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Chapter One
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Blind River, Ontario is a tiny town outside Toronto. It’s poised on the North Channel of Lake Huron and on the Blind River itself, and as such, it’s a great place for fishing, boating, and other water sports. Which means there’s plenty here to keep our less than four thousand residents occupied, even when the town isn’t drawing in tourists. Which it really doesn’t do that much of, despite the local government’s best efforts to put us on the map. Most towns in Ontario have a fall festival. Ours isn’t anything special.

I know all of this from the internet, not from having actually explored the town. Because I’m not allowed outside the house.

It took me years to have a problem with the way I’m treated. It took me until I was sixteen to fully understand that it wasn’t right, or normal, to keep me inside all the time. And when I figured it out, of course, I did the dumbest thing I could possibly have done—I went to the alpha of our pack, Sinclair. He was old then, probably in his seventies, and I didn’t like talking to him if I could help it. But going to the alpha was the quickest way to get a question answered. 

He scoffed at me, though, when I asked him if I could attend public school. “Certainly not, Jacie,” he said. “An omega in a public school! Disgusting idea.”

“Would it matter?” I asked, trying not to let the images I was sure he was visualizing—images of every boy in school drooling after me, images of me laid out like a meal for the taking on a cafeteria table—into my own mind. “No one would be shifters at the public school. Would they even know the difference?”

He eyed me beadily. “Believe me, girl,” he said, “you go out that door and you’ll be set upon in minutes, and then we’ll be stuck with some filthy half breed baby taking the food from our table. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay inside this house.”

I knew a threat when I heard one. If I left the house, my status in the pack would somehow become even lower than it was already. I didn’t know how that could be—I was already at the absolute bottom of the totem pole—but I wasn’t exactly curious to find out. So, when the time came to register the others in the pack for the new school term, I was quiet. I downloaded the homeschooling materials from the Canadian Board of Education website the way I did every year and resolved to leave well enough alone.

But I did make one change that year. That was the year I downloaded not only the eleventh-grade study materials, but the twelfth-grade ones too. I was determined to finish my high school degree as quickly as possible; by the end of that school year, if I could. I didn’t know what good such a thing might do me, but any means of securing additional power had to be a good thing. By that spring, I was ready. I took the test, got my certification, and registered for classes with the local community college for the summer.

I told nobody what I’d done. Nobody else in my pack ever knew.

Now, nine years later, I have to admit that the plan doesn’t seem as clever as it did when I came up with it. I’m twenty-five years old and I’ve achieved college degrees in several fields, and that’s especially impressive when one considers that I’m only allowed internet access for two hours every day. But what good is it, really? It doesn’t get me any closer to being able to leave the house. 

God, I’d love to get out of here.

The one redeeming feature of this house, after all these years, is that I have my own room with an adjoining bathroom. Of course, I’m locked in it when I’m in heat, and that’s not ideal. But they don’t take it away from me the rest of the time, which means I have somewhere to go that’s mine, somewhere I can be alone.

Not that I can trust other people not to come in.

I’m lying on my bed and flipping through a magazine when the door bursts open. It’s Sheldon, Sinclair’s youngest son. He’s thirty-three, but I swear, he acts like he’s about fourteen.

Sheldon flops down on my bed as if he owns it. “What are you doing?”

I indicate the magazine. “Reading.”

“Aiden says you should come down for dinner.” Aiden, Sinclair’s oldest son and the alpha of our pack since his father died, takes far too much pleasure in the authority afforded him by his rank. As alpha, he knows if he gives a command, I’ll have to obey it. Sending Sheldon is his way of toying with me, letting me know that he could make me come down if he wanted to. It doesn’t really have the desired effect on me, though, because as much as he’s screwing with me, he’s screwing with Sheldon even more by using him this way.

“I’ll come in a bit,” I say. 

“We’re going running,” Sheldon informs me.

“You go every weekend.”

“Yeah. Well, you can’t come.”

“Shel, I have literally never been.” Sometimes, I think he’s not right in the head. Sometimes, I could almost feel sorry for him. “I’m not allowed out of the house, remember?”

“You’d get knocked up.”

“Sure.” I flip a page in my magazine, doing my best to ignore him. He wants me to get upset, but he’s going about it all wrong. Being told he would have to stay behind on the run would be heartbreaking for Sheldon, probably, but it’s every day of my life for me. He might as well be telling me I can’t fly to the moon.

Seeing that I’m not going to have a tantrum, Sheldon leaves. After a moment, little as I want to, I put the magazine aside and follow. The truth is, I am hungry. If I go down when the others are eating, I’ll get a hot meal, but if I wait, I’ll have to forage for leftovers.

Sheldon and Aiden’s sister, Nori, has made lasagna tonight. Robotically, she scoops some onto a plate and shoves it at me. Nori is never especially unkind to me, but she treats me like one of her dozen cubs—as if I’m immature and a bit irritating, without an identity that she has any time to worry about distinguishing from all the others. Her lasagna is delicious. I grab a fork and lean up against a wall in the corner of the packed room to eat.

Aiden is seated at the head of the table, already shirtless, clearly ready to begin the night’s fun. He’s shoveling massive forkfuls of lasagna into his mouth and washing them down with beer straight from the can. His eyes rake over me and, as always, a little shudder crawls down my spine. Aiden is in his early forties and muscular. By day, he works as a mechanic and he often returns home covered in grease. Rather than showering, his practice is generally to strip off his day clothes and roam the house in his boxers, which I find skeevy. He’s also not shy about touching people with his greasy hands. Aiden’s attitude seems to be that, as the alpha, he owns all of us anyway.

He swallows the dregs of his beer can and pushes his plate away. “Jacie,” he says, not bothering to look at me, “clean up the kitchen by the time we get back home.”

“When will that be?” I ask, my voice flawlessly polite. I’ve had years of practice.

“Sunrise, I’d think,” Aiden says. “There’s a group of tourists camping by the river. I think we should play with them. Give them something to tell their friends back home about.”

Sheldon chuckles appreciatively at this. Nori rolls her eyes, as if the idea of her brothers scaring the daylights out of some tourists is just boys being boys or something. All around me, the others in the room start to peel their clothes off until they’re standing around in nothing but undergarments.

“Are the kids all asleep?” Leigh asks the group at large as she makes her way out onto the porch. 

“All the little ones are,” says her husband, Connor. “I checked on them before I came to dinner. And the older ones are in their rooms. If anyone wakes up, Jacie will be here to look after them.” This is perfectly true, of course—I’d never let anything bad happen to any of the kids—but he could ask. It would be polite.

I go back inside when they’re all on the porch. I know what’s going to happen next, and I don’t like to watch it. I suppose there’s a part of me that is jealous. I suppose there’s a part of me that does want to go on the run, and it hurts to know that I never will. But I’m an omega. That’s not going to be part of my life.

Even though I don’t intend to look, I glance through the window over the sink, and it’s impossible to miss them. Their white coats gleam in the night. A long line of powerfully built, beautiful polar bears, running into the forest, running from my front door. My family. And I’ll never be one of them.
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Chapter Two
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With the dishes washed, I check on the kids. The small cubs are all still asleep in their shared room. They won’t learn to shift at will until they’re older, but it’s fun to look at them in their sleep, when they don’t know what’s going on. They haven’t mastered control of their bodies yet. They usually stay human—human form is so much more familiar to them—but the bear is in there, and sometimes, bear traits come out when they’re asleep. Tonight, one of them has shifted his usual dark brown hair into snow white fur, just on his head. I pull out my phone and snap a picture. I always think maybe I’ll share these moments with their mothers, but I never do, somehow.

Then I go back to my own room. I consider using this time to shift myself. I almost never do that either. It’s strange to take bear form inside a house. It feels wrong, unnatural. The bear part of me wants to run, wants to be outside. It gets itchy and uncomfortable if I force it to sit in a room. I do it sometimes anyway, but only because I don’t want to forget how to access that part of myself. I don’t want to lose the skill for lack of practice.

I decide tonight isn’t the night and head to the bathroom instead. While everyone else is out is a great time to indulge in the kind of luxuries I can’t take advantage of most of the time. I can take a long hot bath, and with the others out of the way, I won’t have to worry about being walked in on. No one respects my privacy in this pack. I’m an omega, after all.

Even though I know it’s almost unheard of—that omegas are so rare as to make the odds astronomical—I wish there was another omega in our pack. I really have no idea how much of the way I’m treated is normal, no more or less than an omega can expect, and how much of it is over the top. I do understand why everyone has always resisted my going out in public, even though I don’t agree with it. They’re afraid I’ll be imprinted on, that someone will claim me as a mate. I don’t know if that can happen between an omega and a non-shifter, but it doesn’t seem like it could. I do know that I’m probably safe as long as I’m not in heat. I should be able to go out most of the time. Tonight should have been fine, especially surrounded by the rest of the pack. But maybe they’re just being overly cautious.

Maybe.

It’s well after midnight—but still several hours before sunrise—when I finally make my way to bed and fall asleep

***
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THE OTHER GOOD THING about a run night, apart from the fact that I get the house to myself for an evening, is that most of my pack sleeps late the following day. I get up early, thinking I’ll make some breakfast for myself and the kids and then go read on the porch for a while. If the others see me on the porch, they usually send me back inside, but Aiden has never laid down an alpha edict forbidding me from spending time there, so it’s a loophole I like to take advantage of. 

Today, however, Aiden is waiting for me when I walk outside.

I feel an immediate chill, as if I’m definitely in trouble, but I stand my ground. I haven’t done anything. I can’t deny the power of the alpha, though. Aiden’s gaze freezes me in place. If I wanted to run, I probably could—as long as he didn’t issue a verbal command, that is—but just the force of his eye contact makes it difficult.

And his eye contact is disgusting. It’s like taking a bath in slime. It’s like his dirty hands are already on me. It makes me want to go back upstairs and take a shower.

“Jacie,” he says. His voice is soothing in a way that would be surprising if I hadn’t heard him do this before. It has the desired effect. My nerves begin to settle. I force myself to think about the fact that I don’t like him.

“Good morning, Aiden,” I say. My voice is automatically deferential. Aiden isn’t above backhanding a member of the pack if he feels they aren’t showing him proper respect. “How was the run last night?”

“Not bad,” he muses. “Always good to be out in the fresh air, of course...not that you’d know much about that, I suppose.” And he chuckles. The difference between Aiden and Sheldon is that Aiden isn’t saying these things to try to hurt me. He’s just stating facts. He doesn’t care if I get hurt or not.

“I suppose I wouldn’t,” I agree, wanting to stay on his good side. “Did you find those campers you were talking about?”

“Oh, yes, they’ve packed up and gone home,” he says. 

I’m bursting to tell him that tourism is good for the town, that by scaring people away like this he’s really hurting all of us, but that’s exactly the kind of smart mouth that would get me into trouble. I bite my tongue instead.

“Actually,” Aiden says, “we finished with them fairly early, and we got to thinking. You know, our youngest cubs are six years old now. It’s been too long since we’ve had a birth.”

The youngest cubs in the pack happen to be Leigh and Connor’s twins, born near my nineteenth birthday. “I suppose that’s true,” I say cautiously. “Is Leigh planning on trying again?”

“Leigh is a beta, Jacie,” Aiden says. “You know that. She got lucky last time, but she’s very likely to produce only one child. And Nori’s really too old to have any more.”

“Well, the other women—”

“Are also betas.” He looks at me fixedly. “And, of course, your name came up. The fact that you haven’t been bred yet. It’s interesting, don’t you think?”

A part of me has known this moment was coming for years. All my life, maybe. But it would be impossible to overstate the revulsion and fear that fills me now that he’s addressing it directly. “Nobody’s imprinted on me,” I point out.

Aiden ignores that point. “Here we are, keeping an omega,” he says. “So lucky to have an omega, my father used to say. Such a prize. We must guard her, care for her, make sure no one takes her from us. And yet, she’s lived off our generosity for a quarter of a century—no job, no contribution to the pack—and never been bred.”

I don’t know what to say. I’m afraid if I open my mouth I might cry.

Aiden steps closer to me. “I think, perhaps, I’ve imprinted on you, Jacie,” he says, stroking the backs of his fingers down my cheek and making me shiver. “Wouldn’t that be something? A new bunch of cubs? And with my genes, one of them would surely be our next young alpha.”

He has not imprinted on me. I would know. I would know, wouldn’t I? God, how I wish I knew another omega, someone I could ask about this! Wouldn’t I feel something other than sickness and hatred if someone had truly imprinted on me? Wouldn’t I want him too?

“We’ll tell the rest of the family tonight at dinner, I think,” Aiden muses. He’s not really even talking to me. He doesn’t need an answer from me. “Everyone will be so excited to see our pack grow.”

The tension between us builds. I feel like I’m going to scream.

Then, abruptly, it’s over. He turns away from me, returning to his seat and his mug of coffee, and I flee into the house and up to my room, where I shut the door and wedge a chair under the knob, wishing more than ever that I had a lock.

I know enough to know that Aiden doesn’t need to have truly imprinted on me in order to breed with me. He’ll be able to do it. And he’s strong enough to force me, not to mention the fact that he has the power of the alpha on his side. All he has to do is say the words and I’ll lie there and take him. I won’t be able to resist.

I can’t see any way out.
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Chapter Three
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“Jacie,” Aiden says as we’re all cleaning up from dinner that night, “take the trash to the curb.”

It’s an order. I feel the familiar compulsion fill me, as strong and as impossible to resist as gravity. As an experiment, I try resisting. Could I resist? I’ve never done so, never tried to decline my alpha’s command. I was raised with the understanding that there was just no point.

And that turns out to be true. I can no more resist the pull of this command than I could levitate myself off the ground. Already, my body is moving toward the garbage cans, even as I’m trying to turn the other way.

As I drag the cans through the front door and down the long gravel driveway that leads to the road, I think about tonight’s dinner. Aiden was as bad as his word, announcing to the rest of the pack that he’d imprinted on me and that he and I would be breeding a new set of cubs. I don’t know whether or not anyone else saw it for the lie it was. They were all just too excited about the prospect of cubs. There were no sympathetic glances thrown my way, no indication at all that anyone understood what I might be going through. Nobody cares. Nobody wants to think about it.

The gravel drive is so long that by the time I reach the end of it, I can no longer see the house. We’re set back quite a way from the road. It’s deliberate, of course—we don’t want any of the average humans in Blind River discovering that a pack of shifters are living in their town. They probably just think we’re a bunch of weird hillbillies, which we can work with, because we don’t socialize with them. Aiden says we’re above that kind of thing.

I place the garbage cans carefully at the end of the driveway for tomorrow’s trash pickup. Then I stand for a moment, letting the breeze catch my hair, listening to the rush of cars on the Trans-Canada Highway, which is only about a mile from here. Sometimes, it’s agonizing how close the world is.

And then, with a sudden shock, I realize something huge. Something vital.

I am out of the house, and Aiden didn’t order me to come back.

I’m not feeling the usual compulsion to return now that the chore I’ve done is over. I feel as if I could stand here on the end of our driveway all night if I wanted to. There would be nothing to stop me. I’m amazed. Aiden is usually so careful about controlling where I go. How could he have made such a massive mistake?

Experimentally, I step off the end of the driveway and into the road. I’m expecting to run up against a hard limit. I’m expecting the power of the alpha to pull me back. Surely, I won’t be allowed off the property?

But I am. And, thinking back, I realize Aiden has never told me not to leave the property. All he’s ever said is to stay in the house, an order he just countermanded by telling me to take out the trash.

I’m free.

I’m not prepared. But who knows whether I’ll ever get a chance like this again? I can’t afford to go back to the house for clothes or food. Going back will lock me under Aiden’s power again. This freedom took twenty-five years to come around once, and there is no chance I’m going to let it slip through my fingers.

I run.

I don’t dare take on bear form. That’s what they’ll expect me to do, and as soon as they realize what I’ve done, they’ll take to the woods in bear form themselves to look for me. No, I need to make my escape the way a human would. When I’ve gotten far enough away, maybe I can proceed as a bear for a while. But as long as I’m near the house, it’ll be too risky.

I need to go to the highway.

I cross the street. I’m already farther from home than I’ve ever been, and a huge part of me is already longing for my safe, familiar bedroom. Except that my bedroom isn’t safe. If I go back, Aiden is going to force me to mate with him and carry his cubs. Anything’s better than that.

In a surprisingly short time, I reach the highway. I’m staggered by the number of cars. In my study, and in my use of the internet, I gained plenty of knowledge about the size of the world, but seeing it is different. My whole life has been confined to one house. Now, I’m looking at hundreds of cars, each with a different person or group of people inside, all speeding by on their way to different destinations. How can there be this many destinations? And this is just one highway!

I can’t linger here. I need to keep moving. My pack has probably already discovered I’m gone. My only real hope is that they’re looking for me in the wrong direction. If they’ve followed me to the highway, they’ll be on me in moments. 

Suddenly, my heart sinks. Of course, they’d have followed me. They know my scent. It won’t matter how far I go. They can track me by my scent. They’ll be here any second, and they’ll drag me back and punish me for daring to leave, and I’ll never get another opportunity.

Unless...

The smell of the cars is heavy, permeating my nostrils. If I were to escape in a car, they would lose me, wouldn’t they? They wouldn’t be able to track my scent through the exhaust. Not to mention the added benefit of moving much more quickly. This is the solution. I need to hitchhike. And I need to get into the first car that will stop for me. I don’t have a lot of time.

I stick out my thumb hopefully, wondering if this will work. Most of what I know about hitchhiking comes from cautionary tales warning people not to do it. Drivers are warned that they might pick up an axe murderer or, in some stories, a ghost. Potential hitchhikers are warned that they might get into a car with violent criminals or kidnappers. But no matter whose car I get into, I know it can’t be worse than what I’m leaving behind, so I’m not afraid. Just let someone stop.

My luck is in. A green truck pulls over. It’s a two-seater, the cab currently occupied by a man in a flannel shirt and jeans with dark blond hair. The bed of the truck contains several boxes tied in place by a lot of twine. The driver grins, then reaches over and opens the door for me. “Where are you heading?” he asks.

“Anywhere. I don’t care.” I get in and pull the door shut. I don’t have time to negotiate. 

He eyes me speculatively. “No luggage?”

“I’m kind of leaving a bad situation.”

“Ah. Boyfriend troubles?”

“Can we go?”

“You need to tell me where we’re going.”

“I don’t care, I told you. Wherever you were already going. Please.” I look out the window anxiously, sure I’m going to see polar bears emerging from the woods at any moment, but there’s no sign of them yet.

The man shrugs expansively and pulls back onto the road. As he drives away, I breathe a sigh of relief. Even if they follow me as far as the highway, they’ll lose me there. I look out the window, watching the place where I emerged from the woods and my driver picked me up, until it can no longer be seen. I don’t see my pack. Maybe I’ve really lost them for good.

Finally, I can relax. I slump in my seat, relieved, exhausted, as the sudden flood of adrenaline that filled my system at the discovery of my freedom drains from me. I know I can’t fall asleep in this stranger’s car, but I want to.

He’s still looking at me. I can tell he’s curious. Finally, he speaks again. “So, was it a boyfriend?”

“Something like that, I guess.”

“You want to go to the police station? You could report him if he did anything to you.”

“He didn’t hit me, if that’s what you mean.” I don’t think I can very well explain to the police that my alpha was going to command me to bear his litter. 

“So, then, why run away?” the man asks. “Why not at least stay long enough to pack a bag? You’re not just going through a breakup. Something else happened.”

“What does it matter?”

“I’m interested.” He smiles, showing his teeth, and just as he does, we pass under a street lamp and I get my first good look at him.

Scarred face. Flecks of gold in his green eyes. I’ve done enough reading to recognize this. If I’d had any exposure to the world, I would have recognized the scent. Now that I know what I’m looking at, I can’t believe I missed it.

“You’re a wolf,” I whisper.
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Chapter Four
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The wolf’s smile widens. “What’s the matter? You’ve never met a wolf before?”

“I...”

“I know you’re a shifter too,” he says. “I can smell it all over you. You’re a bear, aren’t you? I heard rumors there was a pack of bears around here.”

I nod mutely.

“You’re not afraid of the big bad wolf, are you?” His throat rasps when he laughs. “I’m not going to do anything to you. Do you want me to let you out?”

I swallow and find speech. “No. I can’t go back.”

He nods. “So, what are you doing out here all alone, little bear?”

“Leaving my pack,” I say shortly. I don’t trust this wolf much, but I don’t want to create animosity either. “They didn’t treat me so well.”

“What did they do?”

“Why are you asking all these questions?”

“I told you, I’m just interested.” He sniffs. “Are you an omega?”

I freeze. 

“You are, aren’t you?” He glances at me out of the corner of his eye and laughs. “Don’t worry, bear. I’m not into bears. The only ride you’re getting from me is the one in the car. Scout’s honor.”

I try to force my muscles to relax. “Are you in a pack?” I ask him.

“Nah, I’m a lone wolf.” He laughs at his own joke.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Who wants to know?”

“So, now you’re against asking questions?”
“All right, but you’ll answer one of mine next?”

“Fine.”

“I’m Bradley.”

“Nice to meet you.” I hesitate, and then, wanting to keep things friendly, add, “Thank you for picking me up.”

“No trouble at all. My turn. What happened to make you leave your pack?”

“They were going to make me breed with the alpha,” I say. “And, I don’t know. I guess it wasn’t just that. They’ve never really treated me like part of the family. I’m a third-class citizen to them. Most of them resent the fact that they have to share food with me. Most of them would probably rather I wasn’t there anyway, if it weren’t for the fact that they need me to make lots of babies.”

“Which you don’t want to do,” Bradley infers.

“I don’t know if I do or not,” I say. “I’d like to be part of the decision-making process, though. I’d like to have some say about when and with whom I have babies, if I ever do.”

“Seems reasonable,” he says.

“You’re the first person I’ve ever met who thought so,” I say.

“That can’t be true.”

“Well, they never let me out of the house,” I say. “You’re actually the first person I’ve ever met who wasn’t a part of our pack.”

Bradley’s eyes go wide at this. “You’re telling me you’ve never been out before? This is your first time...what, doing anything?”

“My first time in a car,” I confirm. “My first time on a road.” 

“God,” he says. “Where am I supposed to let you out knowing that? You’re helpless.”

“I am not helpless.”

“You’re a babe in the woods.”

“Just take me a few miles in whatever direction we’re going and then let me out on the side of the road,” I say. “I’m a bear. I can live in the woods for a while until I figure out my next step.”

“Right. You’re not going to live in the woods. Do you have any idea how to hunt or fight?” He shakes his head. “You’d be dead in days. I don’t want that on my conscience.”

“It has nothing to do with you,” I inform him, but I have to admit, I’m shaken by his words. He’s right. I don’t know how to live wild.

“You’re worried about being tracked, aren’t you?” he says. “You’re worried they’re going to come after you, using your scent to follow you. That’s why you wanted to get into a car in the first place. Right? You knew they couldn’t follow your scent if they couldn’t smell you.”

The first person I’ve met has figured out my entire plan in a matter of minutes. I feel utterly deflated. If Bradley has me figured out so easily, surely Aiden isn’t going to have any trouble. “It’s all I can think to do,” I say. “I’ll die before I go back to them.”

“Those don’t have to be your only choices,” Bradley says. “What’s your name?”

“Jacie. I’m Jacie.”

“Pretty.”

“Thanks.”

“Listen, Jacie, we’re just outside Toronto right now. It’s a big city. Easy place to lose yourself if you don’t want to be found, you know what I mean? They’ll have trouble catching your scent there because there are so many people and restaurants and things. If I were you, I’d go into the city, change my appearance—you could dye that hair, maybe get a new cut—and live as a human. I’m talking get a job, get an apartment, keep quiet. Use a pseudonym. It’ll be hard for anyone to find you if you do that.”

It’s not a bad idea. I let myself sink into a daydream for a moment, imagining what it would be like. My very own apartment, in which I could do anything I like. Doors that locked. Privacy. Whatever I wanted for dinner. Maybe, eventually, a television that I could choose what I wanted to watch on. Books I could read without being disturbed.

And a job. Leaving the apartment every day, walking down the street, maybe taking a bus or a train—how do people get around cities? And what kind of job could I get? Thanks to my covert studying, my education is excellent, but I’ve never actually done anything. Who would hire me? I have to admit, it’s a question I’m eager to pursue an answer to. I’d like to find out what I can do.

I can see a gaping hole in the plan, though. “I don’t have any money,” I remind Bradley. “I don’t know much, but I’m pretty sure no one is going to rent an apartment to a girl with no identification, no job, and no money. That’s why the woods plan was a good one. I didn’t need anything to get started. If I go to the city, I’m going to have to live on the streets until I get settled into a job.”

“I can help you with that,” Bradley says.

“How?”

“I have a friend in Toronto who’s been looking for a roommate. She’d float you the rent for the first few months, until you got settled in with a job and everything.”

“Is she a wolf too?” I ask.

Bradley raises his eyebrows. “Is that a deal breaker?”

“No. I’m interested, that’s all.”

“She’s a human. She knows what I am. You could tell her what you are if you wanted to; she wouldn’t freak out or anything. She also has a backdoor business where she makes fake IDs, so, you know, she could set you up with whatever you need to start applying for jobs.”

This seems too good to be true. Can it really be this easy? “Your friend would really be okay with me moving in with no money?” I ask. “I mean, that’s really generous.”

“She’s had a few bad experiences lately herself,” Bradley says. “She can’t really afford her apartment, and no one’s been answering her ad. You’d have your own room, of course. It’s a pretty nice place.”

I hesitate. I’m not sure. Something about this feels strange, too convenient to trust. But I don’t have any better options, and what Bradley is offering is so good that I’d be a fool to turn it down if it’s real. This could literally save my life.

“I’ll tell you what,” he says. “Let me take you to her place. You can meet her and see the apartment for yourself. That might help you make up your mind. And then we’ll all go out for a nice hot meal, on me. Okay?”

“Well, that does sound pretty good,” I admit. I didn’t eat much dinner—I was too nauseated listening to Aiden go on about our future together—and now, I have no money, so I don’t know when my next chance at a meal will be. And I’m not committing to anything by agreeing to meet this girl. If we get there and things feel weird, I’ll just tell them no thank you and move on.

A green sign passes overhead, indicating three miles until the exit for Toronto. Bradley pulls into the right-hand lane, preparing to get off the highway. I take a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever comes next, as the skyline of the city emerges in the distance.  
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Chapter Five
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The city rises up around us. I’m in awe. I’ve never seen anything like it. My pack and I live in the middle of the woods, and before today, our house is the only building I’ve ever seen in real life. Now, as Bradley drives slowly down the Toronto city streets, I find I’m looking at buildings I’d never imagined in my wildest daydreams.

Huge buildings! I know about skyscrapers, of course; I’ve read about them, I’ve seen them on TV. But nothing prepares you for your first time seeing a building like that in real life. They tower above me, miles and miles overhead, or so it seems. And there are so many of them!

“What’s that?” I ask Bradley, pointing to a strangely shaped building that’s taller than any of the others. It’s skinny and juts upward from the ground like a toothpick. At the very top, it’s encircled by a small bulge.

“That’s the CN Building,” Bradley laughs. “It’s a communications tower.”

“What’s so funny?”

“It’s just strange that you don’t know,” he says. “It’s a pretty famous building.”

“I told you, I’ve never been out,” I say, annoyed.

“I know, I know. Sorry. I’ve just never met anyone like you.”

“Well, you don’t have to be a jerk about it.” I look up at the skyscraper we’re passing. “Does your friend live in one of these buildings?”

“These are offices,” Bradley says. “She lives in a walkup.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you can walk up,” Bradley says. “It means no elevator. In a building that size,” he gestures, “you’d have to have an elevator. No one can walk up to the forty-seventh floor.”

I’m a little disappointed. I would have liked to try taking an elevator. I don’t say this to Bradley, though, because I know he’d make fun of me for it. It’s exactly the kind of thing he would find amusing about me.

Bradley drives on. After a while, we are no longer surrounded by skyscrapers. The buildings are lower to the ground, and they’re also much older looking, made of brick instead of steel. I see fast-food restaurants, brand names I recognize from TV commercials, and my mouth waters. That food always looks so good on TV. Maybe we can go to one of these places for our dinner.

Bradley finally pulls to a stop in front of a red brick building covered with creeping vines. I stare out my window at it. “This is the place?”

“This is it,” Bradley says. “Come on, let’s go.”

I’m hesitant. Seeing the building here in front of me makes it all very real, very intimidating. My new life could be waiting right behind that green door. I remind myself that Bradley’s friend is a woman, and a human, and both of those qualities make her infinitely less threatening to me than Aiden was. This has to be for the best. Bracing myself, I get out of the car and follow Bradley up to the front door. He rings the bell.

After a moment, it’s answered by a thickset man in a faded gray t-shirt and jeans. He looks muscular, as if he works out several hours a day. His hair is buzzed so low on his scalp that he’s almost bald. “Bradley,” he says, his voice grating.

“Evening, Miles,” Bradley says.

I wait for my introduction. I wait for Bradley to ask this Miles person to go get the woman who lives here. Is Miles her boyfriend? I don’t understand what’s happening. I look to Bradley for an explanation, but he’s not looking at me.

“What have you got here?” Miles asks.

“Polar bear, I think,” Bradley says. “She’s from that pack up around Blind River.”

Miles whistles, long and low. “I thought that was just a rumor.” 

“Turns out it was a rumor worth looking into,” Bradley says. “I found her on the side of the road. She wasn’t happy with them. Didn’t even have to take her. She wanted to come.”

“Not that you told her where she was going,” Miles says.

“Well, come on. She’d have tried to run if I had. Truth be told, I think she was halfway ready to run anyway. Some stupid plan about living in the woods. I had to convince her that it wouldn’t work.”

“Wait,” I say. My head is spinning. “What’s going on? Where’s your friend, Bradley? The woman we were going to meet? Who is this?”

Miles looks at Bradley. “Woman?”

“White lie.” Bradley shrugs. I notice, with a sudden shock of horror, that his fingers are closed around my wrist. It’s not painful, but it’s tight. I can’t pull away from him. “I told her I could help her get her own apartment.”

“I don’t know why you bother to lie to them,” Miles says.

“Because it’s better if they’re not panicking the whole ride here,” Bradley says. “What do I want to deal with a bunch of crying and fighting for?”

Miles looks me up and down. “All right. How much do you want for her?”

“What?” I whisper. I’m shivering too hard to struggle much. I feel like my knees are going to buckle at any moment. What’s happening?

“Two thousand,” Bradley says.

“Two thousand?” Miles laughs a laugh that dissolves into a cough. “Go to hell.”

“She’s an omega.”

“Bullshit.”

“Smell her, then. Go ahead.”

Looking as if he resents the whole conversation, Miles leans in and sniffs my neck. I feel a surge of bile in my throat. How can this be happening? How can my escape be falling apart like this? I thought Bradley was going to help me, but instead, he’s delivering me into another unlivable situation. What am I going to do?

“Hmmm,” Miles muses, pulling back from me. “She’s fresh.”

“Exactly. You don’t have an omega at the moment, do you?”

“We don’t,” Miles admits.

“So, two thousand is really very generous, if you think about it.”

“I have to consult with Dan,” Miles says. He slams the door abruptly in our faces and I hear the faint sound of his footsteps receding inside the building.

I look up at Bradley. He’s not returning my gaze. “What’s going on?” I ask him fearfully.

“Sorry, kid,” he says. His grip on my arm remains firm, but not painful, and I believe he actually is sorry, but I also believe he’s not sorry enough to really care. “I gotta survive too.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This is my job,” he says. “People pay me to find things. When I find what someone is looking for, I bring it to them and collect. I’m sorry I had to lie to you. I do feel badly about it. But at least you didn’t have to deal with being afraid while we were on our way here.”

“I wouldn’t have come with you,” I whisper.

“Yes, you would,” he says calmly. “If I had to knock you out and tie you up, you would have. Do you have any idea how valuable an omega is? I could look all my life and never find another one. I know for a fact the Hell’s Bears are going to pay my asking price for you. They’d never pass up the opportunity to add an omega to their pack.”

A chill washes through me. It’s so intense that I feel as if my blood is freezing. “The Hell’s Bears?” I ask.

“You’ve heard of them?” Bradley raises an eyebrow.

I don’t answer. Of course, I’ve heard of the Hell’s Bears. The Hell’s Bears are infamous. Even Aiden is afraid of them. Our pack never went into the city if it could be avoided, specifically because we knew the Hell’s Bears had a stronghold there. They’re known for being aggressive, mean, and responsible for most of the minor crime in the Toronto area. Sheldon used to brag about how he could overpower any of the Hell’s Bears if he had a shot at them, but Aiden always told him to shut up, and of course, he had to obey the alpha’s command. If I’m truly standing on the doorstep of the Hell’s Bears’ home, things have definitely gone from bad to worse.

The door opens. It’s Miles again. “Dan says we’ll take her,” he says. “Your price is acceptable. Does she have anything?”

“No possessions,” Bradley says.

“How do I know you’re not just keeping her things for yourself?” Miles asks. 

Bradley nudges me. “Tell him.”

I can’t. I can’t speak. I can hardly draw breath.

Miles rolls his eyes and hands out a wad of bills. “Whatever,” he says. “Here you go.” He grabs my arm and pulls me toward him, away from Bradley. Before I can do anything, before I can scream or cry out or try to run, or even latch my hand onto Bradley’s arm, I’m inside the Hell’s Bears’ house with Miles and the door is shutting behind me, between me and Bradley, between me and freedom.
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Chapter Six
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Miles pulls me inside and down a long, dark hallway. He’s not rough with me, not violent, but he’s not gentle or reassuring either. It’s as if I’m a piece of furniture that he doesn’t want banged up too badly.

I can feel a scream welling up in my throat, but when it reaches my lips, it’s just a whimper. My breath is coming hard and fast, and I stumble beside Miles. He pulls me up and sets me back on my feet. “Is something wrong with you?” he asks.

“I... please, just let me leave. I promise I....” What can I promise this man? I don’t have anything he wants.

“Look, the alpha’s going to want to see you,” Miles says. “I can’t just let you go. You understand that. You don’t have to worry. I’m not going to hurt you or anything. You’re a bear, right? That’s what that wolf said, although God knows they never know what they’re talking about.”

“Yes,” I whisper. “I’m a bear.”

“Yeah, well, so are we. You’ll fit in just fine.”

I highly doubt that. For one thing, the Hell’s Bears are not polar bears. Everyone knows that. They’re grizzlies, and grizzlies are the wildest, most out of control, bears there are. There are rumors that some members of the Hell’s Bears’ pack even live wild by choice, finding caves and lairs in the middle of the woods to hide out in, hunting and eating raw meat in bear form. I’ve never run with my pack, but I know the antics they get up to have a lot more to do with scaring tourists and playing in the stream. They’re always home by dawn. For them, being bears is something fun, a hobby. For the Hell’s Bears, according to the rumors, it’s serious business.

I’m too scared to try to articulate all that, though. “I’m not like you,” I say to Miles. “Please, just let me go. I don’t belong here.”

“You don’t know what we’re like,” Miles says, now leading me up a flight of stairs. I feel like I’m going to throw up. Will I even be able to find my way back out of this building? I feel as if I’ve blacked out for part of our walk and I don’t remember the turns we’ve taken. We emerge into another hallway, this one just as dark but lined with photographs.

“I do know what you’re like,” I say. “You’re the Hell’s Bears. I’ve heard about you.”

Miles looks equal parts amused and irritated by this. “Is that so? What have you heard, exactly?”

“You get into barfights,” I say. Even as I speak, I’m kicking myself. What am I thinking, letting these words come out of my mouth, letting this threatening man know all the bad things I’ve heard about him? I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t kill me for this. I should shut my mouth, and yet I don’t. “You go around disturbing the peace and you’ve all spent time in jail. You’re thieves. You’re drunks.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Miles says. “You shouldn’t believe everything small-town hicks tell you. I assume it was your old alpha who told you that, by the way?”

I don’t say anything, but my face must give away the answer, because Miles makes an I thought so noise and shakes his head. “You know, I always thought the stories about a pack of polar bears at Blind River were fake, because who would want to live there?” he asks. “And as stupid a place as it is for humans, it’s even worse for bears. I understand the appeal of small towns if you’re a human. A little place where everyone knows everyone else? It’s not for me, but it’s cute. But then you add the fact that they’re shifters into the mix, and it’s just insane. You’d have to be lying to your neighbors all the time. You must be a real piece of work. Lying to people that way, it’s sociopathic. And you want to judge me because I like to drink? Because I’ve been in fights? Get over yourself, sweetheart.”

He’s wrong. I never lied to the neighbors. I never even met the neighbors. But being spoken to that way makes my face heat up and my eyes fill with tears. I don’t bother trying to hold them back. I’ve just been sold to the Hell’s Bears. I’m allowed to cry. God only knows what they’re going to do with me.

Miles pushes open a door to a room at the end of the hall. It’s dark inside, even darker than the hall itself. Don’t these people have any lights? He pushes me in—not hard enough to hurt, not roughly. Just completely without emotion. All he’s thinking about is getting me from point A to point B. He’s not thinking about how I feel about it at all.

“Someone will be along for you in a few hours,” he says, and shuts the door, leaving me isolated in the room. A moment later, I hear a key turn in a lock, securing me inside.

Find a window. I turn to the wall opposite the door. Sure enough, there is a window, but it’s tiny and round and far too high up on the wall for me to reach. It looks like it doesn’t open. There are no other windows in the room. I consider breaking it, but I don’t think I could squeeze my body through it, and even if I could, I’m on the second floor and I have no idea what’s below this room. The drop could be onto anything.

I look around the room itself. The furnishings are bare. There’s a futon in one corner with no blankets on it. A single throw pillow has been tossed carelessly into the middle of it. The floor is hardwood and looks ancient. There is no other furniture in the room and nothing hanging on the walls. 

I sink down onto the futon, crying in earnest now. I should never have run away from my pack. Things were bad there, it’s true, but I was so naive to think they couldn’t get worse. At least in Blind River I knew what my future held. I didn’t have options. I didn’t have control. But I would have had good things. I was with fellow polar bears, my own kind. I was going to be a mother. I would have hated mating with Aiden, but what came after...that might have been good. Having a litter of little cubs of my own to care for. They would have loved me. They would have been the first people in my life to ever really love me. Suddenly, running away seems monumentally stupid. Now I’ll never know love. 

What are these grizzlies going to do to me? In all the rumors that have reached me about the Hell’s Bears, I’ve never heard anything about them kidnapping members of other packs. I have no idea what they want with me or why. 

I try to force myself to calm down. I do know one thing. The alpha wants to see me. Miles said so. That means that before anything else happens, I’m going to be taken before the alpha. They aren’t going to come in here and kill me right away. There’s some comfort in that. And that also means I’m going to have an opportunity. Because the alpha is the one who’s in charge of the whole pack. The alpha makes the decisions, and his word is law. Which means that if I can persuade the alpha of something, it won’t matter what Miles thinks. It won’t matter what any of the others think. There’s only one person I have to convince, and I have an audience with him coming up.

In a way, I realize, I’m actually very lucky. I’m being taken straight to the one person who can help me, who can save me. If I had a request, that’s what I’d ask for.

My heart rate slows as I come to grips with the fact that I’ve still got an opportunity to save myself. I don’t know exactly how I’m going to do it, but somehow, I’ve got to convince the alpha of the Hell’s Bears to let me go.

I’ll just have to throw myself at his mercy. I think that’s the only chance I have. I don’t believe there’s a realistic possibility of convincing anyone in this pack that it’s in their best interest not to have me here, not after they’ve already paid two thousand dollars for me. Why anyone would pay so much I can’t imagine. But there’s always the chance that the alpha will be merciful. That wouldn’t match with the stories I’ve heard about the Hell’s Bears, but maybe the stories are exaggerated. Maybe they’re just plain untrue.

At any rate, I’ll have to hope they are.
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Chapter Seven
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I don’t know how long I’m in that room before the door opens again. It’s long enough that my eyes have adjusted to the darkness, so when the relative light of the dim hallway floods in, I blink several times and it’s a moment before I realize that the person who’s come to release me is not Miles. In fact, it’s a woman.

“It’s time,” she says simply.

I take her in. She looks a bit like the female version of Miles. She doesn’t have his grizzly facial hair, but they share the same ruddy complexion and scowl that looks like a chisel wouldn’t budge it. I also get the feeling she would have no problem picking me up and moving me around like a sack of flour. That’s not anything I want to test, though, so I get to my feet.

The woman leads me back into the hall. I’m expecting to go downstairs, but to my surprise, there’s another flight leading up and that’s the one we take. She moves quickly, despite the dark. She’s comfortable in this place. It suddenly hits me that, no matter how weird I find it personally, this really is home for the people who live here. They like the long creepy halls and haunted aspect. I shudder a little.

We stop outside a door. The woman turns to face me. Without speaking, she begins a process I recognize as tidying me up. She straightens my hair, wipes some dirt off my cheek with her thumb, tugs my shirt so the dust of the futon room flies off it. Why is she doing this? I want to ask, but I’m afraid of her. She hasn’t spoken to me yet, except for that initial “It’s time,” and I get the feeling I’m not supposed to talk to her. 

Finally, she seems to decide I’m ready. “You wait here,” she says, pointing to the floor as if I’d have been confused otherwise about where here is. “I’m going in to announce you, and then I’ll come see you in.”

I nod. It seems to be what’s expected. She turns and disappears through the door in front of us.

Now is my opportunity. I could run, I know that. But the idea terrifies me. Who knows what’s between here and the exit? Miles, maybe. Maybe some other grizzly bears who would be even less kind to me than he was. Who knows what they might do if they caught me trying to escape? I don’t dare. I stand rooted to the spot, just as I was told, waiting for my summons to enter the room and face the alpha.

All too soon, it comes. The door opens and the woman who brought me here leans out. She grabs my arm and pulls me forward.

This room is much brighter than any other in the house, as if it’s the place where everyone really lives. It also looks more active, more alive, than the rest of the house. Most significantly, it’s full of people. A quick scan of the room reveals seven, including Miles, waiting for us to arrive. The woman brings me in and walks me to the center of the room before retreating to the wall and leaning back against it.

“So, this is the girl?” a voice says.

I turn. The speaker is a man in an armchair that probably normally points at the TV against the wall, but he’s swiveled it to face me instead. Physically, he couldn’t be more different from Miles. He’s short, fit, but slight, and clean shaven. His eyes seem to penetrate right through me, though, and I get the sudden impression that this man is exceedingly intelligent.

“This is her,” Miles says. “Dropped off about forty minutes ago.”

“And are we sure about her?” the man in the chair asks.

“Definitely,” Miles says. 

The man squints his eyes and examines me. I feel naked under his gaze.

Finally, he speaks. “Girl, my name is Dan. I’m the alpha of the Toronto chapter of the Hell’s Bears. I imagine none of that raises any particular questions for you?”

I shake my head mutely. I’ve known what the Hell’s Bears are all my life. The only question I have, really, is how such a small man could rise to the rank of alpha with people like Miles around. I know it passes genetically from father to son, but surely, in a pack so notorious for violence, someone has had the idea to fight him for the role. I wonder if any such fights have taken place, and if so, how they’ve gone.

“I want you to tell me your story,” Dan says, his eyes narrowed as if he’s going to read me like a complicated novel.

“I don’t really have a story,” I say.

“You came to be here somehow. Tell me how.”
I can’t see that any good will come from concealing this, so I tell him the story. “I ran away from my pack near Blind River. They never treated me well, my whole life was difficult with them. Painful. I wanted my freedom. The opportunity to run presented itself and I took it, knowing it might be years before I got another chance. But I made a mistake.” I think back to Bradley, the wolf, picking me up from the side of the road, and I hear my voice crack as I continue. How could I have been so stupid? “I put my faith in the wrong person,” I say. “He took advantage of my vulnerability to bring me here. He took away my chance for freedom.”

Dan steeples his fingers. “I see.”

“Sir,” I say, knowing this is the moment, the only chance I’m going to get. “Please. I beg you. I know you paid good money for me, and I don’t want you to be taken advantage of the way I was. Let me buy my freedom. Let me get a job and earn money. I’ll pay you back for what you spent on me, and then you can let me go my own way. You won’t have lost anything. I just want the chance to live.”

“We need to confer,” Dan says, pointing to Miles and the woman who brought me in, beckoning them forward. They approach his recliner and squat down to either side of it, heads together, talking in low voices.

I take the moment to examine the others in the room. Not counting me and the three around the chair, there are five of them. Two look near my own age—a reddish brown haired guy and a girl with a loose braid running down her back. They’re each perched on either arm of a second armchair and watching me with unashamed interest, as if I’m the best thing on television. Meanwhile, behind them on a couch, an old, gray-haired man stares at the actual television. He doesn’t seem to have noticed anything else is happening in the room at all. I wonder idly, for a moment, if it’s galling for this man to be the most senior person in the pack and yet not be the alpha, to have to take orders from someone so much younger than he is. 

The remaining two people in the group are a man and woman who appear to be in their mid-forties. As I take them in, I realize they’re flanking the door through which I came in, standing like guards. I wonder, suddenly, what would happen if I attempted to leave through that door. It seems pretty obvious that they’re positioned to stop me. How much force would they use? Are they authorized to kill me?

Except for the other young woman and I, Dan is the smallest person in the room by far. He’s also among the youngest—he looks like he’s in his late twenties. How, I wonder, did that happen? And why is everyone comfortable with him being in power? I feel like, if this were the pack I came from, there would have been a coup by now.

The huddle at the front of the room breaks up. Dan looks up at me. “Miles tells me you’re an omega,” he says. “Is he right?”

I don’t want to admit it. I know that’s just going to get me into more trouble. Didn’t Aiden, and Sinclair before him, always warn me what would happen if anyone in the outside world discovered I was an omega?

“I’ll know if you lie to me,” Dan says, his eyes narrowing again. “That won’t end well for you, girl. Believe me.”

And I do believe him. Despite his size and age, he is terrifying.

“Yes,” I say quietly. “It’s true. I’m an omega.”

Dan nods. “Then I’m sorry,” he says, “but we can’t grant your request. We can’t let you go. As you can see, our numbers are low, and we need to grow our pack. Another bear omega is an asset we simply can’t pass up at this stage.” He turns to the woman who brought me into the room. “Take her back to the guest room and lock her in, Luce.”

The woman—Luce, I guess—dispassionately takes my arm. I fall into step automatically, but I feel as if my heart has stopped and my brain has left my body. All that trouble—fleeing my old pack, running away—and nothing has changed. I’m going to be bred by a pack that doesn’t give a damn about me anyway. 

Maybe, for an omega, there is no escape.
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Chapter Eight
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Luce stops in front of the door to the room I was locked in earlier. “Do you need a bathroom?” she asks.

“Yes.” I do, but I would have said yes either way. I need a moment of privacy, a moment alone to feel like myself. 

Luce points to the next door over. “I’ll be right out here,” she says. The tone of her voice sounds harmless, like she’s just letting me know where she’s going to be in case I need anything, but I hear the warning in her words. I shouldn’t try to run, because she’ll be here. She’ll be watching the exit.

I pull open the door and go inside. This room is much better cared for than the room with the futon—the so-called guest room. I realize they must never use that room. That’s the only explanation for the state it’s in. Here, meanwhile, the light is bright again and the towels on the rod are fluffy and clean. I wash my hands and face and then stare in the mirror, hardly able to believe the decline in my situation. I wish heartily that I was back in Blind River, back with my old pack. They were awful, but at least they were awful in ways I understood. I feel a pang of nostalgia for my little bedroom in that house. It had no lock, but at least it didn’t lock from the outside. It wasn’t decorated to my taste, but at least it was familiar.

I stay in the bathroom as long as I can, but eventually, I know I have to go out or I’ll risk Luce coming in after me. I open the door and, right away, she maneuvers me into the ugly guest room. 

“Wait,” I say desperately as she starts to leave. “What’s going to happen next? When will I be let out? You’re not going to keep me in here forever, are you?”

“I’m not keeping you anywhere,” Luce says. “I’m acting on orders from my alpha. You heard him give the order. You’ll go in here because he says so, and you’ll come out when he gives that order. There’s no use asking me.”

I want to open my mouth, to point out that Dan isn’t my alpha and I’m under no compulsion to obey his orders, but it would be pointless. That’s what Luce is here for, we both know that. To make me obey. All the fight drains out of me and I walk into the room. Luce shuts the door and I hear it lock. I sink down to sit on the futon and listen to the sound of her footsteps walking away.

I have no idea what time it is. I wonder whether my pack has started searching for me yet. They must have, right? Surely, they’ve noticed my absence. But odds seem very low they could ever find me. And would I want to be found? The punishment I’d face for having run away...I’m honestly not sure which situation would be worse for me at this point.

Why did I have to be born an omega? Is it impossible for an omega to just have a life, one in which she does things that make her happy? Does my life have to be lived in the service of someone else just because of what I am? And if so, is it a life worth living at all? I recoil from the darkness of that thought, and yet I can’t deny that the future looks bleak. Is there any hope or happiness for me in the days to come?

I’m jerked from my thoughts by a knock at the door. “Girl? Um. Omega? I’m sorry. I don’t know your name.” The voice sounds genuinely regretful for having to address me this way. I’m momentarily stunned into silence, and then I slowly pick myself up from the futon and make my way over to the door.

“Who is that?” I ask. It’s not as if I can open the door, so why knock?

“I’m Caleb,” he says. “Is it okay if I come in?”

If I said no, what would happen? Would he go away? I’m half tempted to try it, but the truth is, being alone in this darkness with nothing but my thoughts is scaring me. “Okay,” I say.

The lock clicks and the door opens. Caleb turns out to be the young reddish-brown haired man I saw when I met with Dan the alpha. Now he’s carrying a cardboard box in one arm and a plate in his other hand. “Here,” he says. “I brought you dinner. We ate earlier, so you missed it, but I fixed you a plate of leftovers.”

Hesitantly, I accept. It’s a warmed-up piece of lasagna and a pile of green beans. With his hand free, Caleb fishes a fork out of his box and hands it over to me. It suddenly hits me how hungry I am. I sit down on the futon and begin to eat.

“Good?” Caleb asks.

I nod, unwilling to stop eating to answer him.

“Okay,” he says. “Can I sit for a second?”

I shrug, edging toward one end of the futon. I don’t want him too close to me.

Caleb keeps a respectful distance as he sits down. “I know you’re probably freaking out,” he says.

I swallow my bite of lasagna. “Why would I be freaking out? Because I’ve been sold into sex slavery as part of some shifter cult? And I thought I had things bad before!” It’s strange, but saying it like that, letting it out angrily, makes me feel less afraid.  

“Please listen,” Caleb says. “Dan can come across as heartless. We all know it. Even he knows it. But he cares about this pack more than anything in the world, and he’d do anything to keep it strong. He’s keeping you here because we need an omega, but he doesn’t intend to hurt you. That’s not in his nature.”

“How do you know?” I ask. “Is it that he doesn’t hurt all the other women he kidnaps?”

Caleb pushes the box he brought into the room across the futon toward me. “I brought you some things,” he says. “A lamp, because this room hasn’t been used in a while and I knew it would be kind of depressing in here. Sheets and blankets and a pillow for the futon so you can turn it into a decent bed. My sister put in a few paperback novels in case you got bored. It isn’t much, but it will help the place out.”

I have to admit, what he’s offering does sound good. I want to stonewall him, but I can’t resist glancing into the box. The blanket, piled on top over the rest of his offerings, looks particularly fluffy and tempting. “Thank you,” I grumble.

“What’s your name?” Caleb asks.

“Jacie,” I tell him.

“I don’t want you to be unhappy, Jacie,” Caleb says earnestly. “I know this is a bad situation and you’re probably scared, but nobody’s going to hurt you. I really think you can be happy here if you work with us. And in the meantime, I’m going to do everything I can to help you.”

“Will you let me out of this room?” I challenge him.

Caleb shakes his head. “You know I can’t do that. I have orders.”
“Would you?” I ask. “If you could?”
“I don’t know,” he admits. “I know that’s not the answer you’re looking for, and I’m sorry. But I want to be honest with you. I’m a beta. I don’t spend much of my life making big decisions. I don’t know what I would do if one was left to me. I follow orders. I’m sure you can relate.”

“Actually, I can’t,” I say. “I ran away from my pack at the first opportunity, remember? I don’t follow orders. I do make big decisions.”

“I guess I should try to be more like you,” Caleb says with a smile, getting to his feet.

“Wait,” I say. I’ve been hard on Caleb, but already I’ve grown to like him. I don’t want him to go. “Will I see you again?”

“I’m sure we’ll see each other eventually,” he says. “I’ll come see you if I can. Dan doesn’t want you to starve. Maybe I can get assigned to bring you your meals.”

He picks up the lamp from the box, carries it over to an outlet, plugs it in, and switches it on. The room fills with warm light. “Good night, Jacie,” he says, and leaves me feeling just slightly less alone.
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Chapter Nine
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I don’t think I’ll ever get to sleep. I lay awake for hours, watching the stars go by outside the little window set high in my wall. At least the blankets Caleb brought me are soft and comfortable. I cling to his kindness as the night passes, trying to convince myself that someone here is decent. Someone here doesn’t want to hurt me. I think of his face and I can almost believe it.

At some point, I must fall asleep. The next thing I know, a loud banging on the door is startling me awake, and I sit bolt upright. My heart is racing. It feels like some catastrophe is about to come crashing down. What are they going to do to me now?

“Breakfast,” says a husky voice. “You decent?”

It takes me several minutes to find my voice. “Yeah.”

The lock clicks and the door opens. It’s Luce again. She’s dressed today in cutoff jeans and a fitted concert t-shirt, and I can see every muscle in her well-defined torso. “C’mon,” she says. 

“Where?”

“Breakfast.” She looks at me like I’m an idiot.

I feel like an idiot. I was not expecting to be invited to breakfast. The way Caleb talked, it seemed like I would be in that room for a long time. But I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth. I get up and follow Luce down the stairs. 

The rest of the family is already in the kitchen. In the light of day, the wooden floors and walls of the first floor look more welcoming than they did at night. Luce points me toward an empty seat, and I take it, quiet and unsure.

Caleb slides into the seat next to me. “Hey,” he says, throwing a grin my way.

“Hi.”

“Nice to see you out.”

“Surprised, though.”

“Yeah. I was hoping Dan might go lenient. He’s worried you might bolt, you know, because you’re not compelled to stay. Because he’s not your alpha and he can’t make you.”

“And what, he’s decided I’m not a flight risk?” He’s wrong, if so. I’m totally going for it if I see a chance.

“I think it’s more that he’s decided the rest of us are capable of containing you,” Caleb says. “I hate to say it, but nobody’s going to let you get anywhere. We’re all under pretty strict orders. So, there’s no real problem with letting you have the run of the house.”

“I’m good at escaping,” I tell him. 

“We’re pretty good at what we do too.” He makes a fist and I see his forearm muscles clench. He’s still smiling. I don’t think it’s a threat. But it’s definitely a warning. I pull away a little. No matter how friendly Caleb seems, I can’t let myself forget that he is not my friend.

Dan takes a seat at the head of the table. Miles sits to his immediate right, and Luce to his left. If the dynamics here are anything like they were back at my old pack, those positions indicate power. Miles and Luce are Dan’s most trusted deputies. I could have guessed as much, based on their treatment and the way they act, but I know that no one is going to give me any information for free around here. I have to learn how to pick things up just by watching.

The young woman with the braid joins me and Caleb at the opposite end of the table. The old man is down here with us too, at the very foot and looking as if he’s mentally somewhere else. “Eggs again,” he grumbles, and I get the feeling this is a common complaint.

“Take it easy, Joe,” the girl says. “You know if you complain they’re just going to make you do the cooking, and none of us want that.”

The old man—Joe, I guess—shakes his head. “When I was alpha, we had prime rib for dinner every night. You young bucks have no idea what you’re doing.”

Joe was alpha? I file that one away. I’ve never seen alpha status pass from one pack member to another without a death. I wonder how Dan became alpha.

The couple who stood beside the door during my interview with Dan yesterday come into the room now, each bearing a dish. The man sets his down, and it does indeed contain scrambled eggs. The woman’s dish turns out to be full of hash browns. Dan helps himself to some of each and then hands the serving spoons to Luce and Miles.

“Eggs?” Caleb asks when the dish makes its way down to our end of the table. 

“Thanks.” I watch as he fills my plate and passes the spoon to Joe. 

“Bill and Mary do all the cooking around here,” Caleb explains. “And they run the restaurant by day. They’re both amazing cooks. Try the eggs, you’ll see what I mean.”

I try them. They’re delicious, seasoned perfectly. “What do you mean, they run the restaurant?”

“It’s kind of the family business,” Caleb explains. “We’ve got a steakhouse downtown. Bill and Mary cook, like I said,” he gestures to the middle-aged couple who have now taken their seats among us. “Alex and I are the servers,” he adds, indicating the girl with the braid. “And Luce is the bartender.” He eyes me speculatively. “If you play your cards right, Dan might let you take a job there. You’d make a good hostess.”

From his other side, the girl with the braid punches him lightly. “Stop checking out the new girl,” she says. She reaches across him and extends a hand to me. “I’m Alex. You’ll have to excuse my brother. He’s never talked to a blonde girl before.”

The fact that my skin and hair are so white next to theirs is a constant reminder that I don’t belong here. I’m a polar bear, not a Hell’s Bear. I can’t let the fact that people are being nice to me lull me into a false sense of security.

When the meal is over, Dan turns to me. “You’re on dishwashing duty,” he tells me. “With Alex. Clean up from breakfast and then go back to your room.”

I push against his command mentally, making sure I don’t have to follow, and am relieved to find that I don’t. He is not my alpha. I can still choose. But there’s no point making my stand over such an innocuous order as wash the dishes, so I just nod and follow Alex into the kitchen.

She runs water into the sink. “You can dry,” she says, handing me a towel.
I run it through my fingers, waiting for my first dish. “Is Caleb really your brother?”

“Yeah. We’ve been here since we were kids.”

“Are Bill and Mary your parents?”

“I mean, I guess. They’re as good as. They aren’t our birth parents, though, if that’s what you mean.” She hands me a plate. “We were orphans, I think. That’s what Joe always says. And we got here kind of the same way you did. A scavenger picked us up, brought us in, and sold us to the pack.” She grins sheepishly. “I think everyone was really hoping I would turn out to be an omega, but obviously, it didn’t work out that way.”

“Then you’re prisoners too. Both of you.”

“No, it isn’t like that,” Alex says. “The Hell’s Bears gave us a home. Something we wouldn’t have had otherwise. All they want in return is for us to be a part of the family. And it’s a good family, Jacie, it really is. If you give it a chance, you’ll grow to love it as much as I do. I’m sure of that.”

“You sound like Caleb,” I grumble.

“I ought to,” she says. “We were part of the same litter.”

“Meaning your mother was an omega?”

“That’s the rumor. But according to Joe, none of our other siblings lived. The scavenger who brought us here told him that they all died when our mother did.” Alex faces me head on. “Do you see why I think this is a good place, Jacie? I would have died on the street if they hadn’t taken me in.”

“Are you allowed to leave?”

“I’ve never asked to leave.”

“If you’re not allowed to leave, it’s not a good place,” I tell her. “That’s why I ran away from my old pack. Because I wasn’t allowed to leave. Because they were going to breed me against my will. And the same exact thing is going to happen to me here. So, don’t try to convince me these bears are any better, any more compassionate, than the bears I left behind. I know they aren’t.”

She sighs but says no more, and we work in silence until the dishes are all clean.
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Chapter Ten


[image: image]


The day passes. That’s the best I can say for it. It goes by. I am returned to my bleak little room, with nothing but blankets and Alex’s novel for company. I try to read, but I can’t focus. 

What if this is my life now? What if I adapt, the way Alex seems to have adapted, and I grow to love it here? Wouldn’t that be Stockholm Syndrome? But would it be better to fall in love with my captors and at least be happy than to spend all of my days miserable?

I can’t imagine real, true happiness anymore. It seems like something I dreamed about one time.

Lunch is brought to me on a tray— “No one really eats together in the kitchen,” Bill explains, dropping it off, “but we did want you to have something nice. The soup is a specialty of Mary’s.” He gives me a sad smile before he leaves. In another set of circumstances, I think, I might actually like Bill. He seems kind.

The soup is potato and chive, and it’s delicious. I’ve also been given half a grilled cheese and bacon sandwich. I have to admit, I’m eating better here than I ever did back in Blind River. The lasagna I had on my first night here was even better than Nori’s, and that is saying quite a lot.

Dinner is another story. The table is absolutely covered with food, so much that, for a moment, I wonder if I’ve somehow lost count of my days and today could be Thanksgiving. There are steaks and burgers and mashed potatoes with gravy and three kinds of vegetables. Everyone sets upon the food hungrily almost as soon as it’s laid out before us.

“What’s going on?” I ask Caleb. I’m seated next to him again. I’m starting to get the feeling there’s a seating chart at meals.

“It’s a ride night,” Caleb says. “We’re going out.”

“You’re going out?” Could this be my window? I think about the nights when my pack left the house in Blind River, the freedom I felt being at home by myself. If I had just a bit of that freedom again tonight, I could figure out a way to get out of here. I know I could do it.

“You’re coming too,” Dan calls from the head of the table, and just like that, my plans evaporate in a puff of smoke.

“Don’t look so disappointed!” Caleb says. “We’re going to have fun, I promise.”

“I’m just tired.” It’s not like I can tell him what I’m really thinking.

“Nothing to worry about,” he says. “You can ride with me, by the way. I already cleared it with Dan. Is that okay with you?”

“Ride with you?” I don’t know what he means.

He mistakes my confusion for hesitation. “I’m really good on a bike,” he says. “I know I’m not as much of a heavyweight as some of these other guys, but I’m all muscle.” And he flexes his arm again, showing me. This time, it definitely doesn’t feel like a threat. It feels more like he’s trying to impress me.

Against my will, I am impressed. “What are we riding?”

“Bikes, of course.”

Oh. Of course. The Hell’s Bears’ motorcycle club is intricately tied up with the legends. There are stories about chapters of the pack racing up and down the freeways, stunting on their bikes, risking their lives and laughing about it. I’m terrified. I’ve never been on a motorcycle before, and I know how dangerous they can be. I don’t want to go out riding with them. I don’t want any part of this.

When the food has been cleared from the table, though, Caleb takes my hand. “Come on,” he says. “I’ll find you a helmet that fits.”

“I get to wear a helmet?” It’s more than I expected.

“Of course, you do,” Caleb says seriously. “You should never ride a bike without the proper safety gear. I mean, Luce and Miles do it, but they’re insane. Any passenger of mine is going to have a helmet.”

I nod gratefully. “Thanks.”

We’re in the garage now. I regard the row of gleaming motorcycles as Caleb pulls a helmet down from a shelf. “Try this one.”

I pull it on. It sits neatly on my head. Caleb tightens the straps and then nods. “You’re good.”

“Which bike is yours?” I ask.

He leads me to a blue one with silver trim. “This is her.”

“It’s a her?”

“It’s definitely a her. I’ve had her since I was sixteen. We know each other pretty well at this point.”

Caleb pulls on a helmet of his own. Then he shrugs off his jacket and hands it to me. “You wear this,” he says. 

“I have a jacket on,” I point out.

“That’s no good for biking. You’re going to want something sturdy when we’re out on the highway and the wind is whipping at you.” He pulls the jacket around my shoulders and zips it up before I can object. “Trust me. You’ll be glad you have it.”

“What about you?” I ask.

“I’m tougher than you are.” He winks.

“You don’t know how tough I am,” I point out. As I say it, a strange euphoria rises in me. Am I flirting? Am I actually flirting with my captor?

Caleb isn’t my captor. He’s not the one forcing me to be here. But he’s not exactly doing anything to help me escape, either. I know what the bonds of the alpha are like, and I do know how hard it must be for him to resist the pull of what Dan tells him to do. But him and his sister both trying to convince me that being imprisoned for being an omega is not so bad...how can they think that?

“Are you ready to go?” Caleb asks me. All around us, the other Hell’s Bears are kicking their motorcycles to life, leaning low over the handlebars.

“I think so.” I’m still nervous. “What if we crash?”
“I never crash. I promise, I’m very good at this.” He throws a leg over the bike. “Hold on tight.”

I wrap my arms around his waist and grip with my thighs. He feels solid, like a tree trunk, and for the first time since arriving at the Hell’s Bears den, I actually feel a sense of safety. I trust what Caleb has told me. I don’t think he is going to crash.

The ride is exhilarating. This makes sense to me. I can understand why the Hell’s Bears choose to do this. Riding in a line, then flocking together into a formation on the road, it feels like we’re all appendages of a larger creature. Even I can feel the cohesiveness of it, and I’m not even driving. This must be what it feels like to run together as a pack. The wind in your hair, the certainty of your family around you. This must be why my pack in Blind River so looked forward to going out together all the time.

Alex pulls up to our left. I turn to watch her, my cheek resting on Caleb’s back. She’s standing up on her bike, leaning forward over the handlebars, her braid flying out behind her like a ribbon. I turn to my left and see Bill, looking like a fixture of the Earth. The footrests on his bike are set way forward, so he almost seems to be reclining as he rides, and yet there’s so much raw force and power in him.

Dan leads the pack, way out in front of the rest of us like the prow of a ship. I quickly lose track of how far we’ve come and how long we’ve been on the road. All I can focus on is the sturdiness of Caleb, how every time the bike shifts under us, he shifts too, so my center of gravity seems to remain the same. I lose my fear after a while. I even forget my fear of the Hell’s Bears as a pack, my anxiety over what they’re going to do to me. Joy rushes in to take the place of fear. I want to do this every night.

All too soon, though, the ride is over. We make our way slowly back into the garage. It’s late at night and I can see people leaning out of their windows, giving us dirty looks, wondering who we are and why we’re returning home on motorcycles this late at night.

I file that information away for later. The Hell’s Bears aren’t popular with their neighbors. I’m not sure how, but that could prove helpful to me down the line, when I’m ready to make my escape.
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Chapter Eleven
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“We clean the bikes now,” Caleb says. He’s already squatting beside his with a rag in one hand. He tosses me a second rag. “You can help. Wipe any dirt or dust off that side.”

I sink to my knees on the cold concrete floor of the garage. “You really take good care of your bike,” I say.

“I have to,” Caleb replies. “We don’t make a lot of money at the restaurant, so if someone lost their bike to disrepair, they wouldn’t be able to get a replacement. And that would mean no more riding with the group.” He falls silent for a moment, focusing on a particularly stubborn patch of dirt. “Alex would probably let me go out on her bike, if it came to that,” he adds. “She would share with me. But I wouldn’t want to put her in that situation.”

“So, that’s why you haven’t had a new bike since you were sixteen?” I ask. “You couldn’t afford one?”

“Right. Usually, the restaurant is just barely breaking even. We’re lucky that Joe and his wife owned the house way back in the day. They inherited it from their parents, if you can believe that. But, anyway, we don’t have to pay to live here. Otherwise, there’s no way we could afford it.”

I nod. “Why do you stick with the restaurant, though, if it isn’t profitable? Why don’t you get other jobs?”

“Because we believe it’ll become profitable someday,” Caleb says. “Bill and Mary are great cooks, better than any I’ve ever come across in my life, and I really do think their cooking will take the restaurant to the next level if they have enough time and resources. We just haven’t gotten there yet.”

“So, that’s the plan?” I ask. “Become successful restaurant moguls? And I guess...” I draw a breath. It’s hard to address this next part directly. “I guess you want me to have the cubs that will grow up to run the restaurant in the next generation. Learn all the secret recipes and run the family business?”

Caleb looks strangely uncomfortable. “It isn’t about what I want. I’m not the alpha.”

“That’s an excuse.”

“You know I don’t have the power to defy the alpha,” he counters. 

“Caleb,” I say, “I ran away from home. I ran, knowing that my alpha wanted me to stay.”

“How did you do it?” His eyes are on mine now, keen and bright, and for the first time, I think he just might be chafing under Dan’s rule.

“I waited for a loophole,” I say. “I waited decades, but eventually, I found one.”

Caleb shakes his head helplessly. “That was a one-in-a-million shot. Dan is too smart to let something like that happen. Besides, that’s not what I mean, really. How could you will yourself to do something you knew your alpha didn’t want? Shouldn’t you still have been stopped?”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I can always feel the pull of Dan’s desires,” Caleb says. “I know what he wants, and I feel compelled to act accordingly. That’s why I can’t let you escape, even though he may not have given explicit orders about it. Was it not like that for you?”

“No,” I say. “I only had to obey direct orders.” I wonder if this is a specific difference between polar bears and grizzlies, or if it’s something about me specifically.

“That’s lucky,” Caleb says quietly. “That’s why you were able to escape from your last situation. You’re lucky.”

“I wouldn’t call it lucky,” I say bitterly. “If I hadn’t left them, I wouldn’t have ended up here.” I wipe fiercely at a piece of dirt that seems to have fused with the motorcycle’s coat of paint. 

“Jacie,” Caleb says.

I can’t look at him. I feel exposed, suddenly, desperately vulnerable. I feel like he can see through every front I’ve put up, to my very soul. He knows exactly how frightened I am, how much I don’t want to be here. And suddenly, his presence is like sandpaper on my skin.

I get up to leave, but his hand catches mine before I can go. His hand is so big. So warm. He doesn’t squeeze or pull, he just holds, and I know he’s looking up at me. I don’t want to look back.

I look back.

My eyes make contact with his. Caleb’s eyes are dark brown, like pools of chocolate, like drops of coffee, and I actually lean forward a little bit at the magnetic pull of them. I’m so surprised by the intensity of his gaze that I don’t realize what I’m feeling for a few moments, and then it hits me like lightning. 

There’s an electricity passing through our joined hands as we stare at each other. It’s like receiving a static shock, but it goes on and on. It verges on painful, almost, but instead of pain, it’s the most beautiful intensity I’ve ever felt. It leaves me gasping. Caleb’s eyes are growing wide and he’s sucking down air like a drowning man. I feel desperate for understanding. I don’t ever want to let go of him, to end this feeling.

“Caleb,” I manage, after several seconds that might be an eternity. “What—I don’t understand—”

“I’m imprinting,” he says. His voice is hoarse, raw. He sounds frightened. “I’m imprinting on you. Oh my God.”

“What?” My mind is racing to catch up with his words. They’re the same words, more or less, that Aiden said to me not so long ago. They’re the same words that sent me running away from my old pack in fear. But something feels different this time. 

“The current,” Caleb says, putting words to my thoughts. “You feel it too, don’t you? It’s like we’re conducting each other’s electricity.”

That’s exactly what it feels like. I force myself to stop resisting the strange sensation, to ease into it, and as I do, I realize exactly how close Caleb and I are standing. On impulse, I close the remaining distance, pressing the length of my body against his, resting my cheek on his broad chest.

The power! It moves through me, surging at every point where our bodies are connected, shooting through my veins, filling me up. I feel like I’ve just run a marathon.

“I knew it,” I whisper. “I knew it would be different when it really happened.”

“What do you mean?” His hands are on my back. His arms are tight around me. We haven’t even discussed this, this new closeness between us. It’s happening as if we’re two magnets pulled together, or perhaps two celestial bodies falling into each other’s orbit. It’s forces outside us, beyond our control, acting on us without our full understanding.

“My old alpha said he’d imprinted on me,” I say. “But he hadn’t. I didn’t think he had. I thought...surely, I’d know if it really happened. I would feel something.” I breathe in hard, feeling as if I’m about to sink below the surface of a beautiful body of water. “But I never thought in a million years that it would be like this.”

“Neither did I.” His hand is under my shirt now, his palm splayed over the bare skin of my back, and with that touch, I realize how badly I’m aching to be closer to him. Everything has changed in the course of just a few intensely charged seconds. I know now that I’ll never run away from the Hell’s Bears. I’ll stop looking for loopholes and ways to leave. It doesn’t matter. How could I want to be anywhere else when the center of the universe is right here?

“What do we do?” I ask Caleb. “Do we tell the others?”

His body tenses against mine. “I don’t think so,” he says. “Not yet.”

“You’re worried about something.” It’s not a question. I want to make a study of the way his body reacts to emotion. I want to learn how to read him like a book. But, for now, I run my thumbs over the tense muscles in his arms and know that something is wrong.

“I’m not sure,” Caleb says quietly. “I’m not sure what would happen if everyone knew. If Dan knew. And I... I just don’t think we should tell until we are sure.” He holds me away at arm’s length, those buttery brown eyes capturing mine again. “We don’t want Dan to give a command we don’t want to obey.”

“Would he do that?”

“I like to think not,” Caleb says. He closes his eyes briefly. “I want to believe Dan is a good person. A good alpha.”

“You said he didn’t intend to hurt me,” I remind Caleb.

“Exactly,” Caleb says. “I said he didn’t intend to. I never said he wouldn’t.”

I stare at him, trying to unravel the meaning of his words.

“Come on,” he says. “We’d better go inside before anyone realizes we’re missing.”
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Chapter Twelve
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The tapping on my bedroom door is light, gentle.

Caleb. It’s my first thought, wild and hopeful. I don’t know what I hope for with him, not exactly—if we have to keep the fact that he’s imprinted a secret, there’s really only so far things can go between us. But that doesn’t stop me from wanting him here. In my room. In my bed. I want to eliminate all space between us. I want to press against him and feel that charge again and luxuriate in it all over my body.

But when I open the door to my room, it’s Alex on the other side. 

She gives me a wry smile. “I’m not who you were hoping to see.”

“I—”

“It’s all right,” she says. “Caleb told me. We kind of tell each other everything. Is that weird? We were the only friends each other had growing up, so we’re pretty close.”

“It’s not weird,” I say. “I mean, I don’t think it is. I wouldn’t know, I guess. I was pretty isolated as a kid.”

Alex twists her mouth a little and goes over to sit down on my futon. “So, you and my brother, huh?” she says in a slumber party secret-telling stage whisper.

“I think so.” I can’t quite meet her eyes.

“I like it,” she says decisively. “He’ll make a great dad.”

“A great dad? Aren’t we moving a little fast here?”

“Well, I mean, I’m not saying you guys will have cubs tomorrow, but...that’s kind of what imprinting is all about, right? Especially with you being an omega.”

It’s like a bucket of ice water has been dumped over me. “Is this what Caleb thinks too? That he’s just going to—to breed me now?” Was I crazy to think that there was something more to it, that the feelings we were having were actually about each other and not the strictly utilitarian process of procreation? I’m not opposed to having cubs with Caleb—I might actually like it—but I’m not a factory, and I’m tired of being treated like one. 

Alex is frowning. “What’s wrong? I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“You didn’t.” She did. I’m just afraid. I curse myself for my own fear, for being too weak to stand up and say that I want someone to love me for me and not just for what my body can do. What if I couldn’t have cubs? Would Caleb still be celebrating about his imprinting, or would he be upset about it?

God, how I wish I was a beta.

Alex looks upset now. “Seriously, Jacie, I just assumed the two of you would be on that track. Don’t all omegas want kids?”

“How should I know?” I ask her. “I’ve never met another one. Have you?”

“No,” she admits. “They’re—you’re—really rare, right?”

“That’s what everyone says.”

Hesitantly, she scoots closer to me. “So, do you not want kids?”

“Did Caleb send you to find out?”

“No!” She looks horrified. “Jacie, I swear, I’m just trying to...God. I’m so bad at this. I’ve never had a friend who wasn’t my brother.”

Something shifts into place. “You’re trying to be my friend?”

“I’d like to be,” she says.

“You came here for girl talk,” I realize. She’s not spying for Caleb. She’s not checking on me for Dan. She really wants to be friends. Her face is so open and earnest that I can’t help but believe her.

“I mean, I’ve never had a crush on anybody,” she says. “Not unless you count the cute barista at the coffee place across the street from our restaurant. But that definitely wasn’t imprinting, and he is definitely full human, and Dan would definitely never let me get involved with anyone full human, so it’s all fantasy, really. You have to let me live vicariously through you.”

“Are you allowed to be in here?” I ask. 

She shrugs. “No one told me not to be. And, anyway, I brought you a peace offering.” She fishes in her purse for a moment and then pulls out a small bottle of wine. “I thought we could toast you and Caleb,” she says. “Only if that’s okay with you.”

I smile. “It’s okay with me.”

Alex opens the bottle and passes it to me. I take a long swallow. It’s good, warming and rejuvenating. “I’ve never really had wine before,” I admit.

“You haven’t?” She looks at me askance. “You’re of age, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. My pack just never really wanted to share luxuries with me. And, you know, I think there was also a thought that my body needed to be in peak condition for whenever they decided to breed me, so alcohol wasn’t a good idea.”

Alex stares. “That’s so controlling!”

“That’s what it’s like,” I say. “When you’re an omega, you’re an asset.”

She looks ashamed. “I never knew,” she says. “I never really thought about it. I always assumed omegas were just...really mom-ish. I never thought of you as being pushed into circumstances you might not want.”

“I don’t know what it’s like for others,” I say. “I used to think maybe I was just unlucky. But now...I mean, I left my pack, I found a new pack, and from what I can tell, it’s going to be the same thing here. I’m going to be pressured into breeding, without any consideration for what I want.”

“No, you won’t,” Alex says. “Caleb would never do that to you, Jacie. You don’t have to worry about it. I promise.”

***
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HOW I WANT TO BELIEVE Alex! I so badly want her to be right about what my future holds. But I’ve learned my lesson about trusting that I’m safe, and so, when Miles arrives at my door to escort me down to breakfast the following morning, I’m on my guard.

He doesn’t put his hands on me, so at least that’s an improvement. I keep up a quick pace, moving a little ahead of him to make sure he doesn’t feel the need to prod me forward. I don’t want to be touched. 

As soon as I enter the kitchen, I know something’s about to happen. No one but Dan is seated at the table. My eyes go immediately to Caleb. He’s standing across the room from the door where I came in, as far away from me as he could possibly be. Alex is beside him, her hand on his arm. She looks like she’s trying to hold him back, except that he’s not pulling against her. He’s shaking like a live wire is sparking within him, though. Is he sick? I start toward him.

“Jacie,” Dan interrupts my progress. “Sit.” He points to one of the many vacant chairs at the table.

I take the seat. A hand comes to rest on my shoulder, just briefly. I look up. It’s Bill, looking down at me with something like pity in his eyes.

“Bill, Mary, go get the breakfast,” Dan orders.

Mary glances over her shoulder as she leaves, as though longing to say something, but I know she can’t resist the pull of Dan’s orders.

“Jacie,” Dan addresses me, “It’s time for you to get the tattoo of the Hell’s Bears.” He gestures to Luce, standing behind him, and she pulls up the sleeve of her shirt to reveal a paw print. The claws on the middle two toes are longer than those on the outside toes, resembling devil horns. 

“Once you have the tattoo, you’ll be an official member of the pack,” Dan says, “and I will be your official alpha.”

Meaning, I’ll have to submit to his orders. I see Caleb jerk a little from his corner, as if invisible ropes are holding him and he’s struggling to break free. Alex leans into him and speaks softly, hurriedly, trying to calm him.

“All right,” I say, because I can’t see any way out of it, and because I’d rather belong to Caleb’s pack than to my old pack of polar bears. Taking the Hell’s Bears tattoo, recognizing a new alpha, ought to break me free of my old allegiance. I don’t relish submitting to Dan, but at least I’ll be with Caleb.

“Good,” Dan says. “I’m glad you see the value in getting this taken care of. And once you’re fully a member of the pack, of course, it will be time for you and me to breed and create a new litter of cubs.”

For a moment, I don’t process what he’s saying.

Then, all at once, it hits me.

This is why Caleb looks like he’s about to burn the place down. Dan isn’t going to allow the two of us to be together. Dan is claiming me for himself, despite having not imprinted. Just like Aiden did. 

And he’s going to brand me with that tattoo, which means I won’t be able to say no to him any more than I could to Aiden.

This just keeps going from bad to worse.
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Chapter Thirteen
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It absolutely blows my mind that I’m expected to sit here and eat with these people after Dan’s announcement. I’m basically going to be enslaved to them, and now they want me to sit here and enjoy my chicken wings like nothing at all is wrong?

But I’m hungry, and I know refusing to eat won’t improve my situation any. So, as surreal as it all seems, I stay in my seat while the rest of the Hell’s Bears come to the table and take their places between Dan and me. Bill and Mary bring out a veritable feast—not just the chicken, but mashed potatoes, corn, green beans, a massive fruit salad full of everything good, and for dessert, a chocolate cake. 

Caleb is seated beside me as usual, but unlike at previous meals, his company doesn’t make me feel any better. He’s so tense, so rigid, that I’m afraid he might snap. Alex, sitting on his other side, still has her hand on his wrist. Every now and then, she leans over and whispers something to him. Every now and then, he closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, in and out. I wish I could talk to one or both of them, but I’m too frightened to try.

Up at the head of the table, Dan seems like he’s at a totally different place. He’s pouring himself glass after glass of wine and laughing at jokes Luce and Miles are telling. For Dan, I realize, this meal is a celebration. He’s going to have cubs! Why wouldn’t he be celebrating? I feel beyond irrelevant to his happiness. It has nothing to do with me personally.

Unable to look at either Dan or Caleb for long, I turn my attention, instead, to Mary, sitting at the middle of the table across from her husband. She looks deeply concerned, and I get the feeling she and Bill are communicating via eye contact. It’s impossible for me to tell what she thinks of everything that’s going on here. Mary and Bill have both been kind to me since I’ve arrived, and I want to think they care about me. But that could just be wishful thinking. After all, at the end of the day, they are Hell’s Bears too. They have as much interest in expanding their pack as Dan does.

Dan keeps us at the table for hours. No one is allowed to leave until he’s finished, and he keeps refilling his glass of wine and laughing louder and louder. It becomes very uncomfortable, actually, as more and more people begin to fidget in front of empty plates. At the foot of the table, Joe is grumbling, words I can’t make out, but we can all hear his dissatisfaction.

And then Dan looks up, straight across the table, and grins at Joe.

It’s so malicious. So mean, for no reason. He’s keeping Joe here even though he knows Joe wants to leave, and he’s taking pleasure in it. What happened between these two? How did Joe lose his position as alpha to Dan? 

Finally, the wine has been consumed and Dan gets up from the table. As soon as he rises, Caleb bolts, Alex hot on his heels. I get the feeling they’ve been fighting to contain their anger throughout the whole meal, and now they’ll finally have a chance to express themselves in private. I run away too, before Dan can corner me and make some kind of plan for our future. He can come into my bedroom if he wants to, I know that, but there’s a chance he’ll get distracted and leave me alone. He’s had a lot to drink, after all.

I curl up on my bed. It’s warm under the blanket Caleb gave me, but the warmth doesn’t penetrate to my bones, and I’m shivering. It’s like I have the flu. Any minute, Dan could come through that door and force me to do whatever he wants. He’ll put that tattoo on me and then I’ll be an official Hell’s Bear, bound by the commands of their sadistic alpha. 

Just as I’m thinking this, the door knob twists and the door begins to open. For a minute, I think I’m imagining it—how could the very thing I was just actively dreading be happening already? —but the door swings inward and I know it’s not my imagination. My heart leaps into my throat. No. I’m not ready for this.

The door opens fully.

It’s not Dan.

It’s Caleb.

He’s silhouetted in the doorway, his arms held slightly away from his sides, and as I take him in, I realize water is dripping from his hair, from his clothes. He looks like he’s been caught in a storm. I run to the doorway and grab his hand, pull him inside. As soon as we make skin to skin contact, the spark between us is alive again, shooting to every nerve in my body. “You’re all wet,” I say. “What happened?”

“Alex put me under the shower,” he says. His voice is rougher than usual, and I wonder, strangely, whether he’s been crying. “Shoved me in there, clothes and all. Freezing cold water too.”

“Why would she do something like that?” He’s shivering. I pull the shirt carefully over his head and toss it into the corner. Then, without really thinking about it, I pull my own shirt off and use it as a towel, drying his chest, his arms, his back. “You should take off your jeans,” I say, fumbling with his belt. “You need to warm up.”

“I was going to kill him,” Caleb says, half wonderingly. “I was actually going to murder him.”

“Dan?”

He nods once, jerkily.

“Could you even do that? Kill your own alpha?” 

“He’s never ordered me not to,” Caleb says. “Maybe a little shortsighted on his part, actually. But I suppose he never foresaw a day when anyone would want to challenge him...” Absently, he steps out of his jeans, and I throw them into the corner with his wet shirt. “I can’t believe he would do this.”

It kills me to see him so unhappy. He looks like he’s been through hell. My shirt is now thoroughly soaked from drying him off, and I toss it into the corner with the other wet clothes. Then I grab the blanket from my bed and wrap it around Caleb. “It won’t be forever,” I tell him. “I mean, maybe...maybe Dan just wants to breed with me once, right? Maybe he’ll let you have me when he’s finished.”

Caleb stares at me. “You think that’s what this is about? Really? That I might not get to have you?”

“Isn’t that why you were angry?” I’m confused. “All through dinner, you could barely sit still. It was because you were angry Dan was claiming me when you wanted me for yourself, wasn’t it?” Suddenly, my face flushes as I realize the arrogance of my assumption. Yes, Caleb imprinted on me, but to actually stand here and say he wants me...I feel like a fool. Why would he want me? Why would anyone, except as a reproductive resource.

Caleb grabs me with one arm and pulls me inside the blanket that’s still wrapped around his shoulders, and suddenly, the bare skin of my chest is up against his. I’m sure I can feel his heart pounding through his ribs. I am never going to move from this spot as long as I live. Nothing has ever felt so right and wonderful. “Don’t you know what it is to be loved?” he asks quietly.

“You don’t love me. We just met a few days ago.”

“I’m falling,” he whispers. “I’m falling hard, Jacie.”

I feel like I can’t catch my breath. My arms are around him now, my hands running over the powerful muscles of his back, and his arms are so tight around me that I don’t think I could break free if I tried.

He hooks his thumbs into my waistband and sends my pants dropping to the floor. He lifts me in his arms. I wrap my legs around his waist and feel every inch of him, exactly how much he wants me, and my God, how could I have doubted it? The electricity sparking between us is almost visible. We could power this dark house, shine light into every corner.

I roll my hips a little, grinding into him, amazed at my own daring. Caleb groans in mingled pleasure and agony and his eyes roll back a bit in his head.

“Bed,” I whisper in his ear. I’ve never taken control like this. I didn’t know I had it in me.

Caleb falls back onto the bed, and moments later, what remains of our clothes are off. Right up until the moment he’s inside me I’m afraid some alpha command from Dan will kick in and stop us. I’m afraid to let Caleb take the lead in case Dan’s orders pull him up short. But nothing happens.

He rolls me onto my back and thrusts into me, his green eyes never leaving mine, and I wrap my legs and pull him to me tightly. I just want to feel him. Nothing has ever been this good. I’ve never imagined that anything could be this good. Everything else that’s happened to me, everything that still might, it’s all worth it for this perfect bliss.

We shift positions again and I’m on top of him, grinding down slowly, the pleasure mounting, and we each slam a hand over the other’s mouth at the exact same moment to catch simultaneous moans. I twist my hips against him, so desperate for more, knowing I will never get enough of this feeling as long as I live.

He bites my hand when he comes, and the feel of his teeth, his loss of control, pushes me over the edge. I fall onto his chest gasping for air.

“I’m falling too,” I breathe into his ear.

“I think I’ve already fallen,” he breathes back.

I close my eyes. I think I have too.
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Chapter Fourteen
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“He came to your room, didn’t he?” Alex asks. We’re working together in the backyard, pulling up weeds, the warm sun on our backs. I’m not even resentful at the fact that I’ve been assigned to do chores for the Hell’s Bears, because I’m so grateful that I’m allowed to be outside. The thought of trying to run is miles from my mind. I couldn’t possibly leave Caleb.

“Did you send him there?” I ask her, sitting back on my heels. 

“Nah. I just figured that’s where he’d go. I’ve never seen him like that before.” She whistles, long and low. “I thought he might try to murder Dan. I’m not even being exaggerating. I really thought he might try.”

“I think he wanted to,” I say. “That’s what he told me.”

She shakes her head. “Idiot. He’d get himself killed.”

“Dan’s a good fighter?”

“Dan’s our alpha,” Alex corrects. “You must have had an alpha where you came from, right? It always seems like you don’t quite...understand the concept.”

“I had an alpha,” I say. “He mostly left me alone, unless there was something he wanted, which there usually wasn’t. Most of what he told me to do was stuff like come down for dinner or take out the trash.” I think back on that last day in Blind River, that moment of indecision at the end of the driveway, right before I chose to run away. I find now, to my surprise, that I’m confident in the decision I made. Running away from my pack led me to Caleb. That’s all that matters.

Alex shakes her head. “Sounds like the guy squandered his power,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the purpose of the alpha’s power is to be able to use the whole pack like a single organism,” she says. “You can kind of feel it when we’re out on our rides, right? Like we’re all part of the same being?”

“I did feel something like that.”

“The alpha is supposed to work as sort of the brain of the organization, with the rest of us functioning as limbs. It’s maybe a holdover from the days when bears lived wild, I’m not sure. And there are rumors that some of the Hell’s Bears still do live that way—up in caves in the North. They would depend on the leadership of their alpha for food and shelter.”

“But what do we need it for?” I ask. “Why do you think Aiden was squandering his power by having me do chores and nothing else?”

“A good alpha would use his power to advance his pack,” Alex explains. She picks up a trowel and starts whacking at a very stubborn weed. “A good alpha would be fighting to help the pack move up in the world, gain more things they needed. He would position every member of the pack in a way that they were doing something useful.”

“Is that what Dan does?” I ask. “Make all of us useful for the greater good, or whatever?”

Alex is quiet for a minute. “In his way, he does,” she says finally. 

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t like what he’s doing to you,” she says, releasing her hair from its ponytail and combing it back with her fingers before tying it up again. “I think it’s, you know, appalling. But I don’t know. We’ve never had an omega in the pack before. I have no idea whether this is normal, or whether you’ve just had a run of bad luck. I don’t know if Dan is acting like any sensible alpha would, or if he’s gone mad with power.”

I stare at her. “How can you think it might be normal?” 

“You don’t know how weird it is for me to be questioning him at all!” she says. “You don’t understand...I don’t know if you could. It sounds like your alpha didn’t use his power. Didn’t bind you all and use you all as powerfully as he could, I mean. But all my life, I’ve been subject to my alpha’s mind. It’s so strange to be sitting here and thinking maybe he’s wrong. It’s like finding out two plus two makes five. I could sit here and tell you they did all day, and something in you wouldn’t accept it.”

“Caleb doesn’t seem to be having any trouble with it,” I point out.

“Well, Caleb’s imprinted.” She takes a drink from a bottle of sports drink and hands it to me. “That’s a higher law than even the power of the alpha. You’re his first allegiance now. That’s why I was worried he might try to fight Dan. He might think his love for you would give him the strength to take Dan on, or some other silly nonsense.”

“You don’t think it would?”

Alex shakes her head. “It takes really exceptional circumstances to overthrow an Alpha. It’s almost like a game of chess. You have to outsmart him. You can’t just outfight him. You have to be several moves ahead. That’s why Caleb couldn’t have done it. He was all fury and rage last night. He would have gone in guns blazing and Dan would have frozen him with a word.”

“Joe was alpha once, wasn’t he?” I ask. “Before Dan?”

Alex’s face seems to shutter closed. “That’s right.”

“What happened? How did he lose his power?”

“It was like I’m saying,” Alex says. “A power struggle. A game of chess. Dan was methodical. He had Luce and Miles on his side before the fight ever took place. He’d positioned all his pieces exactly where he wanted them. Poor Joe never saw it coming.”

“When did this happen?” I ask.

“About eight years ago. Caleb and I were teenagers at the time. It was really awful. We loved Joe so much.” She wipes a hand across her face. “We still do, of course, but it was different when he was alpha. He was a father to us then, a grandfather, a big brother—everything. And he was the best and kindest alpha you could ask for. He was all about helping the pack improve, of course, but he had vision. He was helping me and Caleb apply to colleges. Mary was getting fertility treatments. She and Bill were hoping to have a baby.”

“Wow,” I say softly.

“Dan put a stop to all that. Mary’s treatments were too expensive. So was college. All that money was redirected into the family restaurant. We’ll all work there as long as we live. Mary and Bill will never have a child.”

“That’s awful,” I say softly. It changes things somehow, realizing that this pack has known heartache without me, hearing about the things they went through before I got here. I think about Mary’s bright smile as she goes about preparing meals, the way Bill rested his hand on my shoulder when he knew I was upset. They would have made wonderful parents. Their dream was taken away from them, and yet they’re still kind to me.

And Alex. Alex, who has become my newest—my only—friend, in this strange and scary world. I look at her. She’s covered in sweat and dirt, exhausted from the labor of the morning. Later, I know, she’ll wash up and put on her black pants and white shirt and go downtown to the restaurant, where she’ll work for no money in the service of her family. But what might she have been, if she’d had the chance? If she’d been able to go to college the way she’d planned?

“I don’t understand,” I say. “Dan took away the life you wanted. The life your brother wanted. How can you not hate him?”

She looks at me, her expression half confused and half sad. “How could I hate him?” she asks. “He’s my alpha.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Caleb visits me in my room again that night. I wasn’t sure he would, but the moment I see him, it seems unthinkable that he might have stayed away. I’m up off the bed and in his arms in a heartbeat, my body pressed to his, and as if by prior agreement, we’re already working each other out of our clothes, doing all we can to be closer. Wasting no time.

“If Dan finds out I’m not in my room,” Caleb breathes, his voice warm and low in my ear, “he’ll have everyone out looking for me.”

“If he finds you here?” I can hardly pay attention. My fingers have found the dimple in the small of his back where they seem to fit perfectly. I remember last night, grabbing him here, pulling him harder against me, and the jolt of pleasure that shoots through me sends me practically to my knees.

Caleb nibbles at the base of my ear, just below the lobe. His hand finds my breast and I arch into him desperately. “I don’t know.”

“Would he hurt you?”

“He’d prevent me from ever coming back...” Caleb cuts off with a gasp that turns into a little moan as my hand slides up the inside of his thigh, and I feel hungry and powerful. He lowers his head to my neck and bites a little. My bones turn to liquid. “He might hurt me,” Caleb continues, hands now wandering down the sides of my torso, tickling deliciously. “He might try to kill me.”

This takes a moment to register.

Then I step back, holding Caleb at arm’s length, keeping his distracting touches off my body so I can focus on the disturbing thing he’s just said. “He might what?”

“I don’t care,” Caleb says, mulishly. “I love you. And you want me too, don’t you?”

“Don’t ask me that.” I close my eyes. He knows perfectly well that I won’t be able to lie to him, that I can’t say no to that question. I want him more than I want air.

But I don’t want him more than I want him to live.

“You can’t,” I say, pulling out of his arms, pushing him away from me and toward the door. “You can’t be here. You can’t take that risk.”

“Jacie—”

“Do you think I could live with it?” I demand. “Do you think it wouldn’t bury me if he killed you for being here? You have to go.”

The look on his face is pure anguish. “I’m not giving up,” he says. “I’ll find a way to be with you.”

“Okay,” I agree, but I’m not sure I really believe him.

***
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THE NEXT COUPLE OF days are painfully tense. Caleb and I can’t even bear to look at each other. We have to continue sitting together at meals for fear of alerting Dan to the fact that something has changed between us, and I can feel the charge leaping between our bodies. It’s all I can do to restrain myself from crawling out of my chair and into his. I am constantly aroused, constantly terrified. Sleep becomes impossible.

Alex has devoted herself full-time to managing Caleb’s emotional state. I don’t know what’s going on, exactly, but it’s not hard to imagine that he’s itching to lash out at Dan, maybe mount an attack of his own. I picture him and Alex locked in a room somewhere, Caleb dreaming up plans to subvert Dan’s rule, Alex logically picking each of them apart. 

I wait. Day after day, nothing happens.  

And then it happens. It’s dinner time, and Bill has roasted a turkey for us. Everyone is happy. It feels like the calmest day we’ve had in a long time. Even Caleb feels a little more relaxed than he has been in a while, as if he’s finally exhaling.

Then Dan gets to his feet. “Tonight is the night,” he says. “Tonight, after dinner, we’ll conduct the tattoo ceremony, and Jacie will become a full member of the Hell’s Bears pack.”

The bottom drops out of my stomach. I knew this was coming, of course, but somehow, I thought I would have more time. Beside me, Caleb is gripping the table so hard I’m afraid it’s going to crack. I don’t know how Dan can fail to see the rage emanating off him. It’s practically visible.

Somehow, we all get through dinner. I notice Mary looking at me with concern a few times, although she doesn’t speak. When the plates are cleared, Miles stands up and looks around at all of us. “I’ll be in the den getting ready,” he says, and leaves.

Mary places her hand over mind. “Don’t worry,” she says softly. “It doesn’t hurt too much.”

“I can handle pain,” I say.

Luce snorts. “Look at her. She’s built like a toothpick. No muscle on her. I bet she starts crying as soon as the needle touches her.”

“You don’t need to be cruel,” Bill says, his voice deep and slow, almost paternal. “Is it your first tattoo, Jacie? Or did your old pack do this also?”

“It’s my first,” I answer. I’m surprised at how timid my voice sounds. I give my head a shake, trying to snap myself out of my nerves.

“You don’t have anything to worry about,” Mary says. “Miles doesn’t have the world’s greatest bedside manner, but he really is very good at this. He’ll get it done quickly and efficiently.”

Dan gets to his feet, and all the others rise with him. I think about staying in my seat, but what good would it do? Luce could easily lift me and drag me into the living room if she wanted to. I stand and trail after Joe, who I’ve noticed always brings up the rear of any formation in this pack. Joe sits at the foot of the table. Joe eats last. Joe rides at the back of our motorcycle line. He’s clearly the lowest status member of the family. From alpha to this!

Miles has pulled one of the recliners to the middle of the living room and thrown a sheet over it. “Come sit,” he says to me. 

I hesitate. Is there any way I might be able to flee? I don’t want this mark on my arm. I don’t want to be brought under Dan’s control. I’m going to lose my free will, my identity, my life. But behind me, Luce flexes, and I know I don’t have a chance at getting away.

I crawl into the seat. Miles points at a bucket on the floor. “Let me know if you’re going to throw up,” he says.

“I won’t throw up.” I actually feel like I might, but it won’t be because of pain. If only the pain were all I had to worry about!

Miles pushes my sleeve up past my shoulder and makes a few marks on my arm with a pen. Then he picks up his needle and begins.

And as he does so, Caleb looks me in the eye.

The pain melts away. The bliss of Caleb actually looking at me for the first time in days is the only thing that holds my attention. Miles could be doing anything at all to me and I wouldn’t notice. Even the horror of submitting to Dan’s rule seems to have lessened. The understanding that passes between me and Caleb in this moment matters more than anything: it’s going to be okay. 

It’s going to be okay.

I’m terrified when Miles finally steps away and pronounces my tattoo finished, terrified that Dan will insist I come with him right now and mate, but he doesn’t. He examines my tattoo and says, “That will take a few days to heal, I suppose?”

“It’s not like she can’t have sex until her tattoo heals,” Miles says. “I’ll put a bandage over it, she’ll be fine.”

Shut up, shut up, shut up.

But Dan shakes his head. “I want her in peak condition. We’re going to do it in the ceremonial circle.”

Whatever that means. I notice Bill and Mary giving each other uncomfortable glances. Luce just looks eager.

“Fine,” Miles says, and he tapes a bandage over my arm. “Keep that dry,” he tells me. “You don’t want it to get infected.”

I place my hand over my newly tattooed shoulder. A part of me wishes I could rip it away.

***
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IT’S NOT UNTIL THE makeshift tattoo parlor has been cleared away, the recliner pushed back into its usual position and the sheet bundled up and taken down to the laundry room, that I make my discovery.

It’s not until Dan turns to me and says, “Go back to your room now, Jacie, and stay there until morning,” that I fully understand.

I go back to my room without saying a word. I know better than to tip my hand. But I know immediately that something has gone wrong. Because I don’t feel the pull of the alpha’s command, and I know that if I wanted to, I could easily defy Dan’s order.

The tattoo hasn’t served its intended purpose. I don’t have to recognize his authority.

I’m still my own person.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Caleb comes to me that night for the first time in days.

The atmosphere crackles and pops as soon as he walks into my room. It doesn’t feel like this during the day. As hard as it is to sit next to him at dinner, there’s something different about being together at night. Maybe it’s the fact that none of the others are here to dilute the energy between us.

I want to fly into his arms, but he stands away from me, his back to the wall, his arms wrapped painfully around his stomach. It’s costing him something to be here. That much is apparent. “Are you all right?” he asks. Each word is pulled from him.

“I’m okay,” I say. My fingertips go to my tattoo. “It didn’t hurt very much.”

Caleb nods. “I came to talk to you about the ceremonial circle. I don’t know if we’re going to get another chance, so I thought I’d better act while I could.”

“The ceremonial circle?” I think back. “Dan mentioned that after I’d been given the tattoo. He said something about...” I frown. “I don’t really understand what he was saying.”

“He didn’t have sex with you today,” Caleb says. “He’s waiting. He wants to mate with you in the ceremonial circle.”

Suddenly, the look of pain on his face is too much for me to take. He looks as if this is the worst thing that has ever happened to him. He looks tormented. His fingers are flexing and clenching, digging into the sides of his torso, and I’m afraid he’s going to cause himself bruises. It’s awful to see him like this. “Caleb,” I say softly, taking a careful step toward him.

He backs away quickly, a frightened rabbit, but now his back is against the wall. He holds out a hand. “Jacie, don’t, please.”

I pay no attention. I come closer. “Please let me talk.”

“Don’t come any closer.” His face twists. “I can’t take it. I can’t.”

“What can’t you take?”

“Do you know how it feels to be in a room with you and to be unable to touch you? Do you know how hard it is to hold myself back?” he asks. “Every cell in my body wants you. I want you like I want air.”

I remember having the same thought myself. “I know,” I say quietly. “I know, Caleb.” I stop on the spot and hold a hand up, reaching for him but not forcing my closeness upon him. He’s so uncomfortable. “Come to me. It’s all right.”

“I can’t,” he moans. “If Dan finds out...he could order you to do something terrible, Jacie. He could find some way to take revenge.”

“Caleb, you have to keep a secret,” I say. “Can you? Can you promise me not to tell anyone what I’m about to tell you?”

I see the torture in his eyes. “Dan can make me,” he says. “He can make me do anything.”

And that’s true, I know it is, and I know Dan might ask Caleb for the information I’m about to reveal. But I can’t stand to see Caleb in pain like this. Holding himself back. Forcing himself away. And I don’t want him to put this distance between us. I want him in my arms.

So, it’s selfishness, maybe, when I tell him, “The tattoo isn’t working. I’m not under his power.”

Caleb blinks. His body doesn’t relax at all. If anything, it grows more tense. “How do you know that?”

I shrug. “He’s given me orders. I haven’t felt anything. No compulsion to follow them, I mean. I know what it feels like. I remember. My alpha in my old pack gave orders I had to follow. I don’t have to follow Dan’s orders.”

“But you have been,” Caleb says. “I’ve...I’ve seen you.” And it’s only now that I realize how agonizing that must have been for him. Watching me bend to Dan’s orders. Knowing what that subservience implied. That Dan owned me now, and that Caleb and I could never be.

“I’ve been doing it willingly,” I say. “Pretending. I don’t want him to know.” I take another step closer. “I don’t know why the tattoo didn’t work,” I say. “But if he figures out that it didn’t, he might do something about that. Try to fix the mistake. And maybe he’d be successful.”

Caleb’s eyes are wide. “He doesn’t have you.”

“He doesn’t,” I say.

And before I’m aware of him having moved, he’s closed the space between us. His lips are on mine, his tongue exploring my mouth, his hands clutching at my shoulders, at my ass, and he’s so hard. He’s a parched man in the desert, drinking me up. I lose all sense of myself, awash in the relief of being near him after so long and the pure pleasure of his body on mine.

“God, Caleb,” I gasp. “How did I make it through all those dinners without fucking riding you at the table?”

He chuckles, low and throaty. “If you could have seen the pictures in my mind, I don’t know if either of us would have managed to keep our clothes on.”

“I’ve never wanted anything so much in my life.” I press my face against his torso and breathe in his scent. It’s warm and musky and I want to bury my face in him and never come out.

I don’t know how long we spend making love, our teeth gripping each other’s shoulders to prevent us from crying out at how good it feels. I lose track of time. I lose track of everything except Caleb, the powerful thrusts of his body and the slow lines his hands trace over my back, the sharp pain in my shoulder that heightens every other sensation. 

Finally, the sun peeks in through my little window. Caleb is lying on his back, idly tracing his fingers up and down my arm. One of my legs is hooked over his at the ankle. We are wonderfully, lazily, luxuriously naked. In the night, it felt as if nothing Dan could do could hurt us.

But the sun is breaking that spell. I can feel Caleb’s nerves. “He can still give me commands,” he says, and there’s no need to specify who. “I’m glad he can’t do it to you. But he can to me. He can still stop us.”

“Alex told me he took over power from Joe,” I say. “That Joe used to be alpha, but Dan did something to overthrow him.”

“It was a while ago,” Caleb says. “Alex and I were young. We weren’t really involved in the power dynamics of the pack.”

“But if it happened before,” I say, “couldn’t someone do it again? Couldn’t someone overthrow Dan?”

Caleb tenses. “Don’t let anyone hear you saying that, Jacie. You may not be subject to his orders, but other people are, and some of those people are a lot bigger than you.”

“Are you saying Dan would hurt me?”

“Do you doubt it? He’s already planning to breed with you against your will for the sake of the pack’s strength. If it came to eliminating a threat to his leadership—”

“But you don’t think he’s a good leader, do you?” I ask. “If we could just get power back to Joe, somehow—”

Caleb is shaking his head. “We can’t. Once an alpha has been overpowered, there’s no going back. Joe’s power is broken forever. He’ll never be alpha again.”

I feel a stab of pity for Joe. What a terrible thing to have happen, particularly if you were a benevolent leader. “There must be something we can do,” I say. 

Caleb sits up and rests his forehead on his knees. “If someone of alpha lineage rose up against Dan, they might have a fighting chance. There’s a possibility. And then that person would become alpha if they won the battle.”

“Bill?” I ask. 

Caleb shakes his head. “Beta parentage.”

“Joe didn’t have any sons?”

“None.”

I rest a hand on his arm. He still isn’t looking at me. “What about you, Caleb?”

He shakes his head, but not like he’s saying no. It’s more like something irksome has landed on his ear and he’s trying to shake it away. “I don’t know who my father was,” he says.

“So, he could have been an alpha.”

“Or not.”

“Your mother was an omega, wasn’t she? You and Alex were part of a litter.”

“So?”

“So, if the last few months have taught me anything, it’s that alphas use their power to claim omegas. If your mother was an omega, I’d say the odds are good an alpha found her.”

Caleb shudders. “I don’t think I can fight him.”

“Why?” I ask gently.

“It would be like...like jumping off a building hoping to be able to fly. It goes against everything my gut and experience and nature tell me, and it would probably just get me killed. And I would risk that for you,” he says, looking into my eyes, “but if I were dead, that would leave you alone with him. How could I let that happen? I can’t.”

“We could stop him,” I say. “It might be the only way, Caleb.”

“No,” Caleb says. “I’ll think of something else.”

He grabs me, pulls me to him, and kisses me so fiercely it feels like it might bruise, and then he’s on his feet and out the door before I can say another word. I lie on my back and watch what little I can see of the sunrise.
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Chapter Seventeen
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At breakfast, I feel like my nighttime rendezvous with Caleb is written all over me. I take my seat next to him at the table, avoiding all contact as I always do, but the tension between us is so high that it seems impossible that no one else can see it. They must know. They must all know.

But if they do, no one says anything. Mary puts two pancakes on my plate without comment. At the end of the table, Miles is pouring syrup over everything on his plate and laughing sycophantically at something Dan said that I didn’t catch. It’s just another day. An ordinary day. Except that it isn’t ordinary at all.

“Jacie, pass the juice,” Dan orders.

I’m not nearest the juice—Bill is closer—but I stand and reach for it so I can pass it to him anyway. I have to stay on my guard. I have to pay attention to every order Dan sends my way so I can make sure to follow it without hesitation. If I slip up, he’ll catch on to the fact that his authority isn’t binding me the way it is the others. 

Is there anything he can do about it if he does figure that out? I’m not sure. He seems completely confident in the power of the tattoo. It’s as if it never occurred to him that that might not make any difference. The Hell’s Bears must have brought people into their pack this way in the past, mustn’t they? The tattoo must be the reason everyone else is forced to obey. After all, Caleb and Alex aren’t related by blood to anyone else here, and they feel the full force of Dan’s orders. Why is it different with me?

That’s the mystery I need to solve, and I know it. If I can figure out the answer to that question, I’ll understand Dan’s weakness, and I might stand a chance at escaping his rule for good. But until I figure it out, I can’t let him know what I’m thinking. I can’t let him know I’m on the trail of an answer.

After breakfast, Dan sends me to clean up the dishes alone, but I’ve barely started when Bill edges his way into the room. I can tell by the shifty way he’s moving that he’s not really supposed to be in here. He’s not defying a direct order, of course, but he knows Dan would order him away if he saw him. “How are you doing?” he asks me.

“Okay.” Does he know about me and Caleb?

“Tattoo still hurting?”

He doesn’t know. He’s just being friendly. “It’s healing up all right.”

Bill stands there quietly for a few moments. He doesn’t reach out to help with the dishes. It seems like he wants to say something, but he’s hesitating. I almost ask him what’s on his mind. I want to. But Bill and I have never had a direct conversation. I don’t know if we can trust each other.

I finish scraping the pan clean and drop it into the soapy water to soak for a few minutes. I rip off a paper towel from the roll and dry my hands.

Then Bill bends down and unlaces his boot, loosening it at the top just enough that he can reach in and pull out something small. Something that fits inside his closed hand. He reaches out and takes one of my newly dried hands in his and presses the item into my palm, closing my fingers around it. 

“Just in case,” he says.

I feel my mouth open, a dozen questions yearning to tumble their way out, but Bill is already turning and leaving the kitchen. I know, without asking, that he’s said all he came to say, that our business here is finished.

I open my hand to reveal a switchblade.

***
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I STOW THE KNIFE IN my own boot. I don’t know what else to do. I’m afraid to leave it in my room, because the others could be going in there at any time, and I don’t know what might happen to me—or to Bill—if it was discovered. But it’s terrifying, carrying a weapon all the time. I feel both empowered and afraid. I long to pull it out and fight my way out of the house, but could I really bring myself to use a knife on somebody?

It doesn’t matter. I know I could never leave Caleb.

We’re all in the den, grouped around the TV, which is on mute. Only Miles is really watching. Dan’s eyes flick from face to face, as if he’s reading our minds, and for a horrifying second, I wonder if it’s possible he can. What if he knows everything I’m keeping secret?

Caleb, who has been gazing into the fire for the past half-hour without blinking, suddenly breaks the silence. “Dan?”

Dan’s gaze turns to Caleb. He doesn’t answer.

“I wonder if I could talk to everyone here about something?”

Still, Dan is quiet. He makes a little go-ahead gesture with one hand.

Caleb takes a deep breath, clearly steeling himself. “I’ve imprinted on Jacie.”

It’s impossible to say who’s most surprised. Alex whips around so fast she almost unseats herself from her chair. I have to bite my tongue to stifle a gasp. Luce’s eyebrows shoot way up into her hairline, and Miles chokes on his beer.

Dan chuckles.

Caleb watches him edgily. Dan seems entirely composed, not at all taken aback by the news, and it’s disconcerting. What does that mean? Does he know about the two of us? Has he known the whole time? And if he has, why has he been allowing it to happen?

“When do you imagine you imprinted?” Dan asks.

“I didn’t imagine it,” Caleb says stoutly. “It happened after our last ride, when we were putting our bikes up.”

“Right after you’d just ridden together, in other words,” Dan says. “When your adrenaline was up and the two of you had just shared something.”

“I know what I felt,” Caleb insists. “It happened.”

“And, so what?” Dan asks. “You want me to give her to you? You think you have a claim on her because you think you’ve imprinted? How would you even know what it feels like to imprint, Caleb? You’re a child.”

“Dan,” Mary says, “It can happen at his age. It’s common at his age. Bill and I—”

Dan cuts her off as if he doesn’t hear her. “I don’t need to indulge this,” he says. “Your wild imagination. Your flights of fancy. Why would I give our only omega to you, Caleb? You have no alpha genes. You can’t breed a new alpha for our pack. No, by rights, she belongs to me.”

“She doesn’t belong to anybody,” Caleb snaps, and I see Alex move subtly closer to him. She’s bracing for a fight; I can see it in the set of her shoulders. “She’s a person. We should ask her what she wants. Who she wants. Her choice should matter.”

Dan’s eyes flash to me. There’s anger there, I can see it. “What about it, Jacie? Do you want Caleb?”

I feel like my bones have turned to water. I am so afraid. What will Dan do to us now that he knows the truth? But I can’t let the fear overtake me. Caleb is standing up for us. Caleb is being brave. Surely, I can do the same.

“Yes,” I say, my voice thunderous in my own ears. “I do. I want him. Yes.”

The smile finally fades from Dan’s face. These, I realize, were the words he wasn’t prepared to hear. A challenge from a man he considers inferior is something he’s prepared to deal with, but the news that I don’t want him has cut at him, shamed him. But how can he have imagined I did? He’s never once asked me.

“You’re traitors to the well-being of the pack,” he says. “Both of you. The only thing that makes sense is for an alpha and an omega to mate, for the new generation to be both many in number and contain a new leader. But all the two of you care about is your selfish desire. You’ve turned your backs on your pack.” He shakes his head as if he can’t believe it. “Stay away from each other from now on,” he says, and it has the timbre of an order. “You cannot be in the same room together unless someone else is there too. You cannot sit together at dinner. You cannot go out on rides together. Is that understood? Say yes if you understand.”

“Yes.” Caleb’s voice is laced with resentment, but his answer is prompt.

Maybe this is the time to defy orders?

No. Not right now. There’s nothing to be gained by throwing my freedom in Dan’s face now except a momentary thrill of satisfaction. I need to save it for when it will really matter.

“Yes,” I answer.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Everything changes after the confrontation between Caleb and Dan. Everything that made my life livable with the Hell’s Bears begins to disappear.

The worst part is, there are no more nighttime visits from Caleb. I knew they would stop, of course, and yet that first night I lie awake for hours, hoping against hope that he’ll somehow find a way to defy Dan and come to me. Even as I press my hand between my legs, hoping to forestall the pain of his absence, I ache for his big, thick fingers. My own don’t feel the same. Even when I manage to come, it feels unsatisfying.

I spend more time in my room now. At first, I’m afraid Dan will order me out, but he doesn’t—he probably feels more secure with me separated from everyone else. He can laugh it off, but there was anger in the way he reacted to what Caleb told him. He was furious at the thought that Caleb had imprinted on me and that I wanted Caleb back. He felt threatened by it. 

Still, I feel like Dan’s reaction is completely over the top. None of the men are allowed near me anymore. I eat meals seated between Alex and Mary. Sometimes, I’m not invited to the table at all. Sometimes, I’m left in my room to go hungry, although on those occasions, someone usually manages to sneak something up to me. I’m so thankful that the others don’t seem to want me to go hungry.

I play more with the knife Bill gave me now. At first, I was hesitant. I was afraid of its power to hurt someone, and afraid of being discovered with it. But everything feels too dire now to worry about a stupid little pocket knife. Any day, Dan is going to come up here and haul me out to his ceremonial circle, whatever that is, and he’s going to force me to mate with him, and that will be that. I’m going to bear a litter of little Dan cubs, and then I’m probably going to be made responsible for raising a bunch of little Dans, and how will I ever look into their eyes and not hate them for everything their father is?

The door to my room nudges open. My head darts up, as it always does when someone comes in now. Dan?

No. It’s only Alex, carrying a bowl in each hand. She sinks to the floor gracefully and places them in front of her. “Chili and Caesar salad,” she says, handing me a spoon and a fork. “I made the salad myself. It’s been a while since you had any vegetables.”

Has it? I’ve lost track of what I’m eating. “Thanks,” I say quietly, taking the utensils from her. Then I fall upon the chili like a starving man. Nobody brought me any dinner last night, and Dan locked me in early. I guess he didn’t want to see me. Or maybe he just didn’t want Caleb to see me.

“How are you holding up?” Alex asks, concern etched on her face.

“I’d be better if I just knew,” I say, “what his plan was. What he’s going to do. The waiting, the wondering—it’s killing me. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

She nods. “I think Caleb is losing his too. If that makes you feel any better.”

“Why on Earth would that make me feel better?” I ache for Caleb. I want to run to him. And what kills me is that I could. The door isn’t locked right now, not with Alex in here. I could push past her. She wouldn’t try to stop me. I’m not bound by Dan’s command the way he thinks I am. I could go to Caleb and throw my arms around him and tell him I love him.

But I can’t reveal the freedom I still possess. Not even to Alex. I don’t dare. Now isn’t the time.

“Tell me about Caleb,” I say instead. I haven’t spoken to him in days, and it’s painful not to know how he’s doing.

Alex frowns. “I’m not really supposed to do that.”

“Were you ordered not to?”

“We were ordered to keep you and Caleb apart.”

“This isn’t bringing us any closer together,” I point out. “I just want to hear about him. Besides, you already told me something. You said he was losing his mind.”

She nods slowly.

“I’m not trying to get you into trouble with Dan,” I say. “But you liked me and Caleb together, Alex. I know you did.”

“I do,” she says softly. “It’s not getting into trouble I’m worried about.”

“Then what?”

“I just don’t see any way out of this,” she says. “Not for you. Not for him. And I blame myself for encouraging it when I did. You’re both hurting so much now. Maybe it’s for the best if you just try to forget the feelings you have for each other and move on. Dan has all the power, Jacie. It can never be.”

“Has anyone ever imprinted on you?” I ask her. “Have you ever felt it?”

She shakes her head, eyes on mine.

“I could never just forget it,” I tell her. “It’s changed everything for me. The world moves differently now. The laws of nature and physics are different. I couldn’t forget about Caleb any more than the Earth could forget about the sun. 

She watches me, fascinated, hungry. “Is it really that powerful?”

“It’s more powerful than anything I’ve ever felt,” I say. “It’s more powerful than hunger. I could more easily go without food than without Caleb.”

“No wonder you’re both suffering so much,” she says. “I had no idea. I didn’t know it was that intense for you. I thought it was just...basic desire.”

“That’s why what Dan is doing is so awful,” I say. “It’s not just that he’s forcing me into this against my will, which would be bad enough. But he’s forcing me to do something that feels counter to the laws of nature. There is nothing in me that can accept Dan as a mate.”

She reaches into her sweater pocket, pulls out a can of soda, and hands it over to me. I crack it open. The cold fizziness is so refreshing that, for a moment, I can almost forget my troubles. “Thanks,” I say after a long swallow.

“What are you going to do?” Alex asks.

“I don’t think there’s anything left that I can do,” I say. “I think Caleb was really hoping that telling Dan the truth would work. That he’d be persuaded to see our side of things. But, obviously, that didn’t pan out, so what else is there?” I shrug helplessly.

Alex throws her arms around me. “I’m not giving up, okay, Jacie? I’ll be thinking about this. If I come up with anything that might help—anything I can actually do—”

“I know how tightly you’re bound,” I say. “I understand. I really do.”

“But I want you to know that my heart is on your side,” she says earnestly. “You’re not alone.”

For a moment, I almost confide my secret in her. I do believe what she says. She’s on my side. She wants to help. Maybe she could advise me. Maybe she would have some idea of when and how to spring on Dan the fact that I’m not subject to his commands.

But in the end, I decide to keep it to myself. After all, Alex isn’t free the way I am. No matter where her heart lies, she’s bound to obey Dan. And the moment she walks out of this room, he could order her to repeat everything we’ve said. She wouldn’t give me up willingly, but she could be forced to.

I can’t trust anyone. I need to find a way out of this mess I’ve gotten myself into, and I need to find it fast. And I need to do it all by myself.
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Chapter Nineteen
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“We ride tonight,” Dan announces one evening at the dinner table. “Everyone eat well. We have a long journey.”

I don’t know what to make of that—what does he mean by a journey? Where are we going? —but the words do seem to have meaning to everyone else around the table. Caleb, in particular, reacts, gripping his fork so hard it bends a little in his hand. I take in the strength of that hand and remember how careful he always was with me. I’m so hungry for him I feel like I might die.

“Do you need to stay behind?” Dan asks Caleb.

“No,” Caleb says shortly.

Alex looks troubled. She leans in and whispers to him, but he shakes his head once and that appears to be the end of that.

The rest of the meal is eaten in silence. Everyone is eating well, of course—it was an order—but most people look as though they aren’t really enjoying their meal. Bill eats robotically, his attention on anything but his food. Mary works her way methodically around her plate as if her sole function is to clean it rather than to savor anything. Caleb shovels food into his mouth quickly and furiously.

What does everyone look so worried about, I wonder? The last time we rode together was wonderful. And I’m sure I won’t be permitted to ride with Caleb again—that would be too much to hope for—but maybe I’ll be put with Bill or Mary. That would be all right. A night out of this house, under the stars, sounds like exactly what the doctor ordered. 

When the meal is finished, everyone puts their plates in the sink to be dealt with when we return, and we go out to the garage. There’s the row of gleaming motorcycles, waiting for us. Freedom, that’s what this represents. Finally, an escape from the gloom of the house where I’ve been trapped for so long.

“Jacie,” Dan says, and my head jerks up. “You ride with me.”

What? A small noise of protest escapes my throat, but I tamp it down quickly. I can’t argue with him. He’s the alpha. I can’t let him know that I have the power to argue.

Caleb, though, hasn’t been given a command yet. “Let me take her, Dan,” he says. “We rode together last time. She’s afraid of the bikes, but she’s comfortable with me.”

“Like I don’t know what’ll happen,” Dan sneers. “You get her on a bike and you two will ride away together.”

“All you have to do is order me not to do that,” Caleb says, his fists clenching and unclenching. “You know you have all the power here. I wouldn’t be able to go anywhere once you said the word. Besides, I’m not going to leave my sister behind with you.”

For a moment, I dare to hope Dan might give in—Caleb makes a lot of good points—but he just laughs. “Come on, Jacie,” he says. “Let me show you what real power between your legs feels like.”

I feel sick, but he’s beckoning me over now and I know I can’t resist without showing my cards. I drag my feet as much as I can without giving the game away. I know from my experience in Blind River that what I’m feeling now is fairly close to what it actually feels like to be under the power of an alpha. I’m not physically compelled to obey, it’s true, but I still have no power to resist.

As I walk by Mary, she presses a helmet into my arms. It occurs to me that Dan might not have given me one, and that passing on this piece of safety gear is Mary’s tiny rebellion, just as giving me the knife that’s still nestled in my boot was Bill’s. The two of them really do care what happens to me. And even though they don’t have the power to overthrow Dan or even to resist his commands, it’s nice to feel like somebody really cares. 

I climb onto the back of Dan’s motorcycle and he throws his leg over the seat in front of me. “You’d better hang on to me,” he says when my hands find the handles beside my seat. “I’m a rough rider.” And he winks at me. It’s disgusting. Just talking to him makes me want to take a shower.

But it’s better to be disgusted than smeared on the side of the road, so I lean in and wrap my arms around Dan’s waist. I resist gripping his body with my thighs. I don’t let my cheek rest against his back the way I did when I rode with Caleb. But I do hold on. Because I don’t want to die. That’s the only concession I’m willing to make.

Dan kicks the motorcycle into gear. Around me, seven other bikes rumble to life. I wish I had one of my own. I wish I could go on these rides without clinging to someone like a parasite. But it’ll never happen. Dan is only capable of seeing me as property, as his or as Caleb’s. He’ll fight Caleb, destroy Caleb, for ownership of me, but it will never occur to him that I might like ownership of myself.

This time, it’s impossible to enjoy the night ride. The only good thing about it is that it serves as a release. Tears I haven’t cried in days trickle from my eyes and are immediately jerked away by the wind, whipped out of sight, leaving my face dry and untelling. I cry for the loss of Caleb, who I love more than I ever believed possible, jerked away from me by Dan’s order. I cry for the emptiness I’ve felt since the last time we touched. And then the fear of what Dan is going to do to me wells up, overwhelms me like a wave, and I choke on my own tears. 

I’m so lost in the deep well of my own misery that I lose track of where we’re going, and I’m taken by surprise when I feel the motorcycle come to a stop. Dan’s steadying weight leaves the seat, and I’m not prepared. I tumble off sideways, thrown off balance.

Dan laughs unkindly as I scramble up off the dirt. “We run from here,” he says. 

And then, all around me, everyone is shifting.

I’ve never been part of something like this before. I’ve shifted in my room in Blind River, but that’s such an unnatural experience that I never really enjoyed it. I was never invited out on runs with my old pack. But Dan, for all his flaws, is including me in a run. A real run. I’ve always wanted to go. 

I step behind a tree to strip off my clothes and drape them over a low hanging branch. Then I reach out for my bear self and step into her. I feel my muscles strengthening, my claws lengthening, my senses of hearing and smell sharpening. The woods around me seem to wake up, becoming more vibrant and alive. I step out slowly from behind the tree and into a ring of brown bears. They all stare at me, and I know what they’re seeing. My bright white fur. My narrower face. I’m not like them. My differences have never been so sharply apparent.

One of the bears lets out a growl, and the others growl back in reply. I can’t tell them apart in this form, but the leader, the one who growled first, has got to be Dan. He turns and runs deeper into the forest, and everyone else follows.

Is this the moment? Is this when I should leave the Hell’s Bears? I could turn and run in the opposite direction. There would be nothing to stop me. Dan probably assumes I’m bound by his order, we run from here. It might be some time before he even looks over his shoulder. I could put a lot of distance between us.

But I can’t. Even as the thought is occurring to me, I know I can’t. And I know in that moment that I’ll never be able to. I can’t run away from Caleb. No matter what it brings, no matter what I know is going to happen to me if I stay, I can’t leave Caleb. 

I run after Dan, after the others, into the dark of the forest.

Dan calls a halt to the run in a clearing a few miles away, wheeling around and falling into an even pace. Mid step, he shifts back into human form. He’s naked, of course, and he’s repulsive. “Everyone fan out,” he says. “Create a safe perimeter.”

The others—still in bear form—follow his order. I move to join the perimeter.

“Jacie,” Dan says, “You shift. Now.”

No.

It was a command. I have to obey it. I have to, or he’ll know. 

I know what will happen if I shift back, if I resume human form. It’s hard to imagine that there’s ever going to be a command I want to obey less than this one. This should be the one, then, that I refuse. I’m a bear. He’s a human. He can’t hurt me.

And yet something—some instinct—is telling me no. This isn’t the time. This isn’t the stand I need to make. There will be a better time to resist him. This isn’t it.

I don’t know what to do, but Dan is waiting, and I have to trust my gut. It’s all I have.

I shift back, feeling my way into the soft vulnerability of my human body, naked and alone in the middle of the woods, and Dan says, “Let the ceremonial circle now commence,” and the moment has finally come.
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Chapter Twenty
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I’ve never yearned for my bear self as much as I do in this moment. The thick cover of my fur. The muscle that pulls through my limbs and across my back. My sharp claws, untested so far in my life, but so much more powerful than my weak human hands. I can feel my body trembling, trying to change back in response to the fear. It takes everything I have in me to stay human.

The grizzly bears circle me, their dark eyes watching me. It’s impossible to read their faces. Some of them, I’m sure, are enjoying my fear and misery. Some of them—Caleb, certainly—are yearning to put their bodies between me and Dan. But they have their orders. All they can do is circle us.

Once the perimeter is established, they begin to shift a little. Backward and forward. Some sit down, or even lie on the ground, heads on their paws. One of them—and I have such a strong feeling that it’s Bill—turns his back to us. I look from face to face, trying to identify Caleb, but my mind is hazy with fear and the night is dark. I can’t be sure.

Dan steps into the center of the circle. “Tonight, in the ceremonial circle, Jacie and I will mate,” he announces. “I’ll impregnate our omega, and our pack will grow bigger. It’s a night of celebration. The rest of you will bear witness to this event.”

The wind gusts against my naked body. I’m shaking.

Dan holds out his hand. “Jacie,” he says. “Come to me.”

I can’t move.

He’s going to find me out. He’s going to figure out that the tattoo isn’t working on me. And there’s no reason to make a stand right now, because he’ll just grab me and throw me to the ground and do whatever he wants anyway, and I’m surrounded by these bears, and my white fur will show up like a headlight in the dark woods if I try to shift. I can’t escape this. But I can’t make my feet walk toward him, either. I’m too afraid, and too repulsed.

And then something flashes by me, a rush of dark fur, a roar of sound. 

It takes a minute for me to understand what I’m seeing. One of the bears has broken ranks and attacked Dan. Caleb. How could I have failed to realize which one he was? Of course, it’s him. As soon as he moves, I feel gravity change. The pull of the imprint between us is stronger than anything I’ve felt tonight. I want to throw myself into the fray, pin Dan down, make sure Caleb is safe.

Caleb gains the upper hand easily. He’s in bear form, after all, and Dan is human and taken by surprise. Caleb pins Dan heavily to the ground with a paw to the chest. I want to shift, but too many eyes are on me. I don’t dare. 

Dan looks up at the bear above him and smiles. “Get off me, Caleb.”

I can see Caleb trying to resist.

“Get off,” Dan says. “Resume your human form and walk back to the perimeter.”

And Caleb does. The air seems to shimmer around him as the bear fades into the strong man whose body I’ve come to know as well as my own. He looks like he’s fighting against invisible restraints, lunging forward even as his feet step backward into the line, into place. The smile on Dan’s face widens and my heart sinks.

Then several things happen all at once.

As if they’re responding to a signal, the bears around me break out into fights. One of them gallops across the forest floor toward Dan, lips peeled away from teeth in a furious snarl, and I know instinctively that this must be Alex, furious at the way her brother was treated, taking up his fight. All around me, the woods fills will with growls, snaps, and snarls, and the bears behind me are on each other, fighting each other. I smell the bitter tang of blood in the air. Someone’s been hurt. I can’t tell who. I can’t tell which of the other five are where. 

Caleb howls in pain and frustration, unable to break free of the command on his body. I know he wants to move. He wants to join his sister in the fight. It’s awful to be alone, to be human in the middle of this animal violence, but there’s nothing we can do. We can’t even go to each other. Dan’s order is still in effect, keeping us far apart.

Dan, somewhere under the mountain of Alex, shouts an order— “Alex, drop!”

She falls backward, away from him—he yells, “Freeze!” and she’s immobilized—and the fights behind me are still raging, aren’t breaking up, and as I see Dan search the tangled bear limbs, I realize he doesn’t know who’s fighting who. He doesn’t know who’s winning.

He may not even know who’s on his side.

Alex and Caleb have revealed themselves. I think it’s clear that Miles and Luce are with Dan, and that Bill and Mary side with me. I don’t know where Joe falls. But the brawl taking place in front of us is too messy to break down. It’s not clear who’s fighting who, or why.

Dan watches, waiting for resolution, for answers. He could order them apart, but he doesn’t.

Alex lies prostrate on the ground. She shifts back to human form, cursing and spitting, screaming obscenities at Dan in the night, and he ignores her.

And Caleb. He pulls at nothing at all, the very air holding him back. He aches to jump into the fray. It’s written all over him. He’s ready. When we spoke before, in my room, about the possibility of his trying to overthrow Dan, he resisted. But now that we’re here, now that everything is on the line, he’s ready to take the chance.

Alex howls on the ground.

Someone behind me lets out a roar of pain as claws meet flesh.

Caleb screams my name— “Jacie, run, just run!”

“Jacie, stay,” Dan says. His voice is so calm. So assured. None of what’s happened tonight worries him at all. He can’t be touched. He knows he can’t be touched.

But he can.

The idea emerges fully formed in my mind. I’m the only one who can do it. I’m the only one who can change the tide of this fight and save the Hell’s Bears—my pack, I think, they’re mine, I love them—from the tyrannical alpha they’ve been living under.

I’m the only one who’s free.

I pull out my hidden knife. I palm it carefully, keeping it secret. Dan isn’t really watching me. Nobody is. Why should they? I’m just an omega. I can’t do anything. I’m not good for anything except having cubs. I’m no risk to them unless I shift, and I wouldn’t dare shift, would I, not with that bright white telltale fur.

I move slowly, edging my way closer. I won’t pull their attention to me. Let them watch their fight.

I move out of Dan’s line of sight. The brawl is getting more violent. I’m actually afraid of what might happen if I don’t hurry. Miles is so big, so muscular. I’ll never forgive myself if Mary gets hurt fighting him. I know she’s strong. It takes strength to command those motorcycles. But she’s not as young as she used to be either. I need to move quickly now.

I flick open my knife. I run the pad of my thumb across the blade, testing it. My pressure is gentle, but I feel it part my skin, spilling my blood. Good. I want it to be sharp. I want it to work.

I step up behind Dan—thank God he’s so short—and press the point of the knife to his throat. At the same time, I grab his arm and twist it behind his back. He could break my grip, of course, but my knife is right up under his jaw, the point of it already digging into his skin, and he can’t move. I feel his chest stutter as his breathing falters.

I bring my gritted teeth next to his ear. “Let my boyfriend go.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-One


[image: image]


The clearing goes silent. Abruptly, no one at all is moving.

Dan laughs, but it sounds nothing like his normal laugh. It’s skittish. He’s uncertain. I feel him swallow where my hand is pressed against his throat. “Your boyfriend?” he says. “Is that what you think he is?”

“Let him go,” I growl, my bear self dangerously near the surface. I could shift right now and sink my claws into his neck. Maybe he hears it in my voice. I hope he does. I want him to.

“Stand down, Jacie,” Dan says. “Put the knife away.” It’s a command.

I don’t obey. I press the knife point harder into his skin and feel moisture. A bead of blood, trickling down my finger.

One of the bears lunges away from the tangled fight they were all engaged in, toward Dan, toward me. A thrill of fear races up my spine, but before the bear can get within ten feet of us, another bear has dragged him or her back by the ankle. Both bears are snarling. Was the attacker trying to help Dan or me? I can’t be sure. All I know for certain is that their fight has them too engaged with each other to break free. Alex is immobile on the ground, staring up at us. Caleb has stopped struggling.

It’s just Dan and me.

“Let him go,” I say again. “Let him move.”

“Put the knife down,” he tries again, more forcefully.

“It doesn’t work on me,” I say. “I don’t have to do anything you say, Dan. I don’t have to put the knife down. I don’t have to bear your cubs. I don’t have to stay in your house.” I lean in as close as I can and hiss into his ear, “You have no power over me.”

“What did you do?” he asks, and for the first time, there’s real fear in his voice. “How did you break my hold?”

“You never had a hold on me.” I tighten my own hold, my arm pulling his tighter behind his back. “Let Caleb go now, or we’ll find out where the real power lies in this pack.”

“You’re just a little girl with a switchblade,” he breathes. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into, Jacie. It’s not too late to put that thing down, you know. People make mistakes. It’s not too late to walk it back.”

“This isn’t a mistake,” I tell him. “It’s your last chance. Everyone deserves freedom. Alphas aren’t meant to use their power to force their packmates to sit and be good. If you had any real loyalty from these people, you wouldn’t have to use force. Let him go. Now.” And I twist the point of the knife, just a little, just enough.

“All right, all right!” Dan yells. “Caleb, do what you like.”

Caleb’s posture doesn’t change at all. I can’t be sure what that means. “Are you okay?” I call over to him. 

His face is like stone. “I’m fine. Come here. We should go.”

I don’t want to go. I’m not ready for this to be over. “Let Alex go too,” I say to Dan.

Caleb’s breathing is fast. He strides across the ground to his sister. His hand lands on her shoulder. “Are you hurt?” he asks her urgently.

“I’m fine, I just—” she strains to sit up. Under the oppressive force of Dan’s orders, she can’t do it. He is quite literally keeping her down.

Caleb looks up at Dan, who has begun to struggle in my arms. “Let her up.”

Dan huffs out a laugh. “I don’t have to listen to you. You’re not actually going to use that knife on me.” I feel his glance cut sideways to me. “You’re going to have to kill me if you want me dead, girl. Your boyfriend—” sarcasm drips from the word— “isn’t going to do it for you. I’m his alpha. He can’t kill his alpha. It’s not possible.”

“You didn’t think I could hold a knife to your throat either,” I point out.

“I’m not your alpha. We know I’m his. You see how he obeys me.” He calls out to Caleb. “Sit, boy.”

Caleb sits, a red flush heating up his face. Dan chuckles. His confidence is returning. He enjoys humiliating these people. His pack. His family. He likes it. I’m sickened.

“Do you want me to kill you?” I ask. “Are you trying to make me do it?”

“You won’t do it.” He’s gaining confidence by the minute. I don’t think this is bravado. He knows he’s right. To tell the truth, he probably is. Threatening him with the knife is one thing, but to actually murder him? That would be beyond what I could take. I’m not a killer, and Dan knows it. 

And in that moment, I’m finished. His hand closes around my wrist and he gives a firm shake. I drop the knife into the dirt. He pulls me around in front of him, pressing me up against his body, and I’m excruciatingly aware, all of a sudden, that we’re naked. He brought me out here to the middle of the woods for a reason, and now everyone who wants to protect me is immobilized. I’ve lost my knife. I’ve lost the element of surprise. I can’t even access my bear self—it seems so far away, and as his arms tighten around me, as I reach out for the bear, I can only find human weakness and fear. I have no defenses left.

But I’m not out of this yet.

I slam my heel down and make contact midfoot, and twist violently in his grip. If he’d wrapped his hands around my biceps I’d be finished, but he’s holding my torso instead, allowing me to turn sideways and slip out of his grasp. I drop to the ground, hoping to throw him off by not being where he expects me to be.

And then I feel his weight on top of me. “Stupid girl,” he breathes into my ear. “Stupid, stupid girl. I hope the cubs have my brains.” He grabs a handful of my hair and pulls my head back. “Wouldn’t mind them having your looks, though. Little pale grizzlies. Could be cute, right?”

All the fighting has broken up. Everyone is watching us. I kick my feet, trying to scramble away from him, but he grabs my arm and flips me onto my back, and he’s learned from his mistakes because, this time, he does pin my arms down. I try to bring my knee up into his groin, but he dodges and laughs. “No one ever taught you how to fight, did they? We’ll have to do that sometime. After we make sure your loyalty is intact, of course. I don’t know what’s wrong with that tattoo, but don’t you worry, we’ll get it fixed for you.”

I whip my head around desperately, looking for the silver glint of the knife, looking for a big rock, anything large enough to hurt. I grab a handful of dirt and throw it in his face, hoping to blind him long enough to get away, but it doesn’t work. He roars—he’s angry now, he’s not playing with me anymore—and slaps me across the face, hard. I can’t help it. I cry out.

“Jacie!” Caleb’s voice is pure anguish.

Him being here, seeing this, makes it so much worse. I should never have left Blind River. I wish I had never found love at all. Aiden was going to use me just like this, but knowing what real, genuine love feels like makes it a new level of excruciating. Before I knew Caleb, I was only ever tolerated. Now I know what it’s like to feel special. Cherished.

But how will he be able to look at me the same way after this?

“Please don’t,” I beg, hating what I’ve been reduced to. “Please don’t do this, Dan. I’ll do anything. Let’s go back to the house, and I’ll...we can do it in your room. Privately. I won’t fight. I’ll do whatever you want. Just not like this.” 

For a moment, he doesn’t answer, and I actually allow myself to believe that he might be considering it. I don’t want him. I’ll never want him. But it doesn’t have to be violent. It doesn’t have to be public. I’ll pretend to go along with it, I’ll pretend to want it, if it saves me from this.

But he shakes his head. “I’ve waited long enough,” he says. “And I have no power over you. You said it yourself. I can’t trust you to keep your word.”

“If you didn’t rely on your power for everything,” I say, “you might have learned to trust me. We might have become friends.” I doubt it. But I’ll say anything. The realization makes me sick.

“Don’t worry,” Dan says, his hands tightening around my wrists. “It’ll be over soon enough.”

And he moves his body over mine.
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Chapter Twenty-Two  
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Without warning, a roar splits the night.

I see light above me. The stars. The moon, shining down. For a moment, I can’t process anything. What just happened? Why am I suddenly looking at the night sky? Why am I breathing in lungsful of oxygen that feel fresher than any I’ve ever tasted in my life?

I look around.

Dan has been thrown off me, pinned to the ground now by a giant bear.

The bear is terrible to behold. Its eyes are narrowed, teeth exposed. Its claws, I can see, are buried in Dan’s chest—not deep enough to mortally wound, but certainly deep enough to compel him to lie still. Who could be doing this? I thought Dan had forced everyone back...

There’s a hand on my arm. I look up. Alex. She’s picked herself up off the ground. Should she even be able to do that? Dan definitely ordered her to stay down. She was just struggling to get up. Now, here she is beside me, looking like it’s effortless.

“Come on, Jacie,” she says. “Come with me.”

I’m too confused to argue. I’m too confused to even ask any questions. I let her pull me upright and out of the circle, into the protection of the trees. Some of the others follow us with their eyes, but nobody makes a move, and everyone’s gaze returns to Dan, pinned on the ground.

Once we’re out of the center of things, Alex looks me over. “Are you all right?”

“I’m okay, I think.”

“You’re not hurt?” 

“Just shaken up.”

She nods. She hasn’t taken her hand off my shoulder, and it occurs to me that I’m glad for it. It’s not the kind of touch that feels restrictive. She’s steadying me.

“We should go get the clothes,” she says. “Caleb has this under control, I think.”

I whip around. “That’s Caleb?”
“Of course, it is,” she says, sounding surprised. “You don’t know?”

And now that she says it, of course I know. Of course, I feel that magnetism, that pull to his body. The fear and the adrenaline must have covered this feeling enough that I failed to notice it, but now, once again, it’s strong. “How is he doing that?” I ask wonderingly. “Dan didn’t rescind his last command. He told Caleb to sit—”

“I know,” Alex says. “I don’t know what’s going on. Suddenly I could move too. It shouldn’t be possible. But whatever’s going on, I really think we should go get our clothes. No point standing around naked in the forest.”

“You go.” I’m not going to leave Caleb.

Alex seems to read my thoughts. “I don’t think you can help him now. I... I’m not sure he needs any help now.”

“The others are still out there,” I point out. “Anything could happen.”
She squeezes my hand. “I’ll be quick.”

And true to her word, she is. The situation in the clearing hasn’t even changed by the time Alex returns, loping along in bear form, a stack of clothes clutched in her mouth. She shifts and begins to dress, and I follow suit. After the events of tonight it’s a relief to have clothes on, to be covered. Alex knew it would be, I realize. She did this to help me feel safe. I experience a rush of affection for her.

In the clearing, suddenly, the bear on top of Dan shifts. Caleb resumes his human form. “Nobody move,” he pants.

“Miles,” Dan calls, “get this traitor off of me.”

My eyes dart to Miles. He twitches but doesn’t move. 

“Miles!” Dan yells. 

“Don’t talk to him,” Caleb growls. “Don’t you talk to any of them. And I’d better not see you so much as look at Jacie. Do you understand? Say you understand.”

“I understand.” The words grind out of Dan’s mouth, and it sounds as if they’re physically hurting him to say. There’s a sudden movement from the tree line and I gasp, fearful, but it’s just Miles shifting back to his human form. The others follow his lead. Bill and Mary catch Luce by the arms, but she isn’t struggling against them. She’s standing still, mouth agape, staring at the scene playing out in front of her.

“What’s going on?” I whisper to Alex. I don’t want anyone’s attention turning to us.

“Their allegiance is shifting to Caleb,” she whispers back, awestruck. “Our allegiance, I mean. I feel it too.”

“You mean...” I know what she means, but it seems too good to be true. I can’t make myself say it.

“I mean he’s the alpha now. He overpowered Dan. Everyone’s loyalty is to Caleb now.”

“So, you don’t have to obey Dan’s orders? None of you?”

“I don’t think so,” she says, and she sounds excited. “You saw what happened with Miles. He didn’t have to do what Dan told him to, but when Caleb gave an order, he obeyed right away. And that wasn’t by choice.”

“That’s true.” Miles would never turn on Dan by choice. “What happens now?”

But it’s already happening. Joe is walking forward, slowly, having shifted from his bear self back to his human self. He approaches Caleb and Dan slowly, and for the first time I can see the wisdom his years of living must have given him. Now he rests a hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “Stand down, son.”

“He was going to—Jacie—” 

As I listen to Caleb struggle to formulate a coherent sentence, I realize just how worked up he really is. I step out past the tree line, out to where he can see me. “Caleb.”

Caleb turns. I cross to his side, and then we’re in each other’s arms. The weight of him is solid and safe and reassuring, and after all I’ve been through tonight, now, for the first time, I feel myself begin to break down.

“Oh, honey—” Caleb smooths a hand over the back of my head. I feel him picking away the leaves and dirt that caught in my hair when I was on the ground. It feels like being restored. I press my face against his chest and sob, and he holds me, and for a long time it feels like just the two of us are here.

Joe speaks again. “Someone help me.”

I turn my head against Caleb, resting my cheek on his chest now. Dan is on his feet—he must have gotten up when Caleb moved away from him—but now, with surprising strength, Joe has driven him back and pinned him against a tree. Luce lunges in Bill and Mary’s arms, but together they force her backward and press her against a tree of her own. Miles, of course, can do nothing.

“Luce,” Caleb says, “be still.”

The rage shows on her face, but she doesn’t move. I feel a surge of satisfaction. Let them all see how it feels to be ordered around.

Dan isn’t struggling. He isn’t even trying to get away from Joe’s grip. Caleb doesn’t bother issuing a command in that direction. Alex crosses the clearing and helps Joe use his shirt to tie Dan’s wrists together.

Caleb’s arms haven’t loosened around me. One hand slides down to my back and rubs gentle circles there. The full weight of everything that’s happened tonight is settling on me, heavy and exhausting, and it feels like my body weighs a million pounds. I could sink into the Earth right now. I could fall asleep and never wake up.

There are voices around me, much calmer than any voice has been in a long time. People are having practical conversations. No one is fighting. “We need to get her home,” someone says, and a hand that isn’t Caleb’s touches my shoulder. It’s okay. It’s gentle and warm. Motherly. “She’s had a shock.”

“Can she ride?” That’s Caleb. I hate to hear him sound so upset. Shouldn’t he be happy?

“I’m not sure if it’s safe,” the woman says. “I wouldn’t want her to fall.”

Caleb is leaving me. His warm body, the center of my world, pulling away. I cling harder. Don’t go. 

“It’s all right, Jacie,” he says, lifting my hand to kiss it. “I’m taking you home.”

He shifts before my eyes. I’m standing face to face with a fully-grown grizzly bear, his head level with mine, his snout long and imposing, and the kind eyes I recognize from the face of my lover.

He lowers himself to the ground and I understand what I’m supposed to do. I climb onto his back.

“He’ll take you as far as the city limits, and then he’ll have to shift,” Mary says. She hands me a men’s shirt and a pair of jeans. “We’ll see you at home, Jacie. I’m so glad you’re all right.”

I want to answer her, to thank her for keeping Miles and Luce away from me and out of the fight between Dan and Caleb, but I can’t find words. I’m too exhausted now. I can’t even watch as the others file away back to the bikes, Dan prodded along between them like a prisoner of war and Luce and Miles trailing at the end of the line. I lean forward over Caleb’s back and rest my head on his strong, soft shoulder, and as he begins to run, I let myself drift away.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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I’m only half awake when we finally get back to the edge of the city. I don’t even notice the moment when Caleb shifts back into his human form. He must have set me on the ground for a few moments, because when I’m next fully aware, he’s dressed again and carrying me in his arms. I recognize the street we’re walking down. We’re very close to home.

Home. It actually feels real. Home is a place I want to be, not a place I’m forced to be. I want to go back with Caleb. Whatever happens now, I want to be with him.

He glances down at me. “You’re awake.”

“Was I not?” Everything has been so blurry, for a while now.

“You’ve been in and out,” he says. “Mostly out. Are you okay? Does anything hurt?”

“No, I’m not hurt.” I’m probably going to have some bruises later, but that seems so minimal right now that I can’t bring myself to care. “Are you hurt? Dan didn’t hurt you, did he?”

Caleb laughs. “Dan’s no match for me in a fair fight. He’s been using his alpha power to keep everyone down so long that he had no idea how to handle someone he couldn’t control.” 

“I guess you’re right,” I say. “He couldn’t even handle me.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Caleb says. “You played him like a game of chess, Jacie. He had no idea you were coming. If you hadn’t put such a hard knock on his confidence at the start, I might not have been able to shake off his order when I needed to.”

“Alex said it was like chess,” I remember. “She was telling me about Dan overpowering Joe and becoming alpha of the Hell’s Bears, and she said it was like a game of chess. That all the pieces were in place for Dan’s takeover.”

Caleb nods slowly. “You could tell Dan had been planning for a while, looking for the right time to make his move,” he says. “He badly wanted to be alpha. I never understood why. Joe was a good alpha. Everyone was happy with him in charge. I can’t imagine that even Dan was very unhappy. We had everything we needed.”

“Some people just like power, I guess,” I say. I’m thinking of Dan, but I’m also thinking of Aiden and how much he relished being in charge of us back in Blind River. 

“Some people are monsters,” Caleb says, his voice tight.

I’m quiet for a long moment, searching for the words to express the question I need to know the answer to. “Caleb, are you the alpha of the Hell’s Bears now?”

Something I don’t recognize twists his features. I’ve never seen this expression on his face before. “I never asked to be.”

“But you are, aren’t you? Miles had to obey your command back in the woods. And Alex told me she could feel the change. She said her allegiance was to you now, and the bonds that tied her to Dan were gone. You took control of the pack from him.”

“I think so.” His voice is barely a whisper. The moonlight catches his face for a moment and, looking up I see a bead of sweat rolling down his face. I’m about to tell him he can put me down, I can walk from here if he’s too tired, but I see another drop and realize my mistake. It’s a teardrop. He’s crying.

“Caleb,” I reach up and catch the tear on my thumb.

He shakes his head.

“It’s not a bad thing.”

“Have you ever known a good one, Jacie? An alpha who didn’t let his power ruin him and turn him into something evil? Someone who hurt himself and his pack?”

“You said Joe—”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Joe was the only good alpha I’ve ever even heard of, and he let himself get taken down by Dan. Now he’s just a bitter old man, a husk of what he used to be.”

“Caleb, that isn’t going to happen to you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do know. I know you. I know you better than I’ve ever known anyone in my life. Maybe better than I know myself. All you’ve ever wanted to do is protect the people you love. That’s the best person I can think of to have in the role of alpha.”
“What if the others don’t want me?” he asks. “What if they resent the way I came to power? Will I have to force them to obey, the way Dan did? I don’t think I could do that, Jacie.”

“Of course, you won’t have to,” I tell him. “Why would you have to?”

“Because if there are members of the pack who don’t agree with the alpha’s rule and they’re left to their own devices, they can plot another takeover. We could end up with Miles in charge. He’d probably be even worse than Dan was.”

“No one could be worse than Dan was,” I say.

“Maybe you’re right.” He sighs. “I just don’t know. If you’d told me this morning that I would be alpha by tonight...I never planned for this. You know? I never expected it. I would have done anything to save you, but I thought we’d just run away together afterward.”

“We could still run away,” I say. “If that’s what you want.”

He stops and sets me on my feet. We’re right outside the house. “Do you think we should?”

I consider it. Going on the run sounds appealing, of course—just me and Caleb against the world. But without his income from the restaurant, neither of us would have any money. And there’s Alex to think of, and the other members of the pack who stood up for me tonight. We can’t leave them.

“I think you’re the alpha,” I say.

He understands. “I guess we’d better get in there and face the music, then.”

But there turns out not to be much music to be faced. The kitchen is empty when we get inside. “Where do you think everyone is?” I ask. I had sort of expected them to be waiting for us here, waiting to discuss the new order with Caleb.

He crosses to the refrigerator and takes out a couple of bottles of water. “Let’s worry about everyone else tomorrow, okay?”

“But don’t you think we should—”

His hand finds mine, and suddenly my body is flush against his. His skin is hot. His blood is up. I don’t know if it’s the fight or if it’s the relief of finding himself safe, but something has Caleb as turned on as he’s ever been in his life. “I want you, Jacie. No one else.”

“I’m yours,” I whisper. His eyes are like magnets, reeling me in.

It’s a miracle that we find our way to a bedroom. If I were less distracted, I would probably wonder about it—whose it was, whether we were supposed to be here. I’ve never been in this room before. But I don’t have room for questions. I only have room for Caleb.

He peels my clothes away quickly, tossing them across the room, unwrapping me eagerly like I’m a gift he’s been dying for. I can’t wait to be laid bare. I was afraid that Dan’s violence would have ruined this for me, that I would be too upset or even traumatized to enjoy myself the next time someone touched me. I’m so relieved to find out that isn’t true. Being with Caleb is just as comfortable, yet just as exciting, as it always has been. I lose myself in the pleasure of his body and mine, arching into him when he touches me, pulling him closer and closer until it no longer seems to matter whose skin is whose.

We finish together, his hands scrabbling desperately at my back, mine digging into his ass hard enough to leave marks, and I’ll enjoy looking for those marks later, I know, but as we fall apart, we’re too exhausted to think about anything else. Today has held more than enough. I roll into him, pressed right up against his side so that he can’t move a muscle without my knowing about it, and land in the cool, dark waters of sleep.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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The next few months pass in a blissful haze. The time before seems like a bad dream from which I’ve finally awakened. Was I ever part of that awful pack of polar bears up in Blind River? It doesn’t seem real now. Was Dan ever one of us? I rarely think about him at all. He took his leave a few days after the confrontation in the woods, after Caleb usurped his power.

It was an elegant solution, and I was proud of Caleb for coming up with it. He was utterly against the idea of forcing anyone to do anything against their will, and yet he worried for the sanctity of the pack if the alpha couldn’t stand strong. So, he gave a single order to everyone—choose. Choose to stay and follow his orders, which he would issue as benevolently as he possibly could, or choose to leave now in peace and not come back.

Dan left. Luce and Miles followed with him. The rest of us stayed. 

And so, it’s been weeks of paradise. Nights curled up with Caleb, our hands finding each other’s bodies in the dark, sometimes waking each other from sleep with kisses and touches that spill over into intense midnight lovemaking sessions. I can’t believe the hunger I have for him. No amount of Caleb will ever, ever be enough.

And then, one day, a pair of strangers arrive at the door. 

Being an omega has always meant that I need to stay away from people, that I’m not allowed to answer doors or go outside or expose myself to the world. But now, under Caleb, the rules are different. Caleb doesn’t issue orders that oppress us. He respects us. So, I don’t think twice about going to the door. After all, I’m closest when it rings. But now, looking up into the faces of these two strangers, I understand in an instant what a costly mistake I’ve made.

I want to scream. I want to run. But I can’t. I’m frozen in place. We’re not even touching. And I’m claimed, I’m mated, I’m Caleb’s. How can these two be imprinting on me.

They’re looking at me, the shock on their faces equal to what I’m feeling. “You’re an omega,” one of them says, after a long time.

The other looks at his friend. “That just happened to you, too, didn’t it? She must be insanely fertile.”

I should be scared. They’re going to grab me, take me away with them, make me do unspeakable things. Except that they aren’t, because I want them both so badly, I can barely keep from falling to my knees. How can this be happening? I love Caleb. Even the thought of his name right now makes me feel a pang of desire. Who are these people? How can they have me feeling like this? Am I losing my mind?”

“You’re bears,” says the first one, the one who said I was an omega. “Aren’t you? I’m Tyler. Ty.”

“And I’m Tony,” says the other. “Take us to your leader.” He grins.

I stare at them stupidly.

“Your alpha,” Tony clarifies.

“What...” I lick my lips. Was I always standing this close to them? “What are you going to say to him?”

“You mean, are we going to tell him we both just imprinted on his omega at his doorstep?” Tony asks.

“He won’t like that,” I say. Through my befuddling arousal, a fear surfaces. Have I been disloyal to Caleb somehow? Should this even be possible? I’ve already been imprinted on. I’ve been claimed. I know what Aiden would say right now, the word he would use for an omega who went around collecting imprints from every guy in town. What if Caleb thinks the same thing?

“Jacie?”

I spin around, startled. “Caleb! I was just—”

“Go to our room,” he says, eyes narrowed. His upper lip is quivering. It’s a snarl, very nearly a growl, and his words are a command. Has he forgotten, in his anger, that I’m not subject to his commands?

But it doesn’t matter. I want to go. I don’t want to be in this confusing and terrifying situation, and I definitely want to let my body calm down for a minute. If I have to stand here in this kitchen with all three of them, I’m going to tear off my clothes and mount whoever will have me. I go upstairs, detouring on the way to the bedroom to splash some cold water on my face and take a few deep breaths.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I cross and uncross my ankles, waiting for Caleb’s return. All I can hear is Aiden’s voice, laughing at me. This is what happens. This is what slutty little omegas get when they go out around normal people. Should have listened to me. Caleb’s never going to want a slut like you now.

By the time he comes up to the bedroom, I’m crying. I’m half convinced he’s going to send me to pack and I’ll be sleeping on the street tonight. So, I’m stunned when he flies to my side and pulls me into his arms. “Baby, what is it?”

“Didn’t they tell you?” I choke out through my sobs. “Those two men—they imprinted on me, Caleb.”

“It complicates things,” he says. “But why are you crying?”

I look up at him, confused. He’s being sincere. “Aren’t you upset with me?”

“What?” he sputters. “Why would I be? Because you were imprinted on? You couldn’t help it! And besides, you’re an omega, Jacie. That happens.”
“But I’m supposed to belong to you.”

“What are you talking about?”

A chill seizes my heart. “I thought—aren’t we—together? I thought I was your omega.”

“You are mine,” he says. “But Jacie, it’s not unheard of for omegas to be imprinted upon by multiple partners. Have you never heard of this?”

“No,” I whisper.

“I love you,” he says, gripping my chin. “I love you more than anything. But your body is built for breeding, and that’s bound to appeal to other men. Not men like Dan, who will force a connection where there is none. But these two, Ty and Tony—they have a natural affinity for you. And maybe that’s something you should explore.”

“You actually want me to sleep with them?” I ask. 

“I only want you to do what you want to do, Jacie,” Caleb says. “But I saw you in the kitchen. You couldn’t get out of there fast enough.” He rests a hand on my knee. “You do want them, don’t you?”

I can’t meet his eyes. “Yes.”

“Don’t be ashamed, honey. Look at me. Do you want to be with them?”

“I want to be with you.”

“But do you want to be with them too?”

“They’re strangers, Caleb.”
“You do want it, though,” he says. “Physically. It’s written all over you.”

“How can I want to be with strangers?” I’m starting to cry again. “It’s insane. How can I want them this much when I don’t even know them?”

“You’ll get to know them,” Caleb says. “They’re bears too, Jacie. Brown bears. They lost their pack, and they’ve been wandering, looking for a new home. They caught our scent in the woods, out in the clearing where Dan took us. I’m not really surprised. So many hormones that night, so much energy—it’s practically a signpost for anyone on the lookout for a group of bears. Ty and Tony just followed our scent in.”

“Are they going to live here now?” I ask.

“How would you feel about that?” he returns. “It would give you the chance to get to know them, and then you could decide whether you want to get involved with them physically. I’ve already told them they can stay the night. If you don’t like this, or if you don’t feel safe, I’ll send them away in the morning. But if you’d like to explore, we can take them in. Our little pack could use a few more numbers.”

“I just can’t believe you’re okay with this,” I marvel. “How can you be so giving?”

Caleb takes my hands in both of his. “I love you, Jacie. Anything that makes you happy, anything that gives you pleasure or joy, is my privilege to provide. If you want to experience something with these men, I want you to have it. I want you to have everything you want.” 

I can’t help it. I can’t. I’m so turned on by the nearness of Caleb and the idea of these other men, Ty and Tony. I don’t even recognize this wanton, lustful version of myself. I can’t believe what I’m doing, even as I shove Caleb onto his back and climb on top of him.

“I can do whatever I want?” I ask, grinding against him.

Caleb gasps. “Whatever you want.”

“I can have anyone.”

“Anyone you want.”

“I’ll always love you most,” I say. “You’ll always be my alpha.”

“And you’ll always be my girl.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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In the next few days, more bears find their way to the house. They’re following the scent we left in the woods too, Caleb explains, a hard look in his eyes. “Dan was always so stupid to take such a risk, having us do things like that in the middle of the woods,” he complains to me one night. “He should have realized it was only a matter of time before we gave away our position.”

“Dan didn’t know there was going to be a fight,” I say. I’m not sure why I’m defending him, exactly, except that he looked so thoroughly beaten when he left here. I’m a little embarrassed on his behalf. “Dan didn’t know there was going to be so much alpha steam being let off in those woods.”

“He should have known,” Caleb says. “He should have known I’d come for him one of these days.”

It does seem sort of inevitable, now that it’s happened. But then, everything’s clear in rearview.

Most of the bears who find us don’t stay. They’re rogues, mostly, wandering across the country and following interesting scents. They bring us reports from other packs they’ve encountered, and we give them dinner and a place to sleep for the night before sending them on their way. After a while, these visits become fewer and farther between, and I know the scent we left in the woods must be fading.

Ty and Tony are another story. At Caleb’s invitation, they decide to stick around. It’s stressful. I know I have Caleb’s blessing to see what happens with them, and in the moment, I was happy to embrace the freedom he offered. But the more I think about what’s happened, the more frightened I am. Ty and Tony are strangers. In the familiar safe space of Caleb’s arms, it was easy to imagine myself as a sex goddess, having my way with scores of admiring men. In the cold light of day, it seems absurd. That’s not who I am. Every time I look at Ty or Tony across the dinner table, I feel a twinge of anxiety knowing the question will have to be answered eventually. And yet, every time, that twinge is accompanied by a surge of desire. It’s strange, vastly unfamiliar, to want something so much and to fear it at the same time.

The issue confronts me all the time when I’m least expecting it. I walk into the den one night, thinking I’ll watch a little television, and don’t realize Tony is sprawled on the couch until I’m almost on top of him. He looks up, dark eyes boring into me. “Hey.”

“Hi,” I eke out. My brain is a swirling vortex. Being taken by surprise by him this way isn’t fair. It’s like I’ve walked into a fire, except that the fire is inside me. I’m burning where I stand. And I know exactly what would quench the flame—the body of the man in front of me—but how can I want him so much?  

He gets to his feet. It’s a single movement, graceful and effortless. “It’s Jacie, right?”

He’s been asking about me. A part of me feels foolish for being surprised—of course he wanted to know who I was—and another part of me is girlishly touched. Why is this so confusing? I know he wants me. He imprinted. “Yes. That’s right.”

Tony regards me in an abstract, interested sort of way that makes me feel like an object in a museum. He doesn’t say anything, and a part of me wants to turn and walk away. But I can’t. Something is holding me here. It’s as if his fascination with me has me frozen.

Finally, he speaks. “You’re with the Alpha. Caleb.”

Mute, I nod.

“Anybody else?”

It takes me a minute to find my voice. “Anybody else what?”

“Are you with anybody else?”

“N-no...”

He steps closer, looking me up and down. “I don’t mind sharing,” he says, the corners of his mouth curving up. “Looks like you might be too good for one man to keep all to himself.” 

The way he’s talking, I should be scared of him. He’s talking about me like I’m a thing, like I’m something he can help himself to. He’s looking at me like I’m dessert. And yet, even now, standing close enough to touch me, his hands remain at his sides. His eyes are all over me, but he doesn’t raise a hand to me.

He could do it. He’s more than twice my size. He’s strong. He could do whatever he wanted right now, and I wouldn’t be able to stop him. And the way I’m feeling right now, I don’t think I’d even try. I feel like my temperature has shot up, standing here in front of him, and my body is suddenly aching with need. He’s right there. All I have to do is reach out, cross the line, show him I want it. He would do everything else. But he’s not a bad person, so he’s standing still. He’s waiting for me to invite him in.

God. I can’t handle this. I can’t make a decision like this in the heat of the moment, can I? Not with Tony looming over me, tall and dark, a solid wall of muscle, melting me from the inside out. I have to think this through. I have to get away from him, be calm, be rational.

Although how I’m ever supposed to do that living with three men who have imprinted on me, I can’t imagine.

Everything I know about omega life comes from what my old pack taught me. Omegas were objects of desire that would be set upon by millions of men. But that hasn’t proven true. Here with the Hell’s Bears, I came to expect that imprinting was something that happened once. With one person. Not three.

Tony is still watching. Waiting. Asking. And in a minute I’m going to lose it and say yes to him, because I won’t be able to resist this pull.

“I can’t,” I say, practically gasping, backing away. “I can’t.”

His eyes narrow, just a little. Then he inclines his head slightly. “If you change your mind.”

I turn and run for my room before I can change my mind right then and there.

***
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I’M A MESS FOR THE rest of the day. All I can think of to explain what’s happening is that there must be something defective in me, something that’s pulling in extra people. Or perhaps the imprint with Caleb is faulty. Something is wrong, for certain.

But Alex, when I put the question to her, doesn’t seem to think so. “I’ve never known an omega before you,” she reminds me. “I don’t know what’s supposed to happen. Caleb seems to think this is normal, and maybe he’s right.”

“You don’t think he is?”

“I don’t know what to think, Jacie. I don’t think you have any control over it, if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” I say. “What if everyone who’s always told me I need to stay inside, stay protected, was right? What if every time I’m around men I’m just going to have random people imprinting on me? What if that’s what it means to be an omega? That I’m just—an object of lust?” 

“Is that a bad thing?” she asks.

“What?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “Of course, it is.”

“No, hang on, that came out wrong,” she says, shaking her head. “Of course, you’re not just an object of lust. You’re probably my best friend, for one thing, and I know Caleb really loves you. And you were decisive in helping us get rid of Dan. You’re brave, and you’re smart, and... you’re a lot of things, Jacie. You’re a lot of great things. And you know them, even if you have trouble admitting them to yourself. But maybe...yes, maybe you’re also an object of lust. Maybe that’s part of being an omega.”

I feel sick. “What am I going to do?”

“Well, why does it scare you so much?” she asks.

“Because...” I stop and think it over carefully. “It could happen with anyone, couldn’t it? I mean, if it could happen with two random people I see on our doorstep, it could happen with anybody in the world. Someone like Dan, even. Or my old alpha, in the pack I left behind.”

“First of all,” Alex says, “just because someone imprints on you doesn’t mean you have to do anything with him, necessarily.” 

“Easy for you to say,” I groan. “You don’t know what this feels like. It’s like I’m going to die, every minute of every day. I feel like I’m going to explode.”

“You can’t keep putting yourself through this,” Alex says. “There’s no reason to torture yourself this way. Just go for it. The next time you see one of them, make a move and see what happens. What’s the worst thing possible?”

“I don’t know how to make a move,” I grumble, and Alex laughs at me.

***
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I GET MY OPPORTUNITY that night after dinner. Caleb asks me and Ty to wash up together. I throw him a dirty look, as if to say I know what you’re doing, and he smiles. I feel a glow in my chest, like a talisman, keeping me safe. Caleb is so convinced this is going to be good for me. I feel like he’s not so much pushing me and Ty together as he is helping me make my proverbial move. I never thought I’d be in love with such a wonderful man.

Washing dishes with Ty is electric, of course, and I realize just how accustomed I’ve become to the tension between me and Caleb. As powerful as it is, it’s familiar and safe. But it’s different with Ty. The two of us have barely said two sentences to each other in all the time we’ve known each other, and there’s something powerful in that. Something hot. The distance between us mentally, between our understanding of each other, throws our physical attraction into sharp relief. It’s something I’ve been overthinking and worrying about for days. Now, standing beside him at the sink, both our hands in the suds, I can’t hang onto my thoughts long enough to feel concerned.

It happens quickly, suddenly, with no time for thought or analysis. Ty reaches around me—for another plate, maybe—and suddenly I’m backing into him as if drawn there magnetically, my ass grinding into his hips. He lets out a low groan, slaps his hands onto my thighs, and grips hard. “Yeah,” he breathes, leaning forward over me, his voice husky in my ear. “God, yeah, Jacie, I’ve wanted this since I first saw you.”

So, I guess this is making my move. I have just enough presence of mind to register that it’s easier than I thought it was going to be.

He bows his body over mine. My hands are still in the soapy water, my palms braced against the bottom of the sink. His hand is already down my pants, his fingers finding their way inside me, and I’m rocking against his palm and gasping even as his free hand fumbles with the button of my jeans. It feels like less than a minute before his own pants are shoved down, and his massive cock escapes. I can feel its thickness against my ass, and there is nothing in the moment that I want more. He takes me, hard and fast, soapy water getting everywhere as my hands skid in the sink. He is so thick and long, and I didn’t know I could take his shaft so deeply inside of me. His manliness is a tremor causing my body to shake. I bite my lip to keep quiet, but I can’t quite suppress a moan when I come. I fall forward so far that my hair dips into the water, and Ty’s arm is supporting me across the chest like a seat belt, holding me up so he can finish.

We are not in love. I know it immediately. It’s so different from what I feel for Caleb. And yet it’s good, deep and strange, intense and wonderful. We can’t stop grinning at each other as we straighten our clothes and hair. And it’s Caleb I’m thinking of as I make my way upstairs to take a shower. I know I wouldn’t have had this amazing ride without him.

I’m starting to think that, just maybe, being an omega might not be so bad.
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I take to my new role gladly, almost joyously. There’s a real sense of power in it, now that I’ve embraced who and what I am. I feel constantly aware of the presence of the men who have imprinted on me, as though I can literally sense where they are in the house at any given time. I never feel taken by surprise anymore when I find one of them in a room. Instead of a shock, it’s a shiver of pleasure. I am attuned to my attraction to them, almost as if I have a sixth sense.

Life with the Hell’s Bears has never been easier or more pleasant. I have a unique place in the pack now, just like the alpha does. I feel the rarity and importance of my birth status. I am an omega, and that means so much more than I ever realized. It doesn’t make me a sex object. It doesn’t make me helpless. It makes me alluring and powerful and strong. Bill has already imprinted on Mary, they’re soulmates, and Joe is too old to imprint, but every other man in this house wants me. 

I worry, at first, that Alex will be jealous or hurt, that the way the men all focus on me will create bad feeling between us. But she laughs this off when I finally get the courage to bring it up. “I know you’re very attracted to them, so don’t take this the wrong way,” she says, “but Ty and Tony aren’t my type at all. I like burlier men. And Caleb is my brother, for God’s sake.”

“It just feels weird,” I say. “Me having three lovers and you having none, I mean.”

“I get mine,” Alex assures me. “There are plenty of nice single guys who come into the restaurant.”

“You’re just with them for one night?”

“Sure, why not?”

“I don’t think I could do that.”

“You probably couldn’t,” she agrees. “It seems like, for you to be with someone, your body has to have a chemical reaction that actually binds you to them. So yeah, that would kind of eliminate one-night stands as a possibility in your case.

“Being an omega is really weird, isn’t it?”

“Super weird,” she agrees with a grin. “But quit analyzing it all the time, Jacie. You’re going to drive yourself to drink. You’re happy now. Just enjoy it.”

I try to. Ty and I catch each other in the afternoons, the world’s most exciting game of tag. We pull each other into empty rooms, shove our clothes out of the way, and go at it like animals, quick and dirty and desperate, and we part ways giggling and gasping.

Tony is different. Tony takes his time about it, lets tension build up between us, so I’m wondering if he’s ever going to make a move. A thousand different times I think it’s about to happen, and it never does. One night he stares at me across the dinner table the entire time we’re eating, his eyes never leaving mine, holding me in thrall. The next day, he brushes my hand as he reaches for the salt and lingers slightly too long. I am a coiled spring, tightening, tightening, and even the regular release I get from my interludes with Ty isn’t enough to ease the tension for long.

I sleep with my door unlocked. I stir at the slightest noise. I wait.

He doesn’t come.

Is he waiting for me to go to him? He didn’t want to cross a line with me before, I know that. But it must be clear that things are different now, mustn’t it? Everyone knows about me and Ty. We try to be quick about our business, but I know we haven’t been entirely secretive, and it’s the worst kept secret in the house. So I know that Tony knows that when it comes to me, the rules have changed.

And yet...nothing.

Doesn’t he want me? He must. He imprinted. I felt it. I couldn’t have been wrong.

Could I have been wrong?

I can’t be. I couldn’t possibly want him this badly if there wasn’t something behind it. If I don’t get something soon, I’m going to lose my mind.

I feel like a live wire. I walk through the house afraid of being touched by anyone, knowing the barest contact will set my senses ablaze. Ty works me over in the upstairs hallway one afternoon, pinning me against the wall, and all I can do is growl in his ear that I need more, I need more.

Caleb should never have gotten me into this. I may never be satisfied again. What if I’m always hungry?

I lie in bed one Sunday morning, reluctant to get up and face the rest of my family. I know they can’t be blind to what I’ve been going through, and it’s getting embarrassing. Maybe I’ll just spend the day lying here, alone with my thoughts. Maybe I’ll catch up on reading, or sleep. 

Maybe—

There’s a knock at the door.

“Go away, Alex,” I insist.

A deep voice. Unmistakeable. “It’s me.”

I freeze. It’s him.

And then I’m moving, across the room and to the door as if I’m sleepwalking, as if I’m being drawn by magnets in my feet. I unbolt the door and pull it open and he shoves it out of the way as if it were nothing more than vapor, and then I’m in his arms and we’re kissing.

It goes on forever. I feel like I’ve been drowning and he’s my first breath of air, and I can’t stop taking him in. At some point he lifts me off the ground and my legs go around his waist. At some point our bodies find the bed. The kiss continues, unbroken.

Finally, finally, he pulls back just an inch from my face. Just enough to speak. “I waited as long as I could,” he says.

“What were you waiting for?” I want to be furious, but I can’t find fury. I can’t find anything but desire. It’s burning away every other emotion I’ve ever felt. He is right here.

“You want it so bad,” he says. “Don’t you.”

It’s not a question, and I have just enough dignity not to answer.

“I love you like this,” he says. “So strung out for me. We should always wait as long as possible, don’t you think?”

“I think I’ll murder you.”

He laughs. “You’re wild. You’ve got more of the animal in you than I thought, don’t you?”

I’m tugging at his shirt, pushing at the waistline of his pants with my feet. I need him naked. I need it.

He backs off and a whine slips out of my mouth. I swear, it doesn’t even sound human, but I am so far from caring what I sound like right now. I take advantage of the moment to pull off my clothes. Tossing them away, I spread out before him, bare.

His eyes darken. I knew it. I knew he felt it too.

He grabs my arm and flips me over on my stomach. It’s not violent, but it’s insistent. I bury my face in the mattress and breathe as I hear the sound of a zipper and cloth falling to the floor and then—

—Oh.

His arms thread under mine, holding my shoulders, pulling me back into him, and tears of relief soak my sheets as the fire that’s been consuming me stabilizes, becomes a steady, friendly flame. He moves slowly, lips trailing up and down my spine, whispering words I can’t hear and don’t need. Feeling him is enough. Finally, after days of torment, it’s enough.

So I guess I need all three of them. I guess I need to be with anyone who imprints on me in order to feel peaceful and rested. And as Tony pulls his pants back on, gives me a hug and a wicked grin, and disappears out my bedroom door, I realize that I don’t have a problem with that at all.

***    
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I WORRIED THIS WOULD impact my relationship with Caleb, but to my surprise and delight, it hasn’t at all. With Caleb it is, as it has always been, lovemaking—intimate and incredibly powerful. We spend every night together, losing sleep, losing ourselves in each other. I begin to get the feeling that I don’t sleep in a bed anymore—I sleep in Caleb. Caleb’s embrace, the vast sea of Caleb’s skin. Caleb’s strong, steadying presence.

One night, after sex but before sleep, we’re lying naked side by side, tracing our fingers across each other’s skin and slowly coming down from the tremendous high of our shared passion. Caleb tips his head to the side. “You’re happy, Jacie, aren’t you?”

“Of course. How could I not be?”

“Do you have everything you want?” 

“And more. I never thought I could have this much, Caleb. I never even dreamed of it.”

He pauses. “Have you ever thought about having cubs?”

“A litter?” Of course, I’ve thought about it. I’ve been forced to think about it. Dan was going to force me, and Aiden before him. They were going to breed me. It would have been impossible not to consider what the future would have looked like if they’d been successful. And that’s a dark thought, one I still flinch away from mentally.

But that’s not what Caleb’s asking, I know. He wants to know whether I’ve ever thought of having a litter by choice, children that I actually want. “I don’t know,” I say. “I guess I never did, no.”

“Never wanted to?”

“Never thought about it,” I clarify. “I was never in a position to make that choice before.”

“You’re in that position now,” he points out.

“Are you saying you’d want to do it?”

“I’d like a family,” he says softly. “As alpha, I’d like the pack to grow bigger, of course, and I do feel a sense of responsibility to help that happen. But I’d also like to be a father. I’d like to raise cubs.”

I think about the idea. My mind calls forth a vision of a baby with Caleb’s auburn hair and my blue eyes, beautiful, healthy, fat legs kicking. I close my eyes, and the image shifts. Now I see a whole pack of babies lying together on a blanket, like different executions of the same basic blueprint, perfect in their little differences from each other. 

Then the image changes once more. Now I’m seeing bear cubs. Some are dark brown, and others are a lighter shade, pale, almost white. They’re rolling around, cuffing each other’s ears, playing. And I feel a surge of love as I recognize these imaginary children, as my heart calls out to them, trying to will them into being.

“Jacie,” Caleb’s voice breaks through the silence. He sounds anxious. Upset, maybe. “Are you all right?” he asks. “You’ve been quiet for a long time. We don’t have to talk about this if you’re not ready. I know you’ve been through some hard times. And... if this isn’t something you want, if you don’t want to have children, we don’t have to do it.”

“I do want to,” I say. “I want to, Caleb.”

“Because I don’t want you to feel forced,” he continues as if I hadn’t spoken. “That’s the last thing in the world I want. You need to know that I will never use my power as alpha against you that way. I am not giving you an order. I want that to be very clear. I want to have children, but only if you want to.”

“Are you listening to me?” I ask him. “I’m telling you I do want to, Caleb. I was quiet because I was imagining it. Imagining how wonderful it would be. I feel like I can see them right in front of me, like they already exist out there and they’re just waiting for me to—to make it official, I guess. To bring them to life.” I breathe in and think about the power I’ve felt inside my bones since accepting my role as the pack’s omega. This is what that power’s for. The attention and attraction of all these men feeds into me and makes me strong, and I use that strength to bear litters of children, to grow the pack in a way nobody else can. 

“Don’t let me force you,” Caleb says, looking into my eyes, searching me. “I couldn’t stand it if it was like that, Jacie. Make sure it’s really what you want, and that I’m not compelling you.”

“You know you can’t compel me, right?” I ask. “Did you forget? I’m not subject to the alpha commands. You don’t have the power to force me to do anything.

Caleb laughs. “That’s true. That does make me feel better. Thanks.”

“I’m doing this because I want to,” I say. “I want to bear your children. I want to help our pack become bigger and stronger. I’m the omega of the Hell’s Bears. This is what I was made to do.”

He rolls over, wraps his arms around me, and pulls me on top of him. “You’re wonderful,” he says. “Do you know that? You’re all any man could ever want.”

In answer, I kiss him, deeply and passionately.

Caleb drifts off to sleep first, but I lie awake for a while, thinking about the future and wondering what it has in store. Will Caleb and I be able to get pregnant? How many cubs will I give birth to? Will I be a good mother to them?

And why is it that the Hell’s Bears tattoo didn’t work on me? Why am I still exempt from the commands of the alpha? I was grateful for it when Dan was in charge of this pack, but I wouldn’t object to being under Caleb’s command. The question of why I’m not makes me feel, for some reason I can’t quite put my finger on, deeply uneasy.

With my mind and heart both exceedingly full, I rest my head on Caleb’s shoulder. Whatever the future brings, I know I’m ready for it. I’ve been through so much in the last few months, been tested so thoroughly, that I know I can handle anything now.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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What I love best about sex with Tony is that he takes his time. The passion is no less than it is with Ty, who sets a frenetic pace, but Tony treats the whole thing like a spa experience. We relax into each other. 

Of course, that means we can’t go at it in kitchen the way I can with Ty. The risk of being caught would be much too high. We need to find a quiet place, a retreat. Somewhere the others won’t bother us. 

Lately, he’s started taking me out into the woods.

It’s one more thing that I thought I would hate, after what happened with Dan; one more thing I never would have expected to be able to stomach. But to my surprise, there’s something about being out in the wild with Tony that appeals to me. My animal side appreciates it. I get what it means, more than I ever have before, to be a bear. The sound of the wind in the trees, the scent of the earth—it all heightens my arousal. It makes me feel more alive.

The sex tonight is slow and relaxing, but powerful. Tony reminds me of a massive ship in the ocean, his movements always gradual but steady. He fits his hand to the tattoo on my shoulder and presses gently. “This is the Hell’s Bears tattoo.”

Another thing I love about sex with Tony is the way he can carry on a conversation. It feels like we might as well have sex all the time without stopping, because it’s not keeping us from doing anything else. “That’s it,” I say, and then I gasp a little as his hips snap against mine and distract me with a little grind.

Tony laughs, a deep and pleasurable sound. “Caleb wants me to get one,” he says. “Me and Ty both. What would you think of that?”

Somehow, just the question is suggestive. “You—you should do whatever you want,” I stammer out. I’m never going to master Tony’s art of making any words at all sound sensual. He could offer me a tuna fish sandwich and my knees would go weak.

“We’d be part of the pack,” he murmurs, trailing kisses along my collarbone. “We’d be around for the long haul. You wouldn’t ever be able to get rid of us. Is that okay with you?”

“I like having you around...” I squirm against him, wishing I could think of something witty to say, wishing I could hold my own in this conversation. I don’t have a prayer. Both physically and intellectually, I am putty in his hands. “But do you really feel like you could join a pack? Have you ever been part of one before?”

“I was born in a pack.” He laughs easily, rolls us over so I’m on top, and runs his hands down my sides to rest on my hips. He lifts me up and pulls me down, setting an easy rhythm that feels so good it leaves me struggling to catch my breath.

“But since then?” I persist, fighting to keep my mind present, to keep from floating away on waves of pleasure.

“Since then I’ve been rogue,” he admits. 

“I don’t think this tattoo...always works,” I tell him. “Mine doesn’t. I’m not bound to Caleb. At least, not as an alpha.” I’m definitely bound to him by the fact that he’s imprinted on me, to say nothing of the more willful bonds of our love for each other, but it’s an unspoken rule that I don’t talk about the men to each other when I’m with any one of them. It just spoils the mood.

Tony shrugs. “I guess we’ll find out. I’m going to go for it. Ty is too, he says. We both just wanted to make sure you were comfortable with our joining the pack, assuming it works out.”

“Why are you asking me?” I ask.

He pauses in his steady motion. That’s unprecedented. Even when our conversations have gotten intense, he’s never pulled back from the physical side of our relationship. But now he’s holding still, holding back. I look up at him, confused.

“This was your family first,” Tony says. “This was your pack. We don’t want to just come in and claim membership without your consent. Especially since things are complicated by the fact that we’ve imprinted.” He lets his fingertips trail down my side, waking up my skin as he goes. “I love being with you, Jacie, but if this isn’t working for you, if it’s hard to have me around, I’ll leave.”

“You’d do that?” I can’t believe it. “Even though you’ve imprinted? You’d just willingly walk away because I didn’t like it?”

“Of course, I would,” Tony says. “Only a monster would want to be with someone who didn’t want them back. Having me in the house all the time, I know, your body reacts to my presence. It’s not something you can help, necessarily. And that can be great, but if you hate it, or if it bothers you...I mean, just tell me. I’ll go.”

Aiden would never have done this. Dan would never have done this. Was that the alpha in them preventing them from walking away from something they wanted, blinding them to the fact that they weren’t entitled to take anything they liked? How do I square that with the fact that Caleb is so different? Caleb would never force me into a situation I didn’t want. He’s an alpha, but he’s not—as Tony puts it—a monster.

Not all alphas are monsters. Not all men who imprint are monsters. And that’s a wonderful thing to know, of course, but it’s also a little frightening. Because there are monsters out there, and sometimes you can’t see them coming. Sometimes you don’t know who they’re going to be.

Have I had all the bad luck I’m going to have? Will Caleb and I live happily ever after? Will Ty and Tony and I enjoy each other’s company for whatever time we have together? Maybe I won’t have to worry about monsters or darkness for the rest of my days.

I answer Tony’s question by reaching up and wrapping my hand around his neck, pulling him back down to me. He understands and hums happily into my mouth, and we resume the lazy rhythm we had set before we got sidetracked. 

***
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER, Ty and Tony receive their official Hell’s Bears tattoos and become members of the pack. Bill and Mary do the inking this time. Tony howls, caught somewhere between pain and amusement as the needle etches ink lines into his skin. Ty is stoic throughout the process, his eyes fixed on his upper arm, watching the image of the bear paw and the devil horns take shape. I think back to the night I got my own tattoo, and how I felt so clearly that I had no choice in the matter. Ty and Tony are taking the mark willingly. The atmosphere couldn’t be more different.

“Do you think it’s going to work on them?” I ask Caleb. He and I are huddled together into the corner of the room while Bill and Mary focus on their work. Caleb is the only one I’m fully comfortable talking to about the fact that I’m not under alpha rule. He’s the only one I can be sure is celebrating my independence, rather than just being mystified by it or, God forbid, resenting it.

“It should,” Caleb says, but I can hear the doubt in his voice. “This is how Alex and I were brought into the pack. Of course, we were much younger at the time, so many we were more suggestible. I’m not sure. And Mary brought Bill into the pack, but that was before my time, so I’m not sure what differences there were in that situation.”

I nod slowly. We still have no idea why it didn’t work on me. Maybe we’ll never know. Maybe I’ll always have to live with that. But it’s hard to see Ty and Tony getting their tattoos now, officially joining the pack. It feels like they’re part of the family in a way I’m not.

Would I want to be? Would I want to give up my freedom for a sense of belonging? The truth is, I have no idea which is worth more to me.

Finally, the tattoos are applied, and Bill and Mary step back to clean their equipment. A quiet settles over the room. I’m sure everyone’s waiting for Caleb to give an order, to issue a test, and I’m sure Caleb is wondering the same thing I am—is it going to work this time? Many of the others are probably pondering the same question.

Caleb turns to me. “Jacie,” he says, “go and get some wasabi.”

It’s simple and brilliant. Neither Ty nor Tony can stand the taste of wasabi. They’d never eat it willingly. If they do eat, we’ll know that Caleb’s order is what’s driving them to do so. 

I scoop some wasabi onto a plate and grab two spoons. Back in the living room, Ty and Tony are examining their shoulders and comparing their tattoos against each other’s and against those of the rest of the pack. I hand the plate and the spoons to Caleb.

He scoops some wasabi onto each spoon and hands them to our two new pack members. “Eat.”

Even knowing what an alpha’s command feels like, how tightly it binds, I’m expecting them to resist. I’m expecting a question, do we really need to do this? or can’t we prove ourselves some other way, some less disgusting way? But the spoons are immediately in their mouths, and although they’re gagging and yelling at the taste, they’re swallowing too, and I’m left without any room for doubt.

The tattoos worked. Ty and Tony have been brought into the pack and under Caleb’s rule.

So why didn’t it work on me?
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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“A celebration!” Caleb roars. Sometimes, when things are going well, he really does sound like an alpha. At times like these, I think his bear self must live closer to the surface than any of the rest of ours. I am always acutely aware of the fact that I’m a human. I live in my fragile skin, my weak muscles, my inability to move quickly. Despite the fact that I am an omega and I have powers I’m still learning to wield; I understand how weak I am. But Caleb seems, at times, not to feel any weakness at all. The strength of the bear flows through him no matter what form he’s wearing at the time.

Everyone cheers at the suggestion of celebrating, although I’m a little late to add my voice to the clamor. Something, some unclear anxiety, is tugging at me. My thoughts keep returning to the fact that the Hell’s Bears tattoo didn’t work on me. I never truly processed the thought, but in the back of my mind I suspected the problem must have been the tattoo itself. Perhaps getting the tattoo wasn’t enough to fully bring me into the pack. But it seems to have worked perfectly well on Ty and Tony.

What does that mean? Is there no way that I can become a member of the Hell’s Bears? Is the tattoo the only way in which it can be done? Is there something wrong with me, something that keeps me apart from the rest of the pack I’ve chosen? Will I never be able to be one of them?

More and more, it feels like that might actually be something I want.

Caleb leads the way out of the den, the others following on his heels. Now that we’re a bigger pack, more of us have to ride tandem when we go out on our bikes—Dan, Miles, and Luce took their own bikes away with them when they left. I ride with Caleb, of course, and Mary rides with Bill. Alex usually rides with Ty, but she complains about it. “I miss having a bike of my own,” she grumbles, looking longingly at the handlebars as Ty throws his leg over the front seat. “What about letting me drive, Ty? Just for once?”

Ty laughs. “As if you could handle my weight on the back of a bike.”

“You have no idea what I can handle,” she teases him, and then glances at me. I don’t recognize the expression on her face. Something seems to have subdued her, because she climbs onto the back of Ty’s bike without further argument.

Caleb kicks his bike to life, and I feel it growl underneath me. “Everyone follow,” he calls to the group behind us. “Ty, you and Alex chase.”

The sound in the garage grows exponentially as five more bikes roar to life. I lean forward and wrap my arms around Caleb. I know his body so well by now, it’s like holding onto myself. I know every line of him, the exact perfect distance around his waist, the way he fits perfectly into my arms. I hang on tight.

And he hits the ignition.

We speed out of the garage and into the night. The air is cold and fresh on my face, the rushing bike whisking it down my lungs, so I have to take great gulps to breathe. It’s refreshing and amazing, waking me up from face to toes, jolting me with energy all through my body. I’ve always enjoyed our bike rides, ever since I came to join the Hell’s Bears, but I think tonight’s ride is my favorite.

In front of me, I feel the tension bleed out of Caleb’s muscles. I haven’t realized fully just how much pressure he’s been under; how hard it has been for him to live up to the responsibilities of the alpha. But now, out on our bike, out on the road, he’s free of his worries. He lets out a whoop of delight, and I can’t help laughing. I’m just so happy to see him happy. It occurs to me that I might not be physically capable of unhappiness while Caleb is happy. We are so closely tied together, between his imprint and the fact that we’re so deeply in love.

Caleb leads the way onto the interstate, and for a few moments I’m worried that he’s going to take us to the same clearing Dan took us to on that fateful night when he was overthrown. I may not have any trouble being in the woods, but I don’t think I’d want to return to that scene again. But Caleb stops us before we get that far and pulls off to the side of the road. We dismount and wait for the others to show up. Ty and Alex, riding chase, are the last to arrive, and they do so with a skid and a spray of dirt that covers us all from the knees down.

“What now?” Joe asks when we’ve all dismounted from our bikes. But I can tell he knows the answer. The answer has been in everyone’s face from the moment we left home. I’ve felt it singing in my heart, flexing my muscles and heightening my senses, bringing me to life.

“Now we run,” Caleb says.

We’ve never run together, this new pack, and there’s something magical about it. We’re not a natural fit. Five grizzlies, two brown bears, and me, the lone polar bear. If any humans came across us in these woods, they’d think they were seeing things. We don’t seem to belong to each other. And yet, somehow, we do belong. We are the family we’ve chosen.

I run, not at the back, as Dan or Aiden would have insisted, but in the middle. Caleb runs ahead of me, the alpha, leading the way, and Ty and Tony follow just behind me, one on each side. Alex is beside me, playful, giddy, and it is not until I look at her face that I become fully aware of just how well I can read bears’ facial expressions. I’ve always been able to tell when a bear is angry, of course, but that isn’t hard to spot. Looking at my family now, I pick out much more subtle tells. Mary is impressed and pleased by her own strength. Joe is relieved to be back in this form—it’s so much more comfortable than his aging human body. Caleb feels the natural pull of his alpha role as a bear. It comes more easily to him here, in the woods.

And me? What do I feel?

I feel the urge for belonging. I want to be part of this pack, this found family. I can’t imagine finding a better group for myself. I want Alex to be my sister. I want Caleb to be my lover and my alpha. I want Ty and Tony to belong to me in some formal way, something more than the relationship for which I have no name that we currently enjoy. I want the filial feelings I have toward Bill, Mary, and even Joe to be based on something real.  

And I want to give them babies. Not just Caleb, although the idea of his babies growing in me is so appealing it verges on necessary. But I want to have babies for the whole pack. Everyone will benefit if we are bigger, stronger, more in number. It’s more than simply accepting that I can do it. As a bear, I long to do it. My complicated human thoughts and feelings are pushed aside, and the desires at my very core rise to the surface. I’m ready. I want to breed. I want to have Caleb’s litter.

We run for hours, until the sun is peeking over the horizon, until we are almost too tired to move, and when we’re done, we pile on the motorcycles and roar through the city, disturbing the peace, not giving a damn. The night belongs to the Hell’s Bears.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Nine
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It’s Saturday night, and it’s Alex and Caleb’s birthday, apparently. Nobody told me about this in advance. I haven’t had a chance to buy a gift for either of them. There’s going to be a party tonight, though, so I make my way to the kitchen at around three o’clock. Maybe I can figure out how to whip something up for the two of them.

Mary is already there, peeling potatoes. “Did you come to help with dinner?” she asks, greeting me with a bright smile.

“I’d like to help,” I say cautiously. “I’ve never cooked before. I don’t really know what I’m doing. But I’d like to have something to contribute to the party.”

“You’ve never cooked at all?” Mary asks.

“My old pack didn’t really use me for anything,” I explain. “I think they thought I was a waste of space, actually. What are we making?”

“Both of their favorite foods,” Mary says. She points to a piece of paper held up on the refrigerator with a magnet. “The mashed potatoes are for Alex. She likes them with sour cream and chives and filet mignon. Caleb will want Bill’s five alarm chili and rice.”

“What can I do?” I ask.

“Why don’t you start the chili?” She goes to a box full of index cards, shuffles through them, and hands me one. “Just follow the instructions on the card. Let me know if you get confused or stuck.”

“That’s it?” 

She frowns. “What do you mean?”

“You’re just turning me loose with this set of instructions? You’re not going to, I don’t know, supervise me in case I mess it up?”

“You won’t mess it up.” Mary smiles. “Besides, everyone needs a chance to show what they can do. We could use an extra hand in the restaurant.”

“You’d let me come cook with you?”

“If you wanted to. It would be good for you to get out of the house more, don’t you think? You always seem more upbeat after we come back from a run.”

“Do you think Caleb would let me do that?” I ask. It doesn’t factor in that Caleb’s alpha authority can’t influence what I do. Caleb is the head of the family. If he tells me I can’t go work at the family restaurant, I won’t feel like I have the right to do it.

“Why wouldn’t he?” Mary says. “If your food is good, I mean. We can show it to him tonight and see what he thinks, and then go from there.”

But the food isn’t my primary concern. “You don’t think that if I were in a public place like that, people would be imprinting on me all day long? That’s what my old pack worried about.”

Mary laughs. Then she sees the look on my face. “I’m sorry. I’m not laughing at you, Jacie. It’s just a senseless concern for your pack to have focused on. When I think about the restaurant—I’m not sure a bear shifter has ever been inside, apart from those of us who work there. I forget sometimes how little exposure you have to standard humans, after the way you grew up. But truly, we’re a huge minority. You don’t need to stay locked away in the house to be safe. I doubt you’d ever run into another bear shifter around the city.”

“Really?” This changes my entire perspective on the world. When Ty and Tony came to the house, I assumed Aiden had been right all along, that by being around people I was taking a risk that could end in my being imprinted upon by even more people. I’ve been lucky so far. Everyone who’s imprinted on me has brought fun and pleasure and even love to my life. But I can’t escape my fear that it could happen with someone like Aiden, someone who would use the power of my inescapable attraction to him against me. To hurt me.

But if Mary is right, if most of the world is made up of humans with no bear at all in them—and she is right, of course. I know she is. It’s obvious. I’ve always known it, but hearing her say it makes it real in a way it never has been before. I can go out. I can get a job and be part of the world, and I’ll be safe, because most of the people I’ll meet out there aren’t bears at all.

When the dinners are finished—I taste the chili, and it’s almost unbearably spicy, but Mary says it’s right and I have to admit the flavors do come together well even though I can hardly bear to eat any—Mary starts me on Caleb’s cake. It turns out we’re going to have two different cakes, one for each of the two of them. Mary and I work opposite each other at the counter, and I mirror her, pouring flour and sugar, stirring batter, dabbing in vanilla and breaking eggs.

“You’re a natural at this,” Mary says as we pour the batter into the pans. “A natural baker. You could be in charge of the pies at the restaurant. You’d be great at that, I’ll bet.”

We put the cakes in the oven, and when they come out Mary passes me the frosting. “Blue for Caleb,” she says, showing me how to add a few drops of food coloring and stir up the white sugary cream. “Purple for Alex.” We spread it across the cakes and use candles to outline the symbol of the Hell’s Bears, the same symbol represented by our tattoos, on each cake.

Most of the others are waiting in the dining room when we arrive carrying the food. I set my chili on the table in front of Caleb and lean around to kiss his cheek. “Happy birthday.”

He inhales. “This smells perfect. You made this?”

“How about having her come to work at the restaurant?” Mary suggests. “We could use more hands. And she’s especially good with baking. She’d be a lot of help to us.”

I’m still expecting Caleb to say no, to insist that I need to be protected, but to my surprise, a thoughtful look comes over his face. “I’ll think about that,” he says. “It might not be a bad idea. If you want to, that is?” he adds, turning to me.

“I’d love to,” I say.

Caleb opens his mouth, possibly to give his consent, but just then the door bursts open and Bill enters, a newspaper clutched in his hand. His knuckles are white. “Have you seen this?” he asks Caleb, brandishing it. 

“Is that today’s?” Caleb asks.

“Yes. It was out on the curb. I just brought it in. So, I’m guessing you haven’t read the news yet? Although I’m sure it’s all over the internet, you kids are always on that computer, but you would have told us, wouldn’t you? I can’t imagine you wouldn’t have said something about this.”

“Bill, slow down,” Caleb says, getting slowly to his feet. “You’re not making sense. You have to tell us what you’re talking about.”

Bill tosses down the newspaper. It skids across the table and comes to a halt in front of Caleb. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

I’ve never seen Bill so worked up. He’s usually one of the calmest voices in our pack, reliable for his level head and cool demeanor, but now he seems on the verge of panic. Mary gets to her feet and guides him down into a chair, one hand on his back, soothing him.

Caleb picks up the paper and examines it. I read the headline over his shoulder. Wild Animal Attack on Toronto Outskirts.

“Wild animals?” Caleb says.

“The article says the attack wounds were consistent with bears,” Bill says quietly.

A heavy feeling moves around the table. A bear attack? Here? Who could it have been? 

“How severe were the injuries?” Mary asks.

“Two dead,” Bill says. “Honeymooners. They were camping.”

I suck in a breath. 

“Is there any chance this was...you know, actually just bears?” Tony asks. “There’s no reason to jump to the conclusion that it was one of our kind.”

“Bears are pretty rare this far east,” Joe says.

“This was Dan,” Caleb says.

Silence falls again.

Bill is the one to break it. “That’s what I was afraid of,” he says. “Dan and Miles and Luce. They showed us their proclivity for violence, their disdain for the well-being of others, and we let them leave anyway. Now they’re committing murder.”

“But why?” Alex asks. “I didn’t like Dan and Miles and Luce either, but whatever they did, they always had a reason. What’s the reason behind this?”

“I don’t know,” Caleb says. “But we should never have let them out there on their own.”

“It’s on our heads,” Bill says, his voice dark and disturbed.

Caleb shakes his head. “I’m the alpha, Bill. I’m the one who made the call. It’s on me.”

And I know by the set in his voice, the evenness of his tone, that there will be no talking him out of that idea.
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Chapter Thirty
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“It’s not your responsibility,” I tell Caleb. I’m feeling anxious and upset by recent events. I can’t forget the last time I saw Dan, the two of us wrestling for dominance in that clearing in the woods. I knew then that he had it in him to hurt me, but I never thought of him as a killer. Even when Caleb worried that Dan might kill him if he knew what was between us—I thought I took that threat seriously, but now, forced to confront the knowledge that Dan has killed, will likely kill again, I realize I never really believed it before.

“It is my responsibility,” Caleb counters, his big hands moving slowly over my back. “I’m the alpha. He’s my responsibility.”

“He’s not part of our pack,” I protest.

“Only because I sent him away,” Caleb says. “It was my job to contain him, don’t you see that, Jacie? If he’s a danger to people...I’m like his parent. That’s what being an alpha is. It’s my job to make sure that society isn’t harmed by his presence.”

I rest my head against him. “I know you’re right,” I say softly. “It’s who you are. You could never rest if there was something you could do to help.”

“You make me sound like some kind of hero,” Caleb laughs as if that idea is preposterous. He is a hero, though. Of course, he is. I shouldn’t have to say it. I don’t say it. I just lean into him and try to let my love, my admiration, pour from my heart to his.

Tony’s heavy footsteps signal his arrival in the kitchen. “Sure you don’t want me to come with you, man? You could use the extra muscle.”

Caleb shakes his head. “I need to know that someone’s taking care of the family. I’ll keep my distance. Scout things out. We can put a raid together once we know more, like where they’re holed up and how many of them there are.”

“You think it’s more than just the three of them?” I ask, pulling back a little to look up at Caleb.”

“I think we’d be foolish not to anticipate that,” he says. “Our numbers have grown, after all. There’s no reason theirs can’t have. A pack, of three, you know...that’s not very much to work with.”

My fear spikes anew. “Caleb, please. For me. Don’t go out there by yourself. Don’t try to fight them alone.”

“You don’t think I’m a match for Dan?”

“It’s not Dan I’m worried about.” Dan is scrawny, mean like a rat, and stripped of his alpha power I don’t doubt that he’s turned vicious, but I also think Caleb can take him. “It’s Miles,” I continue. “He’s stronger than you are. I’m sorry. He’s bigger.”

“I’m not planning to confront him directly,” Caleb says, soothing power like a balm on my frayed nerves. It’s not alpha power, I know it’s not, but there’s something about his voice that eases me all the same. Maybe it’s because of our imprint. Maybe it’s just that I feel so secure in his love.

“Do you promise you won’t?” I ask. “Not even if it looks like it’s just one on one?”

“I promise,” Caleb says. “I won’t make a move on them today.”

Tony reaches out and wraps an arm around my waist, slowly transitioning me from Caleb’s arms to his own. There’s a moment when the two of them are arm in arm with me pressed between them, and I feel so tightly wrapped in their love and brotherhood that it’s hard to access the part of myself that’s anxious and fearful. If only I could stay here, caught between them, forever. 

And I think Tony understands that. Once Caleb is gone, he scoops me into his arms and carries me up the stairs to the room he shares with Ty. Lying on Tony’s bed, sandwiched between the two of them, is not quite as fulfilling—nothing can really take the place of Caleb, as far as I’m concerned. But it is reassuring, nonetheless. It’s as if whatever organ in my body wants to fill itself with anxiety can’t quite expand all the way. My fears are muted, tamed, in the presence of two of my mates.

I lose track of the time, lying there between them. At some point I know it’s the middle of the night. Tony’s snores behind me are gruff and unselfconscious. My face is pressed against Ty’s bare chest, my lips forming to his collarbone, and I think I’ve just come out sleep.

His hand shifts down to my hip. “Hi.”

“Do you think Caleb’s back?” I whisper against him, letting him feel the shape of my words against his skin.

Ty tenses a little. We don’t do this. We never talk about Caleb when we’re like this, naked and pressed together. It’s strange enough that Tony is here with us, but at least Tony and Ty are equals. Everyone knows that Caleb is my primary relationship, my utmost loyalty. How could Ty help but feel jealous, hearing me whisper his name in the night?

But if he does feel that way, he doesn’t let on. “I think we’d know,” he says quietly. “He would have come to find us, to let us know what he’d seen out there.”

“What’s taking so long?” I agonize.

Ty doesn’t answer. He just shifts me in his arms to a more comfortable position. I try to relax into his warmth. But I can’t, not full. Pictures are coming into my head, things I don’t want to see. I close my eyes, trying to block them out, but I can’t escape them. The memory of Dan’s face, twisted with rage as he stared at Caleb in the clearing. The set of Miles’ jaw as he dragged me dispassionately down the hall and to the Hells’ Bears’ guest room. The way Luce looked at everyone as if she was bored, as if we were all entertainment put on Earth for her amusement. She doesn’t value human life. She won’t hesitate to hurt Caleb.

I shiver, and Ty wraps his arms around me more tightly. “We’re all right,” he says quietly. “No news is good news.”

“How is that true?” I ask. “If we had news, it would mean Caleb was back. News would mean he was safe. No news could still be bad.”

Ty opens his mouth—perhaps about to elaborate on how no news might be better than news, which isn’t really something I want to hear—but he’s cut off by a loud bang from downstairs. 

Tony, a light sleeper despite his snores, jolts awake. “Who’s there?”

“That’s the door,” I agree.

Ty looks confused. “It’s the middle of the night. Who would be—Jacie!”

I’m on my feet already, turning to slide away from them. “It’s Caleb. Caleb’s home.” My sock-clad feet are slipping and skidding on the wood floor, and I use my arms to propel myself through the bedroom door and into the hall.

“Jacie, wait!” Tony’s call is intense but whispered. “This isn’t right. Something’s wrong. Caleb wouldn’t be making all this noise, he’d come in quietly, he wouldn’t want to disturb us—”

I only hear two words: something’s wrong.

Something’s wrong with Caleb. He’s home from his search for Dan—God, he must have found Dan, I can’t think what else this could be—and he’s hurt. Dan hurt my Caleb. I can’t stay away. I run down the hall, descend the stairs, and race into the kitchen, even as Ty and Tony try to pull me back.

Caleb is curled over the sink, holding a towel to his bicep. I run to his side. “Caleb! Did they hurt you?”

“It’s not bad,” he says through gritted teeth, and then he turns to the door through which I just entered. “Get everyone. The whole pack. Wake them up.”

“What’s going on?” Tony asks, and I know what it costs him to do so. He’s pulling against his alpha’s order. He knows he’s going to obey in a moment. That’s the only reason he can stand to hold back.

Caleb sucks in a pained breath. “It’s not Dan.”

Ty curses and disappears without a word, off to follow orders. Tony shoots a troubled look in my direction, then retreats too.

“What do you mean?” I ask Caleb. “It’s not Dan? But who else could it be?”

Caleb meets my eyes, and in that moment my blood turns to ice. 

“There’s a pack of polar bears moving through town tonight,” he says. “Signs indicate they’ve been camped nearby for about a week.”

“Polar bears?” My lungs are sucked empty.

Caleb nods. “And they’re heading this way.”
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Chapter Thirty-One
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I’m expecting the usual spring to action that I’ve come to associate with the Hell’s Bears, but Caleb doesn’t move. I take my cue from him and keep still too, as if I’m ducked into the shadows and hiding from the threat. As if squeezing my eyes shut tightly enough could make it go away.

Above my head, I hear Caleb talking, explaining to the others what’s going on and what he saw. I’m barely listening. My mind is racing to come up with some other explanation. Because the easiest answer can’t possibly be the true one. They can’t be here in the city, can they? After all this time keeping to themselves? Why would they come now?

“Do you think it’s really them, Caleb?” Mary’s voice asks. I turn in Caleb’s arms and see concern etched in the lines of her face. “Jacie’s old pack?”

“It must be, right?” Tony says. “How many polar bears do you find living this far south? I doubt there’s another pack of that size in the Toronto area. You said it was how many?”

“Looked like six or seven,” Caleb says. 

“Well, that’s good,” Alex says, sounding as if she’s trying to force optimism into our thoughts with a crowbar. “We outnumber them.”

But Ty shakes his head. “We only outnumber them if we count her as a number.” He nods his head in my direction, and then addresses me. “Sorry, darlin’. You know I love you, but you’re not a fighter.”

Joe speaks up from his position beside the door. “You weren’t there at the fight where Caleb became alpha,” he rumbles, eyes narrowed. “Jacie can hold her own.”

“This doesn’t help, Joe,” Caleb says. “We don’t need to be fractured right now. Arguing among ourselves. Everyone try to stay focused, please.”

“If you expect me to sit here and let this new cub talk about Jacie like she’s lost in the woods—” Joe pushes off the wall, toward Caleb. I’m struck by the energy in him. He may be old, but he still has strength in him. 

“Yes, I agree, Jacie’s tougher than she looks,” Caleb says impatiently, “but these bears were big, Joe, and they’re going to be targeting her. I think we can count on that. Holding off Dan when he wasn’t expecting it is one thing, but a full pack of polar bears focused on her—”

“Do we know what their...er...goal might be?” Bill asks. “When it comes to Jacie?”

“I’m sure they want her back alive,” Caleb says. “She’s too valuable.”

“We won’t let them take her,” Tony says, a growl ripping out of his chest.

“No, of course we won’t,” Mary says. “Jacie is family.”

A shudder of relief passes through me. I knew Caleb would never let me go, and I didn’t think Tony and Ty would either, but the others? I have to admit, I wasn’t certain. Would Mary and Bill feel safer without me here? It’s my fault this threat is descending on their city. But after hearing Joe defend me so staunchly, after Mary stepping up and saying I’m part of the family, seeing Bill’s crossed arms and defiant stance, I know there’s no way any of them are going to let me go. Whatever happens now, we’re in this together.

“What do we do?” Alex directs her question toward her brother.

He opens his mouth, and for one joyous second, I truly believe he’s got the plan that’s going to save us—and then something strikes the door, loud and with tremendous force.

“Open up in there!” a voice shouts. “We know you’ve got our omega, and we’ve come to take her back!”

Nobody moves. Caleb makes shushing motions with his hands. Bill’s eyes flick toward the kitchen light, and I know what he’s thinking—we should have turned it off. But there are a lot of things we should have done. We hardly had any head start at all.

The voice comes again. “Jacie, are you in there? I know you’re in there. Open the door, Jacie.”

It’s honey-dipped this time, rich and sweet and compelling. I could fall into that voice. I could swim in it. But it’s full of sharks. I know better than to obey willingly. At first, I think I’m not going to obey at all. I’m not part of that pack. That isn’t my alpha’s voice.

Then my foot steps out, leading me forward without my consent. 

Ty sees what’s happening and dives forward, wraps his arms around me, pins me to his chest. I struggle against him. I need to get to that door, to open it. Not to do so feels like drowning. As long as the door remains closed, I can’t breathe. I’m going to be sick.

Another crash hits the door. The wood splinters and the cold night air rushes in to slap at our faces and steal the breath from our lungs. The third assault on the door sends it flying off its hinges and onto the floor.

I stare.

I haven’t seen them in so long. They look so different.

Were they always this thin? This dirty looking? This wild? Sheldon looks like he hasn’t combed his hair since he’s been alive. Aiden is the most pulled together of the group, but he’s unshaven and the mud on the cuffs of his pants looks like it’s been there for a generation.

The door is open. I cease my struggles.

Aiden regards me and grins. “Jacie.”

“Aiden.” I’m surprised to hear the bite in my own voice, the fire. Last time I faced this man, I was terrified of him.

He addresses the others. “We’re just here for the omega,” he says. “We’ve got no beef with any of the rest of you. Actually, we should thank you for taking care of her.”

“Nobody did anything for your sake,” Ty snaps. I feel his arms grow tighter around me, and it feels both possessive and protective.

“Come here, Jacie,” Aiden says, and I feel it again—that alpha tug. I’ve been living without it for so long that it somehow feels stronger against my will than it ever has before. Much stronger than Ty’s arms. I slide free and walk over to Aiden’s side.

He places two fingers under my chin, tipping my face up and forcing me to look him in the eye. “Well, you look healthy.”

Not a question. Not a command. I don’t answer.

“Let her go,” Caleb barks, his words empty of all their usual gravitas. He has no power here and he knows it. The only way he stands a chance at enforcing his will on Aiden is by making this physical. And I know he doesn’t want that. Caleb could handle any one of these people in a fight, I have no doubt of that, but we’re not all fighters. Mary isn’t, for one. If something happened to her... 

“Take it easy, now, brother,” Aiden says in a voice that’s clearly meant to pacify.

“I’m not your brother,” Caleb snarls.

“You must know she belongs to someone,” Aiden says. “Or hasn’t she told you who her alpha is? Go on, Jacie, tell him who your alpha is.”

The words crawl up out of my mouth like snakes. “You’re my alpha.”

“There, you see?” Aiden smirks and I want to sink my claws into his smug face. “She’s already got a family. We’re just here to take her back to where she belongs.”

“She belongs with us,” Caleb says, sounding tortured. “It doesn’t matter who her alpha is.”

Aiden laughs out loud. “Doesn’t matter! Of course, it matters! I’m dominant over her. Let me guess—you tried to bring her into your pack, and you couldn’t do it, am I right? You should have known it would never work, not while she belonged to someone else.”

“I’m not letting you leave with Jacie,” Caleb says. Ty steps up to his right shoulder, and Tony to his left.

Aiden doesn’t look cowed at all. “You think you could stop me? You don’t want a fight, my brother. You don’t want to see your people get hurt in the service of protecting this omega.” He says omega like it’s something filthy. He’s always said it like that, I realize suddenly. That used to be how I thought the word in my head, because that was the only way I’d ever heard it spoken. That was the way I thought it was supposed to sound.

“It’s him that doesn’t want a fight,” I say suddenly to Caleb. I turn to Aiden. “You’re not warning him against fighting with you. You’ve never done a charitable thing in your life. You’re not being sportsmanlike. You’re trying to avoid a fight because you don’t want one. Because you think you’ll lose.”

An ugly look crosses Aiden’s face. “Shut up, Jacie.”

I shut up. I’ve said what I needed to say. The words are out there, and no alpha power can force me to take them back. But a sudden, fierce rush of freedom is flooding through me, reminding me of nothing so much as that first night I broke free from this pack. Aiden may be the alpha—he may be my alpha—but I have power too.

I have the power to be brave. I can make bold choices, run away from situations that are stifling but known. I can risk my life for the hope of something better. I ran from Aiden, all those weeks ago. I was instrumental in overthrowing Dan and setting the Hell’s Bears free.

I have the power to be smart. When I realized I wasn’t under Dan’s thumb, I used my new information to leverage myself into a better, safer position in the pack. It would have been easy to just refuse the very next order he gave me for the satisfaction of seeing his anger. But I handled that wisely. And I can handle this situation wisely too. Aiden has power over me, and I’m not a good physical fighter, but nobody here wants a brawl. This is strategy, not wrestling. There are moves I can make.

And I have the power of the omega. It’s taken me all this time to realize it, but what I am—who I am—is an asset, not a liability. It gives me strength to see Caleb, Ty, and Tony, shoulder to shoulder, to know I’m tightly bound to all of them. It gives me confidence that all these people are here in this room fighting over who should get me. I have value.

“Don’t tell Jacie what to do.” Tony looks like he’s going to snap.

“Why shouldn’t I? I’m her alpha. Not that you’d know anything about leading a pack,” he sneers, and I can see he’s dismissed Tony as unimportant. “What concern is she of yours? Does your alpha let you play with his little toy when he isn’t using her?”

Ty lets out an incoherent roar. Caleb’s lips peel back from his teeth in a vicious snarl.  

Aiden raises his eyebrows. “All three of you? Really?” He turns to me. “I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it, Jacie. I always knew you were a slut, but you turned out even dirtier than I could have imagined. I was right to never let you out of the house, wasn’t I?”

Wasn’t I? It’s not an order. It’s not even a question, really—Aiden isn’t looking for an answer. But I feel my tongue loosen in my mouth, Aiden’s words giving me permission to speak freely again. It’s an unlocked door. It’s the chance to walk to the end of the path and then just keep running. It’s my escape from Aiden’s grasp. And, once again, it might be the only one I get. 

“Yes,” I say. “You were right.”

Gasps. All around the kitchen, eyes turn to me. No one—Not my family of Hell’s Bears, and certainly not Aiden’s pack—expected that answer.

“And now you’re too late,” I add, before he can stifle me again. 

It feels like no one around me is breathing. Then Aiden speaks. “Too late? What do you mean, too late?”

I meet his gaze, even though it feels like everything inside me—bones and blood, muscle and all—is shivering. “I’m pregnant.”

A long silence. I don’t dare to look at anyone around me. I can’t imagine what their faces will betray, and I don’t want to know.

“Dirty skank,” Sheldon says, his voice a snarl, and Aiden holds up a hand as if to quiet his brother. Sheldon, though, won’t be silenced. “Who’s the father? Are they all the father?”

“None of your business.” That’s Joe, speaking from behind me, and I feel the reassuring presence of my pack now, my Hell’s Bears, closing ranks around me. “She’s expecting a litter. So, the question is, do you still want her? Do you want to raise someone else’s cubs, who won’t even be a part of your line?” He steps forward a little more. Now he’s in front of me, crouching into a defensive position. “Is she still worth fighting for?”

Aiden scowls. He looks from me to my old packmates, arrayed behind him, reading their faces, searching for advice. 

“Spoiled goods,” he mutters finally, and turns toward the door.

“Be safe out there,” Caleb calls. “Snowstorm’s blowing in.”

“Oh, go to hell.”

We all press ourselves together as the Blind River bears retreat—hands on arms, hands in hands, hanging on. It’s too good to be true, too hard to believe, and yet it’s happening. They’re going away. They’re leaving us in peace.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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“So, you’re not really pregnant?” Alex asks, sounding disappointed.

“Sorry,” I say. “It was a complete lie. I’ve just known Aiden long enough to know that he wouldn’t want me if I came with someone else’s litter. Even the value of an omega couldn’t trump that for him. You saw how ragged they are, how hard they’re living. The idea of another mouth to feed was too much to stomach. And if that mouth wasn’t even part of his line, if there was no chance of producing a new alpha for his pack—”

“Which could well have been the case, if you didn’t know who the father of your litter was,” Tony says. “I haven’t got any alpha blood, I’m pretty sure.”

“I’m surprised he didn’t make you take a test or something,” Alex says.

“I don’t think it occurred to him that I could be lying,” I say. “The pack just follows him. It’s the way Luce and Miles were with Dan. They don’t stop to think about the morality of his orders, they just do what he says. I’m honestly not surprised to hear they’re killing campers.”

“Not for long, hopefully,” Bill says. “I just got off the phone with a police deputy and gave an anonymous tip. Reported the place you said you saw them lurking around, Caleb. Someone’s going down there to check it out, and hopefully they’ll be able to connect Aiden and his gang with those killings.”

“Great,” Caleb says. “Are we ready to get started then?”

I squirm in my seat. “Are we sure this is going to work? It wasn’t exactly a huge success last time.”

“The problem is that everyone else we’ve brought into this clan has been a rogue or an abandoned child,” Joe says. “You’re the only one with any kind of allegiance to a prior pack.”

“Oh, trust me, I don’t feel any allegiance toward them.”

“Which is why, I think, we’ll be able to make this work. Lay back.” 

I lie back on the same chair used for the Hell’s Bears’ tattoo ritual. Today there are no needles, there is no ink. Instead, Joe sits behind me, his fingers resting lightly on my temples. 

“Clear your mind,” he says quietly. “Let yourself drift. You’ll start to feel sleepy, and that’s okay. Allow yourself to go under, to surrender to the pull of sleep.” His fingers trace slow circles on the sides of my head. To my very great surprise, I am feeling sleepy already. Usually it takes me longer than this to fall asleep, especially under pressure...

I’m alone in a dark room. It should be frightening, but it isn’t, not really. I feel as if this was a place I feared long ago, as a child, maybe, but now it’s just confining. 

And I hear a voice, familiar and deep. “Jacie. Jacie. Jacie.”

Aiden. I would have expected to find this terrifying. His voice beats inside me, like my own heart. Even now, my mind calls out for him. My blood pulses for him.

“Jacie.”

A new voice speaks into the darkness. It’s a voice that has consoled me in the night, a voice that has spoken my name hoarsely, passionately, desperately when he thought I was in trouble. It’s Caleb, speaking over Aiden, turning my focus to him.

And it’s easy. It’s like breathing. Everything in me reaches for Caleb. My soul recognizes him as its mate. Caleb’s voice grows louder and stronger in my mind, and Aiden’s is drowned out, until eventually I can’t hear the commands of my old alpha at all anymore.

––––––––
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“JACIE. WAKE UP.”

I open my eyes obediently. Caleb is standing over me, brow furrowed, concerned. “Did it work?”

“Give her an order,” Joe says.

“Kiss me.” 

I do, leaping off the chair and into his arms, kissing him so enthusiastically that Alex bursts out laughing. “That wasn’t a real test,” she scolds her brother. “She was absolutely going to do that no matter what you said.”

“But I feel it,” I say, and it’s true. It’s not just the pull of Caleb’s imprint anymore. There’s another tie, one that runs the other way—not from him to me, but from me to him. Alpha to omega, omega to alpha, we are finally bound as equals, and I am finally a real part of a family. And the best part is that it’s a family I love, a family I chose for myself.

I kiss my new alpha again and don’t stop for a very long time.




Epilogue

Caleb and I exchange vows in the middle of the woods, surrounded by our family. It’s strange to stand and marry someone flanked on either side by my other lovers, but the smiles on their faces are so wide and unrestrained that I can’t really question my choice. This is so obviously what they want—for me, for Caleb, for the whole pack. 

Alex is my maid of honor. She looks beautiful in a shimmery blue/indigo dress, paid for after weeks of saving the tips she earns at the restaurant. “Don’t worry about it,” she laughed when I gasped at the price tag. “How many times am I going to get to see my brother get married? Besides, I plan to get plenty of use out of this thing.”

“You do?”

“There’s a guy who comes into the restaurant every weekday morning and sets up his computer at the counter,” she confessed, giving me a sly grin. “Super cute. I’m thinking of asking him out.”

“Another bear in town?” I couldn’t hide my nervousness. “Are you sure it’s a good idea? We need to be really wary about trusting bears outside the family.”

“Hey,” Tony objected, coming up behind me. “What’s wrong with outsiders coming into the family?”

“Nothing, sometimes,” I said, exasperated. “That’s how I got here too, remember? But after the trouble we just had with the Blind River Pack, don’t you think it’s better to lie low for a while?”

“You don’t have to worry about it anyway,” Alex interrupted us. “He’s not a bear.”

“Not a bear?” Tony asked. “What is he, then? If you tell me he’s a wolf I’m going to tell Caleb and have him lock you down,” he adds playfully.

Alex rolled her eyes. “Of course, he isn’t a wolf. He’s a human.”

“Just a regular human?” I asked.

“I’m a beta,” she reminded me. “If anyone’s compatible with garden variety humans, it’s me.”

“But your kids—”

“Oh my God, Jacie, I’m talking about a steak dinner and sex, not til death do us part. I swear, ever since my brother imprinted on you it’s like you think the world is carpeted in rose petals.” She said this with a gentle jab to the ribs, letting me know it was well-intentioned. “Just because I’m not an omega doesn’t mean I don’t need to get laid too. Besides, Brian is hot.”

“It has a name?” Tony asked, raising his eyebrows.

“Don’t be a jerk.”

“Sorry. Older brother’s privilege. Maybe I’ll even tell him he has to beat me in an arm-wrestling match if he wants to date you.”

“Oh, I hope you do try something like that,” Alex snapped. “Believe me, you would end up wrestling me, not him.”

“You think you could take me?” Tony taunted.

And suddenly they were tussling, rolling over and over each other in the den. I reached for my soda, sipping it as I watched, highly entertained, and glad, above all, that Alex hadn’t yet put on her new dress to model it for me.

***
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THE WEDDING CEREMONY seems to move very quickly. I’m in the tiny copse of trees that Mary and Alex transformed into my dressing room, and they’re helping me into my dress—a simple A-line, smooth satin, with a V-neck and slender straps. Mary wraps my hair up intricately and pins it into place on top of my head, then secures my veil on top of everything. Alex squats in front of me, tongue between her lips, carefully dabbing makeup onto my face. I sit like a statue, trying not to move a muscle until I’m given the green light to do so.

Then Alex and Mary are gone, getting into place for the ceremony. There’s what feels like a long time, but is probably only a few minutes, when I’m on my own. I want my men in that moment. I want the lively distraction that Ty gives me. I want the way Tony pushes me out of my comfort zone and somehow makes me still feel safe. And I want Caleb, my missing other half, who I know is waiting for me in the clearing. It takes all I have in me to keep myself from running to him.

After what feels like forever, Joe arrives for me. “Well, don’t you look lovely,” he says, taking my hand and helping me to my feet. “Doing this barefoot, are we?”
“Yeah.” It feels right, somehow, being barefoot in the woods. It feels more natural. My bear self relaxes and rises to the surface and I feel like I am wholly myself. It’s also nice not to have to worry about mud on expensive shoes, of course.

Joe takes my arm and walks me carefully through the forest. Music is coming from somewhere. The trees arch above me, as if nature has grown its own special canopy for me. I feel celebrated, special, beautiful.

And then I round a corner and see Caleb waiting for me.

Intellectually, I know that I wasted years of my life feeling unlovable. I know that Aiden convinced me there was nothing good about me except the way in which my body could be used. His control tactics were cruel and damaging and for years—for decades—I believed the things that pack told me about myself. But looking at Caleb now, I can’t even remember those feelings. They’re so far away from me, I might have imagined them.

The look in his eyes is pure love. I thought he might be impressed with my dress and my hairstyle, but he’s looking at me exactly the way he does when we’re alone in our bedroom, naked, without any secrets or artifice between us. The expression on his face in those moments is nothing short of adoration, and he looks the same way now.

How could I have thought no one would ever love me? How did I go from being that woman to this one, walking down this aisle on the arm of a father figure toward a man who looks at me with that much love?

Ty and Tony are groomsmen, and they do react to the way I’m dressed—I recognize the desire on both of their faces. Neither of them will make a move today—it’s my wedding day, after all, and I am Caleb’s tonight—but I can tell they’re thinking about it. I draw energy from their desire. I feel sexier, more powerful. I will have more to give to Caleb—and then it occurs to me that I always have more to give to whomever I’m with because of how wanted I am made to feel all the time by the men who have imprinted on me. Having more is truly a good thing for everyone involved.

We reach the end of the aisle. Joe hands me off to Caleb, and it’s all I can do not to throw back my veil and kiss him right then and there. “Hi,” I say softly.

“We made it,” he says, his hands finding mine.

We don’t let go of each other, even for a moment, as Mary takes us through our vows. I’m not even really conscious of what she’s saying, of what I’m repeating back to her. All I know is that the words are binding me to Caleb, tying us together in the only remaining way. We’re already connected so deeply, so unshakably. Alpha and omega. Imprint and mark. Husband and wife.

And when Mary pronounces us, the kiss we share is so deep and so passionate that it almost feels as if we’re fusing together as one. In a lot of ways, in all the ways that really matter, we are. Caleb and I will never be apart again.

***
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I DON’T TELL HIM UNTIL after the ceremony, after the reception has died down and the revelers in the woods have returned to the house to sleep off the excessive champagne. Caleb and I are sleeping here, under the stars, in the same clearing where we married just a few hours ago. We don’t bother to pitch a tent, but we unroll a sleeping mat and lay out blankets.

Caleb pulls me into his arms. “That’s Sagittarius,” he says. “The healer.”

“No, it isn’t,” I say.

He glances at me. “No?”

“First of all,” I say, “Sagittarius is the archer, not the healer. And secondly, you’re pointing at Ursa Major.”

“The dog star?”

“That’s Sirius. What kind of bear are you?”

“The kind who isn’t an astrologer.” He kisses my cheek. “That’s what I married you for.”

“Oh, that’s why you married me? Astrology?”

“Complementary skill sets.”

I nestle into him. “Ursa Major is the Great Bear. See, those are the feet, and there’s the head—”

“It looks like me,” Caleb says. “Don’t you think?”

“Sure, you could be brothers.”

His laugh is deep and booming. “I wish we could do this every night. Sleep out here, under the stars, just the two of us...if I weren’t the alpha, I’d say we should think about getting our own place for a few years. Just for nighttime use, I mean.”

“Completely impractical. There’s no way we could afford it, for one thing.”

“I know, I know.”

“Caleb,” I say, “there’s something I need to talk to you about. I just found out this morning, but I didn’t want to tell you right before the ceremony.”

He’s instantly on the alert. “What’s wrong? Are you okay? You aren’t sick, are you?”

“No, no, I’m fine. I mean, to be honest, I am a little under the weather, but it isn’t anything to worry about.”

His hand finds my forehead. “You don’t feel warm. But we shouldn’t sleep outside if you’re sick, Jacie. Maybe we should get back to the house—”

“Stop, Caleb,” I interrupt. “I’m not sick.”

“It’s not those bears from your old pack, is it?” he asks. “Did they contact you again? I swear, I’ll kill them—”
“Caleb!”

He stops, takes me in.

“This isn’t bad news, okay?” I say. Almost instantly, I doubt myself. “I mean, I hope it isn’t. I think it’s good news, and I’m really hoping you feel the same way—”

“You’re scaring the hell out of me, Jacie.”

I take a deep, steadying breath. “I’m pregnant.”

Caleb’s eyes go wide. “You are?”

“I imagine it’s some mix of the three of you,” I say. “But I feel certain about you, Caleb. There are definitely cubs of yours in this litter.”

He closes his eyes and exhales. “I’m going to be a father?”

“And our clan’s going to grow.” I feel so fulfilled in this moment, and so proud of my role as a member of the Hell’s Bears. I’m the mother of the new generation. I’m the reason my alpha’s line will continue. 

“Do the others know yet?” Caleb asks. 

“Not yet. I wanted to tell you first. I’ll talk to Tony and Ty tomorrow, when we get back, and then we can tell the rest of the family.”

“Are you happy?”

“I’m so happy. I’m so excited. Are you?”

“I’ve never been happier,” he whispers. “Jacie, this is the best wedding gift you could have given me.”

And we’re in each other’s arms, skin on skin, hands and lips finding the places we know as well as our own bodies. Being with Caleb is a homecoming, a return to the deepest, safest parts of my own soul. As I wrap myself around him, all my stress and anxiety melts away. The world is a perfect blue place, and my family is happy and safe and about to grow, thanks to me. I couldn’t possibly want for anything more.
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All my life, I’ve felt I should be stronger. All my life, I’ve felt I should be powerful. But all my life, I’ve been nothing.

This isn’t even my motorcycle. I don’t have a bike of my own. I always rode on the back of someone else’s. I got used to the feeling of wrapping my arms around a thick waist as the wind whipped my hair back from my neck. I got used to squeezing the sides of the bike seat with my thighs and pressing my face into the person in front of me—Berto, usually—to keep my cheeks warm.

Most of all, I got used to the feeling of being a passenger. Of not being in control of where we were going or even whether we stayed upright. 

That isn’t the case tonight. 

I don’t think the fact that I’m an omega was a surprise to anyone. It certainly wasn’t to me. Even when I was a small child, I was quiet, submissive, tame. A follower. Always at the back of the pack. From the moment I was old enough to understand what an omega was, I saw myself in the description. Not that it mattered very much in our clan. Everyone was kind and respectful. No one treated me like I had any less worth. And because no one ever imprinted on me, I was able to live like the betas most of the time.

But what’s happened now is wrong. This is not what’s supposed to happen. When a clan is wiped out, it’s not supposed to be an omega who’s left alive; alone to face the world. That isn’t supposed to happen. We’re not equipped for this. It’s too dangerous. It’s too terrifying.

I can’t believe the clan is gone. Everyone is gone. Berto, Sam, Manny, Val, Dani...they were my best friends, and we thought we’d be together forever. And everybody else too. Leo, our alpha, who managed the clan carefully and fairly. Alessa, Leo’s mate and wife, who was as good as a mother to the rest of us. They were my family. They were all I had in the world.

My life as an omega could have been terrifying. It could have been horrible, abusive, and violent. But I’ve been one of the lucky ones. I’ve been part of a clan that loved me.

Now, that’s gone.

So, I’m ripping North as fast as I can on the motorcycle that used to belong to Berto. He won’t be needing it anymore. I’ll never ride passenger on the back of this bike with my arms around Berto’s waist again. The wolves have seen to that.

It shouldn’t have happened. I should have been stronger. 

Being a shifter is a powerful thing, even if I am an omega. I shifted, for the first time, at the age of twelve, but I knew it was coming long before then. My parents were both shifters, and I’d grown up seeing them in bear form. Back then, my father was the leader of the clan, but when he and Mom died in a car accident two weeks after my seventeenth birthday, Leo took over. From that day on, he treated me like a daughter. I feel awful that, when the wolves came, I wasn’t able to protect him. Now, he’s gone too. Everyone I love is gone.

I pull in at a gas station to pick up some food before I stop for the night. Going in here alone is nerve wracking. I’ve done my best to disguise myself, covering up the tattoo that all members of our clan got, and I’m not in heat, so there’s no doubt, being out alone is safer for me right now than it could be. But I’m still all alone in an unfamiliar place. I’m lightweight, slightly built. And I’ve never been taught how to fight or defend myself. It was always the job of the rest of the clan to fight for me, and for each other. I had other responsibilities.

The bell over the door rings as I step in, and the woman behind the counter looks up. I feel better. It’s a woman. There’s security in that. I load up my arms with bottles of water and granola bars, and take them to the counter to pay.

She rings me up, trying not to be obvious about the fact that she’s looking me up and down, but I notice. “What’s your name, hon?” she asks as she puts my purchases in a bag.

“Camile. Cami.” Immediately, I could kick myself. Why did I tell her? I should have lied, but that’s another thing I’ve never learned how to do.

“You out here all alone tonight, Cami?”

“My dad’s waiting at the hotel,” I mumble. Maybe she’s just trying to be helpful, but I can’t take the chance.

She looks at me for a long time. I’m sure she knows I’m lying. She doesn’t call me on it, though. “Twenty-two dollars and thirty-seven cents.”

I hand over the money—all cash, all taken from the wallets of my clan. I didn’t like doing it, but if I hadn’t, someone else would have. And I can’t afford to be traceable right now. The wolves must know I’m still alive. I’m sure they’re already out looking for me. 

I take the bag of supplies and head out of the store, looking over my shoulder with every step, in case I’m being followed. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to walk around without worrying that I’m being followed again. Just in case the woman at the gas station took note of me, I drive past two exits on the highway before pulling off at a motel. I’m taking another risk by stopping for the night and I know it, but I also know that I can’t drive all the way from Montana to Alaska without any sleep. I’ll get a few hours and leave early in the morning. That should be fine.

Checking into the motel goes without a hitch. I lock the door to my room and throw the deadbolt, then draw the curtains across the window that faces out onto the street. I have to take every precaution. I wish I could afford to stay somewhere a little nicer, but because all I have is the cash I took from my clan’s wallets, I’m on a tight budget. I need to make this money last as long as I can.

Not that the room is horrible, exactly. It’s warm, at least, and there’s a bathroom with plumbing that works, and little motel shampoo bottles and soaps, so I can clean myself up from the road. There’s even a TV, although I can’t imagine wanting to watch anything right now. It would relax me, but I don’t want to relax. I want to be sharp.

There’s something uncomfortable about this place, all the same. The carpet is damp in places—I learn quickly where the trouble spots are and how to sidestep them. The blanket on the bed is thin and stiff, and I know it will be uncomfortable to sleep under. The pillows are flat. And I’m not confident the water glasses in the bathroom have been changed since the last tenant checked out. But that’s all right. It’s one night. I don’t have to use them.

There are worse things out there.

The thing is, the wolves are almost definitely following me. 

Inter-clan rivalries are decades old, and I’ve been warned against wolf shifters all my life. But once we knew for sure that I was an omega, the caution ratcheted up to a whole new level. I never understood why, though, until a week ago. Other bears would want me, of course, but what was it about me that drove the wolves wild? I assumed they were just trying to prevent the clan from growing, knowing that, if anyone imprinted on me, I would be able to produce a litter and swell our numbers.

But last week, Leo came home in a state of high anxiety and told us what he’d learned. “They’re trying to cross-breed,” he said, pacing back and forth in front of us, his hands rubbing at the sides of his jeans the way they did when he was under pressure. “They want Cami, so they can breed with her.”

Of course, everyone was outraged, but I was terrified. Berto stayed up all night with me, calming me, assuring me that nothing like that would happen as long as he was alive.

They’ll know I wasn’t there when they slaughtered my clan. They’ll know they missed me. And they won’t have given up on their plan. But now, I have no one to protect me. I’m alone in the world, and I have no ability to fight them off. Running is the only option left.

I have to hope I got away quickly enough that they lost the trail. I have to hope that if they are following me, they won’t pick up on signs, like Berto’s bike, which I did my best to conceal by parking it behind the motel instead of where it could be seen from the street. But my odds of getting out of this are feeling pretty low. 

I bathe quickly over the sink, using soap and a washcloth, mostly because I’m afraid to get in the shower. My hearing is sharp, and I’ll know, right away, if anyone makes noise outside the room, but if I’m in the shower, that will muffle any noise there might be. I can’t take the risk. Once clean, I gather up my clothes from the day, place them in the motel garbage can, pull out the bag, and tie it in a knot. I stuff the bag of dirty laundry down to the bottom of my backpack. I’ll have to wait until everything I own is dirty before I can consider spending money on laundry.

I want to leave the lights on, but I know I can’t. I can’t give anyone driving by any reason to notice or think twice about my motel room. As soon as I flick the switch and turn them off, though, the room becomes ten times more ominous. I feel shaky and afraid. I make my way slowly from the wall over to the bed and crawl in, my eyes darting from corner to corner. There are no wolves in here. I would smell them if there were. But I can’t shake the specter from my mind. 

I have to sleep but sleep eludes me. When I close my eyes, I see the big old three-story house that was our den. I relive the moment I walked inside after my evening run. I was only allowed to run in the woods behind our house. That was the only place it was safe to go alone. As long as I was there, I was protected, because no one could get by my clan.

I knew, as soon as I walked into the house, that something was wrong. I smelled it. Wolf and something worse. And then I saw the bodies, piled in the living room. Leo, Manny, Val, Alessa, Dani, Sam...and Berto....

They were my brothers and sisters. My mother and father. 

I wanted to stay. I wanted to give in to the horror, to fall to the floor and scream with the pain. But the wolves would already be in the forest looking for me. It was sheer luck that I’d made it back without running into them. I had to go. I had to go quickly. So, I ran to my room and threw a few things in a bag, forcing myself not to feel the overwhelming emotions inside. I took the keys to Berto’s bike. I ran. I’ve been running ever since.

Now, finally lying still, the emotions catch up to me and crash down over me, and with thoughts of my lost clan battering against my mind and my heart, I cry myself to sleep.
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Retired man eater, I’ve dated them all! Now I get to weave the former men in my life into shifters and vampires.



And I did once have a thing with three brothers!!! 

Check out my freebie here: Brother’s Wolf
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