will mess up my college, but I'm probably going to community college anyway, because I can't afford anything else."

      "She's saying it was a mistake," Gabby told him.  "Her way of coping.  The video was put up on YouTube, but never shared by her.  Or by Theo.  It was just parked there.  Someone else found it and shared it.  She wasn't trying to spread a hoax, just making a video to help her cope with what happened."

      "Ok."  He paused to scrub at his face.  "We'll help how we can, but you cannot be a wolf."  He glanced over at Gabby.  "No turning anyone.  I'll make sure she has access to come and go as she pleases, but she stays human."

      "And Theo?" Gabby asked.

      "Same, but they're your responsibility.  If anything about this goes wrong, you will be the one telling the pack."

      She smiled.  "Yes, Alpha.  But maybe we don't have to hide what we are in front of them?  I mean, since they know and all?"

      "Don't push it," Lane told her.

      "For the video," Gabby insisted.

      Trent chuckled once.  "We're old, Gabby.  Not stupid."  But he looked at Ian.  "Although, they already know."

      "No videos," Ian told her.  "No proof.  If you want to show them, you make sure it's here, and you know where their phones are.  If they can prove themselves, then fine, we'll give them more access.  If they do enough, I'll even let you make them honorary pack members, but no turning.  You will not create a wolf who can't move here for years, and force them to be isolated from a pack.  Or worse, to turn on their own, locked in a house or running loose on the street."

      "I swear, Ian," she promised.  "I'm going to show you that we can do this.  Thank you for trusting me."

      "Think of it more as desperation," he told her.  "Because this?  It just might work."  Then he looked at Samantha.  "And I'm very sorry for what's about to happen."

      She shrugged.  "Guess my drama classes are about to come in handy, huh?  I'm going to be a very traumatized kid who made a mistake."  Her eyes flicked to Trent.  "I hope it's easier than Alice."

      "It's just like Alice," he told her.  "Just be a young girl who's a little vulnerable.  And if you need help, I'll help."

      "Thank you," she said.  "I'm not sure of the right titles or anything, but we really do just want to help.  Besides, it's kinda cool to know that my best friend is like some heroine from one of my books."

      "Him," I told Gabby, pointing at Theo.  "Keep an eye on him, because you know him the least."

      "I'm gonna let Roman do that," she promised.  And right on cue, Theo blushed.

      Clearly, Gabby knew what she was doing, and while I wanted to say she was wrong, the plan wasn't bad.  It wasn't really good, either, but it was better than anything else we had.  This time, it seemed, the kids really were going to save us.  We just had to make sure they didn't screw everything up in the process.
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      The kids spent the rest of the day upstairs in Gabby's room.  Olivia and Roman came over, then Xander showed up a little later.  Every so often I could hear laughing, but it sounded like things were working out.  Then, around five that evening, they began to disperse.  When Samantha and Theo left, Roman made a point of hugging the guy.  Of course, that made him blush, but it seemed that he'd finally been noticed, even if it wasn't going to do him any good.

      Olivia and Xander left next.  Then, Roman and Gabby came downstairs with her laptop and called all of us over.  With pride, she pulled up the original YouTube account, selected a video, and pressed play.

      "So, think it'll work?" she asked.

      The screen showed a still image of the original video, with text over it that said, "This was made to thank my friends.  It is not a real video.  Just common special effects!"  And then it proceeded to show the same video I'd panicked over the day before - except that this time, there was no wolf.

      "How?" I asked.

      Gabby chuckled.  "Well, Theo recorded nothing for long enough that we could just erase the wolf parts.  Basically, the reverse of what someone does when adding in special effects.  Just had to line up the doors and lockers where Roman was, keep Mason, and yeah.  There was enough of a gap between them that it was easy."

      "And," Roman said, "we used the process of erasing it to basically fake the process of making it.  Kinda played it in reverse.  I mean, this is Sam's thing, but it looks pretty good, right?"

      "What about Theo?" I asked.

      Roman let out an awkward laugh.  "Um, yeah.  So, I told him I'm not into guys, and he gets it, but we're cool."

      "He's been crushing on Roman since middle school," Gabby said.  "And then Roman ends up being this amazing werewolf, and now I think he's in love.  I kinda made it clear that he's my boyfriend, but he's ok.  Kinda dorky, but so is Sam."

      "So are most of us," Roman reminded her.  "You weren't that cool either when you first got here."

      She nudged him with her elbow, but her attention was on the rest of us.  "I just figured you'd all want to see it.  And Sam says people have started mentioning her name, so she's going to tell her mom what she did.  I mean, the fake story, not the real one."

      Ian just sighed.  "She'll probably have to do a press conference, you know."

      "Yeah, but we can't help with that," Gabby told him.  "Look, I know you think that keeping to ourselves is the only way, but they didn't have to do this.  Sam and Theo are trying."

      "And when they expose us later?" Pax asked.

      She looked over to Seth.  "Would you have?  If you'd found out your friends were like this, would you have told the world?"

      "Nope," Seth said.  "Not interested in getting laughed at and being treated like some tinfoil-hat-wearing freak."

      She just flailed her arms at him.  "See!  It's not just me.  Guys, that's what you don't get.  Sure, it's hard to believe that we're real.  I mean, look at how Mom freaked out.  But those who know?  They're either going to get laughed at or they'll help.  Being friends with vampires and werewolves is kinda popular right now.  Just look at the movies.  Everyone knows that silver kills werewolves, vampires sparkle, and that you can't tell others if you find out about them."

      "Vampires and garlic," Trent corrected.

      Gabby smiled.  "Maybe when you were a kid.  Now, they sparkle."  And she rolled her eyes to make it clear what she thought of that.  "All I'm saying is that if integrating is the goal, then isn't this doing it?  Sam and Theo know that Roman saved us."

      "Does anyone else?" Ian asked.

      Gabby could only shrug.  "I honestly don't know.  I mean, everything happened so fast, and that's going to help a lot.  Mason ran out of the room, Roman followed him, and then we were there trying to help the kids in the hall."

      "But there were kids in the hall," Ian realized.  "How many?"

      "A dozen?" she guessed.  "Maybe more?"

      "How many saw Roman as a lycan?" I asked.

      Gabby just sighed.  "I don't know."

      For a long moment, we were all very quiet.  Trent and Pax shared a look.  Seth was rubbing his forehead like it ached.  Ian pinched the bridge of his nose.  Lane just leaned over and played the video again, and I watched.  It was good.  The subtitles explained what she was doing, but there was no sound with it - just like the first one.

      "We need to tell the pack to share this.  Especially the kids," I realized.  "The media has moved on, completely focused on the talk about the video, so we have to make sure they see this one.  Tweets and Facebook.  Maybe even have some kids pick on Samantha for being a dork?"

      "Oh," Gabby breathed.  "That's it!"  And she pulled out her phone.  "I'll have Theo tweet that Sam is weird and wishes she was one of the cool kids, or something.  And if Lucy says she has a crush on my boyfriend..."

      Roman grunted, clearly not impressed.  "Why me?"

      "Because it's what girls do," she told him, typing at her phone furiously.  "We just have to make sure that people notice it."

      "Then have Xander put up a rant on Reddit about it," he told her.  "If he adds something about being there and almost getting shot, you know it will go crazy."

      I just closed the laptop.  "Then go upstairs and handle your empire, little alpha.  And yes, Roman, you can go too."

      He grinned.  "Door open, right?"

      "I don't care," I told him.

      Ian grinned.  "I'm going to be right here."

      "Gotcha," Roman said.

      As they headed upstairs, I turned to look at him.  "Was that a threat or something?"

      "We hear a little better than you," he reminded me.  "Well enough to convince him not to get naked."  Then he leaned back on the couch and pulled me beside him.  "Why am I so tired?"

      Lane grunted.  "Because we've been worrying about one thing or another since Monday."  With a sigh, he moved to take the other end of my couch, lifting my legs so he could sit with us.  "You know it's not done, right?"

      "It's not going to be done for a while," I told them.  "And once they get this, Sam will be the new target.  The wolves will be safe, but we've just let a teenager take the fall for this.  Guys, I don't feel good about it."

      "We didn't have a choice," Pax pointed out.

      "We always have a choice," I countered.  "I could've been the one - "

      "No," Seth said.  "Elena, you do not have a history of being a computer person.  Especially not video editing.  Do you honestly believe that Gerardo isn't watching the news, or that he wouldn't gladly jump on that to get his fifteen minutes of fame?"

      "It just seems wrong to make our kids deal with this," I told them.

      Ian turned, then pulled me even closer so he could wrap his arms around my waist.  My back now rested against his chest, so Lane shifted to drape my legs across his lap.  It was nice.  The fact that Pax, Trent, and Seth didn't seem to care made it even nicer.  For just a moment, I allowed myself to relax, simply enjoying that my guys were here, willing to help make this easier.

      "Our kids," Ian said softly.  "That's the thing, Elena.  They really are all of our kids.  Samantha and that boy, Theo?  They're helping because they want to.  That's what makes Gabby so amazing, though.  She's an alpha, and one day, she will inherit this pack from me.  She has a way of bridging the gap between wolves and humans because she's lived as both."

      "And she's fourteen," I reminded him.

      "Almost fifteen," he pointed out.  "Her quinceañera is coming fast.  Only a few more weeks."

      "Which is still a child."  I looked up at him, making sure he knew I wasn't mad.

      So he kissed the top of my head.  "Sometimes, we have to let them help.  When I was her age, I was being groomed to be the next pack alpha.  I had to deal with plenty of things, but Dad was always right there, or one of his betas.  Why can't we do the same for these kids?"

      "Like those teenagers from Florida," Seth said.  "Their school had a shooter, and they made it into a movement.  Their parents couldn't have done the same thing."

      "Or any young adult urban fantasy novel," Trent added.  "Sometimes, the kids really are the ones in the best position to fix things, and this is one of those times."

      "But," Ian said, "we'll help.  Maybe it's from the background, and maybe we won't get any credit for it, but we can still help.  And if this works?  If those kids can turn that video of Roman shifting into an accepted hoax that people forget about?  Then all it does is help them.  The next time there's a video, Samantha's tutorial video will be cited to explain it away."

      "Making their own world a little safer," Lane said softly.  "We all knew it would happen one day.  Well, that day has come, and Gabby knows what she's doing.  Better than I do, truth be told."

      "They grew up online," Seth said.  "That girl has never known a time before Twitter and Facebook.  Handling the nuances of social media is no different for her than choosing what clothes she wears."

      "But she shouldn't have to save the pack at her age," I reminded them.

      "You're right," Ian agreed.  "She shouldn't.  She also shouldn't have to worry about some kid shooting up her school or anything else.  That doesn't mean it won't happen, Elena.  I'm sorry, but that's life.  In an ideal world, she'd be able to have no worries for a few more years, but she convinced Roman to bite her, and this is the price of that.  She's going to have to consider who knows what and how that can affect those around her for the rest of her life."

      I just leaned forward to rub at my eyes.  "She was supposed to be safe here.  I left Gerardo to make sure she grew up properly, not having to worry about the things I did."

      "So she gets to worry about others instead," Ian said.  "I wish I could say I'm sorry, but I'm really not.  I'm glad the two of you are a part of the pack.  I hate that all of this happened, but I can't change that.  I can't make people accept us, Elena.  I can't change what I am, no more than you can."

      "She's talking about the pressures on Gabby, though," Pax said.  "Ian, she's right.  Gabby's a kid!  Samantha's the same age, and she's about to be grilled for this.  The news won't care how old she is or what she just went through.  All they'll care about are the ratings."

      "So what should we do instead?" Ian asked, looking at his betas.  "Because I'm open to suggestions here.  Should I make a statement?  Maybe just say that we're all werewolves, but it's cool?"

      "That's not what he meant," Trent said, but there was a warning in his tone.  "Don't be a dick, man."

      "I'm being serious," Ian said.  "If anyone has a better idea, I'm more than willing to take it.  The kids already have this started, but I actually agree - they shouldn't have to do this.  I just don't know how else to fix this problem."

      "What if Samantha breaks?" I asked.  "What if she changes her story and says that the werewolves made her do it?"

      It was Lane who answered.  "Then we're fucked."

      "She won't," Trent said.  "From the time I spent with her and Gabby working on that play?  I don't think Sam will crack.  I think she'll cry, and I know she'll be stressed, but I don't think she'd expose us like that."

      "Why?" I asked.

      His golden eyes shifted to look at me.  "Why won't you?"

      "Because my daughter's a wolf."

      "So?"  He dipped his head but refused to look away.  "Why wouldn't you tell anyone about us, Elena?"

      "Because I want to protect the people I care about," I finally said, realizing what he meant.

      Trent just nodded.  "Gabby is pretty much Sam's only friend.  Through her, she's now spending time with Olivia, Roman, Xander, and this human boy.  She went from being a nerd to a rebel in her own way.  Protecting her friends gives her a purpose, and once that girl sets her mind to something, she doesn't know how to give up.  She'll fail, but she won't quit."

      "So how do we help her?" I asked.

      Seth leaned over his knees.  "We make her part of the pack.  I agree with Ian about not letting her turn until she's old enough to live here, but if you can be part of the pack and human, then why can't she?  How many people in our pack are human now?  Three?  More?"

      "Seven," Ian told him.  "Two wives, a girlfriend, a pair of step-children, one husband, and a boyfriend."

      I sucked in a breath.  "That's it!"  A smile was taking over as I turned to Ian.  "You said you wanted to integrate, right?  Learning how to survive with humans?  That's why you even let me move here?  Well, that's it.  Every human so far has been the romantic partner or child of a wolf.  What if we make it even easier?  What if pack could be just a friend?  That best friend who someone is willing to trust with their secret."

      "Like you and Ashley," he realized.  "If she'd told you before you came here, and we'd given you the chance to earn your way into the pack like a wolf..."  He paused, thinking about that.  "It could work."

      "Make those kids the first test," I told him.  "I know you told Gabby she could, but I think it would mean a lot more if you added them."

      "I agree," Lane said.

      Trent was nodding.  "I like the girl.  If you want a sponsor for her, I'll do it."

      "This is a good idea," Pax told him.

      Seth just smiled.  "This," he said, "feels like a good decision, but the other packs won't like it.  But why limit it to just humans?"

      "Huh?"  I looked at all of them, clearly confused.

      "Other shifters," Ian said.  "So, what?  We just make a zoo here?"

      "A community," Seth corrected.  "A place where our kind can find allies."

      Ian pulled me back against him.  "That," he said, "is actually a great idea.  Wolf's Run was supposed to be a new way of doing things, so why go halfway?  I just hope these kids can pull this off."
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      The next morning, I woke up to my phone ringing.  I tried to ignore it, but as soon as it went to voicemail, it started all over again.  Seth groaned and grabbed it, then chuckled.  Before I knew what was going on, he'd swiped to answer.

      "What, Ash?"

      I could hear the murmur of Ashley's voice on the other end, but whatever she said was enough to make Seth sit up.  "What?" he asked.  "Shit.  Ok, what do you need?  Yeah, she's right here."  Then he passed the phone to me.

      "Hey?" I asked.

      "Is there any way you can come into the office?" Ashley begged.  "I know you want to be home with Gabby, but the phone is going crazy."

      "Yeah, sure," I said.  "Gabby's doing ok - better than I am - so I can help.  Just give me half an hour so I can get dressed?"

      "No need for pretty," Ashley told me.  "Elena, the story's out.  Between the calls from people suddenly interested in moving here, the ones who want to know about werewolves, and the actual werewolves being pissed off, we can't keep up."

      "We?"

      "Dad's been helping the last few days," she admitted.  "So, the sooner you get here the better."  And just to prove the point, the office line rang in the background.

      "Get that," I told her, "and I'll be in as soon as I can."  Then I ended the call.

      Seth immediately rolled over to shove his face in the pillow.  "Oh, this is going to suck," he grumbled, the sound muffled.

      I just leaned in to kiss his tattooed shoulder.  "The price of responsibility, right?"

      "More like pretending to be normal," he said, catching me around the waist.  "Otherwise, I'd convince you to be late to work."

      "Mm..."  I scooted a little closer.  "Tempting, but my best friend needs me."

      "I need you," he countered, sneaking in a quick kiss.  "But I can do without for one more day, I suppose."  Then he rolled away and sat up.  "Elena, she said other wolves are calling."

      I slid out of bed and headed to the bathroom.  "Yeah, I know."

      He didn't care that I closed the door behind me, simply raised his voice.  "The problem is that you can't trust them.  Who's to say if that werewolf on the phone is one of us or some reporter trying to get the inside scoop?  Samantha's comments about the kids from Wolf's Run has put us in the spotlight.  It's helping, but that doesn't mean it won't be rough for a bit."

      When I finished with the toilet, I opened the door and moved to the sink to brush my teeth.  "Well, the kids are ok, and I did say I'd rather be the one taking the brunt of this."  Then I shoved my toothbrush in my mouth.

      Seth just moved to lean against the door frame, not caring that both of us were completely naked.  "Just don't let it get to you, ok?"  His eyes ran down my body.  "And I seriously need pants."

      "Make me a coffee?" I mumbled.

      That made him smile.  "Sure."  But he still didn't move.  "Elena?"

      "Mm?"

      "I've never felt like this about anyone before.  I know now's not the time, but..."  He glanced down.  "I like this.  The stupid parts of this, like watching you brush your teeth, and the toothpaste on your chin.  I like how you make me feel about myself.  I love spending the night like it's perfectly normal, and how easy it is to spend time with you, even if I feel like an idiot half the time."

      I quickly spit, then made sure to rinse the toothpaste away that he'd mentioned.  "And now I'm really wanting to put on clothes," I teased.

      He just shook his head.  "No.  Don't.  The view is the best part.  I'm just saying that I'm there, and I know you're not ready for anything else on your plate, but..."  He shrugged.  "I guess, let me know when you are?"

      And then he turned and headed for his pants.  I shoved the toothbrush back into my mouth and watched him pull on his clothes, amazed with the way his ass and thighs flexed, but my mind was stuck on one phrase.  "I'm there," he'd said.  Where?  Dedicated?  Committed?  Accepted?

      Or did he mean love?

      My heart flipped in my chest so I turned back to the mirror.  The woman I saw reflected wasn't one who deserved this, but I wasn't going to refuse it either.  The real question was what I felt.  I loved Lane.  I knew I did, but was that because he was easy?  Lane was almost my age.  He was fated for me, so wasn't going anywhere - but neither were the rest of them.  This thing we had just worked.

      But did I love Lane because I was supposed to?  I honestly didn't think so.  I loved Lane because he made me feel safe and important.  I'd actually admitted it because he wasn't going anywhere, and a little part of me still worried about the rest of these guys.  Years of habit made me automatically jump to all the reasons why men like them wouldn't want a woman like me.  My age was right at the top - but they didn't care.  My child was a close second, yet they adored her.

      The fact that I wasn't pretty enough, rich enough, important enough, or anything else chased on the heels of that, but I knew better.  Those were the things my ex-husband had always said.  The truth was that I did like these guys.  Each one was different, but Seth was quickly climbing to the top of my list.  Ian was already there.  He'd said he loved me, and I hadn't said it back yet, but the truth was that I did.

      And Seth?  He made me happy.  He made me feel beautiful.  Every time he was around, I felt like I was on top of the moon.  I wanted to be stupid and giddy when I was with him.  He understood me in a way I hadn't expected because of the difference in our age.  He was still a beta of a wolf pack - not just a stupid young man.  He was amazing, sexy, and so very considerate.

      I felt more for him than I'd expected, but I was scared.  I kept waiting for him to get bored of me, yet that one little phrase changed everything.  He was there.  I was pretty sure I was too, if I'd just stop trying to avoid it.  These men were my mates.  That felt like more than just a boyfriend, regardless of what they said, and I was ok with that.  I just had to embrace that it was actually ok to love them back, because that was definitely what had been happening.  We'd all been slowly but surely moving past infatuation and toward something much deeper, stronger, and longer lasting.

      But Seth was right.  Now wasn't the time to talk about it.  Ashley needed me in the office, so I got dressed in something that wouldn't be too shocking if a client walked in, yet didn't require worrying about wrinkles.  In the kitchen, Seth handed me a coffee with a slow and sensual kiss.  I wrote a note and tacked it to the fridge, letting Gabby know where I was, and then I left.

      When I walked into the office, the phone was ringing again.  I could hear Ashley in her office already talking to someone else.  I could also hear Henry, but I wasn't sure if he was in Ashley's office or the breakroom.  Two of the four lines were busy, and the last two lights were blinking with incoming calls, so I answered before I was even sitting down.

      "Wolf's Run, this is Elena speaking.  How can I help you?"

      "Hi, this is Matt with KTVY, and I was wondering if you'd like to comment on a recent story - "

      I cut him off before he could finish.  "At this time, we have no comment.  If you'd like to send an email, I can forward that to the public relations department."  I quickly rattled off the official email address and hung up.

      It rang immediately.  This time, it was someone wanting to let me know that our children weren't any more special than anyone else's.  The woman sounded irate, and she didn't give me a chance to respond before hanging up.  I was actually ok with that.  Over and over, it went.  Most were reporters, and I told them all the same thing, adding in variations of how I was simply the front desk for the leasing office, but they could send an email for an official response.

      Then it happened.  I rambled off my greeting out of habit, and the man on the other end responded in a rough, growly voice.  "You've put us all at risk.  It will not be tolerated."

      "I'm sorry you feel that way, sir," I replied, keeping my customer service voice at maximum sweetness.  "If you'd like to file a complaint, you can send an email to the company, where it will reach the people in charge.  Were you interested in leasing a home?"

      "Fucking human bitch," he growled before hanging up.

      And then there was a moment of silence.  I pushed out a heavy breath, scrubbed at my face, and snuck in another sip of my coffee, waiting for it to all start again.  One of the lights for the lines in use went dim, and a moment later, Ashley stepped into the front room.  She just walked over to me, grabbed my shoulder, and rubbed reassuringly.

      "Thanks for coming in," she said.

      I looked up and forced a tired smile.  "Sounds like you needed it."

      "Yep.  It's worse today, since Samantha actually named the community, but it's just phone calls."  Then she leaned her head back and groaned.  "It seems like there's a rush, about twenty minutes of downtime, and then it starts again.  I heard you giving out the company email address, and that's good thinking.  I've started doing the same."

      "Send Henry home," I told her.

      Ashley scoffed at me.  "Not gonna happen.  I think he's having more fun than he has since he retired.  Being lame on that leg doesn't stop him from letting his alpha tendencies show on the phone, and he can claim he's just supporting his kids."  Then she leaned over my desk. "How's Gabby doing?"

      "Better than I expected," I admitted.  "She's driven to fix this problem, and she's got her human friends helping - with Ian's approval."

      "She's a true alpha," Ashley told me.  "She can't help it.  That protective urge is heightened with the virus, and she's using it.  In truth, Elena, she also has a good plan.  I mean, this could actually work."

      "But the calls!" I reminded her.

      "Are just phone calls," she said.  "They want to feel important.  No different than the ones who used to call to bitch about our prices, or the carbon footprint, or anything else.  If we're noticed, someone's going to be upset about it."

      "I'm pretty sure one of those was a wolf," I told her.

      Ashley nodded.  "Quite a few have called, actually.  Most of them are pissed because they feel exposed.  Some want to let us know that they're watching.  Regardless, it doesn't change anything, and they could just be people trying to prank us.  Believe it or not, there are groups who know we exist.  Some hunt us - mostly in Europe.  Others just want proof of something they think they've seen, and this story is what they've been waiting for.  Just keep up with the generic lines, telling them to send an email, and playing as human as you can."

      The words were barely out of her mouth before the phone rang again.  With a sigh, I reached over to grab it, but the ringing only moved to Ashley's office, making it clear there was more than one call coming in.  Rolling her eyes, she left while I greeted the person on the other end of the line as professionally as I could.

      "Is it true that there are werewolves living in Wolf's Run?" the woman asked, sounding much too chipper.

      "What?" I scoffed.  "No.  Werewolves don't exist.  Wolf's Run is an exclusive gated community that is working to bring back the idea of a community where neighbors can once again be neighborly.  We have a few homes left for lease, if you're interested - "

      "I just want to know about werewolves," she said.

      "You might try Netflix," I offered.  "This is a housing community.  I'd be happy to send you our current specials, though."

      The phone immediately went dead.

      It kept up like that all day long.  Ian came in at lunch with a bag of food for me.  I tried to tell him I couldn't, but he just handed me the bag, then waited until I was off the phone.  Without asking, he turned it around to face him and lifted a brow.

      "Just eat," he insisted.  "Quickly if you want, but I'm going to stand here and answer this until you've actually eaten something."  Then he smiled.  "You're not taking care of my pack without letting me take care of you in return, and trust me, I can be stubborn."

      So I gave in.  It was from my favorite place, and he'd gotten me the apple and turkey sandwich, so I wasn't about to refuse.  What I didn't do was leave my desk.  Yet just as my mouth was full of an impolitely large bite, the phone rang again.

      "Wolf's Run, Ian Langdon," he answered.  Then there was a very long pause.  I watched as his brow furrowed, his jaw clenched, but his laugh wasn't what I was expecting.  "Your threats are weak, Damon.  Keep trying.  If you truly feel that way, then you know exactly where to find me.  Just know that if you challenge me, I will not give you a second chance."

      I cautiously took another bite.  Did he mean like a dominance challenge?  What would happen if the other man won?  How would that change things with us, and what would happen to Gabby and me?  Not to mention everything else, but if Ian lost, would that be it?

      No, there was no way an outside wolf would come in just to challenge him.  Would they?  Wouldn't that expose us even more than what was already happening?  Unfortunately, I had no idea, but an entirely new list of questions was forming in my mind.

      "I don't care if you approve," Ian went on.  "Wolf's Run is mine.  Hidden Forest is yours.  Run your home how you want, but if you threaten any of my family, I will make sure you regret it.  Yes, that is a threat.  Now tuck your tail between your legs and don't call again."  And he slammed the phone back down on the receiver.

      "Bad?" I asked.

      "Annoying," he countered.  "Have wolves been threatening you all day?"

      "I've actually been doing the standard human customer service routine," I admitted.  "I pretend like I know nothing, have no power, and give them an email address where they can reach someone who might help them better."

      "I'll start going through the emails," he promised.  "Elena, I'm sorry you have to deal with this."

      "I'm not," I assured him.  "It means Gabby's plan is working, and that the pressure isn't only on them.  That's what we do as parents, Ian.  We pick up their messes, make sure the kids don't screw up too bad, and patch their boo-boos when they make them.  It'll die down soon enough."

      "Yeah," he said.  "Well, finish that.  I'm going to make sure the gates are secure, and let the pack know that for the next week, Wolf's Run is on lockdown.  Packages can be left at the security booth, but we do not need anyone sneaking in."

      I caught his hand.  "It'll be ok," I reminded him.  "The kids are safe.  The pack is fine.  This is nothing but people talking, and it will pass."

      He squeezed my fingers, and left.  I kept eating, but I did pause to answer a few more calls.  On the upside, being so busy made the time fly.  Before I knew it, the end of the day was fast approaching.  Ashley and Henry had barely left their rooms, and the phone would probably keep going until the automatic shift to voicemail at five.

      But the next call was a voice I recognized.  "Hello, Elena," the woman almost purred.  "It's Karen.  Remember me?"

      "I do," I assured her.  "What do you want?"

      She just laughed, and it was the kind that sounded like it should come from an evil queen.  "Well, I've found a new pack, you see.  I also spent my entire life learning the history of wolf communities and all of those pesky traditions we like to forget.  You took my mate, Elena, and I'm going to make sure you regret that."

      "Ian was never yours," I reminded her.  "Acting like a crazy stalker doesn't mean your victim loves you.  I figured losing your home would've made that clear enough."

      "And you're still thinking like a human."  She huffed like she was actually disappointed.  "So, just know that my new pack isn't weak.  We aren't scared of risking it all.  We also follow the traditions of our kind - all of them.  Wolf's Run is a threat, and one I have every intention of taking down."

      "Uh huh," I said.  "Well, I hope that works better than getting the guy, because you really failed at that."

      "Stupid bitch," Karen snapped.  "I'm not trying to get the guy. I deserve that pack!"

      "It's good to want things," I taunted, feeling like I was talking to my daughter.

      "Let's see if you're as smug when I'm coming for you. Those gates?  They won't stop all of us.  They won't hold back a real alpha if he challenges Ian.  Your pack follows a man who lets a teenaged boy walk all over him.  Who has human children acting as the main defense.  Your pack is weak and pathetic - but it's big.  It's also rich, and my new alpha could use that to make it clear that wolves are not the lesser species."

      "You're talking about exposing us," I said.

      "Us?" she asked.  "You're still a pathetic little human.  We will come for you.  My pack will decimate yours and take the spoils.  And you?  I will tear you apart with my own teeth.  I will make sure you pay for having me kicked out and banished from my home!"

      "You got your ass kicked by a teenage boy," I reminded her.  "Oh, and I was doing pretty good with a stick.  Fuck off, Karen.  Or should I say go fetch?"  And I slammed the phone down the same way Ian had earlier.

      Oddly, it felt good, but it didn't stop my guts from twisting with fear.  Karen was serious.  I knew she was - and she was coming for me.
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      Ian came in ranting about Damon's threat to challenge him.  It wasn't often my alpha was pissed, but this time he was murderously so.  Then I realized why.  The Hidden Forest pack was one of those groups of wolves who resented that some lines had lasted longer than others.  The mere idea of multiple generations of wolf lineage was disgusting to them.

      Mainly because those freaks preferred to handle everything with tooth and claw.  Every.  Single.  Thing.  And from the sounds of it, Wolf's Run was now in their sights.  Ian said he'd closed the gates to prevent reporters from slipping in, but the truth was that he wanted to make sure no one from the Hidden Forest pack could get past us.

      But Wolf's Run was a community, not a jail.  The culvert for the creek at the back of the property made it easy for wolves to slip outside the walls.  That meant it would be just as easy for someone else to slip in.  Because of that, we all spent the rest of the day checking the weak spots in the community perimeter.  Pax had the idea of putting up wildlife cameras to keep track of anything coming or going in the spots our pack used, but that would still take some time.

      My concern was Elena.  So, when five o'clock rolled around, I headed back to the office in time to see her leaving the building.  My mate looked tired, like she'd had a very long day.  I eased my truck up beside the curb and rolled down the window on her side.

      "Hey, sexy," I teased, "need a ride?"

      A smile immediately touched her lips.  "Won't say no," she told me as she climbed into the passenger seat.  Then she let out a long and heavy sigh.  "Please tell me things are better outside the office?"

      So I lied.  "Yep.  All's good out here.  Why?"

      Her little pink tongue darted out to flick across her lips.  "Lane, Karen called."

      My fingers tightened on the steering wheel.  "And?" I asked, driving the half block to her driveway.

      I managed to park beside her little car before she found the words she wanted.  The whole time, she toyed with the fabric of her shirt, clearly thinking hard about what she wanted to say, and it wasn't making me feel better.  The hair on the back of my neck was rising as my urge to keep her safe took over, but my guts were clenching as I wondered if Karen had somehow scared her away from us.

      "I want to be a wolf," she finally said.

      "No," I countered.  "Not because Karen called."

      She just grunted in annoyance, pushed open her door and got out.  "Why are all of you trying to stop me?  The full moon is next week, Lane.  Wednesday.  That's only six days away!"

      I hurried out to keep up with her.  "Have you thought this through?" I asked.  "Right now, we have the press speculating that we're all werewolves.  We don't even know if we're going to have a run this time, but if you turn, you'll have to."

      Elena just flipped a hand at me, clearly annoyed, but she didn't tell me to stop following.  Instead, she just stormed toward her door and walked in.  The fact that she left it open made me feel a little better, but I had a suspicion that we were about to have our very first fight as a couple, and this was not something I'd back down on.

      Not because I didn't want her to be a wolf.  It was just that I didn't want her to regret it.  I didn't want her to turn because some outside force made her feel like she had to.  I didn't want her to change who she was to make anyone happy but herself, and I wasn't completely sure if that was what she was doing.

      But the moment I stepped inside the house, I heard a voice I recognized on the news.  Gently closing the door, I turned for the television to see a young Black girl on the screen.  That was Gabby's friend, Samantha.  She stood in front of her house with tears streaming down her face, clearly in the middle of an interview.  The banner at the bottom of the screen said that this was CNN, so nationally televised.

      "I was so scared," Samantha was saying.  "Mason had been bullying us for weeks.  He'd push us, or throw things at us, and he was always barking at us.  We thought he was calling us dogs, you know, like ugly.  And he only did it to the girls I know.  I hated him!  So when it all happened, I was sure that he'd come after those of us he'd tormented."

      "And did he?" a reporter asked, clearly not concerned about making the girl relive the trauma.

      Samantha just nodded.  "I was in the biology supply closet with my friends, and he came in there.  He was saying that he'd hurt us.  I don't remember the exact words because I was so scared.  And then one of the boys from the hall rushed him, trying to get his gun.  A guy in the closet with me hurried out to help.  Together, they made him take off, so then my other friends and I tried to help the people that were hurt, but that's the thing.  The two boys and the girl who was basically holding us all together?  They're all friends from this one gated community called Wolf's Run.  They're neighbors!"

      "So why the video?" the reporter asked.

      "Because they're wolves.  I mean, that's what everyone calls the rich kids from that community.  And I kinda read a lot of urban fantasy, so when I was thinking about how to show them how much their actions meant, it just kinda went together.  Everyone calls them wolves, and it's always the monsters in my books that end up the heroes.  You know, the vampires, demons, or werewolves.  I just thought that when I showed it to my best friend - the girl who held us all together - that she'd realize how cool I thought she was for being so strong."

      "What's her name?" the reporter asked.  "This girl who helped you, why haven't you said her name yet?"

      "Because I see what you're all doing," Samantha snapped.  "We all just had a gun pointed at us, and we didn't know if we were going to live or die.  Some of my friends were shot!  Maybe our school was lucky that no one died, but do you really think that makes it any less terrifying?  No, my friends don't need you standing outside their houses like you are mine.  I just made a video for a friend.  I didn't post it anywhere, I didn't try to say it was real.  I just uploaded it to make sure it played smoothly, and then I saw this mess about people thinking it was real, and I wanted to set the record straight.  I'm not trying to make a hoax.  I'm not trying to capitalize on any of this.  I just want to be left alone and make sure my friends are ok.  I'm sorry I did it.  I had no idea any of this would happen, but it's not real.  I used a bunch of freeware special effects programs to create something cool to make my friends happier and all of you are ruining it!"

      "That's enough," a Black woman said, guiding Samantha away from the microphone.  "Go inside, sweetie."  Then she turned to the camera.  "That's her statement, and if you people keep harassing my daughter, I will have the police remove you.  She's been through enough, and you should all be ashamed of yourselves."

      The camera panned back to the reporter who'd been interviewing her, showing that there were a lot more people standing beside her on what appeared to be a typical suburban lawn, but Gabby lifted the remote and muted the screen.  The girl was smiling.

      "Pretty good, huh?" she asked, completely unconcerned about her friend's tears.

      "Is she ok?" I asked.

      Elena just stood there with her hand over her lips.  "Gabby, have you talked to her?"

      "Yep, before the interview," Gabby said.  "She was freaking out that she might giggle in the middle, but she did amazing!  I can't wait for her to watch that.  I mean, she had to use some eye drops to make sure she could cry, but it looked really good, right?"

      "This is not ok," Elena told her.

      Gabby just tilted her head.  "Mom, this is called taking care of the pack.  Besides, those jerks at the news need to realize that their ratings don't matter as much as the kids who have to deal with this so often.  I mean, that's what you've said before, right?  Well, no one at our school died!  I don't know how many times I have to say that.  Yes, it was scary, but so was getting in a wreck with Dad that time.  And what did you say back then?  That we were lucky.  Well, if we can't use that to make a point, then what good is being lucky, huh?"

      "She's sorta right," I admitted.

      Gabby just stood up and rubbed Elena's arm.  "Mom, it's ok.  None of this is what we want, and I know it's not the way I should handle this, but just like you have to worry about me, I have to worry about all of the wolves in Wolf's Run."  Then she paused, glancing down at the phone in her other hand.  "That's Sam.  I need to make sure she's ok after all of that."

      "Ok," Elena relented, but just before Gabby reached the stairs, she added, "I'm actually proud of you, Gabby.  I'm sorry you even have to do this."

      "Me too, Mom," Gabby said.  "I just don't want anyone else to feel hunted."  Then she jogged upstairs and out of sight.

      Elena let out a heavy sigh.  Hoping I wasn't about to get yelled at, I caught her shoulders and steered her toward her bedroom, knowing she'd want to change.  The fact that she let me made it clear that she was under a lot more stress than she wanted to admit.  I could only imagine, considering the way Ian had reacted to one phone call.

      So, once the door was closed, I decided to bring it up again.  "What happened at work?" I asked her.

      Elena just kicked off her shoes and flopped down on her bed, spreading her arms like she just wanted to give up.  "Karen threatened me.  Well, all of us, but mostly me."

      "Threatened how?" I pressed, fighting the urge to growl defensively.

      She smiled, clearly hearing it in my voice.  "She wants to finish what she started, and she made a point of letting me know she has a new pack.  One that will stand by the old traditions or something as hinky as that."

      "Because Wolf's Run isn't broke," I explained.  "Any alpha who could challenge Ian and win would end up with a very nice little community to call his own."

      "So, if someone can prove he's more dominant than Ian, he gets Ian's stuff?  His money?"

      "In a roundabout way," I told her.  "The new alpha could demand the pack pay rent to him.  No, he wouldn't legally own the homes, but he could force Henry, Ashley, and Ian to pay for the right to keep it.  He could kick everyone out, making this place a loss.  He could do a lot of things, just depends on how smart he is about it - or she."

      "Karen's not a pack alpha, is she?"

      "No," I laughed.  "Sadly, Karen's just a bitch.  She's not dominant enough or determined enough to do more than cause minor headaches."

      "But she still wants to hurt me," Elena said.  "Lane, that's why I want to be a wolf.  I mean, I've been thinking about it.  I stopped using condoms with all of you.  I've been talking to Gabby about it.  We've talked about it.  I'm ready.  I also think that we need to do this sooner rather than later."

      I sat down on the mattress beside her, refusing to let her do this as a whim.  "Little bunny, you can't undo this.  Once you're a wolf, you'll have to worry about someone exposing you on the news the way we do."

      "I already am," she insisted.  "Lane, my daughter's a wolf.  She can't live without a pack.  My boyfriends are wolves."

      "What happened to being scared of not making it?" I asked.

      That made her sit up, but she wouldn't look at me.  "I still am, a bit, but Dr. Bridget is positive that I'll be fine, so long as it happens here.  Ashley and Kim both said they'd help me.  I know none of you would let me get lost, and they say that an alpha can make me turn back, so I wouldn't get stuck as a wolf."

      "All true," I assured her.  "But we told you that before, and you still didn't believe us."

      "I did," she said.  "I honestly did, Lane, but there's still a chance. A slim one, but I had to think of Gabby first.  As soon as Gerardo signed away his rights, my first thought was that this was now possible.  That if anything happened to me, Ashley could raise Gabby, or even Henry."

      "Or me," I told her.

      "I wouldn't ask you to do that," she mumbled.

      So I caught her chin, making her look at me.  "You are my mate.  My entire world, Elena, and she's a part of you.  If anything happens to you and Gabby is all I have left?  I will be in her life.  I will take care of her, and I will do my best to be the father she deserves.  I don't care if that's a legal decision or anything else.  You can't stop me, and I need to.  She may not be my child by blood, but I don't care, she's still my family - as much as Ian and Ashley are."

      "So, will you help me?" she asked.  "Lane, if I'm a wolf, Karen can't use biting me as a threat.  Maybe I'll still need stitches, and no, I won't know how to be a good wolf, but it won't be as bad.  If I'm already a wolf, it removes one of her threats.  And if I work as hard as Gabby did, maybe I can even learn how to run away so you can protect me."

      "And if Karen wins the dominance challenge?" I asked.  "What will you do if she banishes you from the pack?"

      She pulled in a breath and sat a little straighter.  "I'll get an apartment in town and wait for you all to fix it.  I'll trust that Ashley or Kim would challenge her back, or that some rule somewhere would make this all better.  Lane, I don't care about my title.  I'm not worried about no longer being the official Alpha Female.  I just want to be with you.  All five of you."

      My heart thumped hard in my chest, feeling like the wind was just knocked from my lungs.  "Really?" I asked.

      She nodded.  "I like this.  I love you, Lane.  I..."  She paused, glancing away.  "I think I'm in love with Ian, but I'm scared to admit it.  And Seth..."

      "I'll have to bite you," I reminded her.  "If you want to make sure this happens, then sex isn't predictable enough.  The only way to all but guarantee that you'll be exposed is if I bite you - as a wolf."

      She swallowed audibly.  "I'm scared it'll hurt."

      "It'll hurt," I admitted.  "There's no other way to do it.  So are you sure this is what you want?"

      My mate paused, but then she nodded.  "I want to be a wolf."  Then her eyes jumped up to mine.  "And I want you to do it, but I don't want to tell Ian until it's done."

      "Monday night," I told her.  "The full moon is Wednesday evening, so I'll do it on Monday night.  That way you won't be too sick.  I'll also have to tell Ashley, because you'll be out of work for a while."

      "What if she tells Ian and he says no?" she asked.

      "I don't think you'll have a problem."  Because we already knew she was trying, and I had a feeling this was just her inner fears talking, but I'd run interference for her.  So, I leaned in and kissed the side of her neck.  "I promise that I will take very good care of you, but you need to tell Gabby.  Maybe today, maybe tomorrow, but she deserves to know that you're planning this."

      "Tomorrow," she decided, reaching for my hand.  "Thank you for believing me."

      "You know..."  I laced my fingers with hers.  "If anyone ever tries to hurt you, Elena, I will kill them.  I'm scared you'll hate me for it, because you're this sweet, gentle little bunny, but I'm still a wolf.  I'll always be a wolf, and I'm not always a nice guy."

      "I know," she promised.  "But it makes me feel like it's ok to be brave, Lane.  I can take a risk because I know you'll make sure it ends up ok."

      "We all will," I swore.  "And even when you're a wolf, you'll still be my bunny."  This time, I kissed the side of her face.  "Because I really like eating you."

      She pulled her hand back with a laugh.  "Go do whatever you were doing.  I need to make dinner."

      "Monday night," I told her again.  "I'm spending the night - just us - and we'll make this happen.  So, you have until then to change your mind."

      "I won't," she said.

      I just headed to her door.  "I know."  Because this sweet, gentle woman wasn't weak or timid.  She just hadn't realized that yet.
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      "Elena wants me to turn her."

      The words entered the house before Lane was even in view, making all of us stop.  I shut off the water, putting the dish I was washing in the rack, and turned to see how Ian was handling that.  Pax and Trent were also watching him when Lane finally marched into the living room.

      "Why?" Ian asked.

      "Because she does," he said.  "She's already trying, Ian.  No condoms, remember?  She wants to be a part of the pack, and I'm pretty sure she realizes there are things she's missing because she doesn't have this thing."

      Ian just crossed his arms over his chest.  "Yeah, and Damon called to threaten me today.  Seems Karen's now a member of his pack.  More than that, he's taken her as a mate."

      "A mate?" Pax asked.

      Ian nodded.  "One of three.  I'm sure she doesn't care, either.  She's just happy she's finally been given the title of Alpha Female."

      "Mm," Trent grunted.  "But Hidden Forest is only about twenty wolves, last I heard.  If he's got three mates..."

      "Yeah," Ian agreed.  "He can't have more than a dozen full grown wolves, and that dick is fucking any woman he can, acting like it's a privilege for them.  Not my problem, though.  Not my pack.  My concern is that Damon is making threats, so Karen probably is too."

      Lane made an affirmative grunt.  "She called Elena, so yes.  But Elena has a good point.  If she's already a wolf, then getting bit won't be as big of a problem.  She'll still be just as vulnerable as she is now, but she won't have to deal with the sickness, let alone losing, getting kicked out, and turning on her own in the middle of the city."

      "Which is a good point," Pax said.

      Ian just turned to look at me.  "No opinion, Seth?"

      "Oh, plenty of them," I assured him.  "Just not convinced you'll like what I have to say."

      He actually smiled.  "So tell me anyway."

      "Ok."  I paused to wipe my hands dry.  "I think that Elena's smart enough to have thought this out.  I think we've all done everything possible to make sure she has this option.  I also think that she deserves this, and I will be right there beside her when she runs."

      "What about the media?" Ian countered.

      "Fuck them."  I waited a moment to make sure he knew I was serious.  "She has a good point about getting bit.  If she's already a wolf, then what's the absolute worst that can happen?"

      "She'll end up fated to someone besides Lane," Ian said.

      I just scoffed.  "Not likely.  The truth is that we all want her to be a wolf.  She wants to be a wolf.  That woman is the best Alpha Mate I've ever heard of, and she's good for the pack.  She's proven herself, she's been accepted, and she wants to do this.  I think refusing to turn her when we're all going bareback with her any chance we can get is nothing but hypocrisy.  So, if she wants to make sure she's a wolf before the full moon, I'll bite her myself and deal with the consequences."

      "Ballsy," Pax muttered under his breath.

      "That's why he's a beta," Trent pointed out.

      Thankfully, Ian was still smiling.  "I actually agree with you completely, Seth.  My only concern has been that she'd want to turn because she thinks she has to."

      "She told me not to tell you," Lane admitted.  "She's convinced you'd try to stop her."

      "So we don't tell her we know," Ian said as if that didn't hurt his feelings at all.  "Lane, let her deal with everything else.  She's got enough on her plate right now with Gabby, the fucking phone calls she's fielding in the office, and everything else.  If letting her think that we don't know will make it easier on her, then we won't say anything.  If letting her know that we're ok with this helps, then tell her that."

      "I'm doing it Monday night," he said, looking over at me.  "She asked if I would."

      I was ok with that.  I honestly was, so why did I feel so disappointed?  Maybe I'd hoped that she'd ask for me, since we'd already shared so much about my own conversion when she was dealing with Gabby's change?  No, I was pretty sure it was much simpler than that.

      I wanted her to need me.  We'd grown so close lately, and that woman was my mate too, but Lane really was the best man to do this.  He'd spent enough time as a wolf to know just how hard to bite her.  He would hurt her the least, and I couldn't say the same about myself, but I'd kinda hoped that she'd trust me enough.

      "It's the right call," I told him.  "Just...  I know this is dumb, but try not to hurt her, ok?"

      "I'll be careful," he promised.  Then he gestured to the TV.  "Samantha did an interview, by the way.  Any idea if that helped?"

      "Shit," Trent gasped, grabbing for the remote to turn it on.  "I didn't realize how late it was."

      Immediately, the news filled the screen, proving they'd been checking it throughout the day.  I just pulled out my phone and decided to see what the masses really thought.  So, while some news-contracted therapist rambled on about teen coping mechanisms, I went straight for Twitter.  Of course it was trending.

      Scrolling through the comments, it seemed like everyone knew it hadn't been real.  Gabby had been right, and all the world needed was a semi-plausible explanation to latch onto.  A few people were angry, saying Samantha should go to jail - for what, I had no idea.  But for the most part, the tweets seemed to all be wondering how anyone had actually believed it.

      Then I went to Reddit.  A link to the interview had been upvoted enough to be right at the top.  The comment thread on that was massive, but again, those who thought werewolves were real had been trolled by the masses.  Then, the sound of Samantha's voice made me look up to find her interview playing again on the news.

      It was only a clip, but the girl actually looked horrified and ashamed.  The tears made me feel so bad for her, and the way her voice cracked when she talked about the shooting was just a little too real.  I had a feeling that she'd tell Gabby it was all good acting, but that?  No, she'd been terrified.  She was also still trying to process that her best friend wasn't human, which probably helped more than it hurt.

      "What if she gets bullied at school for this?" I asked over the television.

      Pax waved me off while the rest of them listened to every word she said.  They were locked onto it like something she said might ruin everything, almost braced for the worst case scenario, but I'd already seen that the public had accepted her story.  In a few days, this would all be something to laugh about.  Well, for most people.

      For Samantha, Gabby, Roman, and the other kids from Wolf's Run, it wouldn't be that easy.  That wasn't how teenagers worked.  My friends had all gone to a fancy private school, so they wouldn't understand.  Where I'd grown up, anything that made us stand out was enough to make us hate life.  Kids were either in the popular crowd or they weren't.  The popular ones tortured those who didn't make the cut, and all too often, those wounds ended up the kind that never went away.

      Because that was the problem with bullying.  It was mental damage, not physical, and the "solution" to it was some chant about sticks and stones.  Bruises healed, though.  Trauma didn't always go away, and Gabby had just put herself and her friends right in the crosshairs of teenaged torture in order to protect the pack.

      So, maybe I wouldn't be the one to turn Elena, but this was something I could do for her.  Once, long ago in another life, I'd been the boy who got beat in the locker room.  I'd been the dork with the smart mouth and the starting position on the cross country roster.  I knew what Gabby was about to face, and I could at least listen when she needed someone to talk to.

      Maybe I'd make a shit father figure for her, but if I thought about this more like an uncle, it was easier.  I would've been fifteen years old when that girl was born - and I'd still been a virgin at that age!  I wasn't old enough to act paternal with her, but that didn't really matter.  Besides, if she came to me, it was one less thing for Elena to worry about.  Not that I'd hide it from her, but I could help with this.  No, I would help with this.

      I'd prove to Elena that I was a good mate for her, and not just some guy she fucked every so often.

      "Seth?" Ian asked, breaking into my thoughts.

      "Hm?"  I'd completely missed whatever they were talking about.

      "Earth to Seth," Trent joked.

      "Sorry," I said, finally making my way from the kitchen to the living room.  "I was just thinking that those kids are going to get bullied for this.  For being on the news and doing something as 'uncool' as making special effects movies."

      "Wouldn't that be cool?" Lane asked.

      I just laughed.  "No, man.  It's right up there with cosplay.  But it seems to be working."  I lifted my phone to show what I meant.  "The trend on Twitter is that her story passed the sniff test.  Reddit is filled with it, but same thing.  Samantha's story and tears were enough to convince the public that this was just kids being kids, and that werewolves don't exist."

      "But it's not that easy," Ian realized, reading between the lines.

      "For us, it is," I assured him.  "For those kids?  No, they're about to enter Hell when they go back to school.  Gabby was the hero.  Roman was the tough guy.  Samantha put them front and center, so the popular kids won't like it. They'll tease and torment them."

      "Shouldn't bother the wolves," Pax said.

      All I could do was sigh.  "Shouldn't?  Except that no one likes to be constantly harassed.  Eventually, it will wear on them.  When Gabby starts to crack, Elena will worry.  Roman, Olivia, and Xander will try to stand up for her, which will make them targets too - or vice versa.  It's impossible to tell which angle will work best with teenagers, but someone will get picked on, and it will be relentless."

      "Think they can handle it?" Ian asked.

      I nodded.  "I also think that we'll need to make a point of telling them that we're proud of them, and let the pack know what they're suffering for the good of the whole.  That, more than anything else, will help.  If they feel like this is a trial or sacrifice for a bigger good?  It will remind them that they aren't losers, ugly, lame, stupid, or whatever else they'll get called."

      Lane just leaned over the back of the couch, but the crease in his brow made it clear he didn't like what I was saying.  "How do we protect them?"

      "Home school them," I said.  "Although that won't really help, because Samantha would then be alone.  And that boy who's crushing on Roman."

      "Can we please admit that's cute?" Pax asked.

      "Think he's into it?" Ian asked.

      Pax shrugged.  "Don't know, don't really care.  I just think that guy crushing on Roman is adorable.  The fact that Roman's not being a dick about it makes me pretty proud of him."

      "Yeah," Ian breathed.  "Just worried that it might upset the balance Gabby has going with her betas right now.  Roman and Olivia are a good match.  I have a feeling that she and Xander will butt heads soon, and probably more violently than Elena will expect.  If Seth's right, and bullying becomes a problem..."

      "Then Xander might win," Trent finished for him.  "Which means Gabby wouldn't be the dominant alpha of their generation."

      "Or the logical heir," Lane added.

      Ian just sighed.  "And this isn't something I can fix."

      "I can," I told him.  "In case all of you forgot, I used to be a teenager in public school."

      "Do it," Ian said.  "And Lane?  If Elena changes her mind, let her, but do not try to talk her out of it?"

      "Wouldn't dream of it," he promised.  "I want her to be a wolf more than you can imagine."

      "Me too," I said softly.

      Ian just chuckled.  "So, you decide you're ok with the older woman now?"

      "He's in love," Trent said.

      "Fuck off," I grumbled.

      "Are you?" Ian asked.

      Which was the moment of no return.  The guys were all looking at me, clearly waiting for my response.  I wanted to say no.  It was the easy way to answer.  It would prevent them from picking on me, and make the heat rushing to my face vanish.  It would also be a lie.

      "And if I am?" I asked instead.

      "Then I'd be happy for you," Ian said.  "Just let me know when you tell her so I don't screw it up for you?"

      "Yeah," I agreed, feeling like a complete idiot.  "But not until all of this is done.  I..."  From the grin on Trent's face, I realized that I'd all but admitted it, so I just kept going.  "I want it to be something special, because I've never been in love before, ok?  I don't want to fuck this up."

      "You're not," Trent promised.  "I was just thinking that you're almost as cute as Theo."

      So I lifted my middle finger, turned around, and went back to finishing the dishes.  I was also smiling, but I would deny that until the day I died.
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      Samantha's interview on the news meant that the calls on Friday weren't too bad.  Sure, there were still some freaks asking about werewolves.  There were also a few actual wolves saying this wasn't over.  I ignored them all, thinking about nothing but the fact that I was going to turn.  When I told Ashley, she was thrilled, promising that she'd tell the Sisterhood so they could be at my side.

      So that night I let Gabby know what I was planning.  Proving that she was a true teen terror, Gabby simply said something about how it was about time, and then wanted to know if she could go over to Olivia's.  I gave in, because she was right.  It really was about time, and while she hadn't reacted the way I wanted, she also hadn't exactly been rude.  Just blunt.

      The weekend came and went, and the only exciting thing that happened was the school letting us all know that classes would be canceled for another week.  The police were still investigating the shooting, so the building was a crime scene.  There was a lot of information about counseling and mental health options for the students, but that was about it.

      By the time Monday rolled around, I was as anxious as a child waiting for Santa to show up.  Ashley had arranged for Gabby to spend the night with Olivia.  Heather let me know that she was so happy for me, and glad to take my daughter.  Kim called next, making it clear that she and Roman would run with me for my first shift, and that David would make sure there were blankets at the trails so I wouldn't freeze.

      Then it was Bridget, making sure I knew the difference between an infected bite and a normal one.  She gave me directions on how to clean the wound to make sure that only the virus made it through, and assured me that once the transition was complete, my immune system would take care of anything problematic.

      But Lane didn't come over after work.  Not even for dinner.  I thought about sending him a message, but I wasn't sure whether or not that would be a bad idea.  What if he was waiting until later so no one would ask what we were up to?  Granted, Ashley knew, and most of the women I hung out with, so had one of them told Ian?  Would he be upset?  Would he try to stop us?

      Damn, I felt like a stupid kid.  Naturally, I worried about it until I finally gave up and headed to bed around ten.  I'd just pulled out my nightgown when I heard the backdoor open, so I turned to watch my bedroom door.  A second later, Lane walked in.

      "Is everything ok?  Where have you been?" I asked.

      He lifted a handful of gauze and tape.  "I ran over to Bridget's to get some things and ended up being lectured," he said, but there was a little smile on his lips.

      "She gave me directions on how to care for a wolf bite," I admitted.

      Lane laughed once.  "Me too."  He placed the bandages on the bedside table.  "Elena, are you sure about this?"

      "More than you can imagine," I breathed.  "I'm nervous, and I know this is going to hurt, but I'm also excited to be a wolf."

      His lips curled into a weak smile, almost like that was what he needed to hear.  "I was thinking the upper arm would be best."  Slowly, he reached out to push my sleeve higher.  "If I bite here and it leaves a scar - because it usually does - then it won't be as visible.  The forearm is less awkward to reach, though, and I could bite somewhere else if you'd prefer."

      The man sounded a little nervous, and it was pretty cute.  He also looked as tense as I felt.  The problem was that I didn't honestly know.  If I thought about the scar, he was right, my bicep made the most sense.  I didn't want to get bit on the torso, because I had a feeling that would hurt a lot more.  My calf might work, but then I'd be limping around for the next few days.

      "I think you're right," I finally said.

      "Ok."  He paused to lick his lips.  "Want to do this now?"

      "Might as well."  I felt like an idiot, but I'd never really made a date to get bit before!  "Do I need to...  I dunno, do something?"

      He kicked off his shoes.  "Um, this might be easier without your shirt in the way.  I don't want to mess it up, and you'll probably bleed, so maybe a towel?"

      "Is it going to hurt really bad?" I asked.

      "Elena, it's not going to feel good.  To make sure this works, I'll need to bite you deep enough to pierce the skin and muscle.  So, yeah, it's going to hurt."

      I just pushed out a breath, and then pulled my shirt over my head.  "Ok, but can you make it fast?  I don't want to jerk away or something and end up with a scar like Seth has."

      "I won't do that to you," he promised.  "I'll let go."

      And now my pulse was starting to pick up.  This was really happening.  No, I wasn't going to back out, but I'd never been this nervous, not even when I got married.  Labor had kinda snuck up on me, starting from a little back pain and ending with an epidural, so it wasn't close.  The best comparison I had was getting hurt as a child, and that had been so long ago that I remembered the crying more than the hurting.

      Still, I headed to the bathroom for a darker-colored towel that wouldn't be ruined if I bled on it.  Then I decided to kick off my pants while I was at it, just so I didn't have to worry about getting out of them with my arm hurting.  By the time I stood in front of him wearing nothing but my bra and panties, Lane had removed all of his own clothes as well.

      "Last chance," he said, moving closer to cup my face.  "If you're not sure, we can wait for the next moon.  We can put this off and I won't think less of you.  I'm also not trying to talk you out of it.  I just don't want to make you do something you aren't sure of."

      I pressed my hand over his chest.  "I know, but I want this.  I think I want this more than you can imagine, and the sooner we do it, the less I have to wonder if I should've done it last month or the month before."

      His thumb swept across my cheek.  "Close your eyes, little bunny."

      I did, and he lifted his hand from my face, but beneath my palm, his chest vanished.  I could still feel something, like a warmth that I couldn't quite describe.  It wasn't dry or wet.  It wasn't even really tangible.  Mostly, it just felt like I was holding my hand before a fire, and the wave of heat coming from it was thick, yet I knew that was Lane between his forms.

      It faded, and then he pushed his head against my leg, letting me know it was safe to look again.  When I opened my eyes, he hopped up on the bed and lay down, looking at the covers as if saying I should sit.  So I did.  Then he nosed at my elbow, encouraging me to hold my arm out.

      The position felt silly.  More because he was behind me, but I waited, tense and expecting the pain any second.  Instead, Lane just licked at the back of my arm, making me flinch.  As soon as I realized what I'd done, a laugh broke free - which was when he finally bit.

      There was no snarl or growl.  He didn't lunge at me or shove me around.  One second I was laughing at my own anxiety, and the next the nerves in my arm were screaming that something was wrong.  My body couldn't even make sense of it at first, feeling cold spikes where his teeth pierced my skin, and then heat took over, along with a throbbing ache.  Lane let go almost immediately, but I gasped, turning to look at the damage.

      Before my eyes, the wounds began to seep with blood.  A ring of teeth was visible, proving he'd bit hard.  I could see the line of his front teeth, but the four large canines had left holes in my skin.  Big ones.  Deep ones.

      "Elena," Lane said, proving he'd shifted back to a man while I stared at the injury.  "Are you ok?"

      "That hurts!" I told him.

      He pressed the towel around my arm.  "Where's your Advil, baby?"

      "Um, bathroom.  Cabinet on the right."  I set my hand over where the towel overlapped so he could go grab it.  "I'm ok, Lane," I added, almost as an afterthought.

      "You sure?" He was already in the bathroom and rummaging.  I heard the rattle of pills in a bottle, and then the tap running as he got me some water.  Then he was back.  "Drink this," he said before fishing out a pair of pills and offering those to me as well.  "Please tell me it isn't too bad?"

      "It feels like I was bit by a wolf," I teased.

      That made him finally relax.  "I'm sorry.  I wish I could've made it work another way, but you wanted this, and - "

      "Lane," I begged, "I'm ok."  Then I swallowed the pair of Advil and offered the glass back.  "Let's wrap this up so I don't make a mess of the bed tonight, ok?"

      "Does it hurt bad?"  He moved the water to the bedside table, then picked up the gauze.  "I don't want to wrap it too tight if it does, and it might swell."

      "Wrapped a lot of dog bites?"

      "Wolf."  His yellow eyes jumped up to watch me.  "Usually on other wolves.  Our injuries do shift with us, you know."

      "Yeah, like Roman's scar."  I nodded to show I understood, just as he lifted away the towel.

      Yep, that hurt even more now.  The space around the teeth marks had already turned red, but I didn't think it would bruise.  At least, I hoped it wouldn't, but I was probably wrong.  While I watched, Lane gently wrapped the gauze around and around my arm until I couldn't see my skin through the gaps in the fabric.  It was thick, but when he bent my elbow, it wasn't too tight.  Then he used the tape to secure it all, acting like he really had done this a few times.

      "I'm so sorry," he said again.

      "Stop apologizing for doing what I asked you to," I said, flexing my arm again to see how bad it hurt.  Kinda bad, actually.  "I want to be a wolf bad enough to tolerate this.  I mean, it's not really worse than giving birth, right?"

      He put away the supplies we didn't use, then carried the towel to my hamper, but he didn't answer.  While he did that, I moved to the middle of the bed, wishing that I'd taken off my bra before we'd done this, and the idea of lifting my arms to put on my nightgown sounded like a very bad idea.  Probably not the sexiest date I'd ever had with a man, but I knew it would be worth it in the end.

      When he came back, he looked even more worried.  "You know your first shift is going to hurt, right?"

      "Really?"

      He nodded.  "You should be almost delirious from the fever, so won't really notice, but it hurts.  Your body will try to resist, because it doesn't know what it's doing.  Most scream, Elena.  I should've mentioned that before - "

      "No," I said, cutting him off.  "Lane, I'm doing this.  I'm sick and tired of being scared of everything, and always feeling like I'm weak.  I'm doing this, and it's already done. Now, I just have to deal with it."

      "But what if you hate me?" he whispered.

      "Won't happen," I swore.  "I asked for this, Lane.  You're helping me.  Now...  Can you come help me take off my bra?  It seems my arm hurts a little."

      He crawled up on the bed until he was beside me, then pressed against the shoulder on my good arm to get me to lean forward.  When I did, he scooted back a little further and unfastened the clasp.  Next, I felt his lips caress my back, and he eased the straps forward.  I slipped my good arm free, then Lane carefully worked the strap over the wrap on my arm, only to toss it toward the floor.

      Then he kissed my back again, his mouth working its way toward the back of my neck.  "I don't like it when you hurt, my bunny," he whispered against my ear.  "I just want to take care of you, Elena."

      "You are," I promised, twisting so I could see him.

      Lane just leaned in, easing me down onto the bed.  "And you're still wearing panties.  I shouldn't take those off."

      "Yes, you should," I decided.  "I mean, if you want to make me feel better, I can think of a few things that would help."

      His teeth grazed the side of my neck lightly before he slid lower on the bed.  I watched his shoulders flex as he moved down beside my hip, and his large, strong hands hooked in the waistband of my panties.  I lifted my ass and he guided them down, his eyes dropping to the junction of my legs.  One hand grabbed my thigh, pressing it to the bed.  The other worked my panties off my ankles, and then he leaned in to lick right across my folds.

      "Yeah, I'll make you feel very good," he promised before pushing my legs open and rolling between them.

      When his mouth landed on my clit, I gasped, lifting myself to make it even easier.  Lane shoved an arm under my ass to hold me there, and his tongue flicked across me.  In that instant, I forgot all about the throbbing pain of my arm.  All that mattered was the next pass of his tongue, his lips, and an indescribable urge to feel his thick fingers inside me.

      "I told you bunnies were made to be eaten," he teased, and then I got those fingers I wanted.

      Lane pushed two deep inside me, curling them as the hardened tip of his tongue flicked across me, teasing me higher.  Yet the moment I started to pant for breath, he began to thrust, fucking me with his hand hard enough to rock my body on the covers.  I grabbed at his head, thankful he'd bitten the other arm, and pulled his face even closer.

      While his tongue teased me, his hand worked me higher, and there was nothing gentle about it at all.  This was my mate.  The man who'd be with me forever, and damn, did he look good like that.  The man ate me out like he was devouring a feast.  His hand pumped into me so hard.  If this was how he wanted to apologize, then I accepted.  In truth, I couldn't think of anything better.

      I also didn't want him to stop.  Every pass of his tongue across my pussy made my hips twitch, and I pressed into his face, loving that my men enjoyed this.  They didn't make me feel like pleasing me was a chore. No, Lane made me feel sexy and desirable, like he couldn't get enough.  This wasn't at all how I'd expected my night to end, but I'd have to be an idiot to refuse.

      And he knew exactly what he was doing.  A whimper broke from my lips, loud enough that I almost bit it back before I remembered that it didn't matter.  It was just us in the house.  Me and the man who was fated to be mine, and he felt so good.  My core was clenching, my toes were curling, and I knew I was close.  So fucking close.

      I let my eyes close and the moans fell from my lips.  Every thrust of his hand earned a sound, but when his lips sucked at me, it was too much.  My back arched and I cried out, feeling my body lose control.  The pleasure hit, washing away the ache in my arm, and I rode it, wrapping a leg around Lane's shoulder to hold him against me until the pleasure finally subsided.

      And then I heard the sound of my bedroom door closing, and the latch clicking into place.
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      "Looks like she's doing fine," Seth told Ian with a chuckle.

      Lane groaned, lifting his head to kiss my belly before glaring at the pair of men who'd just walked into my bedroom unexpectedly.  A part of me wanted to cover up, but they'd clearly seen enough to make that pointless.  Besides, I was still trying to catch my breath.  Then there was the hungry way those men watched me, just like they had that first night in the hot tub.

      "Go help her," Ian told Seth.  "I get the feeling her arm isn't bothering her much at all."

      "What are you doing here?" I asked, unable to take my eyes off Seth as he pulled off his shirt and tossed it to the floor.

      Ian just leaned back against the wall with a devious little smile.  "Well, I was worried that you might need help with that little wound I heard you were planning.  Someone to hold you in place, or bandage it when he was done putting his mouth on you."  Ian's eyes made a trip down my bare body.  "But it seems I underestimated my beta."

      "Just making her feel a little better," Lane told him before crawling higher up my body to kiss my ribs.  "And if you aren't helping, then go away, Alpha."

      "Oh, I'm helping," Ian promised.  "Seth, pants too.  Lane, flip her over, because I have every intention of watching her with both of you, and I don't think our mate's going to complain at all.  Are you, Elena?"

      I rolled onto my stomach just as Lane's hand found my hip.  "Giving orders, Ian?"

      He pulled himself away from the wall to move around the bed for a better view.  "It is what I'm good at.  Or did you have other plans?"

      Oh, so he was going to be cocky again, huh?  Granted, it looked really good on him, but two could play at this game.  "Then you lose your shirt too," I demanded.

      Ian just canted his head in acknowledgment, and then pulled off his shirt, tossing it toward the foot of the bed almost like an offering.  "Anything else, Alpha?"

      Oh, damn.  The way he purred that title made my pulse drop right down into my already throbbing core.  "Shoes, socks, and your belt, Ian.  The pants, however, stay on.  If you want to watch, then no touching."

      His eyes closed in a long blink, and a soft moan sounded in the back of his throat.  "Then Seth needs to get naked.  You, my love, are going to show me exactly how much you like blow jobs.  Unless you've changed your mind?"

      "Not at all," I assured him, glancing over to watch Seth working off his pants.  Damn, that man looked good.

      "And Lane's going to take you from behind," Ian added.  "Hard, Elena, but you're not going to give up that cock in your mouth.  You're going to take it, because you are and always will be ours.  Am I understood?"

      "Yes, Alpha," I breathed, knowing the right words but never having used them before.

      Beside me, Lane groaned, making it clear he approved of that more than I could have imagined.  "Don't let me bite her?" he begged, but I wasn't sure who he was talking to.

      Evidently, Ian understood.  "Bite her," he said.  "You already have once.  Just remember that your mate is soft and you don't want to hurt her."

      Lane's mouth immediately found my ass, nipping at the fullest part.  "On your knees," he demanded.

      I lifted myself up, but Seth stood just out of reach.  His eyes held mine, but his hand closed on his dick, sliding down the length of it.  The skin strained, the veins bulged, and he licked his lips, making it clear he knew I was watching.  Then he did it again, but this time he took a step closer.

      "Want this?" he asked.

      "Yes," I breathed.

      But he kneeled down in front of me, putting his face level with mine.  "You are my mate," he said, cupping my face even while Lane kissed his way up my back.  "Mine, Elena."  And then he kissed me.

      Seth's mouth found mine and his tongue demanded entrance.  There was no doubt that something about this turned him on, but I wasn't any better.  Lane's kisses were tender, almost gentle, yet I could feel his teeth caressing my skin every so often.  Seth's kiss was hard and demanding.  His tongue taunted mine, thrusting between my teeth to explore, only to retreat before I was ready.

      "Hard or gentle?" he asked.

      "Hard," I decided, not caring what we were talking about.

      That earned me another quick kiss.  "And you're sure you want this?"

      In answer, I reached down to trail my fingers over his hardness.  "More than you can imagine, Seth.  It seems I enjoy being the center of attention."

      "Oh, and we love having you there."  His eyes flicked over my shoulder, and then he kissed me again.

      Our tongues tangled, our mouths tasted, and for just a moment I forgot about everything else.  The ache in my arm didn't matter.  Ian watching slipped my mind.  But when Lane dragged himself across my wet slit, I gasped, sucking the air away from Seth's lips, but he wouldn't stop.  He just kissed me again, grabbing the back of my head to hold me there even as Lane lined himself up.

      Then he pushed in, filling me, stretching me, and I gave in completely.  A moan slipped out and Seth stole it before pulling away, but the look in his eyes was nearly feral. Slowly, he pushed himself back to his feet, holding his dick just before my lips.

      "Open your mouth," he demanded.

      Overly aware of Lane filling me, I parted my lips, and Seth caught the side of my face before pushing his dick between my lips.  He didn't even give me a chance to moisten it.  He just made me take him until he reached the back of my mouth.  That was when Lane started to move.  Slowly, he slid out of my pussy, but Seth held me in place until Lane pushed back in, and then I felt Lane's hand close on my hip.

      The next thrust was harder, forcing me down even further onto Seth.  Then Lane pulled back, teasing me with how far he retreated from my body.  I whimpered, the sound muffled by the dick in my mouth, but neither man cared.  Instead, Lane just pulled me back, all but forcing me to give up Seth.

      Then, using his hands instead of his hips, Lane drove me onto both of them.  Shoving me forward forced my lips down Seth's length, but pulling me back drove Lane deep inside me.  It felt so good, and I loved how they used me.  These men wanted me more than I could imagine.  Lifting my eyes, I found Seth looking down, watching me with his lips parted, completely entranced.

      "Fuck her face," Ian demanded.

      A hint of a smile touched Seth's lips, but he obeyed without question.  The man was gentle, testing me to see how much I could take.  The first pump was tentative, but the next pushed him deep into my mouth, verging on my throat.  For that moment I couldn't breathe, but I also didn't care.

      And Lane matched him.  Each thrust grew harder, more insistent.  At some point, they lost the rhythm, not caring who was pulling out or pushing in.  Both of these men just wanted to feel me, and I loved it.  They needed me.  They were obsessed with me.  There was no feeling more powerful in the world than making men like this lose complete control - and they definitely were.

      Lane's hand moved from my hip to my shoulder, pulling me back hard.  I felt him leaning in, but it wasn't his lips that found my skin.  It was his teeth.  He nipped, making me moan around Seth's dick.  Then he bit, his teeth pinching my skin but not breaking it.  His mouth found my shoulder, the middle of my back, or the base of my neck.  Wherever he wanted in the moment, it didn't matter.  He just wanted all of me.

      And Seth didn't stop.  Every moan I made was repaid with another pump of his hips.  He watched me, looking like he'd never seen anything more amazing than my mouth wrapped around him, and it felt so good.  The lust, the touches, the things they were doing to my body. All of it, and I wasn't sure how much more I could take.

      Then Lane leaned in and bit the back of my neck harder than he ever had before.  The sound he made was definitely a growl.  Seth didn't even care how close Lane's face was to his dick.  They both just kept fucking me, losing themselves in my body, but I wasn't any better.  So many sensations, and all were so very good.

      I could feel my core tensing.  My legs were shuddering each time Lane filled me, and I was gasping for air around the dick in my mouth.  So close.  So good.  I'd thought being with Trent and Pax was the most sensual thing I'd ever experience, but I was wrong.  Somehow, these men made it even better.

      Then Ian said, "Cum, Elena."  His voice was rough but soft.  "I want to watch you."

      Lane drove himself into me again, then again.  Seth's other hand found my face so he was now holding me on both sides.  I knew Ian was watching, and I could only imagine how amazing this looked.  It was the sorta thing that happened to other people, but these were my mates.  This was my new normal.  All of this was what I'd imagined when I dreamed of being a wolf, and now it was happening.

      I moaned.  I whimpered.  I bucked back to take Lane even deeper and tried to use my tongue to make Seth break before I could, but there was no point.  The pair of them were more than I could take.  I could feel that pressure increasing, the one that came just before my orgasm hit, and I wasn't going to fight it.  I wanted this - all of this - and they were more than willing to give it.

      When it hit, it took all my concentration to keep my mouth open, but the men didn't stop.  Lane just groaned, clearly feeling my body clench around him, and Seth pumped even faster, almost frantically.  Then warmth filled my mouth.  I swallowed, trying to take all of him, even as Lane lost the last of his control.  Shoving himself as deep into my body as possible, the massive man buried his head into my back and just groaned out his release as the pleasure took over all three of us.

      "Fuck," Seth breathed as he slid himself out of my mouth.  "Yeah, our girl can definitely suck a dick.  My legs are like jello."

      Then Ian moved closer, stripping off his pants as he walked.  "Lane, move," he ordered.

      Lane extracted himself from my body but didn't leave.  He simply moved to lie on the bed, then tugged my hip to pull me down beside him.  My eyes were stuck on Ian, though, watching as the man all but stalked me.  My hip hit the mattress, and my alpha crawled onto the bed, guiding me back with his presence until I was lying right beside Lane.

      "Seth," Ian said, using his name like a command.

      I looked over to see Seth take his place on my other side, mirroring Lane.  Then he caught my wrist, guiding my hand over my head.  Lane did the same with the other just as Ian placed himself between my knees.  Both of their hands were tight enough to make it clear that I couldn't pull away, but I didn't want to.

      "Tell me you've had too much," Ian taunted as he leaned closer.

      I lifted my chin, daring him to kiss me after I'd just sucked Seth off.  "Not even close."

      His mouth crashed down on mine, and his tongue followed.  Ian kissed me hard, but I couldn't reach for him.  Lane and Seth held me pinned, spread for my alpha's pleasure.  I didn't even care that my pussy was still throbbing from Lane's amazing abuse. I'd never experienced anything like this before, and it turned me on in ways I'd never imagined.

      Without lifting his lips, Ian lined himself up and then thrust, entering me hard and fast.  My legs locked around his hips, but that was what made him pull back.  One of his hands grabbed my thigh.  The other dropped to my hip even as he raised up on his knees, lifting my ass completely off the bed.  Yet Seth and Lane kept me from moving, from holding on, or anything else.

      And then he began to rock into me.  Each thrust was hard and definitive, pounding into me in the best way.  I wanted it hard.  I needed it to be intense, but I didn't expect the other two men to lean closer and take what they could.  Seth's lips found my breast.  Lane's claimed my mouth.  Each of them took what they wanted, teasing me, tormenting me with pleasure even while I was unable to do anything about it except moan.

      Then Lane reached down, pushing his finger between my folds, not caring about Ian's body still driving me higher.  His middle finger pressed my clit hard, then circled it.  My back arched and I cried out, but they still held me there.  Every flick felt like more than I could take.  Each rub heightened Ian's thrusts, and I couldn't even find words to let them know how good it was.

      All I could do was moan and gasp.  Strangled sounds came from my throat even as my hips bucked, demanding more, warning them that I wouldn't last.  I'd already come twice. My skin felt like it was on fire.  Seth's tongue flicked over my nipples, sending sparks down my nerves that were amazing.  Sweat slicked my skin, but I didn't care.

      These were my men.  Mine.  They might say I was theirs, but they were wrong.  This was them all pleasing me.  Working together to make me feel so good.  It was their promise to me, and I believed them.  My wolves would take care of me, each in their own way, but together we were so much more.  Together, we were so very perfect.

      I screamed as I lost control, feeling my core gripping Ian as hard as I could.  He grunted, dragging the sound out, but he wouldn't stop thrusting, riding the waves of my orgasm.  My clit throbbed beneath Lane's hand, but he didn't stop, teasing me, prolonging the pleasure, and Seth leaned in to kiss the side of my neck.  Then I felt his teeth, pinching me just hard enough to leave a mark, and I stopped caring about anything else.

      I was theirs.  They were mine.  This was everything, and soon enough, I'd never have to worry about losing them, not being good enough, or anything else.

      Then, together, we all crashed back onto the mattress, completely spent.  Sucking in long breaths, Ian leaned closer to brush his lips across mine once.  Then a second time before he withdrew, only to press his face against my sternum and try to catch his breath.

      "Does your arm feel better now?" he asked.

      All I could do was giggle.  "Yes," I finally managed, panting almost as hard as he was.  "I think all of me feels perfect right now."
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      When I woke up, the house was too quiet.  There was something about the way it creaked that said it was empty, but I didn't think much of it.  Last night, Lane had planned to bite Elena.  Seth had been worried about it, a little more tense than usual, so he'd probably snuck over there to check on her.  But when I passed Ian's room to find the door open and the room empty, I started to wonder what was going on.

      Downstairs, I found Trent in the kitchen, brewing himself a coffee.  At the sound of my feet, he simply reached up for another cup, handed me the first one, and set the Keurig to make another.  I wasn't too proud to take it, either, and then I turned to lean my ass against the counter by the sink.

      "Ian's not here."

      He grunted, proving he'd figured that out already.  "Or Seth, or Lane."

      "They're all at Elena's?"  Because that wasn't a grouping I'd normally expect.

      Trent just walked over to the fridge to pull out the cream, adding some to his cup while the machine still brewed.  "Yeah, if I had to guess, although I'm hoping nothing went wrong."

      I took a sip, feeling the warmth wake my mind up even before the caffeine hit.  "What could've gone wrong?  Lane was supposed to bite her.  Not like he can miss, right?"

      "If she pulls away?" Trent guessed.  "I mean, a puncture compared to the scar on Seth's leg?  And just imagine what Lane would do if he tore a hunk out of Elena."

      "Or Ian, when he found out."

      "Or Seth," Trent added, "because that guy's really into her."

      Yep, I took another sip, watching the guy who some joked should've been my twin over the rim.  "I'm pretty into her as well," I mentioned, trying to make sure that sounded casual.

      "I'm stupid for her," Trent told me.  "But that's the problem, Pax.  Every time I get around her, I feel like an idiot.  But the other night?"

      "When she just let go between us?" I asked.

      He nodded slowly.  "Even Karen tried to play us against each other.  I feel like Elena goes the other way.  She gets that we work best as a team, and she's into it.  Not just as a kink, but all of it."

      "But you've spent the night alone with her too," I pointed out.

      "Yeah, and slept," he assured me.  "Talked a little too.  I feel comfortable around her, but I'm into threesomes.  Not ashamed of it, either.  You telling me you've been jumping in her bed more than I know?"

      "No," I admitted.  "If anything, I've been holding back because I didn't want to scare her off.  I really like her, Trent."

      "She's willing to date both of us," he reminded me.  "Not one at a time, but both of us, in public, regardless of what anyone else thinks."

      "She didn't mind the pack seeing us all together either," I pointed out.  "All five of us, man."

      "I know," he agreed, pausing to take a large gulp of his coffee.  "And now she's going to turn.  She's going to get sick, feel like shit, and probably be scared.  Seth will know that, but Ian and Lane?"

      "They won't get it," I realized.  "We were the ones who nursed Seth through it."

      Trent murmured in agreement.  "So we'll take care of Elena.  Personally, I don't care if she's gross, puking, or even shitting herself.  We'll take care of her, right?"

      "You love her?" I asked.

      He shrugged.  "Getting there."

      "Yeah, me too.  Weird, though, because I didn't expect it.  I figured she was cute.  She'd be a nice, sweet lay.  Better than nothing, right?  But mostly, I was on board because I've never seen Lane look like that."

      "Oh, I think she's hot," Trent assured me.  "Figured we'd teach her about a little kink, but yeah.  I agreed because of Lane too.  I just didn't expect to like her this much."

      "She is easy to like."  I tilted my cup, draining it even though it was still too hot to gulp.  "I want to go over and make sure everything's ok.  Coming?"

      Trent grunted at me, letting me know my timing was bad, then took another gulp.  "Yeah, I'll go.  Just give me a second, because I'm useless without coffee."

      "I'll find shoes," I told him, meaning both of ours.

      By the time I had them, he'd finished his coffee, so we both headed out the back, around the yard, and then onto Elena's porch.  Gabby was with Olivia last night, so it wasn't that shocking to find her house quiet when I opened the back door.  Still, I had to be sure, so with Trent following behind me, I cracked open her bedroom door - and then stopped in my tracks.

      Trent moved beside me to see, then shoved a hand over his mouth and turned away before his amusement could wake the sleeping group.  Elena was in the middle - which wasn't surprising.  Ian had claimed the side closest to the door, and Elena lay on her side facing him, with her arm across his chest.  Seth was curled up against her back.  Then there was Lane.

      He was in his wolf-form, wedged between the backs of Elena's knees and Seth's hip.  His head rested on Elena's waist, and Seth's arm was draped over the back of his neck.  Oddly, they all looked very comfortable like that.  They looked like a perfectly happy little pack, and I really wanted to shift and join them.

      Then Lane's tail began to thump, making me realize his eyes were open.  "Coffee?" I asked him.

      He huffed, the sound quiet enough not to disturb Elena, but it made Seth suck in a breath, proving he was now awake.  "Pax?" he whispered.

      I lifted a finger to my lips.  "Just checking that everything was ok."

      "Yeah," he said, flinging off the covers to get out of bed.

      The guy was completely naked.  That was when I noticed the clothes thrown around the room.  Well, well, clearly they'd had a little fun last night.  The problem was that I didn't want to wake up Elena, but a million questions were running through my mind.  Had Lane actually bit her?  Who had gotten laid, or had they actually had a little group stuff going on?  And most importantly, how was our mate feeling today?

      But I wouldn't get any answers watching them all sleep, so I headed to the kitchen.  Lane would want coffee, and I had a feeling Seth wasn't going back to sleep.  That was two, and I wouldn't refuse another cup myself.  Thankfully, Trent was already on it.

      One by one, we brewed enough coffee for the four of us.  But, while Lane was the first one to stagger into the kitchen half-awake, Ian was the second.  Trent found another cup, and just made one more coffee.  Seth got the next, then Trent and I each took another, but none of us left the kitchen.

      "So?" I asked.

      "Lane bit her," Ian confirmed.  "Her left bicep, but it's bandaged.  She was sleeping like a rock when I got out of bed."

      "She whimpered a few times in her sleep," Lane told us.  "Pretty sure she's infected."

      Seth just cradled his coffee before his face like it would help him think.  "How fast is she going to get sick?" he mumbled.

      I actually knew the answer to that.  "She'll feel miserable for most of today.  Tonight, the fever will hit, so she'll likely have rounds of delirium.  Tomorrow, though?"

      "I waited as long as I could," Lane said.  "She shouldn't start snapping or try to shift until right before moon rise."

      I nodded.  "So, how are we handling this?  Trent and I are more than willing to nurse her through this, but we'll have to sleep at some point."

      "I'll split that with you," Seth offered.  "I'm fine with staying up all night."

      "Not leaving her," Lane told us.

      Ian just watched all of us, looking almost amused.  "I want all of you well rested before she runs. Seth?  You will pace her, since you're the fastest of us all.  If she loses us, call her location."

      "Promise," he said before taking a gulp of his coffee.

      Then Ian looked at Lane.  "You must sleep.  We're all going to watch over her, and I don't care if you sleep on the floor beside her, on the couch in the living room, or anything else, but you will sleep.  She's going to be fine."

      Lane just reached up to scratch at the back of his head.  "Doesn't feel like it, though."

      "Still true, and I will have Bridget sedate you if I have to."  Then Ian looked at Trent and me.  "You two pulled Seth through this.  He's the only convert I've been with from bite to shift.  So, I'm listening to whatever you tell me, but I'm more than willing to help."

      "She'll need soup," Trent said.  "High protein, small chunks, easy on the stomach.  Gabby went days without keeping anything down, but she's a kid.  For Elena, that will make her run more difficult."

      "Bottled water," I added.  "Makes it harder for her to spill.  We'll probably want towels and a bucket, because I have a feeling she'll puke when the fever hits."

      "Clothes," Seth said.  "We'll need to get her into something easy today, because we'll eventually end up helping her to the bathroom, but Gabby will want to see her, so she can't stay naked."

      "And Ashley, Bridget, Kim, Heather..." Ian added.

      I laughed, knowing he was right.  "Then you handle the social club," I told him.  "The four of us will make sure Elena's ok."

      Ian's mouth opened and he leaned like he was trying to stop himself from saying something.  Then he just sighed.  "Pax, I want to help her too."

      "You can," I assured him.  "But we won't give you shifts.  You'll be too busy with everything else.  Well, everyone else.  Stop in to see her when you want, but trust us to take care of our mate."

      He nodded in agreement.  "I want every alpha in the pack on this run.  If one of us can't force her to shift back, then all of us will.  I don't care how it happens, but we are not losing her, guys.  I also don't want Gabby to realize that it's even a possibility."

      "And if she doesn't come back from the wolf?" Seth asked.  "I know we won't abandon her, and we'll shift her back eventually, but at first?  What do we do with Gabby?"

      "We raise her," Lane decided.  "If the five of us can't figure out how to be worth one stepfather, then we don't deserve our mate.  We'll raise Gabby, and we'll make Elena proud with how good we do."  We all made some show of agreement, because he had a good point.

      Then I asked, "What time does the moon rise on Wednesday?"

      "Seventeen minutes after six," Lane said.  "So, just after the sun sets.  Hopefully, we'll get her back to human by midnight."

      "Moon set?" Seth asked.

      "Five till nine the next morning," Lane said.  "So it might be a long night."

      The last words were barely out of his mouth before a sound from the other room made all of us stop.  Lane was in motion before I realized what it was, but his reaction made it clear that Elena was awake.  I set my coffee down and followed, and I wasn't the only one.  The entire group of us piled into her bedroom in time to see Elena sitting up, pressing a hand to her head.

      "You ok?" Lane asked.

      And for the first time, I saw the bandage on her left arm, but Elena just groaned.  "Yeah. But I've got a killer headache."

      Lane moved to the edge of the bed and knelt down.  "You hungry, little bunny?"

      I couldn't help but laugh at his nickname for her.  It was oddly adorable.  "Water?" I offered instead.

      But the sound of my voice made her open her eyes.  "Is everyone here?"

      "We were worried about you," I admitted, even as Trent headed to the bathroom to get her a drink.

      "Advil's over here already," Lane told him.

      "Shh," Elena said.  "Talk like I have a hangover."

      Seth just made his way around the bed and crawled up behind her.  "Come here," he said softly.  "I want to see if you have a fever yet."

      "I have a thermometer," Trent offered, carrying back both that and the glass of water.

      Lane found the bottle of Advil, and fished out two pills.  Ian was hovering at the end of the bed.  I was between him and Lane.  Trent moved over to Seth's side to hand him the thermometer and the water for Elena, even as Lane passed her the pills.  She took those first, then finished the entire glass of water, but when Seth handed her the thermometer, she smiled.

      "So, is this what I should expect for the next couple of days?" she asked.

      Ian ducked his head and chuckled.  "Probably," he admitted.  "Elena, you're going to feel hungover all day today.  Tonight you'll be sick.  And tomorrow?"

      "I'll become a wolf," she said, nodding to show she understood.  "Well, then would it be wrong to ask for pancakes?"

      "I'll make 'em," Trent offered.

      "And orange juice?" she added.

      I laughed once.  "Sure, honey.  You want that in bed too?"

      "Definitely, because when I have five men willing to wait on me hand and foot, I'd have to be a fool to let this chance get away."  She forced a smile, but it was clear that she really didn't feel that good.  "And maybe one of you can find me some pajamas?"

      "You just need one of Lane's shirts," I told her as I headed for her dresser.  "And some very ugly panties.  I mean, since it's a sick day."

      But when I glanced back, she was smiling at me.  "Thanks, Pax.  All of you."  Then she lifted the thermometer.  "And I'll use this, but one of you needs to close the blinds, because it's bright."

      "I got that," Ian said.  "You just lay there and feel better.  Let your mates spoil you for once."

      "Not even going to complain," she said as she sank back down in the bed.
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        CHAPTER 56

      

      

      

      I cracked my eyes open.  They hurt.  So did every muscle in my body.  It took me a moment to realize what had just woken me up, but the pressure on my hand made me look over.  Sitting on the edge of the bed was Gabby, and she looked worried.

      "Hey, mija," I said, the words coming out as a croak.

      "The fever's starting, Mom," she told me.  "It's going to be ok, though. Promise."

      "I know," I assured her.  Then I squeezed her hand.  "What color wolf do you think I'll be?"

      "Probably dark like me," she said.  "Kim and Roman are almost the same color.  David's more brown, I've heard, but he never shifts.  Olivia and her mom are pretty close too."

      "Mm, but Ian and Ashley don't match," I pointed out.

      "Both are pale," she countered.  "Henry's solid white.  Their mom was a dark brown.  So, Ian's kinda white and Ashley's blonde."  She shrugged.  "What color do you want to be?"

      "I like your eyeliner," I mumbled, feeling like my mind was too full.  "I think you're the prettiest wolf I've ever seen."

      Gabby reached up to touch my forehead.  "You're already so hot.  Mom, I want to stay and take care of you.  I can get you some broth or something?"

      "No," I said, trying to shake my head, but it was mostly just a wiggle.  "You should stay with one of your friends tonight so the guys don't have to worry about you.  I'm going to be fine, Gabby."

      A knock at the frame of my door made me realize we weren't alone.  I turned my head to see Kim standing there, clearly listening in.  "If you're ok with it, Elena, she can stay at my place tonight.  I'm sure she and Roman won't do anything wrong - right, Gabby?"

      My daughter bit her lower lip.  "I'd rather stay here."

      "And your mom would rather not have to worry about you.  Bridget and Ashley won't let anything happen to her.  Olivia can stay too.  Heather's making sure everyone in the community knows, and Henry's locked the gates."  Kim smiled at me.  "Elena, your house is packed with people, and your mates are getting snappish."

      "It's still Tuesday?" I asked.

      "It is," Kim promised.  "About four in the afternoon."

      I just sighed and leaned back.  "I feel miserable."

      "It gets worse," Gabby told me.  "But it's only one day, ok?  You can do this, and then you'll be able to run on the trails with us."  Kim made a noise, but Gabby glared at her.  "She will!  My mom can do anything, and I'm going to help her learn just like the betas taught me!"

      "I'll learn," I promised her.  "But, Gabby?  I think Kim's right.  You should stay with her tonight.  Please don't do anything stupid because I'm sick, ok?  I know you love Roman, but - "

      "Eww," Gabby said, cutting me off.  "No, Mom.  We are not having the sex talk right now.  Besides, I already know where you keep all the condoms, and I'm not doing that yet.  Just..."  She paused, and the look on her face made me realize that she really was worried, just trying not to show it.  "You have to be recovered for my quinceañera.  I'm not doing it if you can't be there, ok?  Pax said we can put it off, but I just want you to be ok, Mom."

      "I'm going to be fine," I promised, feeling my eyes getting heavy.  "But I need to nap again, mija.  I have the worst headache.  Please don't be a problem for Kim?"

      "I'll be perfect," she swore.  "But I'm coming back here before moonrise.  I'm running beside you, Mom, and you're going to be fine.  Promise me that?"

      "I promise," I mumbled, unable to open my eyes again.  "I'm going to run as fast as you..."  The words trailed off as exhaustion took over.

      "C'mon," Kim told Gabby.  "Let her sleep.  There's no way Lane will let anything happen to her, Gabby, and if you're here, she'll worry about you.  It's what moms do.  So let's find Olivia, and maybe we'll go pick up Samantha?"

      "Really?" Gabby asked.  "But she's a human!"

      "And the whole pack knows that she did that interview to help us.  Roman says she's your friend, and Ian said it's ok.  So, I'll let you and your betas camp out in the den, how's that sound?"

      "Think Mom would care about Samantha?" Gabby asked.

      "I think your Mom has proven that humans make very good pack members.  Besides, Samantha can help David carry blankets and keep the fire pit going.  Tomorrow night is going to be a long run."

      Then I felt lips on my brow.  "I love you, Mom," Gabby whispered.  "Thank you for being a wolf with me.  It makes you the best mom ever, just so long as you come back from the wolf.  I'll be extra good tonight.  Promise."

      "Mm," I managed.  "Love you too, Gabby.  More than the whole world."
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        * * *

      

      The next time I woke up, it was to pain.  My joints felt like they were being pulled apart, and the whimper escaped even as I tried to curl into a ball.  The room was dark.  My mouth was parched.  My head was throbbing like it was being pulled in two.

      Cool hands pressed against me, easing me onto my back.  From the other side, someone pushed an arm behind me, then helped me to sit up.  I forced my eyes open, aware they were crusty, but all I could see were shadows.  One on either side of me.

      "Drink this."  The voice belonged to Trent.

      I lifted my hand, and he guided it around a chilled bottle of water, then helped me move it to my lips.  The first splash in my mouth felt so good, and I swallowed, chugging almost the entire thing until I had to gasp for breath.  Then I drank again, needing Trent's help to tilt the bottle high enough to drain it.

      "More?" I begged.

      "How about some soup?"  The time, it was Pax, the man all but holding me up.

      I grunted at the idea.  "Too much."

      "Just try?" he pleaded.  I nodded, so he offered me a ceramic cup.  "Heather made it.  Just broth and a few noodles, honey.  Sip it, and I'll help you."

      The first sip made me sputter because it was so salty, but then the flavor hit.  Suddenly, I wanted more.  Lots more.  Pax held the handle of the cup, but my hands wrapped around it and I drank, pausing to swallow or breathe, yet refusing to let him pull it away.  The soup tasted like a drug, as if I couldn't get enough, or craved it.

      "Is there more?" I asked.

      "Seth?" Trent asked, raising his voice just enough to make me wince as the sound pieced my skull.

      Two seconds later, my other mate hurried into the room.  "Is she ok?" Seth asked.

      "She wants more soup.  Let's keep it coming until she's asleep again, ok?"

      "On it," Seth promised, taking the empty cup from Pax before disappearing again.

      I just sighed and leaned into Pax's shoulder.  "My head's killing me."

      "I know," he said gently.  "Elena, when you shift, you're going to be confused, ok?  You'll have a fever, and you'll see, hear, and smell things you never imagined.  You'll be scared, so we're going to take you to the front yard just before that happens.  Then, you'll run."

      "Yeah, until I can't run anymore."  Because they'd told me that before.

      "But we're going to be with you.  We're on your side, and we will still be your friends.  I need you to remember that.  No matter what, just know that your pack wants to take care of you."

      "And your mates," Trent said.  "You have to trust us.  Don't worry about anything else but that.  We're going to help you, and it doesn't matter how you're running, or why.  Just let it happen, but know that we're only here because we want to protect you."

      I reached out for his hand.  "I know."

      And then Seth was back with two cups of the soup.  He passed one to Pax, but he'd clearly heard.  "The most important thing, Elena, is to want it.  To want to be a werewolf, to be with us again, and to come back for your daughter.  Don't be scared of the unknowns.  Just want it, and know that we'll always help you."

      Pax moved the cup to my lips, but I smiled up at Seth.  "I do.  I'm ready to be a wolf, even if it means feeling this bad."
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        * * *

      

      Hot.  Dark.  My stomach was churning.  With a groan, I tried to sit up, and hands were right there, but the gagging started.  I shouldn't have eaten the soup.  I also knew I'd never make it to the bathroom before my stomach gave in.

      "I got you," Lane whispered, helping me lean over.

      And I vomited into the bucket he offered.  The heaves were intense, but I still knew this was Lane.  He held my hair back with his fingers even as he supported my weight.  When I was finally sure I was done, he laid me back in the bed, taking over so that I felt like a rag doll.

      "Water?" I begged.

      "Right here," he promised, lifting the bottle to my lips.  "Drink it slow, bunny.  There's plenty more.  I got you."

      It was so cool.  I wanted to press my face against the bottle, but I didn't want to stop drinking either.  Then, almost without warning, it was empty, and the blankets were too much.  I kicked my legs, needing them off.  So hot.  So very hot...
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        * * *

      

      A scream burst from my throat, and monsters grabbed at me.  I woke, fighting with all I had to break free.  They were hurting me.  Hurting!  I had to get away.  I needed to make them stop.  Slinging my head out as far as I could, I bit at anything in reach.  I clawed, desperate to make them stop hurting me.

      My eyes refused to focus.  I felt like I was in the middle of an inferno, but when the beasts finally pinned me down, all I could do was scream.  They let me.  So many of them.  Three?  Four?  Strong, too.  I had to make them leave.  I had to get away, and the light across from my bed looked like an exit.

      Then something cool touched my lips.  It was a trickle of water, so I sucked at it, thankful when more appeared.  I gulped.  I swallowed.  I leaned in to get more, but the creatures wouldn't let me go.  I was their prisoner.  Trapped here.  Lost and so very tired...

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The light was too bright.  I screamed, trying to make it stop.  When something grabbed me, I lashed out.  My teeth weren't sharp, but I tried to rip and rend.  My attacker cried out, the voice masculine, but there was no punishment.  He simply held me, hugging me close enough to press my face into his chest.

      "Close your eyes," he breathed.  "It's almost over.  Just close your eyes and sleep again.  Shh.  I got you, bunny."

      I tried.  For just a moment, I allowed myself to relax into his arms.  The scent of his skin was comforting, reminding me of something, but I couldn't remember what.  All I knew was that I hurt so bad.  My body felt like it was being pulled apart.  I had to move.  I needed to do something, but I didn't know how.

      "Not yet," he said, still rocking me.  "Six more hours, Elena.  You can't shift yet."

      Which meant that all I could do was wail, letting his chest muffle the sound.  I just wanted the pain to stop. I needed it to finally end.  I wanted this to be over.
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        * * *

      

      The light was growing dim.  Slowly, I opened my eyes to see only darkness and light.  I couldn't find the moon.  I needed to see that sphere, and it had to be toward the light.  Pushing the blankets away, I sat up, intending to touch the glow across from me.  It was gold, and beautiful.  To the sides, shadows moved, writhing like beasts, but if I didn't look, they might not see me.

      I wanted the light.

      Then something grabbed me around the waist, but the touch was gentle.  My head snapped over to the source and all I saw was more gold.  Perfect gold.  The color nearly glowed, two orbs holding me and taking control of my incoherent thoughts.

      "Rest," the voice said, coming out as little more than a whisper.  "Your mates are sleeping, so you should be too."

      My mates.  Visions of bodies and memories of kisses teased the back of my mind, but that didn't make sense.  I needed to find the moon.  The light that would ease this and let me think again.  Oddly, I felt calm as I looked into those beautiful golden orbs, and they held me like an embrace.

      "Lay back," he begged me, so I did.  "Relax." That seemed like a perfect idea.  "Let me take care of you, Elena."

      A name came to me, one that matched the sound.  "Ian?"

      "There you are," he breathed.  "Need a drink?"

      "Yes."  Because I was so thirsty, I just hadn't realized it until he asked.  "I need the moon, too."

      "Soon," he promised, lifting something to my lips.  "Drink, my mate.  Your pup is in the other room.  Your other mates are on the floor around us, sleeping for just a bit more.  Drink as much as you want, and then you're going to sleep again. Do you understand, wolf?"

      The words were calm and gentle, but powerful.  Like some spell, they made me want to do exactly what he said, a strong desire to please him filling the back of my mind.  Those beautiful eyes would sparkle a little more if I did, and I wanted to see that.  I longed to do exactly what he asked.

      So first I drank, and then I rolled toward the beautiful eyes and let myself relax again.  Sleep came quickly.
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        * * *

      

      Something pulled at me.  Not on the outside, but in my body.  Like a magnet, it drew me toward it, and I had to follow.  I was on my knees, crawling across the soft thing beneath me before I was truly awake.  It was there.  I knew it was, and I had to touch it, to reach it, to be one with it.

      Things snagged at my body, slowing me from reaching the edge, so I fought.  Rolling, I lashed out, swinging with my hands and snarling as best as my malformed throat could handle.  When a hand landed on my shoulder, I bit, but it was gone before my teeth could close on it.

      "Elena, wait!"

      I heard the sounds, but they made no sense, so I fought harder.  I had to go.  I needed to leave.  The pull demanded it, and nothing would stop me.

      "Rip her shirt off," another said.

      "Fuck, I don't feel right stripping her."

      "Just do it, Seth!"

      Hands.  So many hands!  I didn't want them on me.  I had to go.  I needed to run, but I couldn't do it like this.  I required more legs.  The idea of my form filled my mind, and I reached for it, only to be shoved hard, knocking the idea away.

      "Stop!" the golden eyes demanded.  "Lie still or I will bite you."

      I was panting with the anger of that command, and no matter how much I wanted to follow the pull, I also wanted to make those eyes happy.  I couldn't decide which was more important, so I lay there, watching them, a growl tearing at my throat while the hands pawed at me. I didn't want to be touched, but they were removing the bindings.  They were freeing me.

      Then I saw another pair of eyes.  These were yellow and even more vivid than the first pair.  Without thinking, I reached for him, my fingers sliding across the pelt on his face even as he moved closer.  The wrap over my body was lifted away, finally letting my skin breathe, and the yellow eyes moved closer.

      "Lane, wrap a blanket around her.  We've got fifteen minutes.  I want her in the front yard."

      "Here, bunny," those yellow eyes said.  "My wolf needs her coat."

      Something warm wrapped around my shoulders, then the giant of a man leaned over me.  His arms wrapped around me, lifting me away from the softness I'd been lying on.  I curled into him, inhaling the scent of winter wind through the branches of the trees, fallen leaves, and snow in the distance.  Unable to help myself, I pressed my face against him and just inhaled.

      But that was ok because we were moving toward the pull.  He was helping me.  Behind him came my pack.  Mine, all five of them.  These beasts belonged to me.  They weren't the monsters I'd thought.  They were my mates, but I couldn't claim them like this.  I needed something else.  Something had to change.

      And then a rush of cool, refreshing air hit me, and the lights and sounds all faded.  The pull was growing stronger.  It demanded something from me, but I didn't understand what.  I had to obey this, though. The eyes I could ignore, but this was too strong.

      Piece by piece, my body bent to its will.  Joints began to shift.  My skin burned all over.  Nothing was right except for the mass wrapped around me, holding me, begging me to wait just a bit longer.

      But it hurt too much to wait.  I needed to catch the moon before it escaped me forever, because this?  I wanted it more than I'd ever wanted anything before.
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        CHAPTER 57

      

      

      

      I could hear voices.  I could feel the pull.  I couldn't understand anything else except the pain tormenting my body.  Between one breath and the next, it intensified.  My skin began to dissolve.  My bones cracked and shifted.  My entire world changed, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.  I cried out, but the sound that came from my throat was alien, muffled by my lack of vocal chords and my body was turned completely inside out.

      There was no word for the agony, nothing to compare it to, and no way to stop it.  Instead, I chased it, knowing it would lead me to the one thing I wanted:  the moon.  Seconds dragged on as every molecule in my body was pulled apart and reassembled.  My shoulders shifted.  My hips moved back.  I fell forward only to find that my hands were now feet, and there was something hanging in front of my eyes.

      And the smells!  It was almost overwhelming.  Lines and paths appeared in my mind, written in scents instead of colors.  Sounds grew louder, more distinct, and the pitches all changed.  The night sky was dark, but my eyes could see things that shouldn't be possible.  I felt like it was all rushing at me too fast.  The sounds of fabric and voices and movement were so confusing.  I couldn't take this.  I couldn't handle any of it.

      Fear forced my feet to move, and they obeyed.  Between one breath and the next, I bolted and then I had no interest in stopping.  The fear clawing at the back of my mind, warning me of the beasts hiding in the shadows and the threats lurking around every corner, took off.  Terrifying objects loomed on either side of me.  Some were squares, others were poles and lines.  My brain could make sense of none of it.  Once, this had been home, but right now it was nothing more than a maze of horrors, and I had to flee.

      But the pull directed me.  If I could just catch the moon, then I'd be safe.  I wasn't sure how I knew that, but I could feel it in my bones, so I ran as fast as my strange body would allow.  I could feel the air rippling through my coat, and my ears turned on their own, following sounds.  My eyes couldn't make out the path, but that didn't matter.  I could see the obstacles, so I merely avoided them, aiming ever toward the moon.

      A pale beast appeared beside me, snapping its jaws ominously, so I darted away.  Another ran on the other side, showing its teeth in a warning, and I could hear more behind my tail.  That left only one way, so I took it, following the dark-but-solid river I was on.  The scent of wilderness ahead reminded me of the safe yellow eyes, so I aimed for it.  That was where I'd find the moon.  It was where everything would start to make sense - I was sure of it.

      But when my feet finally found the soft ground, relieving the friction of the dark-but-solid river I'd been on, I froze.  There, just before me, were giants.  They looked like the forms I once knew, but they were all so much bigger!  With a yelp, I spun, but a pair of brown monsters blocked my path. Now behind me, the pale one and the blonde one herded me back toward the giants.

      Then the red one I trusted moved toward the spires beyond.  The ones that were closer to the moon.  A soft whuff from him was all I needed to make up my mind.  With monsters on all sides and the moon begging for me to find it, that red beast - no, wolf.  He was a wolf, and he was mine.  That was why I trusted him.

      So I took off again, and he fell in beside me.  A moment later, a dark shape flanked me on the other side.  That one made the panic subside just a bit because I knew her scent.  That was my pup and she'd promised to follow.  She'd found me, and together we'd figure out how to catch the moon.

      But here, on the soft ground, it wasn't level.  Objects loomed before me, forcing me to leap over them.  The beasts behind me meant I couldn't stop.  When I came to a drop off, I didn't hesitate, scampering down the side with all four of my new legs only to race up the other side.  My pup fell behind, but I couldn't slow too much.  The red wolf was with her.  He'd keep her safe.  I had to go - and I couldn't even explain why.

      The air felt like ice as it entered my lungs and fogged when it rushed out.  I could hear the rhythm of my panting like a machine churning inside me.  My fingers - no, those were claws - dug into the soft ground, propelling me forward.  I could almost taste the moon up ahead, knowing it was close, so I pushed even faster.  The world around me turned into little more than a blur.

      Then a blonde form fell in beside me.  He ran like it was easy, making me want to go faster.  I couldn't let that male reach the moon before I did.  I had to push, to force my muscles to move faster, work harder, and leave him behind.  Yet no matter how fast I ran, the blonde wolf kept pace.  Glancing over to check him again, I missed the branch lying across the path, and I couldn't make all of my legs work at once.

      I felt the sharp pain of impact, and then my legs were knocked out from under me.  My body rolled, flopping over itself and the insanity of this new world spun past, but I couldn't stop.  My body barely came to a halt before I was struggling to get up, trying to use my hands instead of my legs, but they didn't want to work like that.

      Then the blonde wolf began to growl.  His lips were pulled back, the hair on his neck stood up, and his head was low as he came toward me.  A moment of panic slammed into my chest and I moved, terrified that he'd rip me apart.  That was what my legs needed.  When I didn't think, they worked just fine, allowing me to run again, but the wolf merely followed.

      Yet that pause had been enough for the others to catch up.  My pup reappeared at my side.  The red wolf moved beside the blonde one, reaching over to nip at the smaller animal's shoulder.  No, not animal.  That was my other mate.  Looking the other way, I saw a large white wolf chasing Gabby.

      Shit, my pup had a name!  She was Gabby, and that white wolf was Ian.  The red one was Lane.  The blonde was Seth.  That meant the pair of brown ones behind me were Trent and Pax.  These were my mates!  I knew them, and they wouldn't eat me.  They were my pack, and we were going to get this moon together.

      I barely thought it before the first pale sliver peeked through the trees just over the hard wall that declared my boundary.  A rush of pride coursed through me, and I cried out in delight, but the sound was alien - yet somehow perfect.  I howled at the top of my lungs, and my pack joined in.  All the pieces slowly but surely began to make sense.  I was a wolf!  I'd been sick, then I'd turned, and now I was a wolf.  This was what I'd wanted all along.

      A bark of laughter fell from my muzzle, but I didn't want to stop.  Every breath burned, and I could feel a pain in my side, but I ignored it.  I'd found the moon and the alpha had allowed me to claim it.  Now I wanted to see how fast I could really go.  Turning to the right, I stretched as much as I could, putting on a burst of speed.

      From the side, gold, grey, and tawny wolves raced toward me.  My hair went up and I showed my teeth, but the gold one just chittered at me in excitement.  Ashley.  The grey was Kim.  A scent on the wind made me realize that the last had to be Bridget.  I didn't even know why, but I was sure of it.  Her coat was tan, with a dark layer under it, yet her face was a dark brown, making it look like she was wearing a mask.

      Behind them came more, but I could recognize them.  That was Heather, and the juvenile beside her was Olivia.  Over there was Roman, aiming for Gabby.  That one at the back, the solid white carrying his hind leg had to be Henry.  So many faces, and I finally knew them all.  The smells of them hit me hard, almost blurring my eyes, but it was a good scent.  It made me think of home.  No, of pack, and that was the best feeling I could imagine.

      The laughter burst out of me as a chittering sound that turned into a long howl.  Once again, the rest joined in, making it clear I was the one in control.  I had this.  I was a fucking wolf, and I was damned good at it.

      Just to prove it to myself, I went down the creek bank again, splashing through the half-melted slush at the bottom before racing up the other side.  I felt my claws slip and the dirt packing between my toes, but I didn't even care.  I'd never felt this strong in my life.  Not even when I was a young girl.  When I found a downed tree blocking the path, I jumped it, never slowing, and landed mostly the way I wanted on the other side because my body knew what to do.

      I was a fucking werewolf.  I was the Alpha Bitch of this pack, but when I looked behind me to see my people, I realized that not all were keeping up.  Some had faltered, others had taken shortcuts.  That was ok.  All that mattered was that we were together, and the moon hung overhead giving us permission to play.

      Tongues were hanging from faces - even mine - but I didn't want this to end.  I kept going, doubling back on my trail to rush through a group of packmates trying to catch their breath.  The whole time, my mates and pup followed.  Her betas ran with her, ignoring their own exhaustion to keep up.  Then there was my Sisterhood.  They didn't care about the rules.  They didn't follow me.  They flanked me, cut me off, and then Bridget dared to snap at my tail.

      Oh, it was on.  Spinning around, I raced to grab hers, not shocked to find that it was as dark as her face, only her body was that beautiful tawny color.  Then Ian darted in to nip at my neck.  I jumped back, surprised at how easy it was, only to crash into Lane.  He woofed playfully, then darted for my tail.  Next was Gabby, trying to tag me, and I felt like I couldn't stop laughing, even if it didn't sound the same.

      But when Trent and Pax moved in together, I knew I was in for trouble.  Scurrying away, I dared them to chase me, because I had a feeling those two would be the ones to trap me.  Not surprisingly, they did, running hard, dodging to my right, which made me go to the left.  Then they moved to the left, turning me right.  The pair ran hard, moving around me until I was headed back the way that I'd come.

      I knew I was slowing down, but I couldn't catch my breath.  At one point, my leg buckled, making me trip, but I didn't want to stop.  I didn't want all of this to be over.  I knew the air had grown cold, and the moon was no longer on the horizon but well over head, yet it only felt like a few minutes had passed.  The problem was that my body didn't agree.

      Then something slammed into me hard from the side.  Before I knew what was happening, I was beneath nothing but fur.  Brown, blonde, red, white, and even more brown.  I struggled to break free.  I yelped and snapped, trying to keep going, but they didn't hold me like wolves.  They were smarter than that.  And when Ian moved to loom over me, I knew what was happening.

      Those golden eyes of his found mine.  Lane ducked his head in to nuzzle at my throat, but I was panting so hard.  Without thinking, I reached over to lick at the corner of his mouth, which earned me a nibble as a reward.  One that felt oddly good, almost like a hug or a back rub.  A sharp bark from Ian pulled my attention back to him, though.

      The problem was that I didn't want to go back.  I didn't want to give up this body yet.  I couldn't say that, though.  Instead, I nipped at his throat, licking and nuzzling the spot beneath his jaw.  He allowed that for a moment then barked again.  This time, it was a command, and a rush of guilt hit me.  He wanted me to stop.  He needed me to change back, but I was so tired.

      Now that I'd stopped moving, I realized just how far I'd pushed myself.  My arms ached.  The spot where Lane had bit me felt like it was bruised.  Every muscle in my body burned, warning me just how much I'd hurt tomorrow.  I whined, making it clear I didn't want to do what he was asking.  I wasn't done being a wolf.  I wanted to run a little longer, but he refused to look away from my eyes.

      I felt something click into place, and my body began to hurt again.  My fur felt like burning ice.  My skin was pulling away from my body.  My shoulders wanted to bend in a way that wasn't possible, so I yelped loudly, wincing away from the ache of it all, breaking the link of our eyes.

      Then a pair of hands grabbed my muzzle, forcing me to look at Ian in his human body.  "Elena," he begged.  "You have to come back from the wolf.  Gabby needs you to do this, and you've already run for hours.  C'mon, baby, let me help you?"

      I licked at him again, this time tasting salt on his human skin.  Taking that as permission, he looked deep into my eyes one more time, and that link locked in again.  The pain took over, burning and ripping at my body.  I screamed, not liking how this felt.  I just wanted it to stop.  I needed to clench my eyes closed against it, but the only thing that mattered was the golden color of his eyes.  The shade that was just a bit brighter in this body than my own.

      Then Seth crawled beside me, lifting my wolfish head into his human lap.  "It's ok, Elena," he breathed.  "You can do this.  It's only going to hurt for a minute, baby.  Just try, Elena.  You have to try, because we need this to work.  We need you."

      So I tried.  I yelped and screamed at the pain, but I tried as hard as I could.  I pushed at my skin, trying to leave behind my fur, but it wasn't working.  Nothing was going right.  Was I going to be stuck as a wolf?

      The thought suddenly made me want to give up this body.  That had been my fear with Gabby.  I'd just assumed that I'd have a heart attack or die in the transition.  This?  No, I didn't want to be a wolf forever!  Maybe a few more hours, but not the rest of my life.  I wanted to see my daughter grow up.  I wanted to go to her quinceañera!

      I needed to see her dance in her dress and kiss Roman in public.  I wanted to be there when Ian announced that she was going to be his heir, and help her grow into the best pack alpha she could be.  I wanted to lie in bed with my boyfriends again.  I wanted to kiss them, and that wouldn't work with this mouth.

      So I tried, but while it hurt more than I had ever imagined, my body refused to give up this beautiful form.  Then another wolf pushed in.  Like Ian, her eyes were golden, but this was Ashley.  Beside Seth, a grey female moved to look down at me, her eyes not quite as bright, but more than the others.  That was Kim.

      Three alphas.  My friends.  My pack.  Together, they all took control of me, forcing their dominance over my prone form, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.  I just didn't know how I was supposed to help.

      Then Lane pressed his human head against my belly and whispered, "Just let go, Elena.  Don't try.  Don't push.  Just let go and imagine yourself as you're supposed to be.  You are a beautiful woman.  My perfect little bunny.  Don't be anything else.  Don't resist being who you are.  You said you wanted to be strong?  Well, there's nothing harder than accepting yourself, so please do this, little bunny?  Stop fighting.  Stop trying, and just let me have you again?"

      His words knocked the breath from my lungs because all I could hear was his pain. My sweet fated mate, and I was failing him.  I wanted to prove to him I could do this, but instead he was asking me not to.  He said to stop fighting.  To stop even trying.

      So I gave up.
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        CHAPTER 58

      

      

      

      The moment I stopped fighting, something happened.  For a moment I couldn't see, but I still knew my guys were right there, all of them.  Plus my Sisterhood.  Somewhere close was Gabby.  She had to be, yet with the delirium of the fever gone, feeling my body transform under someone else's control was not ok.

      It felt invasive and personal.  It felt like I was doing something wrong.  All my life, I'd had to fight for everything I wanted.  It didn't matter if that was arguing with Gerardo that I deserved to have a baby or walking away from him when I finally figured out I deserved more.  I'd had to prove myself so many times, but this was different.

      The pack wasn't asking for anything from me but my acceptance.  I'd already given them that.  Ian, Ashley, and Kim were demanding the one thing I'd never learned how to do.  They wanted me to trust them, to submit to them, and I wasn't sure how.  All I could do was give in, relaxing so they could have complete control, and it seemed to be working.

      Slowly - more than I would've expected - they pulled me apart and put me back together.  I thought about how my own body felt.  How I looked when I saw myself in the mirror.  What it felt like to be me, ignoring all the bits I wanted to change.  I'd managed to make it from human to wolf.  I was halfway through this.  To go back, I just had to let it happen.

      The cold was the first thing I felt.  The next were the hands, paws, and mouths on my body.  Next came the twigs and dirt beneath my bare skin.  A moment of panic hit when I realized I was naked before so many people, but that didn't matter.  I had thumbs again!  I could feel my tongue in my mouth and the toes on my feet.

      Timidly, I moved my leg, almost surprised when it bent the way I expected - and that made Ian sigh deeply, rocking back on his heels.  Ashley and Kim moved back next, still in their wolf forms.  Lane's head was pressed against my stomach, his bulk shielding most of my body from sight.  Seth held my head, but Trent and Pax were pressed close against my shoulders, offering me their warmth.

      Then Kim howled.

      Just her.  This time, no one else joined in, but everyone seemed to know what was going on except me.  I looked around, trying to see how many wolves were out here, only to be blocked by my daughter rushing in as a human to hug me tightly.

      "Mom!" she gasped.  "Are you ok?  I know it hurts, but it's also kinda cool, right?  Please tell me you're ok?"

      "I'm ok," I promised, struggling to lift my arm because my body was so exhausted.  "I'm also being pinned down by wolves."

      "Because it's cold," Gabby said, then stepped back to shift again.

      But Trent just leaned closer to lick at my arm.  Without thinking, I burrowed my hands in the fur at his neck, doing the best I could to caress him.  Every inch of me hurt.  I felt like I had when the fever started to kick in, as if I would pass out at any moment.  Thankfully, my savior arrived only a moment later, in the form of David carrying an armload of blankets.

      "Here," he said, handing them to Ian.  "Sam has more."

      Behind him, Samantha hugged at least three different ones in her arms, looking around at the pack of wolves with wide eyes.  "This is the pack?" she asked.

      Roman moved behind her and shifted, then reached over her shoulder for a blanket, even as the guys worked to wrap me up in one.  Sadly, I couldn't help much, but they didn't seem to care.  Samantha, however, turned, realized he was completely naked, and almost dropped all of her blankets.

      "Roman!" she hissed.

      "Give me one of those," he said.  "Nudity is necessary to change shape, Sam.  Not a big deal."  And he wrapped a blanket around himself.  "And yeah, this is our family.  All the people from Wolf's Run.  They know you're our friend."

      "I just made it clear what you did for us," Ian told her, but his attention was locked on me.  "Ok, Elena, still cold?"

      "Freezing," I admitted.  "My feet are like ice, and I'm so tired."

      "I got you," he promised, scooping me into his arms.

      All I could do was curl into him, trusting that everything else would work out.  My body felt used in a way I'd never experienced before.  Like the hardest workout I'd ever had, but a million times worse.  I felt like I could barely lift my head, but it didn't matter.  I simply curled up against Ian's chest and let my mate take care of me.

      No, my alpha.

      Both.  This man was all of that and so much more.  They all were.  My mates had refused to leave me.  They'd run themselves into the ground trying to keep up, and they'd watched my daughter when I hadn't had the sense to do it myself.  When I'd worn myself out, they'd all jumped in to help me shift back, and once I had, they'd shielded my body with theirs, not even needing to be asked.

      These were my mates.  I'd never imagined finding one man who'd treat me like this, let alone five of them!  And I'd lived.  I'd made the transition to wolf and back.  I knew how to let go and make it happen now.  I understood what this felt like.  That moment when I'd been stuck as a wolf had been one of the most terrifying in my life, but I'd pushed through it because they were all right there.

      So why was I still holding back with them?  They'd done nothing but give me everything.  Over and over, these men had proven themselves.  They were perfect in so many ways.  It didn't matter if that was me telling them we couldn't have sex, them stepping in to help my daughter learn the things I couldn't understand, or even just being there when I wanted to talk, I knew I could count on them.

      Because that was what it meant to have a pack.  Those foolish limits I'd believed as a human seemed a lot more foolish after the ordeal I'd just been through.  Plus, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't remember why it was wrong to have more than one boyfriend.  Oh, I could remember what I'd been taught, but it suddenly seemed like the dumbest thing I'd ever heard.  Who cared if anyone else approved?  They weren't part of my pack, and these men were.  They were the center of it, right beside Gabby.

      And the truth was that I'd done all of this to prove to myself that I was strong enough, yet Lane was right.  Being strong wasn't about biting or jumping, or even lifting.  The kind of strong I wanted was different.  It was to become a woman who made her own decisions and didn't regret them.  Right now, held in Ian's arms as he carried me to the one dark SUV parked in the lot, I only had one regret.

      "Ian?" I asked, looking up at him.

      "Yeah, baby?"

      "I should've said it before, but I was scared.  I still am, but I'm a wolf now, so that doesn't matter."

      "What doesn't?" he asked, pausing to look down at me.

      "Being scared doesn't," I explained.  "I don't need to be, even if it's a habit.  I don't have anything left to worry about, and I survived, so I can say it now."  I paused, pulling in a breath to make sure I could get this out.  "I love you, and I'm terrified that's going to ruin everything, but I want this to be real.  I want all of us to work.  I want this to be the kind of relationship that lasts, but I love Lane too."

      A soft, sweet smile claimed his lips.  "I love you too, Elena.  And I love that Lane came first for you. He deserves that.  I also like that you forgot to mention a few other things."

      "What?"

      "Things with Seth?  Where you are with Trent and Pax?"  He started walking again.  "I want you to love them all.  I won't make you, and it's none of my business, but that's what I'm hoping for.  It's no different than you wanting us to love Gabby, and we do."  He chuckled once.  "And so you know, we talked after you were bit."

      "About?"

      "If anything happens to you, Lane's raising her.  Name him as her legal guardian, because that man was willing to challenge me for it.  She's ours because she's yours.  This is what it means to be part of a pack, and I'm not ever letting you go.  You are my mate.  Maybe I wasn't fated for you, but that's so rare it doesn't matter.  I love you because of who you are, and I respect you for doing things your own way.  That's the only reason I haven't pushed for anything from you. Not sex, not turning you into a wolf, and certainly not those three words that make me so fucking happy."

      "I love you," I said again, "and I'm not going to be afraid anymore."

      "No, baby," he promised me.  "You have nothing to fear, because you have an entire pack willing to stand with you.  Well, or run.  And so you know, they were all here.  Even Dad.  It didn't matter if they waited by the fire or tried to keep up with you on the trails.  Every member of Wolf's Run came out to celebrate the Alpha Female claiming her rights as a wolf."

      "That..."  I leaned my head against his shoulder, unable to hold it up any longer.  "When you say it, that sounds like something impressive."

      "You outran the alpha," he reminded me.  "You pushed us harder than I can remember a pack running before.  You didn't just shift into your new body, you claimed it, and I can't wait to help you learn how to master it.  You, Elena, are an amazing wolf, but an even better woman.  I have no idea why you don't think you're strong."

      "Because I've never been allowed to be?" I guessed.

      "You are now," he promised.  "I don't care if you yell at me, bite the shit out of me, or anything else.  I want you to challenge me if you think you must.  I'm not going to leave you over something like that.  I have no interest in cheating on you, just so you know, and I'm not going anywhere.  If you want to get rid of me, you'll have to chase Lane away first.  We are your mates, and I have every intention of making that forever - so be strong.  Be as strong as you want, and you don't need anyone's permission but your own."

      I just let my eyes close and smiled.  All this time, I'd been so worried about everything.  I'd been so convinced I was weak when the reality was that I'd simply been scared, but listening to Ian?  I could do this.  I was doing this.

      "I can be strong," I mumbled against his neck.

      "No, you already are," he told me.  "Maybe you aren't a bitch, and you definitely aren't mean, but neither of those makes you strong.  Strong is when you'll give of yourself to help someone else.  It's when you know your own boundaries and aren't afraid to enforce them - like waiting to turn until your daughter is protected.  It's speaking up when someone needs to hear it.  So many people think that being strong is the same as being an asshole, but it isn't.  There's a huge difference between being a tyrant and a leader.  You, Elena, give people something to follow.  A reason to believe in themselves and try harder.  If that's not strong, then I have no idea what is."

      "Being brave enough to say that I love you," I told him.

      "Well, since you've done that, then I guess it proves my point," he teased.

      All I could do was smile because he was right.  I was strong.  I could finally believe that, even if I was being held in his arms and carried to his truck.  I'd still done everything I wanted.  I'd made this happen.  I was a part of something bigger now, and the kind of part I could be proud of because even if something else knocked me back down, I finally knew how to handle it.

      I'd get right back up and growl.
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        EPILOGUE

      

      

      

      I barely remembered getting back home, which meant I'd napped in the truck those few blocks.  Once we were there, Lane carried me in, but it was Trent who helped me take a shower and get the leaves and debris from my body.  Seth and Pax changed the bed while Ian warmed up some of that broth soup.

      Before I knew it, I was fed two full cups, and I'd sucked back three bottles of water.  Then, the guys all tucked me into bed, each one giving me a kiss before sneaking out of the room, and Ian ordered me to sleep.  While I could feel the desire to do as he asked, that was pretty much it.  I wanted to make him happy, but was that really any different from normal?  Maybe a bit.

      Yet I'd seen other wolves when he used that tone.  Even Ian's betas seemed to feel the compulsion to please more than I did, almost like a soldier being given orders.  To obey had probably been drilled into them since they were pups, though.  Not that it mattered.  He was right, and I was honestly exhausted, so I slept.

      It didn't last long.  I woke to voices sounding like they were right beside the bed.  I recognized Ian's voice easily.  Then Lane's.  Trent, Pax, and Seth joined in, but they didn't seem to have as much to say.  At first, the sounds were just jumbled syllables, but they were too loud.  Too intense to not be in the room with me, so I cracked open my eyes.

      The door was closed and I was still alone, but now I was also truly awake.  That allowed the sounds to become words.

      "I wasn't going to worry about it until we knew Elena was fine," Ian was explaining to the others.

      "But foxes?" Lane asked.

      "Oh, that's not the most shocking," Ian told him.  "Ashley said there was a tiger family.  Fucking cats wanting to live in Wolf's Run!"

      "How would that even work?" Pax wanted to know.

      Ian just laughed.  "No idea.  It's never been done before.  Tigers, panthers, and bears are notoriously solitary.  Lions live in prides, foxes have whatever they call their groups."

      "What about Jesse?" Trent asked.  "He's not a wolf."

      "He's an African Wild Dog," Ian said.  "Still a canine, which means he's still close enough to accept our pack hierarchy.  I'm just not sure these other shifters would accept our current structure."

      "Well you've wanted to make a zoo, of sorts," Seth reminded him.  "All shifters are safe inside these walls."

      Ian sighed.  "Eventually," he said.  "I had no idea it would happen this fast, but that video?  The ordeal on the news?  And even worse, the fact that a human stepped up and debunked a video of what we all know is a standard form change?  Every shifter who saw that now knows that Wolf's Run is not run by humans, and they're calling.  They're asking for sanctuary."

      "So give it to them," Lane said.  "We wanted to make something different, didn't we?"

      "The problem," Pax pointed out, "is the Hidden Forest pack.  As soon as we start leasing again, Damon will try to slip some of his pack members in here as spies."

      "Let him," Trent countered.  "What can they do?  Ian's never been challenged.  The pack approves of him."

      "They might not if we start bringing in cats and foxes," Ian pointed out.  "But I'm not worried about Damon.  He's a dick who thinks attacking everyone makes him impressive.  Yes, he's big, and he's a strong alpha, but not a smart one. My bigger concern is how to make so many different species work together."  He paused.  "Elena would know."

      "Maybe Gabby has an idea," Lane offered.  "I mean, she's going to be your heir, so why not ask her?"

      "Yeah, I can ask her in the morning," Ian decided. "Oh, and get this."

      There was a long pause.  Almost long enough for me to doze back off, and then Seth laughed.  "She wants to make a human her beta?"

      "Well, if we're talking about adding other species, it does set a good precedent," Trent pointed out.

      Pax just grunted.  "Bears don't follow rules, and the cats would be obstinate just because they could.  Tigers and lions?  Really?"

      "Really," Ian said.  "Guys, we were lucky.  Our parents had money and prestige.  That kept us safe, but look at how Kim and David lived before they got here.  Do you honestly think it's any easier for shifters who don't have packs?  They're out there in the middle of humans, on their own.  How can we turn them away?"

      "We can't," Seth said.  "So why don't you just tell Ashley to interview them?"

      Ian laughed once.  "Because I want to know what Elena thinks.  I..."  He paused.  "Guys, it took three alphas to force her to shift.  She's not some submissive little wolf."

      "She's also not an alpha," Trent said.

      Ian made a noise that sounded ambiguous.  "I'm not so sure.  She's like Gabby, not quite what I'd expected.  It almost feels like she submits because she wants to, not because she has to.  Look, we all know she's smart, and beautiful and - "

      "Good in bed," Pax teased.

      "That," Ian agreed.  "but also intuitive and considerate.  There's something about her that we all found appealing.  I want to say she's perfect, but I know that's my own opinion.  She's not.  She overthinks and second-guesses herself, and all those normal things we all do, but somehow she still feels so easy to talk to and like she'll have the answers."

      "Charismatic?" Lane offered.

      "She's got her shit together," Trent said.  "I mean, that was the first thing I thought about her.  This woman takes care of things, and we've all seen it.  Sure, she gets stressed about it, but she always finds a way to make it happen."

      "Which is why I want her to help with this," Ian said.  "She's a wolf now.  She's our mate.  That means she's my equal.  My responsibility is to protect our pack, but that's not all Wolf's Run needs.  Ashley handles the business side of things, but there's that intangible bit that's always taken for granted.  The thing that makes a community into something more than people living beside each other.  That's what Elena does.  She nurtures us.  She has this respect for trust that convinces all of us to prove her right.  I'd like to say she's an alpha, but I'm not sure yet, and I'm not upset at all if she is."

      "Which is why we all want to please her," Trent realized.

      "I thought it was her legs," Seth joked.

      "Shit," Pax laughed.  "Figured you'd be all about the tits or ass."

      "Eyes," Seth admitted.  "I love her eyes.  And yes, I know they're amber now, but they're even more beautiful than before.  It's the depth, or the way she looks at me, or something."

      I found myself smiling at that, and still listening in without shame.

      "Regardless of how hard she makes our dicks," Ian went on, "she's good at this.  My mother was a horrible Alpha Female.  We all know that, even if we don't want to talk about it.  Elena?  She's the one the wolves feel like they can actually talk to.  They know I'll listen to her, and that she'll listen to them.  So, I think we should put this off until our mate can weigh in. What do you all think?"

      "I can go with that," Trent said.

      "Yep, me too," Pax agreed.

      Lane huffed.  "You know I'm convinced she's the best thing in the world, so sure."

      "Seth?" Ian asked.

      "Thinking," he said.  "I'm trying really hard to separate how I feel about her from this as a rational decision, but I think you're right.  Plus, she's human.  Well, was.  She won't have the same biases we do, and she knows almost nothing about the other shifters.  We'll need to make up lists of the pros and cons for her though.  You can't just ask her if we should help others, because her answer will be yes.  You need to narrow that down.  How do we make a solitary group of tigers and a few families of foxes work with wolves when we don't all think the same?"  He paused.  "Granted, she's Latina, which means her views on minority species is going to be a little different than you'd expect."

      "No, I'm actually counting on that," Ian promised.  "But, speaking of that, go see if she's still sleeping, Seth.  I need a shower, and one of you needs to run to our place for some meat.  She ran us hard tonight."

      "I'll go for steaks," Lane offered.  "Trent, come carry the beer?"

      "I'll clean up the living room and find a movie," Pax said.  "Don't want her to wake up and think she's alone, especially not when her new senses kick in."

      Oh, but they were already kicking in. I couldn't believe how well I could hear them.  I was just too tired to call out that I was awake, and I certainly wasn't getting out of this bed.  Instead, I just rolled over - which was more work than I expected - and waited for Seth.

      The door opened softly, and my mate slipped inside.  A band of brightness flashed from the lights on the other side, making me blink, but when I opened my eyes again, he was creeping closer.

      "Hey," I said, making it clear I was awake.

      "Hi."  He crawled onto the bed.  "How do you feel?"

      "Like I got hit by a bus."  I reached for his hand, but he was already moving away.  "Seth?" I asked.

      "I'm getting you something to help with that," he promised, heading for my bathroom.  "Bridget gave us some muscle relaxers that are supposed to make you feel better."  Then I heard the water running.

      He was back quickly, but set both the amber bottle and the glass on the bedside table, then moved to help me sit up.  I groaned, feeling aches in my abs that I hadn't expected, but I managed.  Then Seth passed me the glass and focused on separating out two pills.

      I took those, drank at least half the glass, then handed it all back.  "Thank you," I told him.

      "None of them know what this part feels like," he explained.  "I do, so don't try to tough it out, ok?  I honestly don't mind helping you sit up, or take meds, or even helping you to the bathroom.  Promise I will not be horrified."

      I just caught his hand.  "I love you, Seth."

      And for a moment, everything stopped.  "What?" he breathed.

      A moment of panic hit me, but I wasn't going to take it back.  "I love you," I said again.  "And Lane, and Ian, but this thing I feel when you're around?  It's love, and I'm not going to be ashamed of it or scared of it, or talk myself out of it because of our age difference.  This isn't fooling around for me.  It isn't casual or temporary.  When you come to check on me, or stop to talk to me, or throw me in bed and have your way with me, I love it all.  So, now you know, because I'm not going to let fear hold me back anymore."

      "You're...  You actually love me?" he asked, but his lips were curling higher.  "Because I've been trying to figure out how to tell you that and I was sure you'd laugh at me."

      "No, never."

      His breath rushed out in relief.  "Ok.  Well, I do, Elena.  I have never been in love before in my life, but they keep saying I'll know when it happens.  If that's the case, I've been in love with you for weeks, but I figured I was just the extra, fun part of what you had with Ian and Lane."  And he cupped the side of my face.  "But I want to be more.  I want to be everything you need.  I mean, them too, and I'm ok with that, but I just want to be as good for you as you are for me."

      He knew he was rambling, and it was adorable on him, so he leaned in and kissed me.  Seth was careful, aware that I was too weak to do much, so his lips caressed mine gently.  I felt the tip of his tongue flick across my lips before his mouth brushed mine again.  Then he simply tilted his head to press his brow to mine.

      "I love you, Elena," he breathed. "I swear that I will be the man you need, and right now, that means putting you back in this bed so you can recover from that run."

      "Seth..."

      "Nope," he said, knowing I was about to protest.  "Lie down, and I'll even cuddle up with you.  And then tomorrow, you can have more of those pills and a hot bath."

      "When are we going to talk about foxes?" I asked as I lay my head back on the pillow.

      He snuggled up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.  "So you can hear better now, hm?"

      "If I think about it, I can hear the water in the shower upstairs."

      "Smells will be more intense as well, but the sound is the most shocking part.  Sight is pretty much the same in this form, but our wolf bodies have a slightly different perception of color.  Thankfully, it's not the same as canines."

      "Foxes?" I asked again.  "Tigers?"

      "Later," he promised.  "Next week, maybe.  This is your time, Elena. You just became a wolf."  He moved his lips beside my ear.  "My wolf, and I expect you to pamper yourself for at least a few days.  And once you aren't shocked with the strange sounds and smells, I will teach you how to shift when you want, and the way you want."

      I grabbed his hand.  "I don't want to be like David."

      "You won't be," he promised.  "You'll be like Gabby."

      "But can we teach him too?"  I glanced back.  "If I am having wolf lessons, maybe we can help him learn to shift and walk and run?  I'm sure there are others in the pack who aren't much better."

      "If that's what you want," he promised.

      "Yeah," I decided.  "I know what it's like to wish someone would help, so that's the kind of Alpha Female I want to be: the kind that does help."

      He chuckled.  "So I should tell Ian we're going to have foxes, huh?"

      "And tigers," I agreed around a yawn.

      "Good," he whispered.  "Now close your eyes.  Not even a woman as amazing as you can do everything in one day.  Sleep, beautiful.  The pack will be fine.  Your mates will handle everything.  For once, take a little time for yourself, ok?"

      "Mm." But I clutched his arm a little tighter.  "Stay until I'm asleep."

      "Elena, I swear I'm not going anywhere," he swore.  "Not ever."
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      I braced both hands on the bathroom counter and stared into the mirror.  My eyes were no longer the dark, rich color they'd always been.  I glanced down at my phone, then back to my reflection, trying to match the new color with the "shades of brown" image I'd pulled up.  Caramel seemed to be closest, but it wasn't quite right.

      Then I found it.  Not on the brown scale, but as an orange.  The color was called cider, and it was a little darker than amber.  Just one shade more brown than Seth's pretty cognac-colored eyes - but I'd expected that.  They'd explained that the more time we spent as a human, the less yellow our eyes were.  It was also why Lane's were so golden, and the natural-born wolves weren't that far off.

      I still liked it.  I also liked how my skin felt a little softer, almost younger.  The pair of creases that I'd been fretting about in my brow were now barely noticeable.  Sadly, my grey hairs were still there, but I could handle that.  My only problem with this whole new wolf body thing was how much I still hurt.   One day was clearly not enough time to recover from what I'd done to myself.

      "Elena?"  Seth's voice was soft, considerate of my new super-hearing.  "You ok in there?"

      Reaching over, I opened the bathroom door to find him waiting on the other side.  "Willing to give a second opinion?" I asked.  "Cider or more caramel?"  And I held up the color chart.

      A grin took over his mouth, and he glanced away.  "I'd call them tawny, but I'm not really a color expert."  Then he stepped in behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.  "How do you feel?"

      "Like my body was twisted up into a pretzel and left like that for a while."  I leaned back against him.  "The muscle relaxers help, though."

      "So stay home?" he suggested before leaning in to kiss my neck.  "Ashley doesn't need you in the office.  We're all willing to help if it gets busy.  Stay here one more day and recover, Elena.  Even Gabby slept off her change for a few days."

      "Yeah, but I can't get used to my new senses if I'm at home and all of you are talking softly and being so considerate."  I turned to face him.  "I ache, but I really am ok, Seth."

      "I'm just..."  He smiled again, struggling to hide it.  "This is me being overly protective."

      "And this is me thinking it's cute."  I leaned in to brush a kiss across his lips.  "But Gabby's quinceañera is a week away.  Next Saturday, actually.  My parents are coming into town, there's going to be a lot of music and people, and that is not the time or place for me to realize that I'm overwhelmed because I can now smell and hear everything."

      He just palmed my cheek.  "Ok."  Then his thumb swiped across the side of my face.  "But I'm telling Lane, and he'll talk to Ashley.  If you can't take it, you'd better expect all of us to show up."

      "I know," I assured him.  "But I'll be sitting down all day, so that counts as resting, and I've already taken too much time off.  So, I don't know, work on that stuff Ian was talking about with foxes and the other shifters?"

      "We have been," he assured me, pausing for a moment.

      The problem was that I heard it too.  It now sounded like my kitchen was right beside me, and someone was clattering around for pans.  I could hear male voices mumbling.  I was pretty sure that was Lane and Ian.  My eyes narrowed as I stared at Seth.

      "That's cheating, you know."

      He chuckled.  "It's really not.  How else did you think we always knew when someone else was here?"

      "Uh, because they said they were coming over and you heard something?  Not that clearly!"  And then my heart stalled.  "Oh, shit.  Does this mean Gabby can hear...  you know.... us?  At night?"

      "She asked for earbuds for Christmas for a reason," he admitted.  "We made sure she got a really good set for that exact same reason.  Yes, she sleeps with them in.  No, it won't ruin her ears.  She also won't want to go to many concerts, so there's that.  Dunno how to break it to you, Elena, but your nearly fifteen year old daughter understands that people have sex.  She also has no interest in knowing when you do."

      Oh my.  Yes, my face was getting warmer, but I also knew he was right.  "Ok," I said, stepping away from him to head into my bedroom.  "I need to get dressed, and you need to make sure those guys don't try to stop me from going to work."

      "I was chosen to talk you out of it, actually," Seth admitted.  "Lane was worried you'd say he couldn't understand since he's always heard like this."

      "And Ian?" I asked as I pulled on my shirt.

      Seth shoved a hand across his mouth.  "Um, he didn't want to make it a dominance thing, and he knows you're still getting used to those pack urges."

      "That's actually kinda cute," I admitted.

      Seth just nodded.  "Yeah.  But Trent and Pax might be over at the office already, adjusting the phone settings for you, and um, warning Ashley."  Then he shrugged.  "We're trying very hard not to smother you, so don't get mad?"

      Next, I pulled on a pair of slacks.  My most comfortable pair, because I was going very office-casual today.  "I'm not," I promised.  "But can you check on Gabby today?  The subtle kind?"

      "Because she's allowed to date Roman again, you'll be out of the house, and you have a feeling she's going to try something with her boyfriend," he guessed.  "Sure.  I can do that."

      I groaned.  "And sneak some of those condoms into the upstairs bathroom or something?" I begged.  "Just, you know, in case?  I'd rather she waited, but if she's not going to, I'd prefer she doesn't end up pregnant for it."

      "Promise," he said, backing toward the door.  "And you're dawdling."  Then he winked.  "Breakfast will be ready soon."

      When he opened the door to leave, I could smell it.  My stomach growled, reminding me that the broth I'd had the last two days - while good - didn't count as a real meal.  The scent of eggs, bacon, and sausage was even more amazing now, and I was suddenly craving it.  I also needed to put on enough makeup to make myself feel presentable.

      I hurried through that, knowing I didn't need to impress anyone.  The entire pack had basically seen me naked on Wednesday night.  Sure, I'd had a pair of wolves laying on me - and a rather large man - but still.  This meant I had nothing left to worry about.  Nudity was necessary for changing forms, they always said.  Running as a wolf wasn't exactly the best way to "look good."  Styled hair and painted faces didn't shift with us, so I would need to get used to looking like a werewolf sometimes.

      Because I was one.  I'd done it, I'd survived, and I was happy about it, but I was still getting used to all the nuances.  Gabby had made this all look so easy.  Then again, my daughter was fourteen - almost fifteen now.  Her birthday was officially on Monday, and her big quinceañera to celebrate her becoming a woman was in a week.  I still hadn't managed to get her a dress, either!

      I'd planned to, but having a kid shoot up my daughter's school had shifted my priorities a little.  Now, I was going to need to scramble a bit.  Thankfully, Roman and Olivia would be willing to take Gabby around to look, narrowing down the options.  My five boyfriends - no, mates - had offered to help pay for it, which meant tailoring was covered.  This could still happen.  It was going to be ok.

      And I was actually a wolf.  I couldn't stop thinking about it, as if my mind kept repeating that like a mantra.  It felt good, like some guilty secret, except that there was nothing to hide.  At least, not from my pack.  So, when I walked into the kitchen, following the scent of breakfast, there was a little extra spring in my step.  It was almost enough to make up for the drag of my aching muscles.

      "You look happy," Lane said as I rounded the corner.

      I just grinned, and yep, my mind replayed my mantra.  "I feel good," I told him.  "Like a whole new woman, although I still ache all over."

      His eyes just slid down my body.  "If you stay home, I'll give you a long and very thorough massage."

      "No."  I laughed to take the sting out of that.  "Guys, seriously.  I need to get used to hearing more than just all of you being extra quiet.  I need to smell the air outside.  I have to get used to this, but I'm not going to push too hard.  Promise."

      "So..."  Ian set a plate of eggs, toast, bacon, hash browns, and sausage before me.  "Are we allowed to hover and worry too much, or would that bruise your newfound wolfish pride?"

      "You can hover," I assured him.  "After all, you are my mates."  And I looked up to meet his perfectly golden eyes.

      His mouth curled higher.  "I like that."

      "Hm?"

      Seth claimed the chair beside me, gesturing for Lane to pass him some food.  "Most wolves can't meet his eyes that easily," he explained.  "Dominance, Elena.  You have it, and not many converts can say the same."

      "Gabby did too," Lane told me.  "Pretty sure she didn't get it from her father."  And he lifted a brow, making it clear he meant she'd inherited - or learned - it from me.

      "I'm not dominant," I reminded them.  "Guys, I'm the happy housewife type."

      "Not as much as you think," Ian assured me.  "Elena, three alphas couldn't force you to shift, but Lane asking could?"

      "No," I said.  We'd talked about this, but I felt like he still didn't understand.  "I was just trying too hard.  Lane begged, and he's the one who told me to stop pushing or fighting.  I'd never considered that trying too hard could be fighting it, so I gave up and let you do your thing, Ian."

      "I didn't do anything," he said, adding a glass of orange juice beside my coffee.  "You changed back on your own.  We tried.  Me, Ashley, and even Kim.  Henry was making his way over when you figured it out and just..."  He huffed, clearly at a loss for words.  "You just did it."

      "Because I trusted my pack.  And Gabby needs me, so I had to make it work."  I took a bite, pausing to appreciate how good real food tasted.  Not that my taste buds had changed, but it had been a bit since I'd felt up to chewing.  "And this is very good."

      "She's not going to believe you," Lane told Ian.  "Just let it go."

      "But - "

      "No," Lane warned.  "She figured it out.  It doesn't matter if she ignored your dominance.  She's your mate, she figured it out, and she'll be stronger for it.  Leave it alone, Ian."

      Seth just pointed his fork at Lane.  "Wouldn't really push him.  He was up all night."

      "Why?" I asked around another mouthful of real food.

      Lane leaned over the kitchen side of the counter, right toward me.  "Because my mate hurts.  She may have needed me."

      "And Seth was with me," I reminded him.  "You could've crawled in bed and slept."

      "Can't," Seth mumbled.  "He's been a mess with worry since he bit you."  He grabbed a piece of toast and shoved that into his face.  "And Ian had to order him to sleep.  So, if you want to make sure he passes out, you're going to have to throw him in bed."

      "I'm good with that," Lane agreed, a devious little smile curling his lips.

      Ian just chuckled, turning back to the coffee pot to hide it.  "So, if any of this gets to be too much for you, Elena, what are you going to do today?"

      "Um, walk home?" I guessed.

      "No," Lane said.

      "How about call one of you?" Because that always seemed to be the right answer.

      "No," Lane said again, proving me wrong.

      "Tell Ashley?" I guessed, unable to think of anything else.

      "Yes," Lane finally said.  "She will call me.  I will come get you and make sure you aren't scared."

      "I'm not scared," I told him.  "A little mortified to realize just how well my daughter can hear, and refusing to think about how I'm going to handle all of you spending the night now that I'm no longer in the dark, but I'm not scared.  Lane, I'm a wolf.  I survived.  I look better than I have in a decade, and I'm excited to figure out all the new tricks that come with this.  Nothing about that is scary."

      "But what if the sounds are?" he asked.  "Or the smells?  Seth said it was different, and sometimes he'd have to pause because it confused him."

      "Disoriented," Seth corrected, "and it's because the volume and distance have to be relearned.  It's not scary, Lane.  Sometimes, it's painful, but if Trent and Pax are adjusting the phone sounds in the office, she'll be fine."

      "I don't like it," Lane grumbled.

      Ian just reached over to clasp his shoulder.  "Trust our mate, Lane.  Elena's got this.  She's one of the strongest converts I've ever seen."

      Seth's head twitched.  "Huh," he muttered.

      Lane immediately looked at him.  "What?" he demanded.

      "Nothing bad," Seth assured him.  "I was just thinking that you were stuck as a wolf for years.  Elena was stuck as a human, in a life she didn't want.  Maybe that's why you ended up fated for her?  Like, some way for you to inherently understand each other?"

      "Personally," Ian said, "I think it's because she's the perfect balance to him.  Nice enough to make him be gentle, but brave enough to not run away."  His eyes shifted to me.  "And determined enough to never give up.  A few reasons why we all have a thing for her."

      Yep, I was smiling.  It felt like my transformation from human to wolf had been the thing that finally took our relationship to a new level.  Not sex.  Not dealing with trauma or other issues.  Now that I was a wolf, I could finally understand them, and my mates were no longer holding back, worried about my human sensibilities.

      Because I was no longer a human, and it was the best decision I'd ever made.
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      Lane walked me to the office.  It wasn't even half a block away, but I could tell he was worried.  Besides, it was cute.  However, Trent and Pax were waiting inside.  The pair of them had done a lot more than just adjust the phones.  The carpet in the lobby was clean.  My little trash can had been emptied.  A candle was burning at the side of the room, smelling like laundry detergent, and it was a lot more impressive than I remembered.

      "Smells and sounds have been minimized," Pax announced as soon as I walked in.  "It should be new-wolf safe, but tell us if anything's too much."

      "The candle?" Trent asked.

      I shook my head.  "I actually like that one.  It's the same scent I have at my house."

      "My favorite," Lane said, leaving my side to make a lap around the room.  He didn't even try to hide that he was sniffing at things.  "You tell Ashley?"

      "I did," Trent assured him.  "And Henry's coming over later.  Said he's going to be available just in case she needs anything."

      Then a door down the hall clicked, opening a second later.  The fact that I heard the latch release was actually rather amazing, but all three men looked at me, almost as if they expected me to flinch.  I just rolled my eyes and headed to my desk.  By the time I made it into my seat, Ashley walked into the room.

      "How do you feel?" she asked, her voice completely and totally normal.

      I sighed with relief.  "Thank God.  There's one person in the world who isn't whispering at me."

      "Not whispering," Lane grumbled.

      Ashley just laughed.  "Out, you three.  Elena's fine.  She's not dying, and if she is, I'll call Dr. Bridget.  Believe it or not, you really do have jobs to do."  Then she flicked both hands at them, shooing them out.

      "If you need anything..." Lane said as he headed to the door.

      "I'll tell Ashley," I promised, "and she'll tell you.  I'm fine, Lane."

      Ashley moved to lean on my desk, and the pair of us watched my mates leave in silence.  The door closed, and I heard that latch click for the first time.  A moment later, the sound of doors to Trent's truck could be heard opening, and then closing not long after.  When it started, it sounded as if the office windows were open, but it wasn't obnoxious.

      Still, I could see how a person without a pack to explain all of this would be confused.  There were so many new details that I could hear.  Just little things, and I knew what they were, but my ears had never been this efficient in my life.  And, at forty years old, my hearing shouldn't be quite as good as it had been when I was younger.  Not that I'd ever noticed - until now.

      "So?" Ashley asked, finally breaking the silence.  "You want to kill them yet?"

      "They're cute," I assured her.  "Now, if I'd stayed home today, I probably would've ended up wringing Lane's neck, but they're cute now that they're gone."

      Laughing, she moved around my desk to grab one of the chairs and drag it over.  "So, how bad do you hurt?"

      "I'm using some pills Bridget sent for me," I admitted.  "And I still ache, but like a bad workout, not like I'm dying.  I just wanted to make sure I really could handle all of this, and I'm tired of feeling like a burden."

      "You are not a burden," Ashley promised, leaning toward me.  "You ran hard, Elena.  There was one point when only Seth could keep up, and that's saying a lot."

      "What do I look like as a wolf?" I asked her.  "Lane says I'm beautiful.  Seth said I'm black.  But, what do I actually look like?"

      She grinned at me.  "Well, you're definitely black.  Not that dark brown that's almost black, like Gabby.  Your coat is completely black except for the little tawny lines under your eyes.  I'm pretty sure there's some of that coffee colored undercoat on your shoulders, but I only saw it when we had you pinned down."

      "So I look like Gabby?"

      She nodded.  "A darker, bigger, more mature version, but yeah.  Definitely a family resemblance."  She paused for a moment, struggling not to smirk, but failing.  "And pretty much the entire pack wanted to do something nice for you.  Sampson sent more venison.  I had to talk Dad out of making some stupidly over the top gesture - "

      "What did he want to do?" I interrupted.

      "Give you the house."  Ashley shrugged.  "I told him you'd feel pressured to stay if you decided to find a new pack.  We both know you won't, but I figured you'd hate that.  But if you want it, I can tell him to go ahead."

      "No." I waved her off.  "As much as he's already done?"

      "Kinda what I figured."  But she still looked a little smug.  "And the rest of your sisterhood?  Yep, we've made it clear that next week, every night at seven p.m., there will be wolf lessons.  That it would be rude to laugh at you learning to walk, but that any wolf who needs some help mastering their canine body is welcome to join us."

      "Wolf lessons?"  Because that was my next concern.  "Thank you!"

      "Caveat," she warned me.  "Your mates insisted on helping.  So, I know David's going to be there.  For moral support, he said, because you can't be as bad as he is.  Gabby's little pack of betas will be running 'patrols' to keep the gawkers away, so you won't even need to be embarrassed."

      "Did they gawk at her when she was first learning?"

      Ashley shook her head.  "Nope, but she's not the second in charge of our pack, either.  Although, speaking of that, I'm assuming that her quinceañera would be a bad time for Ian to announce her as his heir?"

      "My parents will be there," I reminded her.  "So, humans.  How is it usually done?"

      "He's kinda been doing it," she admitted.  "Every moon, Gabby's at his side.  That's a position of honor, of sorts.  The Alpha won't let just anyone invade his space, but it's subtle.  Right now, it's just him claiming her as family - which she is.  I hope that's not crossing a line?"

      I shook my head.  "No, I've always known that those guys think of her as their pup, and the truth is that I like it.  They don't try to overrule my decisions, but they honestly care about her."

      "But are you honestly ready for the rest of the pack to see them as her stepfathers?"

      I pushed out a breath because that was a big step.  And yet, at the same time, it really wasn't.  Ian had been calling her 'ours' for months now.  Seth adored Gabby.  Trent and Pax went out of their way to help her with one thing or another, and Lane was adamant that if anything happened to me he'd be raising her.  If that wasn't stepfather material, then I didn't know what was.

      Granted, this new virus in my brain had me thinking differently.  Before, I knew I would've been worried about it.  As a mother, I would've wondered if it was too soon, or how to handle this if our relationship didn't pan out.  The simple fact that they'd never asked should've bothered me, and yet they  kinda had.  They'd checked with me every single step of the way, and I'd always told them it was ok.

      Because we were pack, and this was what pack did.  Ian was the Alpha, and he was responsible for all of the pups in Wolf's Run.  Was it really odd to think that he'd care for my daughter any less?  Plus, he wanted Gabby to be the next Alpha, and he was offering to teach her how to take over if anything happened to him.  Showing her how to lead instead of rule, basically.

      For a moment, I sat there thinking about it.  Not whether or not I approved - because I already did.  It was more the change in my thinking.  I could remember how I would've felt about this a week ago, and yet I just couldn't make those emotions work like that.  This was my pack.  Wolf's Run was my family in a way I'd never been able to understand before.  It was home and belonging and safety all rolled into one.  That Ian was not only the Alpha but also a man I loved?  That made it easy to accept him honestly caring about my child.

      "It's a wolf thing," I breathed, lifting my eyes to meet Ashley's.

      For a few seconds, she just stared me right in the eye.  "It is," she agreed, refusing to look away.  "But can you feel the dominance when you do that?"

      "No," I admitted.

      That made her head twitch.  "Really?  Most new wolves find looking me in the eye to be uncomfortable.  I think awkward might be a better term."

      "No," I said again.  "I did the same thing to Ian this morning, and he noticed too."

      "Because you are not a weak wolf," she assured me.  "You're also not an aggressive one, which is a little confusing, but I'm more than willing to go with it."  Then she patted my desk.  "Ok!  Work stuff."

      The gesture made my eyes jump over, which broke the gaze without forcing me to look away.  I actually laughed at that, and Ashley's smile made it clear it had been intentional.  Evidently, my best friend had quite a few subtle tricks up her sleeve.

      "Teach me how to do that?" I asked.  "I mean, if I'm supposed to be the second in charge of this pack, and this is a thing..."  I paused, unsure how to explain what I was asking.

      But Ashley understood.  "You don't want to be rude about it," she finished for me.  "Yeah, I can do that.  Since I stepped down as Dad's heir a while ago, I've picked up a few things to keep others from realizing that not wanting to lead the pack isn't the same as becoming submissive.  So, we'll add that to the list, and I have a feeling the sisterhood will help you practice."  Then she pointed at the phone.  "That and emails are your only concerns today.  Pax turned down the volume as low as it can go.  Adjust it from there.  If you get overwhelmed, just put them on hold and let me know."

      "I think I've got this," I assured her.

      Ashley just leaned over to clasp my knee.  "I know you do.  I also know that you're a new wolf, this is going to wear on you eventually, and there is no reason for you to push through it.  Elena, you're my best friend.  More than that, you're my Alpha.  I am going to take good care of you whether you like it or not.  Now, I'm not as annoying as your mates, but I'm just as fucking loyal, ok?  Comes with the disease."

      I caught her hand.  "Thank you, Ash.  For the job, the understanding, and all the help over the last few months.  Most of all?  Thank you for bringing a little magic into my life."

      "It's still science," she teased.

      "And still very magical," I countered.  "Now go work.  I got the phones, and I promise I'll whimper or something if I can't take it.  I just really want to expose myself to real life now so I won't make a mess of Gabby's big day."

      "Ok," she relented, standing up just to put her chair back where it belonged.  "I just have one condition, ok?"

      I almost groaned.  "What's that?"

      "Anything confuses you, bothers you, or needs to be explained, and you let me know.  Not my little brother.  Not his betas.  Me, Elena.  No pride, no dominance, and no worries about what anyone else will think.  My best friend just became a wolf, and I'm kinda happy about it."

      "Promise," I swore.  "Although I might actually need a little help with something."

      "Anything," she promised.

      "I didn't buy Gabby a present and her birthday is Monday - and I do not feel like I'm good enough to walk around a mall!"

      She rolled her eyes and headed up the hall to her office, calling back, "I'm going out with Bridget on Saturday.  We'll handle it.  Get me a list!"

      "Owe you one," I called after her.

      "Call it a turning present," she said, not even needing to raise her voice much to be heard clearly.  "Now finish those emails, Alpha."

      I turned on my computer and got started on that, thankful to finally have something to do besides just laying in bed.  I also felt a little better about replying to the obvious shifters asking about the facilities because I was now one of them.  I was sure this feeling would go away soon, but I was enjoying it.  I'd upgraded from being the boring human friend to being one of the magical creatures that existed in the shadows of society, just like in some of those books I read.

      And by ten a.m., the feeling had already faded.  Eighty-one unanswered emails had a way of erasing all the fantasy from my daydreams, slamming me back into the reality of running the leasing office.  Thankfully, there'd only been three phone calls, and I'd actually had to increase the volume a little because my ears weren't that sensitive, but I was doing this.

      Then the little chime on the front door sounded, making me jerk in my chair.  It was much louder than I expected.  The smell that wafted in right after made me sit up.  And on the heels of that, a man walked into the lobby.

      A large man.  With two large friends right behind him.

      They smelled like sweet grass and fresh tilled earth.  My eyes immediately jumped to theirs, wondering if this was how all humans smelled.  The first guy was the biggest - both tall and wide.  His hair was brown, his beard was thick, and his eyes?  They were black with a flare of mahogany in the center.  The color was just strange enough to stand out, but it was certainly not yellow, amber, honey, or any shade of wolf eyes.

      Then I looked at the guy behind him.  He was about an inch shorter, Black, and looked nothing like the first guy, yet his eyes were the same.  Guy number three was the shortest of the bunch, but almost as wide as the first.  A very stout built man, probably still six feet tall, though, or close to it.  Like the rest, his eyes were exactly the same.

      That was what made me shove to my feet.  "Can I help you?" I asked, hoping like hell that whatever these men were, they'd come in peace.
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