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    …regarding book one: This isa complete story regarding the alpha couple that ends very happily for now. However, book one will be a setup to the entire series. I didn’t want to throw the kitchen sink into the first story and dump tons of information. This book is about a family of brothers and each one has a story that intertwines with the other’s lives. Pieces regarding their family and/or greater details may come out more in book two or three. So please sit back and enjoy. Good things come to those who wait.?? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    ‘Dying is a doorway to another life.  
 
    He lives today, he’ll die tomorrow. And, he shall live again.  
 
    In many forms shall he return when I need him.  
 
    All my children will again live in harmony and love.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mother’s Resurrection Prayer 
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    “I’m sorry to disturb you Alpha, but unfortunately, this can’t wait.” Justice lifted his head when his brother and first beta, Alek, came through the door and went straight for the remote control to turn on the television in the den of cabin where he was staying.  
 
    If you look behind me, you can see all the mayhem and chaos. It’s a nightmare. Shifters and vampires fighting in the middle of the street. Pedestrians are afraid to walk through here to get to their residences. Businesses are closing early out of fear.  
 
    Justice rubbed his hand across his forehead while he listened to the news anchorwoman over-dramatize the events. The recording was on a loop. There were five wolves and three vampires posturing behind her. Between the way the vampires moved with lightning fast speed and the intimidating growls of the wolves, it was understandable humans would be frightened. 
 
    “When was this?” Justice asked. 
 
    “Last night. The wolves are still in holding cells in Carson City.” 
 
    “Send a few pack leaders to get them, please.” Justice kept his anger to himself. It was a rancid odor no shifter liked to smell. When his brother didn’t respond, Justice looked up from his desk. His brother was almost as tall as him at six feet two. Justice’s hair wasn’t as curly as his brother’s and his eyes were an astonishing shade of arctic blue, while Alek’s eyes were a shade paler. A trait passed down from the original pack of Siberian wolves they were descended from. His brother looked uncomfortable. “Spit it out, Alek.” 
 
    “The governor of Nevada is requesting to see you personally. He won’t release the shifters to anyone else.” Alek rolled his eyes. “I tried to reason with the man, but he’s being a bit difficult. I told him you were extremely busy, Alpha.” 
 
    “This is crazy. I can’t go to Nevada right now. I’m still working with the Secretary of State on getting them to approve our new registration system.” 
 
    “It looks like we have no choice. The mayor is threatening to get the National Guard involved.” Alek shook his head sadly when Justice’s head shot up in surprise.  
 
    “The National Guard? Alek?” Justice lifted his nose and scented. His brother wasn’t being dishonest, but he wasn’t telling him the whole truth, either.  
 
    Alek sighed, knowing he was busted, and opened a thick manila envelope that Justice had paid little attention to. “This is the print-out of attacks and incidents involving shifters and vampires reported in Nevada in just the last eight months.”  
 
    Justice growled, making his brother struggle against his energy. His brothers Alek, Macauley, and Taleb were all very strong alphas, but none held an ounce of the power that Justice had. He was careful to lock down his strength when he was around other shifters. Especially alphas. It could make their wolves anxious to feel pushed. Justice took a calming breath.  
 
    “All of that happened in only eight months? Why didn’t I know about this?” Justice stood to his full height.  
 
    “I put one of the pack leaders in charge of Nevada and—” 
 
    Justice cut his brother off. “Never mind, I just called a meeting.” Justice was able to communicate with all the shifters telepathically. Some were a bit rebellious and would put up blockers or have witches cast spells to protect their thoughts, but if Justice really wanted to exert his full power, none of those things would keep him out. “We need to get this resolved. If it gets reported to the National Guard that I have lost control of the shifters, then the government will try to take them from me. Lock them in cages for years for even the slightest infraction.” 
 
    “This could start a war, Alpha,” his brother said seriously.  
 
    There was no way they could face another war. It’d been over two hundred years since the last one. It was still used as a teaching tool on what not to do. Whether between shifters, vampires or humans, if they fought, the casualties would be too great on all sides for any species to call it a victory.  
 
    “But you want to meet now, when we’re here visiting on another pack’s land? We should not talk politics here, Justice.” His brother continued to voice his concerns as a couple members of his pack came into the room.  
 
    “They’re far enough away and enjoying the celebration too much to hear us. Justice raised his nose and took a couple deep inhales. He smelled no one around except the ones he’d summoned – his immediate circle.  
 
    Justice pointed to the long conference table next to the patio door and gestured for his pack to take a seat. Justice sat at the head, letting his large frame sink down in the chair. The accommodations while he was visiting the Black Mountain Pack had been top of the line. He was used to packs going out of their way to receive him when he visited. Either for business or pleasure. He refused to stay in hotels. There was no way that his wolf would handle that. He had to be free to shift and roam. He also couldn’t connect with his wolves if he was in the city, twelve stories up.  
 
    He and his pack were staying in a newly renovated building their hosts used for guests and as a recreation center for the pups. It smelled like a good pack. That’s why Justice was there. To congratulate the Black Mountain alpha on obtaining an associate’s degree in architecture from the College of the Sequoias.  
 
    It was a major accomplishment for a shifter to even attend and complete public grade school, let alone graduate from a college. Justice was one of very few wolves that had a master’s degree. He and his pack had implemented education programs and scholarships all over the country for shifters who wanted to continue with schooling. Many of the older wolves and those on the shifter council didn’t like this kind of change; they still preferred the pups to be homeschooled or taught only by shifters until maturity and then taught a trade to strengthen the pack.  
 
    The fact of the matter was, times were changing and packs had to keep up or they were going to get run over or run off. Educating shifters gave them the tools they needed to bring back and help bolster the pack. Shifters still lived off the land. There were a few wolves that chose to live in the city or burbs surrounded by finery and things that operated at the touch of a button. They were called lazy wolves.  
 
    “Is everything okay, Alpha?” his sister, Farica, asked him. She eyed him cautiously and quickly pushed positive emotions in his direction. Justice released a soothing breath. His sister was an enigma to most. She was an alpha, but her name meant tranquil leader so she didn’t flex her position. She sat down fourth, before all the pack leaders. His three brothers, his betas, sat before her. Justice’s security taking up position around the room.  
 
    “I know this was supposed to be a pleasure trip, the kind that are few and far between for us, but I’m afraid we will have to cut this one short.” Justice ran his hand over his jet-black, wavy hair. “I’ve just got word that there was a damaging disturbance in Nevada. While it wasn’t catastrophic, this is the one that broke the camel’s back. The governor has had it with wild shifters and temperamental vampires.” 
 
    “Josiah was on Nevada’s case?” The third oldest brother, Mac, said, his deep voice resounding around the huge room. “Speak up.” 
 
    A man standing close to the door with a yellow legal pad in his hand slowly stepped forward. The stench of fear rolled off him. Justice needed a few of the members allowed in his personal pack to be a functional administrative pack as well as wolf warriors. As the leader of all the shifters in the United States, Alpha of the Alphas, he had to have capable wolves to help him keep track of and control over one hundred and fifty thousand shifters.  
 
    Justice was one of the youngest Alpha Zeniths in history. When his mother was killed by hunters, his father had resigned early to live his days alone without his mate. Justice had no choice as oldest male in the original pack – descendant of the first Dawn-wolf – to take his official title.  
 
    “Alpha.” Josiah addressed Justice’s brother by his birth-earned title. “I’ve been there and disciplined several wolves myself. Carson City has one of the heaviest populations of shifters and vampires. I tried to—” 
 
     “Why do you have to get involved personally?” Their sister leaned forward, her body language showing her concern but her face as beautiful and serene as always. “You don’t handle infractions. They wouldn’t ask the President of the United States to come handle a few rowdy criminals.” 
 
    Justice crossed his arms over his chest as he walked around the large conference table, lightly touching each of them as he passed. His touch was an extreme comfort to any wolf. “True. But this governor is well aware of shifter/human politics. He knows I’m working hard to keep the government from demanding national shifter registries or regulating our population. We can’t let the humans build shifter prisons. But I can’t battle the laws of their land when our shifters keep breaking them with no consequence.” 
 
    “You’ve done your best to negotiate and compromise, Justice.” Another one of his pack leaders spoke up. “You’ve built five shifter prisons with shifter funds. Funds that were taken away from schools and the building program Farica worked on for months.” 
 
    “I know you made a tough decision, Justice, to delay that program. You had no choice. If you hadn’t built the prisons, then the humans would’ve. No wolf should be confined to a cage the size of a kennel. They shouldn’t be allowed to shift and run only on the full moon like we live in some sort of Werewolf in Paris movie. Shifters need to shift and run regularly, some even daily.”  
 
    His sister’s words were emotive and full of truth. Justice did hate postponing her program, which would’ve provided shelter for lone wolves that were kicked out of their pack or had run away from abusive alphas. That had not left Justice with any positive points remaining with the shifter council or packs across the country. He wished his shifters would understand that everything he did, he did for them. It wasn’t easy battling those crooked officials in the state’s capitol. They felt they ruled the world. But Justice knew the law. His master’s in constitutional law from William and Mary had served him and his packs well.  
 
    He filed all the necessary injunctions, motions, affidavits, petitions and every other legal document he could think of to stop the government from railroading them. The world had known about shifters and vampires for almost ten years now. Things started off rather amicably. Not too many protests from the humans, and law enforcement was content that crime levels didn’t spike due to prejudices. They didn’t become hunted. Shifters were already used to staying hidden and keeping to themselves, and vampires were the usual elusive bastards they always were. Kind of an out of sight, out of mind thing for the humans.   
 
    Like all things. Life evolved. Shifters got brave – especially the teenagers – and ventured out into the cities and clubs. Flexing their muscles and showing off their advanced abilities. For the most part, as long as the shifters weren’t aggressive and didn’t freak humans out by shifting in public, then humans relaxed and everyone got along. There were even a few reported instances of shifters making rescues and saving lives. Of course, the wolves could do nothing without the vampires rising up and trying to outshine them. Hence their bite. The humans discovered it and the nation went insane. Not only did a vampire’s bite – the elixir in their fangs – feel so good it could make an impotent man orgasm on the spot, but some could even heal an illness with their bite, so Justice had heard. 
 
    Life was good back then, and Justice’s father’s job was not difficult. Packs thrived and were happy. His father would show up to functions, ceremonial celebrations, and visit packs for support. There wasn’t the constant problem-solving Justice had to deal with. His mother said it’s why she named him truthful and powerful ruler. That he’d one day have great tasks to complete and thousands would lean on him. “Fate has a way of working things out,” she’d always say.  
 
    As more years passed and more vampires came from overseas, the natural rivalry between shifter and vampire flared like dying embers catching a gust of oxygen and raging back to existence. No matter how often he’d sent his enforcers and pack leaders out to police the rowdy bunches that disturbed the streets, it still seemed to be getting out of hand. There’d been incidents of innocents getting caught in the crossfire, businesses suffering or being targeted for refusing to serve customers they thought were shifter or vampire. Once the hate and bigotry start, history indicates, an uprising usually follows. Justice couldn’t allow that. The shifters that were causing trouble needed to be dealt with swiftly, so more didn’t follow their pattern of behavior.  
 
    “We’re going to go to Nevada and have sit-downs with their officials. Let’s see if we can cool their tempers. We don’t want the Guard involved, which is completely unnecessary.” 
 
    “AZ.” Using Justice’s nickname, the pack leader responsible for Nevada spoke up, but the look on his face said he really didn’t want to have to say this. “The shifters that were arrested… two of them tried to resist arrest.” 
 
    “What?” Justice gasped. This couldn’t be good. He looked at the faces in the shifters’ mugshots spread across the gleaming mahogany table in front of his seat. They looked young and afraid.  
 
    “Yes. And an officer was killed when the wolf shifted to get out of the handcuffs.” 
 
    “Oh no.” Justice dropped back down in his chair. This was terrible. A weaker, less powerful human. Vulnerable to their strengths. An officer of the law, killed in the line of duty… by a shifter. Because of a frivolous feud with vampires. No wonder the Governor was requesting him personally. The people wanted answers… they wanted justice.  
 
    “This wasn’t in the report I got,” Alek growled, sitting next to Justice. “We were not informed of any deaths.” 
 
    “It just came in. The officer died of his injuries two hours ago. The state has charged all six shifters with first-degree murder, malicious wounding, assault with intent and about five other charges against an officer of the law.” The man closed his folder. “I understand if I’m removed from this case, Alpha.” 
 
    Justice didn’t want to get back up; his heart was heavy for the cop who’d died. Had he had a family? Oh, dear Mother? What’s happening? Justice’s emotions were jumbled and he felt empathy like no one else because of who he was. His chest hurt for the dead cop and his wolf wanted to console its pack. Justice could sense the discord in his reprimanded pack member. Could feel the young man’s genuine sorrow and disappointment in himself for dropping the ball and directly affecting his alphas. His wolf was cowering inside him. Justice walked up to the young man and crowded in close to him. He didn’t scent him with his face – that was too intimate – instead he used the back of his hand and brushed it gently across the man’s scruffy cheek, causing him to cast his eyes down and tilt his neck for more. Justice comforted the man’s wolf until it was satisfied his alpha wasn’t upset with him.  
 
    “Brother. I don’t think they are going to release the wolves to you. This is the first time any law enforcement agency has officially charged one of our kind. Our shifters have never been in their penal systems. How are they even processing them? Will they have official criminal records? They sent us mugshots. What do you think this means?” Alek asked Justice.  
 
    Justice’s youngest, but not smallest brother, Taleb, finally gave his input after listening carefully. He was named after a seeker. He was an intellectual with a bachelor’s in philosophy. “This is new territory we have to explore expeditiously. We’ll have to get there and get our answers. We’re learning nothing sitting here asking each other questions.” He looked back at a couple of Justice’s assistants standing a few feet from his chair. “Make the arrangements immediately. See if there are any packs that can house us. Check with Mikel, the Humboldt pack alpha first.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” One of them nodded in answer.  
 
    “I’ll need to have a conference call with the council as well. I’d like to get their advice on this.” Justice looked around at his small pack.  
 
    “They hardly agree with your suggestions, Justice. Their ways are so archaic. If we keep it up, the humans will have control over us in no time. Everyone will blame you, Justice, even though the council keeps trying to tie your hands,” Alek said sternly. Talking about the council was dangerous. Nosy ears and gossipers would love to have that piece of juiciness to report.  
 
    “I’m not going to let them take us over. I’ll file motions to have the shifters released to my custody. I’ll escort them to the shifter restraint facilities personally,” Justice declared. 
 
    “They think our jails are a joke, Justice,” Alek said.  
 
    “Why, because there are no metal cells, or because the shifter isn’t in a six by eight concrete room? They hate our correctional system because our offenders don’t have to stay in isolation for 20 years to life. That’s torture to a shifter. The humans don’t torture their prisoners, why should we torture ours? A human can stay behind bars for fifty years and not go insane… or so they think,” Farica said gently, but her words were true and influential.  
 
    “They want you to keep rogue wolves incarcerated longer, Justice. Six months is a slap on the wrist in the human correctional system,” Taleb said, as he steepled his fingers while in thought. “You’ve already explained in your petition to the Supreme Court that shifters are too tactile to be kept away from companionship for years. It increases the risk of them turning feral. We don’t even want to think about feral wolves coming back into existence. Fact of the matter is, Justice, you’re going to have to set a hard example now. You are one of the most compassionate and understanding Alpha Zeniths ever to lead, but you’ll have to exert your power sometime, brother.” 
 
    Justice nodded. His brother was right. All the demanding work he and his pack had done to protect the wolves of this country; he would not let a few disobedient ones condemn their entire population.  
 
    “Brother, what if the shifters that are in police custody cause more problems? What if they try to escape and hurt more people?” Farica asked, her baby blue eyes scanning all her brothers for answers.  
 
    Justice raised one hand and closed his eyes. No one spoke. He could feel the room around him shrink from his mind while he concentrated on six particular shifters. He was connected to all of them, but hopefully they weren’t trying to block him. He gave his shifters free reign over their thoughts. If they didn’t want Justice in, he wasn’t a tyrant, he didn’t force his way in. Justice finally reached their minds. They were so afraid, all of them. They needed structure, regulation and guidance. They needed an Alpha. Justice reached out to his wolves.  
 
    “I’m coming. Behave until I arrive.”  
 
    He could feel more than hear their surprised gasps and fearful reactions. Justice released a breath and opened his eyes. “They’ll behave. Alek, please request the Black Mountain Alpha’s presence. I’ll let him know myself that we have to leave due to unforeseen circumstances.” 
 
    “This pack has been nothing but hospitable these past two days; perhaps we can have a short run with them before we get on the road. I’m sure the pack would appreciate a run with you. We came to congratulate them, not put a damper on their celebration.” Alek was already walking towards the door. “While your pack is preparing the vehicles for transport you can stretch your wolf.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Justice rumbled and stood to see everyone out of the large room. His pack was thirty strong now. Only his most trusted family and confidants could join. It was a hardworking pack and they all had important jobs to do. His three brothers and his sister were his councilors. The rest were pack leaders, enforcers, and support staff. He didn’t always travel with his entire pack, but he concentrated better when he had them close.  
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    Justice felt a young pup nip at his tail while he ran with the Black Mountain pack, and most of his own, through the thick forests of Black Mountain Grove. It was beautiful. The blazing southern-central California sun had set a couple hours before, leaving the forest floor firm and warm under his large paws. His wolf was huge compared to the others and the young pups seemed to be getting a kick out of Justice and his brothers. As descendants of the first wolves, the Siberians. That meant they were larger, and their features differed – they were more exotic – from the wolves that had evolved in the States.  
 
    Justice bumped the young pup with his hindquarters, sending him sliding along the forest floor happily before yipping playfully, bounding back to his paws and running, panting in an effort to catch back up to Justice. A few young wolves had playfully tried to knock him over but none were successful. It’d turned into quite an entertaining game for them. Most of the pups had dirt, grass, and twigs sticking out all over their fur. Justice’s underbelly was still pristine white. He was enjoying himself. It wasn’t often he got to run with a pack as large as Black Mountain’s. They were a united pack, having survived wildfires, land poachers and a few lone wolf attacks. Alpha Jansen had done well, keeping his pack prosperous, and Justice had come to acknowledge him on a job well done. Not many alphas took such pride in their position. Some still fed off power and fear, using intimidation to control their packs. That’s why they were having all the problems in their society now. Faulty leadership. It used to be only humans and vampires he had to worry about, now Justice had to worry about alphas running off their pack members, forcing them onto the streets where they could easily find trouble. Without the supervision and security of a pack, a wolf would lose their direction first, then their humanity would slowly disappear. 
 
    They were almost to the peak of the mountain. The air was slightly cooler up higher, but it was still California in September. Justice took his position up front and led the pack the last couple miles to the summit. Justice howled, vocalizing his own personal call, bending his head back further to elevate the pitch. A sound that could be heard for miles around. He communicated a lot of feelings with his howl. This pack was favored by him. Joyous, answering howls went up into the night.  
 
    They chased and hunted together for a couple more hours before his brother, Mac, trotted over. “We have to go. The RVs are ready. We can get to Carson City by seven in the morning if we leave in the next hour.” 
 
    Justice and his brothers were the only shifters that could communicate telepathically when in either of their forms. Most wolves could only do that with their mates once they’d completed the bonding.  
 
    “We need to let everyone calm down after the shift,” Justice called out to the pack, telling them to head back.  
 
    Justice shifted back and walked out of the tree line back to the main pack lands. Obviously, nudity didn’t embarrass them. But because of the day and age, most packs discouraged pack members from roaming the lands completely naked. Justice headed back to his jeans and tank top. All of his pack members hadn’t shifted yet, still tussling and humping with some of the more mature members of the Black Mountain pack. Alek and Justice stood there enjoying the sight of shifters being happy and getting along like the Mother always intended.  
 
    “Excuse me, Alpha, Alek, I’m sorry to interrupt.” A strong but enticing voice demanded their attention. Their visitor turned her almond-shaped eyes on Justice. “AZ. My name is Uriel Jensen. I’m the Alpha’s oldest daughter. I’m an unmated female alpha. I requested permission from my father to tend to any needs you may have after your run.” 
 
    Justice could clearly scent she was an unmated alpha and there was no mistaking her potent arousal. He appreciated her politeness and official introduction, and Justice was the first to admit she was stunning. He couldn’t believe the beautiful female – well into her twenties – was unmated. Surely, neighboring pack alphas had been knocking, requesting escortship. Female alphas were rare. It was even rarer for one of them to lead a pack, but there were some female-only packs that’d started up by accident and were approved by Justice nonetheless.  
 
    The alpha’s daughter wore a short, maroon suede cloth that just barely covered her privates, and a threadbare halter top. Her long, black dreadlocks reached below her round bottom and her sleek, ebony body still glistened from the run. She was a sight to behold. A fitting mate for any alpha. But there was no need or time for mating. However, he was still a powerful wolf with the same needs as any other male. After a run, their hormones and libidos were at their highest. He was glad the full moon was long gone or else he might’ve had an even harder time resisting her request.  
 
    Justice was still debating her offer to help him relax when he caught a flicker of light in the distance. It was nestled deep into the woods where they’d just emerged. A rush of balminess and tranquility overcame him, making him gravitate toward the light. He’d already started walking when he remembered his brother and the alpha’s daughter. He turned back, not wanting to be rude. “Thank you, Uriel. But I only require peace and quiet after my run tonight.” Justice spun and took off in the direction from which they’d just come.  
 
    “Justice, where the hell are you going? We have to leave in half an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll be back by then. Just need a minute.” Justice cut the communication to his brother and kept jogging farther into the dark woods.   
 
    He got to a small clearing, stopping mid-jog to peek around a tall dogwood. It looked like the trunk was glowing. Justice shielded his eyes when an iridescent figure appeared from behind the thick tree, her long, white sundress floating up behind her like a special breeze was created just for her.  
 
    “Mom,” Justice sighed. He wanted to run up and throw his arms around her but he knew that wasn’t possible.  
 
    “Look at my big boy. You just keep growing up.” She smiled affectionately at him. She was always so beautiful. Long, dark brown hair and sharp blue eyes. Eyes that saw everything, even their futures. “Last time I saw you this close, you were just receiving your blessing.” 
 
    “You saw me?” Justice asked.  
 
    “I had to look. I know it’s secret and no one bears witness other than the Mother and her elements, but I couldn’t resist. I had to look at destiny being fulfilled.” 
 
    The things she could see always amazed Justice and his siblings as they grew up. She saw the world changing before any of them did. Justice received his blessing at age thirty. He wished he had seen his mom at his blessing as the 120th Alpha Zenith, it would’ve made it so much more special. Justice was simply glad his mom still came to him occasionally to guide him, or when he was his most troubled. She usually came in his sleep, and he’d known it wasn’t a crazy dream the first time it had happened.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” Justice asked seriously.  
 
    “Such an alpha. All business.” She shook her pretty head sadly. “I could hear your thoughts about a mate.” 
 
    Justice opened his eyes. He’d been enjoying his mom’s delicate voice, sounding so much like his sister’s. He tilted his head back smelling the vanilla, butterscotchy smell of the thick bark he leaned against. “Are you here because I didn’t take up the alpha’s daughter on her offer, Mom? Good grief, I hope not. She was lovely, but it would’ve gone no further than a few hours; which I don’t even have. I don’t need a mate. I travel too much to keep a mate happy and tended to.”  
 
    Justice’s mother and father had been very much in love. He’d barely survived her death. If she’d been his true mate he’d already be dead, not just extremely depressed. There were very few true mates who found their other halves these days, but when a wolf bonded with another – whether true mate or not – it was still an intense connection.  
 
    Sure, sometimes Justice’s nights were long and lonely. As the AZ, he had his pick of unmated females or males to satisfy him at his whim, but it wasn’t in him to use anyone’s body because he held a title. He always felt like they were doing it out of duty and not for him. He didn’t want to die alone and untouched by a mate, but how would he ever find one? Justice was sure his mom was just being a concerned parent and didn’t want him to be alone, wanted someone to care for him.  
 
    “Just because I’m the oldest doesn’t mean I have to settle down first. Alek, Mac and Taleb are plenty old enough to mate and have a whole pack of pups. Maybe you should whisper to them too.”  
 
    “Oh, I do.” She giggled. Justice always loved her laugh. His mom would laugh at things that weren’t even funny, claiming laughter was healthy. “I whisper to your sister too. Hopefully, they don’t chalk it up to crazy dreams.” 
 
    “How come you don’t appear to them like you do me?” Justice frowned, having always wondered that.  
 
    His mom looked away sadly and moved off a few feet. Her long, white satiny gown dragged on the bed of the forest but it never collected a speck of dirt. “I wish I could. Goodness, how I miss you all so much. But they couldn’t handle it. They’re not ready. I knew I could come to you even before I did. I knew you could still see me and mourn me. Your wolf was always so unique and special. It’s why you were born first.” 
 
    “You should’ve come to me a lot sooner than you did.”  
 
    His mom turned to face him, her eyes sparkling with tears. “I wasn’t ready, baby. I couldn’t see you and not be able to touch you. Hug my firstborn son. I wasn’t ready to leave you.” 
 
    When his mom had been murdered unexpectedly, they weren’t prepared. She’d had so many years left in her, so much life, so much joy and wisdom to spread. She’d sacrificed her life for Justice. “So the prophecy will be fulfilled,” she’d murmured while she lay dying in Justice’s arms.  
 
    It’d been a beautiful fall day. Their father would sometimes bring his family with him on the rare occasions he was visiting a pack for pleasure. The entire pack had been out running in the vibrant Cherokee Forest when humans attacked them. They’d appeared out of nowhere in camouflage, blending into the environment, disorienting them. His father had tried to guide all of them to safety but it was difficult to lead his family and the whole pack. His mother, being the fighting alpha she was, took out two human hunters and one of their vehicles by herself. But she’d had to make a split-second decision when she dove in front of the bullet intended for seventeen-year-old Justice. He’d felt so guilty for so long, until she’d finally appeared to him three years later. 
 
     “I don’t know what you sensed from me, Mom. But I’m fine, really. I’m actually getting back on the road to handle some extremely important business. I wish you’d come to me when I was home. When I had some time to myself. There’s so much I need to talk to you about.”  
 
    “I know, my dear. But I’ve come to you at exactly the right time. Everything will be revealed to you soon. I need you to be strong, my son. I love you so much. Keep an open mind, Justice… and an open heart.”  
 
    The last word drifted away onto the heaven-scented breeze, taking his mom and her radiant light with it.  
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    “I just got word that the Alpha Zenith is on his way to Carson City as well. This will look good for you, my Lord. You’ve been here in London too long, you belong in the west, in the States. You are the King.” 
 
     “There are vampires here too, that benefit from my presence,” Wick answered indignantly. He was being combative with his new captain – the captain who’d been appointed by his father stepped down six months ago. Now Wick had a new third in his escort. His new captain was tall, well-spoken and confident, mostly. Chadwick could be remarkably intimidating, however, and he didn’t pick up any deceit from the military-trained vampire, so Wick would trust his advice until he gave him a reason not to.  
 
    Wick leaned forward to tie his leather shoes. Servants used to rush forward and try to tie them for him but he quickly put an end to all the superfluous help when he became King. He’d grown up in a home like that. He didn’t need fussing over, he could button his own shirt and tie his own shoes. A lot was getting on his nerves lately and he knew why. He didn’t want to go back to the US, especially not to exercise control over those ridiculous westernized vampires. They were hard-headed and disrespectful. He was more likely to snap their necks and move on than be worried with this nonsense another second.  
 
    Why did he have to do this policing? He had an army for that. But his freshly-appointed captain, Ermanno Giuliani, suggested he not ignore or dismiss this particular governor of Nevada. That the man had issued some pretty nasty threats that would affect a number of covens in the Southwest region of America. Now he had to leave his home and go make nice with politicians and shifters in America.  
 
    “Eighty-seven percent of all vampires live in the US of A now. That’s where you should be, my Lord.”   
 
    “Stop with all the lord stuff, okay, Erman. Lord Bentley was my father. I am not him.”  
 
    “No, you are not. You have far surpassed your predecessors, my Lo –, um, Mr. Bentley… Chad – Chadwick,” his captain stuttered. “I’m proud to serve you as my King.” 
 
    Wick laughed darkly. “Just Wick is fine. I’ve never been much for formalities.” Wick took his tailored Hugo Boss suit jacket from one of his assistants and laid it over his arm. He wouldn’t mind his comfortable Levi’s and a short-sleeved t-shirt, but that’s not how he was expected to appear in public. He was royalty. The Vampire King. Son of the great Winchester Bentley, his only vampire-born son. Chadwick was all-powerful, so he had to look the part. His father had willed his power to him after ruling for over four hundred years as the King. He now served as an advisor to the Royal Court in Romania.  
 
    No one thought Chadwick was ready, but after forty-two years he’d already made great strides within the European covens. There was compatibility and prosperity all over Europe, so he knew his attendance here couldn’t be justified much longer. He and his army were needed elsewhere. It was his duty now to control the vampires of the world, not just on one continent. It took an extremely strong vampire to do that. Chadwick was well over a hundred… just a couple decades and some change from his bluesy twos. Not young by any means, actually older than most of the vampires walking the Earth, but he hadn’t been ruling long, by vampire standards.  
 
    His luggage was packed and waiting just outside the rented cottage where he’d been staying with only the closest members of his escort.  His best friend was supposed to join him on his next trip; he’d recently finished serving his fifty years in the Royal Court’s guard and was finally being promoted to Chadwick’s highest position – his second. Wick couldn’t wait. His oldest and closest friend was a riot and fun to be around. He could be just the light distraction Wick needed sometimes. And, he was also the only person that knew of Wick’s secret. His terrifying secret.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Wick stepped off the private jet and was ushered quickly across the tarmac to one of seven large Tahoes waiting for them. He was accompanied only by his twenty-member personal army. The trip had been pleasant enough. But as soon as he breathed in the foreign air he caught the stench of pollution, mayhem and discord.  
 
    “What is it, my Lord?” His captain, Erman, looked around then lowered his voice. “Wick? Do you sense something?” 
 
    Wick had stopped walking, turning in all directions. His escort went into alert mode. Wick’s senses were far more advanced than any of the young vampires serving on his escort or in his army. “No.” Wick frowned. The air wasn’t too humid and the weather wasn’t terrible, but Wick couldn’t help the unease he felt the minute his foot touched the ground. He hadn’t been to the US in over forty years.  
 
    Something felt different, like he was being pulled towards something. He had nowhere to be at the moment. It was past eleven at night. All Wick wanted to do after being stuck on a jet for thirteen hours was eat and rest.  
 
    “It’s nothing. Just haven’t been here in a while. Very little has changed. Like the smell.” Wick crinkled his nose and settled into the backseat of the middle SUV. The first two would go in different directions, as would the last one. Wick’s SUV would drive in the direction of the home he was staying in for the duration. The others were decoys. This was necessary for his safety and his guards’. All the windows were specially tinted black for day transport if absolutely necessary. Wick usually didn’t take those types of risks, even though daylight didn’t have the same effect on him that it did other vampires. Still, while he may not burst into flames, the sun’s rays never felt good on his skin for too long. He preferred the call of the night.  
 
    “I think the home you’re staying in will be to your satisfaction.” His captain didn’t turn to look at him from the front seat as he spoke. He was ever vigilant and serious. Wick felt the vampire was a bit too uptight regarding the security, but this was his first international trip with Erman. They had to find their rhythm. One thing Wick was certain of was that Erman would sacrifice his life for Wick’s.  
 
    “I doubt it. Where’d they put me up this time? In an eighty-story tin skyscraper set atop endless slabs of concrete? A nice monochromatic penthouse with about fifty gadgets that I have absolutely no use for? Floor to ceiling windows that can’t be opened, only giving you a tease of the air and freedom just on the other side of them?” Wick mumbled on while he watched the city landscape go by. He had no desire to be surrounded by people.  
 
    Wick was a little surprised when they kept going past the exit ramp for downtown where the posh hotels and condominiums were, instead continuing to drive for miles. The city fell as a backdrop and nothing but trees began to line the two-lane highway. Wick finally looked up from his emails, no longer able to mask his curiosity. A sign up ahead read Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. Wick raised one dark brown brow at the sight of mountainous terrain ahead of them. He’d seen photos of this forest many years ago and he still remembered them. Gorgeous ponderosa pines and spruces towered over them. He cracked the window so he could breathe in the fragrant aromas of nature.  
 
    Very few people knew those intimate details about him. That he was different than most vampires. Not only because he was born and not made, but he felt and sensed differently.  
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    The SUV turned onto a dark road that had no markers or indicators. Wick looked behind them but he knew they hadn’t been followed. He could faintly smell shifters, but that was to be expected. They were nestled in the woods. Wick wondered why his captain chose this area for their lodging.  
 
    “Didn’t you say the shifters and vampires weren’t getting along so well here?” Wick spoke up, though he immediately wanted to take the words back when the trees cleared and a huge log-cabin style home came into view. It was majestic, to say the least. The SUV maneuvered its way around the immaculate landscape. A grand fountain sat in the center of a cobblestone driveway. Boulder-sized rocks lined the few stairs that led to wide open double doors. The gardens, tall foliage and shrubs, shielded the entire perimeter. No one would know this amazing property was even back here.  
 
    “There is a pack here called the Humboldt Pack, under Alpha Mikel. It’s a large pack of about one hundred fifty shifters, but they’re peaceful. I checked them thoroughly. There’ve been no infractions reported on this pack. Besides, the pack’s main land is several miles farther down, in the mountains. They don’t typically set up home so close to a town.”  
 
    “We’re at least an hour away from civilization.” Wick got out the truck feeling safer already, not being in the middle of the city. That was an interesting feeling, one he hadn’t felt before. He was more comfortable with shifters close by than his own vampires.  
 
    “Shifters usually build their pack lands three to four hours away from a town or city.” Erman came around to Wick’s side of the truck and gestured for him to move towards the front doors. “Besides, I don’t smell anything. There are no shifters on this side.” 
 
    That’s what you think.  
 
    “Also, the Alpha Zenith is being housed by the Humboldt Pack while he and his pack are here.” His captain continued to inform him while he made his way inside. He loved it already. He kept his smile on the inside, since the attendees of the house were watching. They bowed slightly as he passed. Several were dressed in typical butler or house maid uniforms. Some were human, some were not, and many different races were represented. He acknowledged them all with a slight tilt of his head.  
 
    “Greetings, everyone. Thank you for the warm welcome.” Wick let a young human man take his suit jacket and his satchel.  
 
    “I’ll put this in your living quarters, sir.” The man bowed again and turned to leave.  
 
    Wick put his hands in the air, gathering everyone’s attention. “Is the owner of the house available? I’d like to address him or her as well.” 
 
    “No, my Lord. He’s away in Japan on business for the rest of the year. He’s graciously offered his home for his King to use during his stay,” his captain told him. “He’s available to Skype if you’d like to speak with him.”  
 
    “No.” Wick could speak with him later. “I want to officially say that it is not necessary to address me so formally.” 
 
    “My Lord. I don’t think you—” 
 
    Wick flashed his eyes at his captain, making him snap his mouth shut and not dare interrupt him again. “I know you’re used to my father’s ways, but times change. I. Am. Not. My. Father. But I am your King. I’m not unapproachable, however I am no one to trifle with. You can call me Wick if you like.” Wick watched as many of the staff and a few officers looked blankly back and forth among themselves. They were going to have to learn. Wick wasn’t in this position for the title and prestige like many before him. The role as king came with great responsibility, which he took very seriously. He didn’t need ass-kissers surrounding him, he needed competent vampires to get this city’s covens back in order. “If Wick is too informal and you can’t manage it, then you can simply call me King. I don’t want to hear ‘lord’, ‘your highness’, ‘your majesty’, ‘oh royal one.’” Wick smirked. “I’ve heard it all and I’m done hearing it. Don’t let the accent fool you, please. I’m not the ruler of England and this isn’t Buckingham Palace.” 
 
    That finally earned him a few chuckles from around the room. He wouldn’t rule from a place of fear. He could smell the acrid scent when he first arrived but it was finally leveling out as those surrounding him started to get more comfortable, knowing that Wick wasn’t going to run around snapping their necks if his pillow wasn’t fluffy enough, or if they didn’t import him rare Arabian noble blood each sunset for breakfast. Meaning, he wasn’t as absurd and over the top as most high-ranking officials or their elite and infamous.  
 
    Wick clapped his lean hands together. “With that said. I know the night is young and all of you are bubbling with welcome, but I’ve had a rather long flight and would like to go to my room. Thank you.” 
 
    They stood there in shock – probably from him saying thank you – while he turned in the direction of a long, coiling staircase. No one jumped in to agree or disagree with his decision to retire for the evening. They wouldn’t and they couldn’t. And he hadn’t asked for permission anyway. He heard the staff start to clamor behind him on his way up the massive staircase, then the sound of quick footsteps catching up to his long strides. It was his captain. Wick thought about using his flash speed, leaving Erman, but opted not to be a wanker. All he wanted was a long shower, warm blood, then rest, in that exact order.  
 
    “Wick. Tomorrow you have back to back meetings with covens in Reno, Indian Hills, and Lovelock.” His captain started to rattle off his itinerary, keeping pace beside him. Wick realized he was following one of the cute, red-headed girls he saw wearing a maid’s uniform. She was human, also. She kept looking back every few seconds either to see if Wick was still following – since he didn’t make a sound when he moved – or to see if he was checking out her rump, so she could add some extra sway.  
 
    Wick scoffed an incredulous laugh, he wasn’t close to being interested. This was the only reason he’d not wanted to come back to America. He’d established so much rapport with the covens in the east. They no longer tripped all over themselves when he was around. He had a life. And at one hundred seventy-two years old, that wasn’t easy to maintain. Ignoring the flirting maid, Wick finally commented on something his captain said. “Wait. Isn’t Lovelock only three hours away from here? I thought I was here to punish the vampires that caused a public spectacle and move farther through each state, visiting the most influential covens and letting them spread the word. It’s impossible for me to visit every city within every state, Erman.” 
 
    The redhead stopped at a set of cream double doors at the end of a long hallway. It smelled as if the cabin hadn’t been built that long ago. Wick could still smell the pine and sap mingling with the newness of the furnishings. The only reason he hadn’t already dismissed his captain was because he’d done so well choosing for them to stay in a five-thousand square foot timber and brick cabin rather than in a five-star hotel. The vampire already knew how to make his King happy.  
 
    “The vampires who got in legal trouble are from the Lovelock coven. Yes, you must go there and speak with the councilor there and rally with his officers to meet with Nevada’s officials. We need to get the vampires out of prison, Wick. Are they even being fed?” 
 
    “I doubt it. But that’s why you don’t do idiotic things that get you put in a place where you question and worry how you will eat,” Wick growled.  
 
    Erman’s words faltered, but he quickly regrouped. “I understand your frustration, Wick, and I agree one hundred percent. You should enact discipline within the Lovelock coven. Maybe even stripping the Lovelock councilor of his title and appointing a new one. It would be a powerful message to send to covens all over the country. Shows your new zero tolerance policy for behavior unbefitting of a vampire. A new legislation you’re implementing effective immediately.” 
 
    Wick walked around his suite’s amazing living area, which was full of light and color – while he listened intently. Erman’s input was supposed to be forthcoming and useful. As Erman stood there silent, letting his king absorb his idea, Wick realized it was a great suggestion. He liked the idea of enacting new legislation. It would be his first one.  
 
    He’d approved of new ways of life, ground-breaking inventions created by their own engineers, he’d even changed outdated laws. But, he never created one. “I like it,” Wick said smoothly.  
 
    “I’m pleased that you do, King. We can start on the framework of the new law after you’ve eaten and rested. However, I think the very first clause should pertain to shifters and posturing with them. That will do the most damage control. I’m sure many of the covens have plenty to say about this since it’s such a major dilemma here. As we visit other covens across the Pacific we can show our respect to the reputable councilors by including their contributions in the details of the law’s subsections. It will earn you even more favor.” His captain sat down in one of the high wing-back chairs in front of an empty brick fire place. After fifteen hours of traveling, his cropped dark blond hair lay undisturbed, his black suit and crisp white-collared shirt were still flawless. His tie was tight against his throat, pinching his Adam’s apple, and Wick wondered how the man’s fangs functioned with his throat so constricted.  
 
    Wick unconsciously pulled at the knot of his own tie. “That all sounds like the great beginning of a masterful plan, Captain.” 
 
    The tall man sat up and turned to face him. “Please, no formalities. Just call me Erman.” 
 
    Wick was startled when laughter bubbled from him and even more surprised when Erman released a deep, throaty chuckle right along with him.  
 
    “Who knew there was a sense of humor under all that tightness?” Wick smiled and started to undo his platinum cufflinks. 
 
    Erman gracefully moved back to the door. “I think we’ll work well together. I’ll send up your dinner. Good night… your highness.”  
 
    Wick shook his head and watched as Erman gestured to the redhead to precede him, then closed and locked the door to Wick’s suite behind him. First thing he did was go over to the large window and pull the heavy, black-out drapes to the edges. The backyard was huge, with a full in-ground pool, and even a secluded hot tub nook nestled near a stone fire-pit. Wick knew the vampire whose house he was staying in was a business mogul and heavy into real estate, just like Wick’s family. He’d obviously done well for himself.  
 
    Wick took his time shampooing his short hair, then washed his body under the large rain shower head. Hot water and a mild soap were usually all that were required to clean vampires, they were hygienic and carried themselves with dignity. That’s why when humans learned of their existence, his father created a law that a human had to be no less than the mature age of thirty before a vampire could turn them. They already had insolent vampires, the world didn’t need juvenile, baby vampires.  
 
    The bathroom and quarters were reserved for his use alone, so he was surprised to scent a stranger in his bedroom. Wick could immediately feel the company posed no threat and stepped from the bathroom, his long, pale body wrapped in a soft, black terry-cloth robe. Wick dragged his eyes up and down the well-built human man leaning against the raised four-poster oak bed close to the windows. He was very handsome, his body pinging all of Wick’s senses. He was already feeling a bit anxious, had been since he landed, but he chalked that up to flying at almost forty thousand feet in the air and/or being on foreign soil.  
 
    “Good evening, King. My name is Jerry.”  
 
    The man smelled delicious. He wasn’t afraid, nor was he there against his will. “Who told you to come here tonight, Jerry?”  
 
    The man looked taken aback. Any other vampire would’ve already had his fangs and cock deep inside Jerry. Wick had learned a long time ago to control his impulses.  
 
    “Um. No one told me. I volunteered.” Jerry began to unbutton his dress shirt, but Wick stopped him.  
 
    “Undressing won’t be necessary.” Wick smiled a sharp, sexy grin to soften the harshness of his words. But he wouldn’t be having sex with this man. He wasn’t sure why, but he couldn’t bring himself to get excited.  
 
    “I was told that you—” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you were told, but I decide what services I’m in need of. I’m sure any blood-loving vampire would be all over you right now. But I’m not like any other vampire.” Wick stood in front of the sexy human and slowly brought his hand up and pushed a stray lock of hair off his forehead. “I just need to feed and rest tonight. Maybe tomorrow or the next evening, young man, I’ll be up for more fun.” 
 
    “Whatever you want.” Jerry looked more than disappointed when he began to re-button his shirt. “You really are different. Your accent and everything. Do you sire?” 
 
    Wick smirked. His English accent was always mentioned when he visited the States. “No, beautiful, I don’t change anyone. Is that your desire? To become a vampire.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jerry answered with firm conviction. He wasn’t as tall as Wick, but he was at least six feet with a broad chest and striking green eyes. His blond hair, which would fill out and become more radiant once he was changed, stopped just above his shoulders. 
 
    “You’ll make a gorgeous immortal, Jerry. I’ll be sure to let my officers know that once you’ve completed all your tutorials and requirements, your petition for a sire be granted.” Wick kept stroking the light-colored tresses. “You’re so warm and handsome. I wouldn’t mind you on my personal escort.” 
 
    “Really?!” Jerry bubbled enthusiastically. 
 
    “That takes years though, love. I’m sure you’ll still be around. And I’m sure we’ll meet again.” 
 
    “Thank you. I already consider you my King.” Jerry nodded proudly. “Because the leaders of my world aren’t worth a hill of beans.”  
 
    “Well then, your King is starved. Feed me.” Wick was already leaning closer to the throbbing vein running along Jerry’s long neck. He smelled fresh, his skin golden and healthy like he took good care of himself and ate a balanced diet. It was clear Jerry’d been handpicked by his captain just for him tonight. The rest of his escort was being well tended to by the staff members.  
 
    Jerry pulled his collar down until it was at the tip of his sternum and tilted his head back.  
 
    Wick slid one hand around Jerry’s neck – not to keep him from moving – adding his touch to his bite would only make it feel that much better. He pushed his nose against Jerry’s throat and inhaled him. “You smell so sweet, with a hint of nuttiness. You have a lot of Polish blood in you.”  
 
    “I-I didn’t know that.” Jerry swallowed roughly. His arousal was mixing with his scent, adding a hint of spice to the fragrances already flooding Wick’s nose. All the touching and Jerry’s panting in anticipation of Wick’s bite still didn’t put him in a sexual mood. Instead of dwelling on it, Wick carefully pierced Jerry’s skin, going for the carotid artery instead of his jugular vein.  
 
    “Ohhh,” Jerry moaned immediately. Wick hadn’t even begun to suck yet.  
 
    Most vampires didn’t attempt drinking from the neck’s arteries, since it was so dangerous, but Wick could do it with ease and make it quite pleasurable for the donor. It’s a potent bite that took incomparable skill to heal and close properly to not cause permanent damage. Blame it on his upbringing, but Wick preferred the better-tasting, nutrient-rich blood that flowed through the arteries instead of used-up blood from the heart.  
 
    “I need to come so bad, please,” Jerry cried to him.  
 
    Wick kept drinking while Jerry ground his thick erection against Wick’s thigh. “Then come.” Wick pushed into Jerry’s mind.  
 
    Jerry bucked hard in Wick’s hold, shooting his robust semen inside his dark jeans, saturating the room with his unique scent. Neither one of them cared, Wick would sleep well tonight. He was ultra-mindful of how much he consumed while he drank down the warm blood, the thick, rich contents coating his empty belly. With precision and expertise, Wick pulled his long fangs from Jerry’s throat and held him steady while the man came down from the most amazing high he’d ever feel. Wick helped him to the sectional along the far wall of his quarters.  
 
    “Rest, pretty one.” Wick stroked Jerry’s hair while he lay down on the sofa to recover. While Wick never over-indulged from a human, drinking so much to risk harming them, his bite wasn’t one you could casually walk away from. He’d not only pushed pheromones into Jerry but Wick also projected strength and health into him, as well. If Jerry had anything from a runny nose to cancer… it’d be completely gone when he woke from a deep sleep. There weren’t many human illnesses the elixir in Wick’s fangs couldn’t cure.  
 
    Wick washed his hands and readied himself for sleep. He checked on Jerry one more time then proceeded to turn out all the lights in his suite, wanting to surround himself with darkness. His eyes didn’t need adjusting because the illuminant starry Nevada sky provided ample lighting. Enough to disturb his much-wanted sleep.  
 
    Wick was about to climb into bed when he felt that summoning feeling down inside him. He went to the crystal clean, windows and peered out at the landscape. It was almost two in the morning. He could still see for miles, even through the thick trees. There was forest as far as the land continued. Wick reached out and unlocked one patio door, slinging the heavy, double-paned glass to the side with ease.  
 
    Wick breathed deeply. He’d needed this after leaving the scenic countryside of London. He needed to see something beautiful in the United States. The night winds spoke to him. Wick closed his eyes and stepped out onto the private balcony. His skin prickled and a fierce shiver wracked his body, his chest making a dark, distinct rumbling noise. Wick hurried to shield his nervousness, he didn’t want his captain or other officers picking up on it. Wick clutched his hand over his chest when the rumbling got louder.  
 
    He could feel something… it… stirring down deep, deep inside him. He’d never seen it, only knew it lurked there below his many facades. Wick looked back out into the forest, feeling like something was there watching him. He scented the air. Again, nothing but shifters far off in the distance. Then he picked up on one particular scent. So faint but so wonderful. What is that? His chest rumbled again, this time bolder, fiercer. Wick dropped down to one knee, digging into the flesh over his pecs so hard his nails left angry marks on his pale skin that instantly faded away. Wick’s eyes widened. What is here? What had his beast in a frenzy? He knew nothing else to call it. Are you ready to come out now?  
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    “Alpha Zenith, it’s an honor to receive you and your pack. A few of the pups have planned a little skit for you to show how much your presence here means to us.” When the Humboldt pack’s first beta finished his speech, many of the pack members stood and applauded as the younger members of the pack began to set up.  
 
    Justice stood from the long table where he sat with the Humboldt pack Alpha, his betas, and Justice’s brothers. After a long afternoon run, his belly was full of grilled meat and fresh-grown vegetables, his wolf happy and satisfied. They’d only been there one day after the long road trip and Justice and his pack were being treated very well. There were hundreds of packs spread across the country, but this was where Justice always felt the most welcome. The forest was lush and called to his wolf every second he was there. He kept looking to the west, far up into the mountains like there was something there. A force calling to him. The hills and mountains stretched on for miles and it was all regulated by the exceptionally large Humboldt pack.  
 
    “Thank you, Markus, for the welcome. My pack and I are here for a very important reason. Though these are serious times for all of us, we are looking forward to being here with you. We lo—” The wind shifted directions and Justice stopped in the middle of his words, his breath catching on his next syllable. A faint smell, the most enticing scent he’d ever encountered, drifted by him, and Justice fought to keep his face neutral and shield his responding arousal. It made no sense. Maybe there was a unique flower or something in these woods that he’d never smelled. Yeah, that must be it. He’d find out more when he ran. He absolutely had to find the source of that smell. Justice blinked when he felt his brother Alek nudge his elbow. The entire pack’s curious eyes were still on him. Justice cleared his throat. “Um, like I said. Thank you so much for having us. Young pups, we can’t wait to see what you’ve put together.”  
 
    There was a small lapse into silence and Justice pushed a little positive energy towards the pack to ease their worry over seeing their AZ having trouble. The members began to smile and turn their attention towards the entertainment. When Justice sat back down his brother Alek gave him a cautious look. Alek spoke through his link with Justice.  
 
    “Brother? What’s going on? You can shield your emotions from everyone else, but not me. You keep looking away like you’re distracted. I know something just affected you… I could feel it. But I can’t see what it was.” 
 
    “It was nothing. I’m fine, Alek.” Justice stared straight ahead. He and his brother were the closest of the five siblings. Not because they were only one year apart but because Alek was his best friend. Instead of turning towards Alek’s questioning look, he tried to concentrate on the young ones and the skit they were hilariously trying to get through, between their fits of laughter. It was a mocking skit of the Alpha and his betas. Before long, they were all enjoying the kids teasing the adults.  
 
    The evening wrapped up early, most of the families had returned to their homes spread about the pack’s vast land. After a short power meeting, Justice’s pack finally retired for the night too, leaving him in peace. Allowing him time to contemplate what the hell happened to him tonight. The restless feeling he’d been fighting since he stepped onto the Humboldt pack’s land was only getting more intense.  
 
    Justice showered, taking a long time to let the pulsating jets soothe his tense muscles. He ignored his dick that was still half erect and had been since that smell drifted to him. It had to be something in those woods and Justice was going to find it. He’d have to do it alone, though. He couldn’t tell his brother that something out there in the wild was making him inexplicably horny. He thought of requesting company tonight but his wolf quickly dissuaded him. Justice frowned. The dramatic way his body reacted to the amazing scent, coupled with the repugnant thought of touching another were feelings that came when mates found each other. And Justice was sure his true mate was not out there.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Justice, wake up. There’s been another disturbance.” Justice sat straight up in his bed at the stern sound of Alek’s voice. He sounded pissed, which of course, meant that Justice would soon be pissed too. He picked up his cell off the nightstand, squinting at the illuminated hands. Damnit. It was only two in the morning. It felt like he’d just dozed off into a fitful sleep. Justice stood and stretched. He could hear his pack readying to move.  
 
    “Alek, what the hell is going on?” Justice asked while he threw on his jeans and a blue, sleeveless flannel shirt.  
 
    Alek growled. “I don’t know for sure. There was another fight tonight in the city between three shifters and seven vampires.” 
 
    “Shit. Seven vampires. Are the shifters hurt?” 
 
    “Yes. But… eyewitnesses say the wolves were the aggressors and they attacked the vampires when they came out of one of their clubs.”  
 
    Justice clenched his fists. Why couldn’t his life just be simple and easy? Gone were the days where all the AZ had to do was make ceremonial visits and ensure he had a productive, working pack to help him with his duties. It seemed Justice stayed on the road, correcting problems that his enforcers or pack leaders couldn’t. They all knew – even the council – that their way of life would change, evolve, once humans discovered their existence, but none of them thought it would get as bad as the government was threatening. They were talking of not only registering all shifters, but also asking for volunteers so they could research shifter anatomy in labs. 
 
    So far, all of Justice’s meetings with various pack alphas had come to the same conclusion. Punish the offenders and make an example so the others will fall in line. If order’s restored, then the government might pull back. Justice didn’t like the idea of ruling with an iron fist. However, desperate times called for desperate measures. Why were his wolves out of control? More importantly, why were they so adamant about fighting vampires in public? Justice knew if he didn’t get the violence contained, then the government would be back to pushing for a national shifter registry. One that wouldn’t be monitored by shifters anymore. Justice would stripped of his title and banished if he allowed the federal government to take the packs.  
 
    Justice got on the spacious RV and graciously took the large mug of coffee his sister made for him. His pack looked tired and worn. Hell, so did he, but this wasn’t anything he couldn’t push through. It was in his nature, in his bloodline, to never break. He loved his shifters too much not to give them his all. Despite his lack of rest over the last few days and the fatigue doing its damnedest to settle into his spirit, Justice walked tall, with his shoulders back and his eyes focused. His heart ached for his weary team. They’d probably just settled into good sleep themselves before having to get back up. At least his whole pack didn’t have to come, only Justice’s betas and two enforcers. As he walked by, he reached out and touched them before he took his seat.  
 
    Justice was an amazing man. Strong and solid. His wolf an unstoppable force, more powerful than anything he’d encountered… or so he believed. He prayed he’d be strong enough to defend against a rebellion. Because that’s where this all might be headed. This new feud he was rushing off to handle had happened right here in Carson City – where anyone in a one hundred mile radius could feel the presence of the Alpha Zenith. Yet, the shifters still created a disruption. Were they trying to get Justice’s attention, or were they actually trying to start a war with the vampires again, after all these years of relative peace? He couldn’t let that happen. Then, out of nowhere, Justice had an idea.  
 
    “Hey. What do you guys think of this?” Justice turned from the comfortable position on the couch that he’d taken for the twenty-minute drive downtown to the police headquarters. “None of us really know what’s going on with the shifters and vampires in the city, but there’s a consensus on both sides by superiors to quickly quiet all this noise down. The vampire council can’t be pleased with all this negative publicity, either.”  
 
    “So, what are you suggesting, Justice?” Mac asked.   
 
    “I’m proposing that the authority figures of both shifters and vampires show a united front and rule by example. We keep saying we should make an example out of them, punish the offenders severely, but have we given our adolescent pups a good example to follow? Have any of us shown them how they’re to interact with vampires? No. Instead we stay away and put up this species barrier, then expect our kids to know how to behave when they encounter others not like them.” 
 
    “I understand what you’re saying, brother, but shifters and vampires don’t have much in common. We’re not meant to be friends. Neither are the hyena and the lion. The shifters and vampires are fighting because it’s natural, Justice. However, I believe this feud is territorial.” Taleb nodded like he was one hundred percent sure.  
 
    “Oh hell,” Alek mumbled.  
 
    The drama made more sense now, and so did his plan. When Justice spoke, he didn’t pose it as a question. He was letting them know what was about to happen, so be prepared.  
 
    “I’m going to meet with the Vampire King.” 
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    “Chief Jonson, I can understand your situation, but keeping my shifters locked up in cages is really not a good idea.” Justice continued to try to reason with the stubborn, overworked, under-paid official, but he wasn’t budging. 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” The older man sat forward, his bushy gray and black eyebrows going down in a dramatic frown. 
 
    “Of course not. I would never do that,” Justice insisted. He felt his sister place her hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Chief Johnson, what Justice means is that caging shifters makes their wolves nervous and scared. Alone and fearful. After too long, the loneliness becomes too much and the shifter will start to lose its human side.” 
 
    “This is all too much.” The chief gripped the few strands of hair still on the sides of his head. “Are you saying that I’m going to have wild beasts in my jails if I don’t turn them over to you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t necessarily put it like that,” Alek growled.  
 
    Justice looked hard at his brother, warning him not to lose his temper.   
 
    “I didn’t cage anyone. I arrested a gang on my street for breaking the law and I put them in jail, where they belong,” the chief argued from the head of the long table. He was starting to sweat and Justice didn’t know if it was because he was in a small conference room with some very large shifters and only three officers who didn’t look all that confident – even with their firearms. “It’s where they’ll stay until trial.” 
 
    Justice leaned forward. “You do not have jurisdiction over my wolves. No state does.” 
 
    “As far as my representative informs me, that hasn’t been voted on yet,” the chief said forcefully. 
 
    “Which means they are still under my control and I demand their release.” Justice stood to his full height, his brothers following right behind him.  
 
    “You freaks of nature don’t scare me. If you try to do anything at all to me, I won’t stop until all of your kind are thrown in goddamn cages. At least the vampire leader guaranteed the vampires that caused the death of one of my officers will pay with their own lives. Each of them. They won’t just get a slap on the wrist… or in your case, paw… and told to be a good boy.” 
 
    “You continue to insult my Alpha!” Alek snapped, making the three officers jump back, their hands hovering over their service weapons.  
 
    “Calm down, brother,” Mac said, putting his hand on Alek’s shoulder and pushing until he was sitting. Macauley was the one who usually kept a sensible head and insults never ruffled him. Justice was glad he was there to help them because he didn’t like the rude comments or jibes the chief kept throwing at them, as if they were nothing but annoying dogs. “Let’s all sit, please. Nothing will get accomplished this way.” 
 
    “Chief Johnson, please sit back down. Tell your officers to relax. It’s okay.” Farica removed the tense aura from the room, her soft blue eyes narrowing in on the chief, who was helpless to look away. The tight lines smoothed around the stocky man’s mouth and eyes, and his jaw wasn’t as stern as before. His sister didn’t have magical powers, it was simply inbred in her to soothe.  
 
    The chief finally took his chair with a resigned sigh. “Fine. I’m sorry for saying that. It was unnecessary. But you have to understand my position too, um, Alp... Alpha Ze—” 
 
    “You can call me Justice.” Justice stopped the stumbling man. 
 
    “Justice. I have terrified citizens afraid to come out of their homes because of your anim—… shifters. I got business owners complaining that their revenue’s declining. I got a grieving widow ringing my phone every hour wanting answers about who’s being held accountable for her husband’s death. If someone took your spouse from you, wouldn’t you want your day in court? How do you expect me to tell this woman that I let her husband’s killers go because they mentally couldn’t handle being behind bars? I’ve heard about your specially designed shifter jail. All the amenities and freedom make the prison completely ineffective.” 
 
    Taleb put his hand up and responded before Alek could speak. “I think it’s safe to say that humans don’t handle incarceration or solitary confinement very well, either, Chief. Your city’s violent offender’s recidivism rate rose from forty-two to fifty-nine percent last year. With all due respect, sir, your prisons are not all that effective, either. Please, let Justice take the wolves. His enforcers will escort them personally to our facilities.”  
 
    “Give me something, Justice. The vampire leader will be enforcing the death penalty. Did you know they had that?” The chief reared back in his seat, his navy-blue suit jack pulling tight across his thick midsection.  
 
    “No, I did not.” Justice was stunned. The death penalty? What kind of leader just killed off his own brotherhood without a second thought? Justice had always heard vampires were cold, vicious beings but he hadn’t wanted to believe nay-sayers since he’d never encountered one personally in his thirty-three years. Justice was reconsidering if collaborating with the head vampire would work. He couldn’t be sure the Vampire King wouldn’t attack him. “I will not kill my wolves. I will discipline them, I give you my word.” 
 
    Another officer tapped on the door, simultaneously peeking his head inside. Justice turned and faced the uniformed rookie. He looked excited and a bit scared. “Chief. The Vampire’s leader just arrived with about six other cars. He’s come to get the vampires.” 
 
    “You guys certainly don’t travel light do you?” The chief stood and adjusted his tie. “I spoke with this individual on the phone. He’s not what I expected. Maybe you should ask him about his correctional system. Looks like it might be more effective than yours, Alpha. All due respect.” The chief sneered, walking past with his officers, leaving Justice and his pack alone in the room.  
 
    “The Vampire King is here? Now?” Alek looked at Justice. “You wanted to meet him, right? Well, now’s your chance.”  
 
    Justice stood, his siblings and enforcers watching him closely. He couldn’t appear confused, he had to act surely and quickly. “Yes. Let’s see if we can at least arrange something.” 
 
    Alek instructed the two enforcers that accompanied them. “The King is probably here with his entire escort. Peacefully,” Alek stressed, “Approach his number two – I think it’s called his captain – and let them know the Alpha Zenith would like a brief word before he leaves.”  
 
    “Yes, Alpha.” One of the large shifters answered Alek respectfully and left to fulfill his task. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea, Justice?” His little sister asked, standing directly in front of him, her eyes showing more worry than calm. “He just ordered three of his own vampires killed like it was nothing.”  
 
    “They have different rules than we do, Farica. Doesn’t make them less than us, and it doesn’t make them our enemy,” Justice reasoned.  
 
    His youngest brother Taleb was quiet, patiently waiting. He really didn’t speak unless he had something important to say. Macauley was on his tablet, looking up one of the many things he researched daily for Justice. Right now, Mac was trying to find a higher up in the American government who was willing to step in and help them get their shifters back and into a proper restraint center. Fighting for their rights in Washington D.C. was a tedious, ongoing battle, but they did have allies they could rely on.  
 
    Justice put his muscular arms around his sister’s shoulders and pulled her in close to him. She felt fragile, worn, and he could sense the tension for him in her wolf. Justice pushed some of his power to her, making her rub her cheek against his chest, reveling in the comfort only he could give. His wolf rumbled inside him, content to care for his sibling, for his pack.  
 
    The two enforcers came back into the room and reported to Alek. “After the Vampire King’s Captain finished securing their vampires, we gave him your request. The King immediately agreed. He’s preparing to come in now.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Justice nodded. “Did you see him?” 
 
    “No.” The huge shifter grumbled. “Only his captain – which is his third, not his second by the way – and about ten or twelve more vampires.” 
 
    “How do they seem to you?” Farica hurried to ask, still standing close to Justice.  
 
    “I haven’t encountered many vampires in my day either, so I can’t say what the norm is, but these particular ones seem stiff and very disciplined.” 
 
    “Of course, they are.” Justice nodded, trying to reassure his sister. “See. Trust Warren. He’s a good judge of character and sniffing out deceit.”  
 
    “Vampires can shield their scent,” Farica argued back. 
 
    “Enough,” Justice ordered. “We don’t know if that’s a fact. But what we do know is they have exceptional senses, including hearing. So be mindful of what you say. We want to—” Justice turned towards the door, releasing his sister so abruptly she stumbled back into Alek. Justice’s canines dropped in a blink as he growled at the door like something or someone dangerous was about to come through it. His brothers and enforcers went on full alert.  
 
    “What the hell? What’s going on?” Alek was beside Justice, clamping his hand on his shoulder trying to turn him to face him, but Justice couldn’t look away from the door.  
 
    His animal growled and snarled inside him. Justice grunted and cursed while he fought to keep his wolf under control. What was wrong with him? What the hell was coming? He could feel it as sure as he could feel his beating heart, his racing pulse and his mighty wolf trying to get out and explore. He’d never had to reign in his animal so fiercely. Justice was finally able to open his eyes, not realizing they were squeezed shut in concentration.  
 
    “Justice! You’re forcing a lot of power, man.” Mac’s strong voice cut over the incessant presence trying to reach his mind.  
 
    Justice growled again. Something’s in my head. “Clear the room.” Justice’s voice was strained, spitting his words through clenched teeth. His wolf was clawing at him, ripping him apart, wanting out.  
 
    “Justice you’re scaring me. I can feel you fighting.”  
 
    He could hear his baby sister begging but he couldn’t focus on his siblings when he was barely keeping himself together. It had to be the Vampire King doing something to him. If Justice shifted and went crazy right here in a police headquarters, only the heavens knew what would happen to his people. “Get my family out of here.” Justice grabbed Alek’s arm in an authoritative grip. “Everyone. Out. Now.” 
 
    “We’re your betas. We won’t leave you, Justice,” Taleb snarled, looking in the same direction as Justice. 
 
    “Alek!” Justice thundered. He needed him to act for him.  
 
    “You heard your Alpha, Taleb. Warren, get them in the RV and back on the Humboldt pack lands now! Protect them with your lives,” Alek barked to the enforcers, who immediately began to shuffle Justice’s sister and his younger brothers out of the room and to the safety of their vehicle. Alek watched them down the hall until they turned out of view. His brother looked up and down the corridor before dipping back inside the room and locking the door.  
 
    “I think the Vampire King just turned the corner. Is it him doing this to you? I’ll kill him right now,” Alek growled. 
 
    “No!” Justice’s voice was sharper and stronger than he intended. He was still leaning hard against the wall farthest from the door for support, holding both clenched fists against his chest as if that alone could keep his wolf from bursting free. Justice closed his eyes and tried to center himself. He needed to breathe, relax. But with each second, the feelings intensified, an all-encompassing entity in his head.  
 
    “I can feel you too.” 
 
    “Oh shit. Was that you, Alek?” Justice grabbed his brother’s arm and yanked him to face him. “Did you just speak to me?”  
 
    “What? No? I am speaking to you now. Justice, goddamnit! You’re pushing too much energy.” Alek released a pained grunt. His brother looked like he wanted to break the window behind them and just get them the hell out of there. He’d never seen Justice behave this way, so out of control, and wasn’t sure what he was about to be faced with, but knew he may have to fight it alone because Justice was in a complete state of disorder.  
 
    It was an accented, smooth voice. “Something. Someone just said—” Then he smelled it. That faint, delicious scent that appeared last night was back, only it wasn’t diluted by nature’s elements. This time it was full strength, concentrated, and like nothing he’d ever smelled before. Impressive and so damn compelling. Justice’s thick cock pushed against his loose jeans and his wolf howled inside him, fighting to break free. His animal was so strong. Justice gritted his teeth together and hung on. Oh, Mother… please. Can’t… it just can’t. Justice heard footsteps right outside the door and his body began to shake from effort.  
 
    “Justice,” Alek warned. “You gotta tell me what’s going on, brother, so I can help you.” 
 
    How the hell was he supposed to explain this?  
 
    Justice saw the knob jiggle for a second before it was completely ripped from the door. Neither he nor Alek flinched at the show of strength. They had strength of their own. Justice thought dozens of vampires would storm the room, but only two walked in and Justice knew exactly which one was in his head. The Vampire King. The sexy, beautiful one. But how? 
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    “I think you know how.” Wick had to keep advancing towards that amazing scent. In all his hundred-plus years, blood had never called to him so relentlessly. If he wasn’t a disciplined vampire, he’d already have his fangs deep in the shifter. Because he was his.  
 
    “You know who I am? Don’t you.” Wick asked, still using their link, since the one other person in the room with the AZ looked like he had no idea what was going on.  
 
    Justice wasn’t responding, only staring back at him in shock, but mostly dismay. When he finally did speak, his voice was a rumbling whisper, a prayer. “You can’t be my… my mate.”  
 
    He looked repulsed and Wick felt his insides burn and something mewl deep inside him. A sense of rejection washed over him and Wick struggled to keep his face neutral, to not show his initial hurt. But he must not have done a good enough job because his captain gripped his elbow and began to pull Wick behind him.  
 
    A fierce growl tore through the large room and was probably heard throughout the building and beyond. The Alpha Zenith moved faster than Wick realized shifters could and was on his captain, slamming him into the wall by his throat so aggressively the drywall and plaster exploded behind him and fell down around the vampire’s dangling feet. Wick’s captain hissed and gasped but nothing he did could free him from the large shifter’s grip. In one quick, effortless jerk, the big Alpha could snap his captain’s neck.  
 
    “Do not touch him. Mine! I can see your corrupted soul.” Justice’s eyes shifted to an astonishing ice blue as he barked angrily at the limp vampire, his wolf making a terrifying appearance. His long canines extended past his full bottom lip, making his voice sound like an out of tune Harley.  
 
    “Justice! What are you doing? Let him go!” His beta tried to get through to Justice, but he acted like he couldn’t hear him. Couldn’t even see his brother.  
 
    Wick used his flash speed and was at Justice’s side in a second. “Let my captain go. He was only trying to protect me. He doesn’t know.” Wick kept his voice low and easy. He wanted to touch Justice so badly but he had a feeling it wouldn’t be appreciated. Wick couldn’t be happy at Justice’s words, his reaction at another touching him. It was his animal’s instincts. Nothing more. The Alpha’s wolf called Wick his. But Justice – the man – did not. The man looked appalled that fate had dealt him such a shitty hand. It’d been written all over Justice’s ruggedly gorgeous face.  
 
    Wick watched Justice drop his captain like a pile of rubbish and step back, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe what he’d just done. “Damnit,” Justice spat. “I don’t know you. But I’m sorry, okay. I had no right. Shit. I don’t know why… I mean, I—” 
 
    “Justice we need to go.” The large beta wolf was still trying to hustle Justice away. Away from Wick. He couldn’t let him go until he heard the words. Until Justice said it.  
 
    “I’m Aleksei Volkov, Justice’s brother and first beta. He’s obviously not himself tonight. We’ll have to reschedule the meeting.”  
 
    Wick appreciated the considerate beta trying to be diplomatic and all, but this had nothing to do with any other shifters or vampires… only the two of them. Wick needed five minutes alone. To say goodbye. Inside he cringed at the crushing sadness. Justice made a noise Wick couldn’t decipher, but something down in Wick understood the wolf in Justice was angry… and hurting. That wouldn’t do.  
 
    “Can I speak with you privately for a few minutes?” Wick looked dead at Justice when he asked his question, but the brother stepped in front and answered for him. Which may be the norm in their pack, but Wick didn’t appreciate the interference, and apparently neither did his beast. Wick’s vision flashed and he saw the colors change right before his eyes. Vibrant colors went from radiant to dull and dim. Wick blinked repeatedly, trying to clear his sight. His chest vibrated and rumbled, making him feel off balance, like he was trying to comfort two wounded souls instead of one. When he opened his eyes, he gasped at how close Justice was to him. Right on top of him. Looking long and hard into his eyes now. Justice wasn’t looking through his human eyes but through his wolf’s. He was so close. Nothing else in the room mattered. Wick placed one shaking hand on Justice’s hot chest and a jolt of power shot up his arm and straight to his heart. Justice was so warm and full of life and Wick feared he’d never know how deep the warmth went.   
 
    “What are you?” Justice rumbled sexily. Large drops of sweat rained down his temples, slicking down the fine hairs around his face. He’d been working so hard to deny what was happening between them, the man was now a big, sweaty mess but damn, did he still smell appetizing.  
 
    Wick wanted to wrap himself in that dominating tone. Plunge his face in the dark hairs peeking out from the flannel shirt and rub his smooth face against the coarseness. He needed to bathe in Justice’s scent and mark himself with it. Wick didn’t know why, but it felt like that would soothe the beast within. Wick was more certain now than ever that he had something living inside him and the AZ could somehow communicate with it. Only one other person knew of Wick’s secret and he was still thousands of miles across the ocean.  
 
    “Erman, wait outside,” Wick told his captain. He looked to be fully recovered from Justice’s brief assault but it didn’t stop him from glaring daggers at the AZ and his beta. “Now.” 
 
    Justice turned to his brother, who was kicking some of the drywall out of the way. “Wait out front, Alek, please. Don’t let those police in here, either. Tell them we’ll pay for any damage.” 
 
    They both waited for the seconds it took his captain and Justice’s brother to leave before turning back to each other.  
 
    “You don’t want me.” Wick cut right to the point. He was never coy, always so assured and take-charge, but at the moment he could barely get those words out. Just the thought of walking away right now…. Wick heard a soft whine and wondered where it came from.  
 
    “You’re a shifter?” Justice inched in even closer, sniffing all around him, this time their chests touching just enough to make Wick want. His dick was stiff and aching in his tailored slacks, and he did nothing to shield his arousal. His fangs began to descend more, needing to taste, to feed.  
 
    “No.” Wick frowned, then really thought of Justice’s question. “Why? Can you see…? I mean can you—?” 
 
    “I can feel it. It’s… it’s talking—” Justice swallowed hard and took a few large steps back until his hip hit the conference table. “It’s talking to my wolf. Stop it.” 
 
    “How? Why? What’s it say—?” 
 
    “If you don’t know, how the hell am I supposed to know?!” Justice yelled, his fists balled tight and pounding at his chest. “My wolf is all over me one minute and now it’s distant and quiet, content to communicate with your animal – that you seem to be denying or claiming no knowledge of – and you’re asking me what it’s saying. I DON’T KNOW!” 
 
    Wick put his hands up and tried to pull back to give the frantic man some space. Pulling away seemed like the opposite of what he should do. It was contrary to what he wanted to do. This was very confusing and he needed answers that Justice seemed to have. Wick didn’t know what was going on either, but he was sure they were supposed to figure it out together. Otherwise, why would nature do this to them? Wick wanted to rejoice, wanted to celebrate. That’s how he always thought it should be. “I’m sorry we’re only just meeting. Justice… that’s your name, right? Justice Voltov?” 
 
    “Volkov. I’m Siberian,” Justice corrected. “We’re meeting because your kind keeps antagonizing my young wolves.” 
 
    Your kind. Wick decided to take a different approach, because clearly small talk wasn’t what Justice wanted. He didn’t know what the man wanted. He didn’t know what more to do or how to fix this. The thought of throwing his hands up and walking away wasn’t sitting well with Wick. Matter of fact, it felt like it would kill him. He had to get through to Justice. “My name is Chadwick Earl-Kyne Bentley.” 
 
    “Your name is Chadwick?” Justice asked dryly. 
 
    Damn, why did that hurt Wick too? Did Justice not like his name, because he loved his. Justice sounded so noble and trustworthy. Maybe the big wolf didn’t know what Wick’s name meant. “I know what Justice means in America. In the old world Chadwick means, ‘battle warrior’. But if you don’t like it, you can call me Wick. I prefer it. Or you can—” 
 
    “I don’t need to call you anything,” Justice snapped at him then grimaced, clutching his chest again like he was in great pain. “All we need to do is come up with a meeting of the minds regarding our kinds and then I… I might need a little time.” 
 
    Wick stood there staring at Justice. Aching and torn. Time? He couldn’t move. People believed vampires had no heart and no soul. Then why was his breaking right now? Why was his spirit demolished with only a few words from the exceptional man that was fated just for him? His insides whirled and his chest felt like something was battling against his rib cage. Wick felt weakened. Hungry. His throat burned with a ferocious urge to feel Justice’s blood flowing down his throat and coating him all over. Wick could hear Justice’s life force flowing through his veins. It was loud and beckoning him, pulsing right beneath the damp, tan skin over Justice’s jugular. Staring at that thick throat, Wick unconsciously licked his lips. 
 
    “Don’t even fuckin’ think about it. No way!” Justice growled so menacingly that Wick moved back, back until the sting of refusal was too much. Until he was fleeing. His flash speed taking him from the over-crowded police station, through the town and up eight thousand feet into the Lyon’s Peak Mountains within minutes, much faster than anyone could see him. All they knew was a windy blur flew past them. Wick didn’t stop until he was at the top, dejected and out of breath. He wasn’t sure how far he’d run, but he knew it was in the opposite direction of the pack lands and where he was staying. His captain was probably having a small conniption.  
 
    Wick didn’t care. He dropped down to the soft earth and dug his fingers into the rich soil. The one person that might understand all this or could help him clarify what was happening to him had just run him off. Hated him. The thought of Wick made Justice sick enough to recoil from him.  
 
    Wick laid down and stared up through an opening in the trees, not caring that his black Armani suit was being ruined. Nothing mattered anymore. He was lifeless, soulless. Why would fate bless him with anything? For two minutes, he thought nature had smiled on him. That fate did love him no matter how much he called to the Mother and she never answered. He was a life sucking vampire, nothing like the Mother’s adored shifters. Wick always felt he was more. Destined for greatness. Greater than his father. All Wick’s early years spent running away from boarding school for days at a time, escaping into the quietness of the woods. Answering what he knew now was an imaginary call, fabricated in his own mind. For a hundred years he waited for some kind of connection, an understanding of what stirred inside him. He waited for someone who had the answers to why Wick had such a strong pull to the wild.  
 
    As soon as fate showed him a glimmer of hope… she ripped it away. He was out there alone, and for the first time in his long life, he was afraid. Wick’s soul cried out. “Beloved. Mate.”  
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    Justice barely held back his wolf’s howl from answering his mate. He was on the private deck in his quarters, looking out at the dark forest at four-thirty in the morning, reliving every moment from the time the Vampire King entered the conference room to the moment he ran from him.  
 
    “Beloved.” 
 
    Justice couldn’t stop the painful yell that escaped him and likely filtered to the ends of the pack lands. He dropped down on both knees, trying to breathe through the fight he was having with his wolf. He wouldn’t go to the vampire, he wouldn’t answer his mate’s call and his wolf was tearing him apart inside because of it. It wanted out. Its mate needed comforting and Justice was preventing it.  
 
    He wasn’t ready to make the commitment. He had responsibilities. He needed time, but his wolf was making it his top priority, making Justice feel like he wouldn’t survive another day without the vampire. The mate pull shouldn’t be that strong so quickly. It made no sense. They also shouldn’t be able to communicate telepathically without having actually mated. He didn’t know what was going on.  
 
    “Justice!” Justice couldn’t answer his beta. Alek was banging on the door, in seconds he’d kick it down if Justice didn’t say something besides grunts and groans.  
 
    “Alpha.” Another voice called out with Alek. “My pack is concerned.” 
 
    Oh no. Now the Humboldt’s Alpha, Mikel, was at his door, too. Everyone could probably hear and feel Justice’s struggle, sense his anguish. Justice couldn’t focus on trying to shield his scent when he was using every bit of his strength to keep his wolf inside.  
 
    “Beloved, please.” 
 
    Justice heard it again – that gut churning plea, in the sexiest accent ever – and this time he had to grit his pain through clenched teeth as he fought against his instincts. His wolf howled long and hard but Justice kept it contained. It felt like a bass drum beating against his ribcage. The harsh breaths, angry snarls and the determined pacing taking place within him was overtaking him. All the while, his mate kept calling to him and Justice wouldn’t answer. He tried to quiet the link but he couldn’t. All it did was give him a brain-splitting headache, something he’d never felt before and never wanted to feel again. He could still feel the King in his head. Talking to him and his wolf. Every now and then his animal would settle, but never for long. Wick’s pain was palpable, so were his anxiety and fear. Not only was Justice’s wolf hurting immensely, but he was too. Chadwick Bentley was the other half of him, but how? That wasn’t even possible. Or so he thought. Justice had never heard of a shifter/vampire mating. Just like no one heard of a shark and a lion mating. Where would they live? They were completely different species without a single thing in common. All Justice wanted was a couple days to pray to the Mother for guidance, consult his brothers. He wouldn’t take what he desired, what was easy. There was more at stake than his own selfish wants. 
 
    The loud crash of the door hitting the wall and splintering – into way too many pieces to repair – was the next sound he heard after he fell to his hands and knees.  
 
    Don’t shift. Don’t shift. Fight it. Justice chanted in his mind.  
 
    “Justice, my god.”  
 
    Justice looked up, his eyes heavy and unfocused, switching from his wolf’s vision back to human. His brother, Alek, and the Alpha Mikel were hurrying to his side, both of them with their mouths set in tight scowls with firm lines along their foreheads.  
 
    “There’s too much power in here,” Justice’s younger brother said, backing slowly out of the room. Justice could see their apprehension and it killed him that there was nothing he could do to calm the Humboldt pack or his own.  
 
    “Everyone out,” Alek ordered, still trying unsuccessfully to help Justice to his feet. “Farica, help ease the pack’s fear. Let them know the AZ is with his betas and is fine.” 
 
    “But, Al—”  
 
    “Go, now!” Alek ordered, cutting Farica off.  
 
    Justice heard her hurry off, leaving only his brothers just outside his door, and Alek and the Humboldt Alpha.  
 
    “Talk to us, Justice,” Alek pleaded, squatting next to Justice.  
 
    Justice slowed his breaths. He didn’t try to talk until he was certain he wouldn’t scream as soon as his lips parted. It was quiet in his head now and the thought that Wick was gone or had somehow severed the link himself made Justice break down and confess. He just couldn’t do this alone.  
 
    Justice huffed tiredly. Mother, he was so beat. It’d been only three hours since he’d met his mate, and already he felt an overwhelming need for him. Justice had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to fight this, although he should be able to. He was certainly strong enough. Wolves could deny their mates. Even true mates, though it was unheard of. The true mate pull was too wonderful and fascinating to ignore and any wolf would be thanking the Mother for years to come for giving them a mate made especially for them.  
 
    Frowning at his scattered thoughts, Justice finally opened his mouth, his voice sounding like claws against rough bark. “It’s the Vampire King. He’s my mate. My true mate,” Justice confessed, slumping down the wall into a heap of exhaustion.  
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    Seven calls, all unanswered.  
 
    Did shifters not feel the same mate tug as vampires? His kind didn’t call them mates, they were called Beloveds and they were very rare and precious in his world. Practically recherché. If anyone, any vampires, knew Wick was being rejected by his Beloved, they’d attack him in no time. And defeat him. It was the only way. Not being able to have his mate’s blood would weaken and eventually, kill him. Wick was already famished for him. If only Justice hadn’t touched him. When he’d leaned in close to look into Wick’s eyes, the shifter’s large chest brushed his and that was all it took. Nothing else would occupy Wick’s mind. No one else would be able to satisfy him. He could never feed from another. Their blood would poison him. Wick hadn’t had to think twice about it when Justice got close to him. He’d never refuse Justice’s touch. 
 
    Wick was still lying down on the ground staring up to where the sun was due to make a glorious appearance in about an hour. Maybe he’d go ahead and lie there and cook for a while, get the process of death moving faster… no need to delay the inevitable. His inside was deathly silent. He felt nothing, no beating heart, no breaths, no beast. Just loneliness. Suffering. Wick squeezed his eyes shut at what he supposed would be one of his final thoughts. At least I had one small sliver of contact with my Beloved before I died.  
 
    “Do you think I’d gift to you one of my greatest creations and only allow you a sliver of contact with him, my dear Chadwick?” 
 
    Wick heard the question spoken softly aloud before an angelic figure floated down to him, her bare feet landing gracefully on the ground next to Wick’s outstretched hand. When had he done that? What was he reaching for?  
 
    “Get up, dear heart. Be the true mate my son was given.” 
 
    Wick squinted, but that was ridiculous because there was absolutely nothing wrong with his vision. Though he was hungry, he wasn’t in a lethargic state from starvation… yet. He knew he was wide awake and actually seeing the beautiful, long-haired woman only a few feet in front of him. Her glow, or maybe it was her aura, attracted more wildlife to them as if she was manna from heaven. He was captivated. She was magnificently ethereal and she looked so warm… and so familiar. Her sparkling blue eyes were shinier and more majestic than the Upsala ice caps. Wick stood and brushed off the larger pieces of debris from his suit, still watching as she returned his gaze with a peaceful smile.   
 
    “That’s more like it.” She crossed both hands in front of her long, ivory sarong that dragged dramatically behind her as she moved.  
 
    “Are you Mother Nature?” Wick had to ask. Who else could she be, if not—? 
 
    Her bird-song laugh cut him off but he didn’t mind. It sounded nice to him and Wick felt the entity inside him come back to life. Wick almost dropped to one knee in relief. When had he grown to need and rely on that part of himself? Not until Wick couldn’t feel his beast anymore did it threaten to consume him. Wick was starting to need it too much.  
 
    “No. I’m not the Mother. That was her message for you, though. She had a more stubborn person to visit with tonight. I decided to come see you.” She wore a sorrowful expression. “My heart was breaking for you. For your defeated spirit. I know my son can be a proud man. He’s his father’s son, but he’s also the…” She stopped and turned away. “I can’t say very much. You and Justice have to figure this out together. He will come around, I promise, Chadwick. Please don’t give up.” 
 
    “You’re Justice’s mother?” 
 
    “I am.” Her smile returned as quickly and easily as the morning dawn. “And the Mother sent me to you. She’s always been with you, dear Chadwick. There was so much you had to learn before it was time to fulfill your destiny, but she never left you alone. You and my son are meant to do such wonderful things.” 
 
    Wick shook his head as he choked out his words. “He doesn’t want me. I’m vile to him. He’d rather throw his body on a sacrificial altar than allow me to feed from him.”  
 
    She responded by walking right up to him until she was only inches away. Wick welcomed the calming breeze and the earthy scent she brought with her. “I shouldn’t say too much, but you need this.” Her words were only a gust of sound on the wind. Secrets. “Justice’s wolf is one of the most powerful that has been and will ever be. It can get through to the man, the human in Justice – that part that struggles with the idea of a vampire mate – his wolf will claim his mate and have it no other way. You’ve been blessed with a gift inside you, Chadwick, to get through to Justice’s animal.” 
 
    “How?” Was Wick’s only reply. 
 
    “Haven’t you already felt them communicating?” She tilted her head.  
 
    Wick tried to think back to the feelings he started to experience the moment his jet landed here. Like he was being called.  
 
    She placed her slim, glowing fingers on his abdomen. “Your beast is finally ready to meet its mate. He’s lain dormant for many years, but he’s always had his purpose.” The sound of thunder shook the ground beneath him and a bolt of lightning flashed in Justice’s mom’s eyes. In that moment Wick felt a strong presence burst alive inside him. Nothing like what he’d felt all those years past, no, now Wick could see eyes within him, looking at the world through his. Blue eyes.  
 
    “How does it—?” Wick hissed and jerked his head up to the sky. The sun was rising.  
 
    Next thing Wick knew, Justice’s mother was smiling down at him, her sweet hum lulling him into a fast approaching slumber. He blinked, then he was lying in the bed in the cabin with the heavy drapes pulled tight. Wick looked around, trying to understand what had just happened. Something inside told him to rest, that all would work out soon. So Wick did just that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Justice had a fitful night of sleep. The Mother came to him, but he fought the need to rest. All she’d done was continually whisper, “Trust your wolf.” The link between him and the Vampire King was eerily silent suddenly. Justice didn’t like that feeling, but at least it was a break from the pain and stress he felt when his mate was vocally upset, calling out to him. The thought was crippling. Justice got up and trudged exhaustedly to the bathroom. He had to somehow make himself reasonably presentable for the pack. It was already after eight a.m. He’d missed the pack’s sunrise run, and most likely breakfast. 
 
    “Justice. I brought you some food,” his sister said through the bedroom door.  
 
    He knew he looked like hell, but he pulled on a pair of sweats and opened the door. Farica gasped, clutching her hand over her mouth. “Oh, Justice.” 
 
    He reached out and took the large tray loaded with sausages, bacon, and a heaping pile of a fried potato dish with eggs and more meat. It looked great but his stomach revolted like it was shit on a platter. What the hell? Justice swallowed hard and put the tray down on the small coffee table in the sitting room. Maybe it was his stress causing him to lose his appetite.  
 
    “Why would you ever deny a true mate, Justice? It’s all any of us want.” She tucked her legs under her and settled into the corner of the couch. “I was doing some research last night. And do you know that the last reported statistic on found mates was compiled in 2012? It showed that only three vampires found their mates that year, and only one was reported in 2011. Well, not mate, Beloveds… how pretty does that sound?” Farica cooed. 
 
    Justice finally lifted his head from resting in his hands. He’d dropped down in the chair across from her, still feeling drained. Farica mentioning the word – beloved – a word that had echoed in his head for the last six hours made his stomach flop. “Are you for real?”  
 
    “I’m dead fuckin’ serious,” Farica growled, standing so fast her amazing strength pushed the couch back several feet until it hit the wall. His sister’s eyes flashed a brighter blue as she loomed over him. “You will condemn us all if you deny your mate. You won’t even be able to function… look at you now. Don’t be a goddamn fool.” 
 
    Justice tried to flex his AZ muscles, but his wolf was silent while another one berated him. Like Justice deserved a good tongue lashing from his intelligent sister and his wolf would not intervene to defend him. “Careful.” Justice scowled with little heat behind it.  
 
    His sister reared back. “See!” 
 
    “Farica leave me in peace, please.”  
 
    Farica’s eyes bugged. She rarely got rattled and she definitely never cursed. If she was already being pushed to the limit, then a lot more of his pack were probably beside themselves. His pack and shifters all over the country needed to feel his strength. Right now, Justice didn’t know what the wolves were feeling.  
 
    “My wolf just damn near challenged yours and you did nothing. I’m not the least bit intimidated by you right now, Justice.”  
 
    “Do you forget that you’re also an alpha from a long, dominant bloodline? You shouldn’t be easily intimidated,” Justice mumbled like he didn’t care.  
 
    “Justice, please. Listen to reason. The Mother doesn’t make mistakes.” 
 
    “I will not be forced into this!” Justice roared, sending Farica cowering away.  
 
    Alek and Mac burst through the door and hurried Farica from the room. Justice tried to call out a weak apology to her but Alek cut him off.  
 
    “Justice. You can’t keep going like this. You do realize that, right? It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours and already this is driving you insane,” Mac told him.  
 
    “Where’s Taleb?” Justice sighed.  
 
    “He went to Mystic.” Alek’s look was serious.  
 
    Justice groaned. “I didn’t give permission for anyone in my pack, especially my brother, to visit a Shaman.” 
 
    “When has Taleb ever waited for permission to seek out information? When has any of us ever waited for permission to help each other? We obviously don’t understand how the Vampire King’s been fated to be your mate, but there has to be a very big ass cosmic explanation. One that’s way beyond our scope of understanding. None of us know how you’re already semi-linked and able to communicate with him. But Just, you’re smart enough to know that with the vampire and shifter feud threatening our way of life, it has to be more than just a freak of nature that the Vampire fucking King is your true, destined mate. The King! Winchester Bentley’s first born son and successor. I mean, come on. The Mother didn’t exactly sell you short, bro. Why are you stalling?” 
 
    “Figures you’d think that, Mac. You’ve always failed to see the bigger picture. How will anyone follow me when I’ve mated with the enemy? Mated with a person who kills his own kind unapologetically. How could I allow a man like that – with that kind of power and ability – around my shifters? We have young pups to protect, Macauley. I have to be absolutely sure of the vampire’s intentions or I’d be endangering them, and that’s something I will never, ever, do as long as I have breath,” Justice argued, that incessant pounding starting in his head again.  
 
     “AZ! AZ, I have news.” The Humboldt pack Alpha, Mikel, didn’t wait for Justice or his brothers to invite him in.  
 
    Mikel already knew what was going on with Justice. “What is it, Mikel?”  
 
    “One of my pack members works at the Henderson Executive Airport and he called and reported that he saw the Vampire King’s escort boarding their jet. The flight plan was one-way to London City Airport. He didn’t—” 
 
    “Ugggh, Alek, help,” Justice cried out, crouching on the floor. No wonder he could hardly feel Wick. The thought that his mate was so far out of his reach drove his wolf into a psychotic frenzy. Justice’s back bowed and his fists balled up hard enough to dig his nails into his palms. His mate was gone and Justice had run him off, now his wolf would torture him until he made it right.  
 
    “He’s still here, Justice.” Alpha Mikel hurried to finish his report while Justice’s brother tried to calm him down. “Seven members of the escort were missing, including Chadwick Bentley and his captain. He didn’t leave… not yet.  
 
    “My pack is afraid, Alpha. Call to your mate and ease your wolf. There may be some shifters that won’t stand behind you immediately, but you have me and one hundred fifty-two of my pack members standing with you now. That’s a damn good start. We’ll go all the way with you AZ. All the way to the council if we have to. But my pack is in complete panic and uproar. Your shifters are telling you we need you, Justice. We need our Alpha Zenith. We need you to answer. Your. Mate.” 
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    “I just want to go on record again and say—” 
 
    “You’ve said it twice already. You don’t agree with going on pack lands unannounced.” Wick cut his captain off. His annoyance was evident in his dry tone. “But you have no choice, so stop talking about it.” 
 
    “King Bentley, I want you to know that I’m honored to be trusted to stay here and support you with your Beloved. I will fight with you.”  
 
    Wick smirked at his long-time Escort Lord. He’d been with him from the time Wick was crowned King and had never left Wick’s side since. He was fierce and loyal, a soldier. It was ingrained in him long before he became an immortal to stand and fight. Ramon Vega had been a Lieutenant in the Cuban Revolution. Fighting right alongside Raul Castro in Oriente Province, Cuba. At only thirty-two he’d lain there at the base of the Cristal Mountain dying from a gunshot wound when a sire found him and changed him. Ramon was a vampire that believed in defending his kind. That’s why he was Wick’s Lord Protector.  
 
    “I appreciate your dedication, Ramon. I always have. But we are not going to fight. I chose the five of you to stand behind me with Captain Giuliani while I earn my Beloved’s trust. Under no circumstance are you to become hostile with any shifters, now or in the future.” Wick turned in the front passenger seat to look each of his officers in the eye. A distinct hiss was added as a warning. “Even if advanced on. Do not retaliate. Anyone who harms a shifter, I will see spends an eternity in a wooden box.”  
 
    They all nodded in understanding. There wasn’t a single scent of fear or stress in the large SUV, only the purpose and focus of his men. There was no need for any of them to be afraid. The men Wick and his captain chose were the best of the best in his court, in their entire species. They’d been well briefed on the subject of his fated Beloved and without thought, each of them immediately reminded Wick of their allegiance to him and that it was unbreakable. No matter what the situation. 
 
    “Isn’t your Beloved supposed to already trust and care deeply at the first scent of you?” Another vampire asked from the last row.  
 
    Wick didn’t like anyone thinking that there was a malfunction in his link to his mate. Technically, it was true. His mate should already be craving him. Wick believed Justice was aching, because heaven knows Wick was barely able to shield his worried scent, he was in such a state. “Justice and I are not ordinary Beloved souls. He’s the Alpha Zenith. It was silly of me to expect him to fall into my arms, tilt his head and bare his throat for me.” 
 
    “You’ve never steered away from a challenge, sir,” Wick’s captain said, his shaded eyes still on the brightly-lit, well-worn path that led down to the Humboldt pack’s land. The sun was still shining but setting quickly. Behind the blacked-out windows, Wick’s vampires were safe.  
 
    As they rounded a sharp bend, cabins and log buildings came into view. There were four large shifters standing at the gated entrance, cautiously watching them approach. Wick saw the one on the end pull out his cell phone and make a quick call.  
 
    “He probably called the Alpha,” his Lord Protector said.  
 
    “I’m hoping he did,” Wick answered. “Make sure you slow down a little more and stop several feet from them.” 
 
    His captain did as Wick instructed. The shifter was asked to come around to Wick’s side so the sun wouldn’t filter in and touch Erman. “I’m here with a gift for your Alpha Zenith. He already knows I’m here.” 
 
    Two identical brown wolves ran down the side of the mountain and communicated something to the shifters at the gate, because they stepped aside and told Wick how much farther he had to go to get to the Alpha’s side of the property. As they drove over the worn, dirt road, they heard warning howls go up. Wick wouldn’t take offense. Vampires were on their land, of course they’d make sure the pack was tucked away safely.  
 
    Wick looked around at the beautiful scenery of the Humboldt’s vast land. Acres and acres. The rolling greens where they’d cleared the trees were nothing short of picturesque. Cabins were everywhere. Farms and livestock were being cared for. Wick saw at least two schools, and even a couple makeshift stores.  
 
    “They’re looking a little hostile, Captain,” Ramon noted, turning and watching all angles of their vehicle, especially Wick’s side.   
 
    “They’re just going about their jobs. It’s curiosity. Nothing more. Vampires probably don’t visit every day.” 
 
    Wick was about to agree with his captain but stopped short when he caught sight of the row of shifters standing in front of a large two-story home with sand-colored, handcrafted logs and a huge wraparound porch. Better craftsmanship than any one hundred story skyscraper Wick had ever seen. It looked to be the pack’s hierarchy. They stood in a diamond formation with his Beloved standing in the front. Another large man was to his left and Wick assumed that to be this pack’s Alpha because the man on Justice’s right was his beta and brother. Wick remembered him from the police station. Several more men spanned down the line, with a few women mixed in. All looking strong and ready for whatever was about to happen. Aside from the few men milling about, working or surveying the grounds, the land was void of any other pack members.  
 
    Even through the dark windows the shifters could see them. The sun was just at the tip of the tall redwoods behind the cabin, casting the open sky in an array of striking golds and ambers, before it disappeared for the night. This was the moment he’d waited for. Wick hadn’t tried to use his link with Justice, scared to attempt it only to find it gone. He’d felt the apprehension from his Beloved when he thought of how they could live and exist together even though they were so different. Wick wasn’t all that dissimilar from his gorgeous mate, which he was about to show him. Wick opened the door and stepped out, the bright sun hitting him in his face. He tilted his head up and smiled at the romantic sky. The warmth felt lovely on his typically cool skin. The gasps and murmurs of disbelief were easily heard… including his Beloved’s.  
 
    “You can walk in the sun?” 
 
    It took everything in Wick not to drop down to his knees and thank the Mother right then and there that their link was still alive. “There’s a lot I can do. Maybe you’ll let me show you.” Wick sighed inside. For the first time, Wick didn’t feel Justice’s nervous feelings.  
 
    “May I address one of your packs, Justice?”  
 
    Justice stepped forward, his brother at his right only a step behind. Aleksei Volkov was a hulking alpha in his own right and could clearly defend his AZ if needed. Wick was sure his own team was counting down the seconds until the sun set and they could escape the refuge of the SUV and stand at Wick’s back like they were supposed to. His mate nodded once, still eyeing him carefully. Wick didn’t want to turn away from the look of longing and desire he could see in Justice’s miraculous eyes.  
 
    But he finally pried his coal-colored eyes away. He looked at each shifter’s unique face, committing them all to memory. They would all be an extension of him soon. In a tone as silky as satin, with a smile that was nothing short of mesmerizing, Wick addressed them all with a simple but regal, “Greetings.”  
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    Good gracious that accent was too damn much. Even through their link, Wick’s voice was like the finest wine. His British accent made him sound noble. He was. Justice hadn’t heard anything like it. He hung on every sure word Wick spoke… or at least he tried to listen. 
 
    Justice almost snapped at his siblings but he had to keep his face and posture expressionless. All three of them were in his head while his mate addressed the Humboldt pack hierarchy with a mixture of charm and authority.  
 
    Mac: “I can’t believe he came here. And he can walk in the daylight, y’all see that? That’s pretty bad ass, Justice.” 
 
    Justice: “Shut up. I’m listening.” 
 
    Farica: “He’s so handsome, Just. Wow. Does he smell like really, really good to you?” 
 
    Alek: “At least hear him out this time, Justice.” 
 
    Mac: “I don’t smell anything, do y’all?” 
 
    Alek: “Nope, not a thing. They can shield their scents like alphas can.” 
 
    Mac: “Cool. Hmm. I wonder how sharp his fangs are.” 
 
    Justice: “Will you guys shut up and pay attention.” 
 
    Farica: “I wouldn’t mind if that one in the second row got out so I could get a better look. Yum.” 
 
    Alek: “Don’t disgust us, please.” 
 
    Justice: “Thank you. Now shush.” 
 
    Mac: “Justice, I hear older men are in, bro. Imagine all the cool shit he could tell you about.” Mac snickered. “Like what Jesus was like.”  
 
    All of them roared with laughter in his head, he even felt Taleb’s chuckle in the distance. These idiots. Justice pushed a little unwelcome power at his siblings: “I said, quiet.” 
 
    No one else spoke in Justice’s head after that.  
 
    “I’ve brought a gift of truce, not only to my Beloved Mate, but to this pack as well.” Wick heard his captain get out of the truck and come stand at the hood of the large vehicle; his posture completely open and unguarded. “I’ve sent a large part of my Escort home. The few you see here are disciplined, well-respected vampires, known throughout our species. They are the most influential. The elite. They’ve been hand chosen by myself and my captain to stay and help rectify the disorder amongst the local packs and covens.” 
 
    Wick turned and walked to the back of the SUV and beyond, to a small enclosed trailer with slated vents along the side. His dark black slacks curved around his tight ass perfectly. Justice’s chest rumbled at the sight of his mate from behind. Macauley chuckled and Justice realized the sound had escaped him. Which meant his mate heard it, too.   
 
    Justice tilted his head and scented at what his mate had brought. He couldn’t smell anything coming from the trailers. What was—? 
 
    “I shielded their scent so no one would know we had them on the way here. I simply wanted to make sure I returned them safely.” Wick opened the trailer and walked back to the front of the Tahoe.  
 
    Justice watched in awe as eight wolves leaped out and came around the side of the vehicle. They were the wolves that’d been arrested that Justice’s team was trying so hard to get released. His mate brought them to him. As a gift.  
 
    The wolves walked cautiously around the vampires of Wick’s Escort, their lips pulled back and a snarl of spittle escaping when the vampires did absolutely nothing in retaliation – like the young wolves were itching for a fight. Justice took everything in, including the bitter scents of fury and aggression. The wolves’ posturing, and their obvious misplaced hostility against the vampires, was a harsh slap of reality in Justice’s face. His own damn shifters were the cause of all this. The display the vampires were putting on clearly showed they had much more control over their behavior than his shifters. It was time for Justice to act. Everyone was waiting for him. The shifters were not from the Humboldt Pack, so Alpha Mikel would not intervene. It was all on Justice, but after the mental anguish he’d suffered the last couple days, he didn’t think he had the energy to pull on his wolf and use his authority. He was wrong. When the larger wolf in front passed Wick and let out a sharp, vicious bark at him. Issuing a clear challenge… Justice realized he’d been grossly mistaken. 
 
    It all happened so fast, yet it felt like slow motion.  
 
    Justice stepped off with his right foot and bounded a good eight feet in the air, shifting in mid-leap and landing on four large paws. Justice shook out his animal’s thick white and gray fur, his wolf beyond anxious to be let out in the presence of its mate. Justice turned his large head to the darkening sky and howled to the pack and all neighboring packs within miles. The rest of the Humboldt pack emerged from their cabins and the perimeter of dense trees. Some were in wolf form and some human. Whichever their form, they were all staring at the vampires, not the defiant wolves that were currently being kept in a tight line by Alek and Mac, while the impressive Alpha Zenith made his entrance. 
 
    Justice finished stretching his massive body – his wolf having been confined for two days – then turned his icy blue eyes on his mate. Justice stood tall and dominant, his tail high in the air. Wick didn’t try to hide his excitement or shield his arousal at seeing his wolf. Justice’s sense of smell was already sensitive but in this form the smell of his mate was driving him crazy. It was so amazing and distinct from anything else around him. His wolf ached to go to Wick and push his body against him so he at least carried his scent. His animal already struggled with his mate not wearing his mark.  
 
    “You’re beautiful, Beloved.”  
 
    His mate approved and Justice’s wolf howled again. He was torn which way to go. He had a huge job to do as the AZ, but he also had work to put in with his mate. The pull was twice as strong now. Something inside of Wick was beckoning Justice, and it wasn’t only Wick’s soul, but far beyond it.  
 
    Another quiet snarl then a sharp bark jerked Justice’s attention away from his mate and back to the young wolf blocked by Alek’s large body, but still pacing, trying to get around him. This wasn’t typical of a wolf so young. He behaved recklessly and against his nature, and it had Justice reacting. No one threatened his mate.  
 
    Justice was across the yard in seconds, his speed faster than a cheetah’s, and that was on a slow day. He clamped his huge jaws around the disobedient shifter’s throat and gave him a vicious shake, growling and snarling his disapproval. Justice easily shook the tawny wolf like he was nothing but a stuffed animal. The wolf lay limp, the pungent smell of fear and urine assaulted Justice’s senses. He released the crying animal and just refrained from dragging the pup to his mate’s feet and making him apologize. Instead, Justice pulled back enough to let the wolf roll over and bare his stomach to his Alpha.  
 
    “You’ve disgraced yourself, your pack… and me.” Justice sent to the pitiful creature trembling beneath him.  
 
    “Alpha. It’s the damn vamps. They’re the disgrace.”  
 
    Justice growled ferociously, sending the wolf scampering back with his tail tucked firmly. “Where are you getting this information?” 
 
    The wolf looked back at the others, still being disciplined by Justice’s brothers. Handling seven shifters was a walk in the park for his betas. Alpha Mikel had shifted into his big, black wolf and was sniffing around the cad wolves, along their flanks, muzzles, and genitals, trying to gather as much information as he could. When one would bark their annoyance, Alek’s reprimand was swift and harsh. Usually a head-butt or sharp nip at their hip to get them back in line.  
 
    “Don’t look to them! Answer me!”  
 
    The wolf whimpered, then released a sad howl. “My new pack.” 
 
    Justice hadn’t approved of any new packs. This shifter uprising wasn’t just against vampires – but him as well! Justice reached out with his mind, looking for voids and holes where shifters should be. If there was a rebellion, they were more than likely getting help to block their locations. 
 
    “Where is the pack...? WHERE?!” Justice bristled, his black-rimmed ears up and forward as he pushed enough power out to force the wolf to answer, enough strength to hurt.  
 
    “At the base of the Ruby Dome.” The wolf barely formed the sentence, he was whining so loud.  
 
    The other wolves tried to deny having any association with the rogue pack, but again, Justice’s brothers shut them up fast.  
 
    This needed a lot more investigating and doing it out here wouldn’t get him the answers he needed. If there was a new pack forming, one which was hell bent on starting a species war, then Justice needed to eliminate it. A determined feeling washed over him, making him look back at his mate.  
 
    “I can help you.” 
 
    “I... I don’t know.”  
 
    Wick stared at Justice for a long time. No one spoke, no one moved, not even the chastised pups still belly up on the ground. Wick’s body started to vibrate and his eyes flashed back and forth from blown, jet-black pupils to narrow slits.   
 
    Justice’s wolf whimpered and hurried over to his mate.  
 
    “Something’s happening.” Wick rasped and fell to both knees, digging long sharp claws into the soft earth.  
 
    “My Lord. What’s happening?” His captain tried to push Justice’s large body out of the way and got a harsh warning growl for it.  
 
    Justice didn’t want to hurt Wick’s third, but the man was going to have to know his place, and that was to stay the hell out of Justice’s way when his animal was with its mate. His hurting mate. Justice sniffed and nuzzled at Wick’s neck while he sat crouched on one knee, breathing harshly, his eyes wide with shock.  
 
    Justice heard his brother yelling at everyone to back off and give them room, as more gathered around. Wick was fighting against a force Justice couldn’t see and it was driving his animal into a fever. He had to help his mate, the feeling was that natural. Looking into Wick’s changed eyes, he saw him. Saw his extraordinary beast. And that’s when he realized Wick was about to shift.  
 
    “I don’t know if—,” Wick groaned, cutting himself off. Without warning, he stood and took off into the trees, racing at lighting speed.  
 
    He saw his mate fleeing from him. Away from his comfort and protection. His wolf was not having it. Justice reared back and bellowed a long, sorrowful howl, calling out to Wick. He didn’t wait for his mate to respond. Justice bounded into the darkness of the trees, his mate’s scent strong in his nose. The smell of fear was there, too. Justice whined and picked up his speed, his large paws barely making contact with the soft earth before they left it again. After another couple minutes of running up the mountain at almost his max speed, Justice heard Wick’s rapid footsteps, then his breathing.  
 
    “Stop running,” Justice sent to his mate, hot on his heels.  
 
    Wick was moving fluidly through the mountainous terrain. Leaping up onto towering branches and going airborne for several feet before landing back on the ground, never missing a step. His messy black hair was windswept, straight back, his face set in a determined scowl. Justice ached for him. He knew what was wrong. Wick was a hybrid of some sort and didn’t know how to control it. There was an animal inside of him that Justice believed wanted out… especially now that Wick had found his mate. An animal that confusedly didn’t smell like wolf. It must’ve been quiet all this time. No wonder Wick was scared. Justice had butterflies for his first shift, but there was an enormous difference. Justice always knew he would shift and was prepared for it. Justice also had his father and his pack to see him through it. Wick had no one. Not even a clue. Vampires were not shifters. 
 
    Justice ran up next to Wick, his tongue lolling out one side of his mouth as he tried to catch his breath at that speed. He didn’t want to hurt his mate, but at the speed they were running, if he bumped Wick with his flank, it’d send him flying.  
 
    “You wanted space, didn’t you?”  
 
    That’s the last thing Justice wanted. He huffed and leapt into the air, wrapping his huge body around Wick and flipping so they slammed down to the ground, landing on his own back. They slid for several feet, the debris along the forest floor cutting into Justice’s back, the cuts and scrapes healing almost immediately. He grunted and clung on to his mate even tighter when his thick hind hit a large Spruce, spinning them around a few times before slamming them into another one, his ribcage absorbing the brunt of the pain.  
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    Wick was nestled against the soft white fur along Justice’s belly. So thick and warm. Wick didn’t want to move. He’d give anything in his world to stay like this the rest of his life. His heart beat at a staccato tempo. His Justice not only smelled amazing, his animal felt like the powerful being it was. Wick could feel the strength radiating from him and he needed that more than anything right now.  
 
    “Easy.” 
 
    “Justice,” Wick groaned. 
 
    “Just breathe.” 
 
    A sense of peace came over Wick, making him go limp and pliant against the most amazing blanket he’d ever felt. “I’m sorry I ran. I’m not a coward.” 
 
    “I know that. I’m sorry, too.”  
 
    Justice huffed underneath him and Wick couldn’t help burying his nose in the bushy, stark white fur surrounding Justice’s throat. Wick could smell his other half’s sweet blood, blood that he dreamed was warm and rich. Organic, pure Siberian descendant would taste like nothing he’d ever had. The Mother had truly blessed him. Wick moaned. He hadn’t forgotten he was on top of a large animal and not the man, but all that fur didn’t stop Wick from smelling what was making him crazy. Justice’s blood smelled so robust, like it was mixed with nature’s elements. Wick inhaled pine, cedar, and a type of berry he couldn’t place. All combined to stimulate him. His throat began to heat. Goodness, he was so hungry. It’d been two days. He heard the wolf whine under him, cutting through Wick’s euphoria and stabbing him in the heart. Justice shifted back to human, breathing hard and heavy. His Beloved wasn’t interested in letting Wick put his fangs anywhere near him. The wolf might’ve let Wick feed, but the man would not. 
 
    Wick leapt off Justice, landing several feet away from him. Justice stood and squared off with Wick as if preparing for him to run again. But Wick wasn’t running. Bloody hell. He was tired of running. Tired of this. Justice was his true, beloved mate, goddamnit. Wick should already be head over heels in love… damn-sure not starving. Frankly, it was starting to piss him off. His other half was supposed to be turned on by everything about him. Not disgusted. Wick’s eyes flashed, warning Justice to keep his distance.   
 
    “I’m not disgusted. I shifted back because I could still feel your thoughts. Even the ones you tried to shield. You thought I was staying in my wolf form because I can’t be with you as a man.” Justice stood tall and proud in his nakedness. He had no reason to cover himself or be ashamed. His chiseled body was art personified.  
 
    Wick had to turn his head. Justice was amazing. He wanted him in the worst way, but Wick couldn’t let his Beloved think he could run all over him and he’d just take it. He needed to say his piece but he couldn’t look Justice directly in his bright blue eyes when he did. His anger seemed to flee suddenly whenever he did. He also couldn’t gather his thoughts when he looked at those eyes. Eyes he could still see in the dark of the night. It pained Wick to say his next words but he had to. “Do you feel our pull at—?” 
 
    “I feel everything.” Justice’s deep voice cut him off. “Times ten.” 
 
    “You sure don’t act like it,” Wick slung back at him. “I send away my escort to show my trust. I bring you a gift that you reject.” 
 
    “I didn’t reject your gift,” Justice said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “You were not appreciative. Where I come from, people show their gratitude—” 
 
    Justice pushed his chest out, his voice carrying. “I don’t know where you come from. We just met. Yes, we are mates. I feel it like nothing else. But you wanted me to lay down and let you bite me the second we met. You never gave me a chance, Wick.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. But I still don’t know how you were able to not answer my call.” Wick yanked his dark suit jacket off and tossed it to the side. It was ruined from the run anyway.  
 
    “It wasn’t easy.” Justice shook his head. “I’m not proud of my initial reaction to you. I thought you were… you know… doing something to my head to make me feel—” 
 
    “Wait. You thought I was making you think you were my true mate? You thought I was that deceitful having never even met me.” Wick began to move forward. The hurtful words propelling him right into his Beloved’s face. How dare he pre-judge Wick? “You thought I left my home, my family, and flew to the other side of the world just to trick you, you over-confident, furry fucker. I came here to do a job, just like you. I rule a species of people, Justice, just like you. I have zero time, patience, or energy to put into fooling you.” 
 
    The King was speaking, his forehead pinched and his fangs exposed, using only a minuscule ounce of his strength, but emanating enough force into the atmosphere that the nocturnal creatures called out in surprise. The air shimmered a thick, choking haze, displaying Wick’s anger… and his hurt.  
 
    Justice growled low when Wick poked him hard in his broad chest. Wick wasn’t frightened like any normal person would be because in the pit of his stomach, he was certain Justice wouldn’t hurt him, so Wick growled right back. 
 
    “Do not challenge my wolf,” Justice warned him. 
 
    Wick refused to avert his eyes. Forget that. 
 
    Justice’s body began to shake. It still didn’t strike fear in Wick’s heart, it actually excited him. Justice pulled back and stared long, like he was trying to decode something in Wick’s eyes. Wick’s vision flashed again, before going back to dark. Each time it did that it felt like he was looking through new eyes.  
 
    “I can see him.” 
 
    Wick’s snarl dropped, his anger quickly replaced by anxious curiosity. “What do you mean, you see it?” 
 
    “I see his eyes. He wants out,” Justice said with so much assurance, Wick began to believe it might really be okay and he had nothing to fear. “You’ve never met your animal?” 
 
    “No.” Wick felt ashamed, like he should know. Here he was in front of the most powerful shifter this side of the world and Wick was blessed with the same gift and didn’t know how to possess it. Maybe he wasn’t worthy. “My best friend – an extremely smart man – has searched for an understanding of what was inside of me since we were young vamps. He never found anything about vampire shifters, or even hybrids.” 
 
    “But you always felt it, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Very quiet, but definitely there.” Wick rubbed his hand over his rapidly beating chest. “Never like this. I didn’t feel like this until I landed here.” 
 
    “It makes sense. Your beast is very strong. He knew I was here.” Justice had a slight twist to his lip. 
 
    “I’m… um. How will he come out?” Wick started pacing in front of Justice, no longer able to stand still while he waited for something to burst out of him, or become him. Justice made shifting look effortless. He didn’t know how to say what he was feeling without seeming like an inadequate mate for the Alpha Zenith. But bloody hell, he was terrified. He wasn’t made to shift. 
 
    “How will I be—?” Wick stopped speaking suddenly when Justice placed his hand on his shoulder. His Beloved’s touch ignited and relaxed him. 
 
    “Take off all your clothes now,” Justice ordered, his voice thick.  
 
    Wick frowned but he didn’t hesitate to comply. He was nervous but he held steady. A voice kept whispering he was going to be okay. Justice would get him through this.  
 
    Justice’s body reacted to Wick’s nakedness, his cock was hard and crimson, bobbing heavily in front of him. Wick’s mouth salivated. The mix of their arousals was distracting, potent amidst the warm air surrounding them. Wick wanted to lay down with Justice and be claimed before they did anything else. It felt like the most pressing issue at the moment for Wick, and nothing was ever imperative for him, but Justice stayed focused on helping him through his shift. 
 
    Wick’s insides warmed to an uncomfortable temperature; the air around him shimmered like a mirage in the Sierra. His body trembled like it was cold, but he was far from it. “Justice,” Wick whispered uncertainly. 
 
    “Don’t fight it.” Justice kneeled down on the hard earth, coaxing Wick to do the same. He leaned into him just like he’d done at that police station and the scent of his Beloved washed over him. Justice inhaled Wick’s throat, his jaw, pushed his nose against Wick’s temple before pulling back and gripping Wick’s chin in a firm hold. “Look at me, mate.” 
 
    Wick’s eyes zeroed in on Justice’s. Gorgeous eyes that looked to blue to be real. Wick saw the moment Justice’s wolf appeared. His pupils widened and the blue in his irises gleamed brighter than the Patagonia Glacier.  
 
    “Grrrrr.” Wick’s chest jerked and he gripped onto Justice’s forearms, fear consuming him. It was happening. Wick breathed heavily, the unknown petrifying him. He still didn’t know what to expect. Would it hurt? Was it a wolf, like his Beloved? Would he be able to control the beast? How could he put him back away? What if it was hideous and ran Justice off?  
 
    “Nothing will happen to you. I won’t let it,” Justice said, still holding Wick steady. 
 
    Wick could feel it stirring around inside him, more determined and alert than ever. It was hard to describe the feeling. All he knew at this point was he wanted it out.  
 
    “I will protect you.” Justice kissed Wick’s temple, momentarily distracting him. It felt so damn good. Justice’s lips were soft and sure, warm and refreshing. Wick needed more. His chest began to heave the longer he stared hungrily at his other half. He felt a carnal, almost animalistic urge to make Justice his. He’d made him wait days already. No more. Wick growled, then hissed longer and louder than he ever had. When he tried to close his mouth, deadly four-inch-long canines poked his bottom lip, making him cringe.  
 
    Wick opened his mouth again to yell his dread, but only garbled nonsense came out. Justice stood over Wick, his tight body a rigid statue. Dark brows were tilted down, and a look of sheer determination was etched all over Justice’s handsome face. He pushed an energy towards Wick that felt like a recipe of adrenaline, power, and faith all in one word that Wick was defenseless to fight.  
 
    “Shift!” Justice ordered. One word spoken in Justice’s commanding voice whipped through Wick’s mind and made his body respond. 
 
    The transformation occurred too fast for Wick to keep track. Painless and fast. Multiple things happened to him at once, but he felt Justice’s presence never waver. Wick saw long black claws elongate before his fingers transformed into a huge white and black paw. Paw? Wick brought it up to his face for a better look while he lay crouched on his knees, but he couldn’t see the same way. His vision had changed to something sharper. He saw depth, not color. Still, he didn’t have time to focus on that before his body bowed, his spine snapping and reforming as he felt soft strands tickling the skin over his back before fur sprouted all over him. He had a split-second to frown before his face shifted too. A hoarse mewl ended it all, sending Wick to the ground in an exhausted heap, dirt and grime kicking up behind him. He closed his eyes and rested. 
 
    “My god. You’re… Wick? Wick, wake up. Chadwick,” Justice boomed, yanking Wick to his feet. Well, um, four strong legs.   
 
    He took a step and stumbled, his back legs needing to catch up with how they moved in sync with the front. Wick stood in his new form, looking around, turning his heavy head up to the dark sky. Everything was different and the same. His senses were still advanced, only now they were amplified. He could hear for miles, scent for days, and could see in a new dimension. Creatures scattered away and Wick had a natural urge to chase the sound, but he didn’t. That also meant that Wick was still in control of his mind.  
 
    “Mate.”  
 
    Wick made an interesting sound, a chuffing snort, and turned to look behind him. Justice had shifted to his wolf and Wick didn’t know if it was to protect himself or if he thought it was the best way for them to communicate. It didn’t matter, Justice had stood by him and he made sure their link was still functioning before he did anything else. Wick still wasn’t sure what he was but Justice wasn’t rebuffed anymore. No, actually, his Beloved looked quite proud. 
 
    “Justice.” Wick found he liked their link even more in this form. Justice’s wolf felt like an extension of him. He could feel everything he felt. And right now, Justice was immensely impressed. “What am I?” 
 
    “You are a white Siberian Tiger. One of the few remaining and rarely seen.” The Mother’s voice filtered to them on the warm night breeze right before her serene glow appeared. “Justice’s favorite. He was always fascinated with the white tiger when he was a pup. You both ruled together many, many moons ago… now you will again.” 
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    Justice shifted. He stood stark naked in the middle of the woods in front of Mother Nature herself with his enigma of a mate. Who happened to not only be a vampire but a shifter no one had seen before. There were plenty more species in the world but as far as Justice knew, the only shifters were wolves. Justice was trying to put it all together, trying to understand the bigger meaning of it all.  
 
    “You look skeptical, dear.” 
 
    Justice thought he heard mild amusement in her voice but he failed to see the humor in any of this. Serious times were upon them, Justice could feel it. How was he to properly care for his mate? It would damage his animal, the alpha in him, if his mate was in need. Justice knew she could read his mind. He tried to hone in on the details of her face but she glowed too brightly for him to stare, he could only see her figure.  
 
    “I knew the time would come when the two of you were needed again.” She walked – more like glided – further up the mountain and turned to speak to him.  
 
    Justice didn’t know when he’d moved closer to the resting tiger, but he found himself stroking the thick tuft of hair on top of his head. It appeared to soothe them booth while his mate continued to make soft purring noises. Justice listened as she explained.  
 
    “The Vampire King and the Alpha Zenith were mates in another lifetime. Centuries ago. They brought peace after the first and the last species war. But this time you won’t be fighting each other. You’ll be fighting a common enemy. You’ll need to unite your kinds, and the only way for that to happen is for them to see their leaders united in a bond never imagined. No one can refute the true mate bond.  It was meant for a purpose. Your road will not be easy, but I gave you exactly what you need to prevail. You’ll never be stronger than when you’re with your mate, Justice. His beast is here to protect you, nothing more. He is not a new shifting species of vampire. Fate has combined the battle warrior with the bringer of justice. Together you will make things right.” 
 
    Justice heard what she was saying and he’d heard the myth of their species mating before, but there was no confirmation of any of it. Until now. Justice heard it from the source herself.  
 
    “Wick is very special, Justice. I placed that gift inside of him when he was young. He used to venture into the woods for days at a time, searching for any trace of me. He played and chased my small critters, but he never hurt them or fed from them. He had too much respect to do that. Those animals called to him, they didn’t fear him, and I knew he was the one.” 
 
    “He is the one,” Justice whispered. “He brought me my wolves.” 
 
    “He came up with that gift on his own.” She sounded so pleased, Justice knew he’d found the validation he’d needed.  
 
    Justice looked down at Wick’s tired eyes. “His eyes are blue.” 
 
    “Only white tigers have them.” She laughed lightly and the sound made Justice’s chest loosen. “You should know. You were always fascinated with them. Remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. They’re fearless alphas.” Justice smiled for the first time in days.  
 
    “Your animals will coexist peacefully,” she assured Justice, but he could already feel that. “Wick’s beast wants to protect you, not challenge you.” 
 
    “I will protect him.” Justice clenched one fist while he comforted his mate with his other hand.  
 
    There was a long period of silence, only the skittering of small game and the sounds of nature. The Mother didn’t vanish, it seemed there was more she needed to say but wasn’t sure how. 
 
    Justice was about to speak again but stopped suddenly when Wick’s head bounded up from his relaxed position. He released a menacing growl as he got on four legs, looking further up the mountain where the Mother no longer stood.  
 
    “Do you hear that?” Wick sent to him. 
 
    “I don’t hear any—”  
 
    His mate’s deafening roar shook the ground beneath his feet. Justice shifted as the sound of nervous breathing reached him right before the stench of chemicals. Threat. Mate. Justice didn’t have the chance to charge first after the lone figure trying to camouflage himself in with the foliage, because his mate darted by him in a blur of white and black fur. His strong back muscles moved in sinewy precision, his huge paws eating up the distance. There was no more stumbling, his mate was moving on the tiger’s natural instinct and headfirst into combat. Justice howled, not liking his mate charging into danger.  
 
    The human intruder was on his feet and running a couple hundred yards away. He wore a hunting jumpsuit like he was scoping for deer, but when he turned back, his rifle was pointed at Justice. He fired once out of fear, and a dart – not a bullet – sliced through the air and lodged in the tree, missing Justice by inches. The human ran as fast as he could but of course he was no match for either of them. Justice saw Wick leap up into the trees and disappear. The huge tree canopy was thick with vines, twisted branches, and thick leaves to provide perfect cover. His mate was moving through the air like he wasn’t a hulking cat, leaping off surfaces before his paws hardly touched down. Justice no longer had to use their link to know exactly where his mate was.  
 
    Justice growled a warning. He was close enough to the human to jump and land on his back, but Wick dropped down out the trees, his canines bared and claws extended. He knocked the man to the ground, just as Justice went in for the capture. Their timing was flawless. Justice sunk his teeth into the human’s neck, but he didn’t have a chance to growl his warning, the man and his rifle vanished into the air. Justice shifted, looking around. What the hell just happened? Where’d he go? 
 
    “Justice, what—?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Wick.” 
 
    “That was the two of you working together on natural instinct alone. Imagine the force you’ll be when you’ve connected.” 
 
    Justice sighed and sank down to the dirt next to his mate. Did the Mother really just rig up a mock battle? She almost gave him a heart attack. He was not even close to ready to fight beside his mate yet. He didn’t feel an ounce of fear or doubt when they’d been in the thick of it – Justice felt even braver to be honest. But that wasn’t the point.  
 
    “This is your real enemy.” She waved her hand and the dart appeared in Justice’s palm. “Unite my children. All of them. Protect them.” 
 
    Justice watched her light fade away, leaving them in darkness. The moon was high in the sky and the stars were radiant, but not much could get through the thick halo of leaves and branches above them. Wick made another chuffing noise, his heavy head lying in the soft soil beneath them. Justice gazed down at his wonderful mate. A vampire king that could shift into one of the most amazing creatures Justice had ever studied. She said they’d ruled together in another life. He didn’t know why he couldn’t remember. Maybe he wasn’t supposed to. While he held the sleeping animal, contemplating the rest of his life, a loud, rumbling snore broke the peacefulness. It was so abrupt and booming it startled him out of his musings. Justice chuckled, stroking the thick ruff of fur around Wick’s neck.  
 
    He waited for Wick to slowly crack open one eye. “Hey. You ready to shift back?” 
 
    Wick snorted and turned away. “No. I’m comfortable like this.” 
 
    Oh no. Justice had seen this before. Everything felt so exceptional and brilliant when you shifted that first time that sometimes you didn’t want to go back. Life could seem easier as an animal.  
 
    “Wick. Shift back. Think of yourself as a man, walking on two legs. That’s all you have to do.” 
 
    Wick didn’t move except to turn over in a different position.  
 
    “Well, I do remember reading how lazy big cats are.” 
 
    Wick made a low moaning noise but was unfazed by the insult.  
 
    Justice stood and stretched his back. They’d been out there for hours. He sent another message to his brother letting him know they were still okay. Alek would know if Justice was in trouble without him having to message him.  
 
    “Chadwick. Get up,” Justice said a bit more forcefully. 
 
    Wick ambled his big body off the ground. He shook his fur out and began to lick at the long, plush white hair along his breastbone. Wick stopped suddenly like he’d realized what he was doing. Justice kneeled and brought his wolf to the surface. He didn’t fully shift, only his eyes. He focused on the narrow slits in Wick’s and let their animals connect. 
 
    “Shift back now,” Justice commanded.  
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    That’s quite a trick he can do. 
 
    The command in his Beloved’s voice had Wick crouching on his knees, staring at his human hands. He was human again, and butt-ass naked in the woods. His clothes in a pile somewhere back there. Wick threw his hands over his genitals, making Justice burst out with laughter.  
 
    “I guess you’re not as used to it as I am.” Justice’s leer was not hiding his want. “There’s no one around but me.” 
 
    He was a lot paler than Justice’s honey-bronzed skin. And more on the lithe side than bulky. Justice had muscles and ridges all over him, so many that Wick could spend hours exploring each groove and valley.  
 
    “I guess I’m not,” Wick sighed, standing up. He felt a bit woozy and swayed to the left when strong arms encased him, holding him stable. 
 
    “Whoa. Easy. Take your time.” Justice’s deep, raspy voice was a comfort. Wick unconsciously turned in to Justice’s scent and began to rub his cheek across the prickly stubble on his Beloved’s jaw. He wanted their scents combined. Needed it.  
 
    Wick’s chest rumbled with pleasure when Justice tilted his head back to allow Wick more room to push his nose against his throat. Wick swallowed thickly, his mouth dry, his throat stinging. He needed to feed. He’d had a feeling that the moment he shifted back, the hunger would return. He didn’t want it. It’d been two whole days, he was starving. He fought his impulse to sink his fangs in and end his torment. Justice wasn’t ready for that and Wick had no choice but to give him the space he asked for. The thought was crippling. He could go maybe another week without eating but it would start to take its toll on his appearance after another forty-eight hours.  
 
    They were both hard as tree trunks, their chests pressed together, rising and falling in unison. Justice squeezed him tight and moaned against Wick’s cheek. This was the worst kind of torture. Wick pulled out of Justice’s grip, it was too difficult to smell his Beloved’s blood and not be able to taste. 
 
    “You don’t have to pull away from me,” Justice whispered. 
 
    “Yes, I do. I have to go.” Wick huffed, his heart rate picking up the farther he backed away. Justice looked so damn appetizing he knew he couldn’t continue to stay around him. He was high on adrenaline from meeting his beast, not to mention the mock fight they’d just had. Wick was ravenous. He wasn’t sure he could continue to control himself the hungrier he got. He’d never had this kind of dilemma. “I know you still aren’t ready and I’m not sure I can keep… keep off you.”  
 
    Justice eyed him boldly, his labored breaths soon turning to gasping. His veins throbbed in his neck, his forehead, his huge biceps, thighs, everywhere, Justice’s blood pulsed for him. Screamed to him. Justice leaned his back against the base of a tall redwood, repeatedly clenching his fists.  
 
    Wick had to get the fuck away, now. He couldn’t attack his Beloved. He turned to look up the mountain, his rental home was just a little farther up.   
 
    “Don’t run away, Wick,” Justice growled, his blue eyes so bright they glowed. “I will chase you and I will catch you.” 
 
    “Bloody hell.” 
 
    “That accent makes me want to kiss you. Come here, Wick. I am ready to feed my mate.” Justice’s eyes were back. Wick knew the man was in charge and he wanted Wick’s bite just as much as his wolf did.  
 
    “Are you sure? I don’t desire to pressure you. I understand—” Wick shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. Alphas didn’t bare their throats. How was he supposed to do this? 
 
    “Come to me, Wick.” 
 
    Wick swallowed roughly. “Why?” 
 
    “Because if I move I won’t stop until I have you pinned under me, releasing everything I have inside of you while you take my mark.” Justice’s throaty voice made the threat a sexy promise that Wick wanted Justice to keep. For now, though, he needed to feed or he’d be too weak to take Justice’s mating.   
 
    Wick instinctively used his flash speed, appearing against Justice’s body in the blink of an eye. Pressing his cool chest against that warm, solid one. He didn’t pounce, pausing instead to savor this moment. Justice licked his lips, their similar heights allowing them to look each other dead in the eye.  
 
    “I’m going to have to get used to that.” Justice slowly brought his hand up and pushed a few pieces of jet-black hair behind Wick’s ear. “You’re very fast.” 
 
    “You’re faster.” Wick was marveling, staring back at Justice. His voice only gust of breath when he answered. 
 
    “I’m fast on four legs, not two.”  
 
    That was all Justice said before he leaned in and claimed Wick’s lips. A dominating, wide mouth covered his own, Justice’s thick tongue pushing inside for his first taste. They both moaned loud enough to send things scurrying as Wick pressed in close, craving more of that intense heat. He let Justice have his way, let him know he wanted Justice in charge. He didn’t know when that part of him had emerged. Wick was always the final word, the ruler. Now the king had an alpha. 
 
    “Open,” Justice growled against Wick’s mouth, demanding he let more of him in.  
 
    Wick did as he was told. Wanting to receive as much as his Beloved would give him and more. Their mouths paired seamlessly, just like everything else. Wick clutched at Justice like a drowning man reaching for a raft, his mate was so delicious. Groaning and licking at every crevice of each other, Wick’s cock started to leak onto the forest floor. All parts of him wanted to connect with the big shifter. Wick couldn’t refuse Justice and it appeared his mate couldn’t refuse him either, because Justice’s blood was pumping so strong now, Wick could hear it. Flowing, pounding.  
 
    “I will make this amazing for you. Just like you made my first shift amazing for me.” Wick’s gums burned as his fangs descended dramatically.  
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    Scared or nervous were not words he would use to describe how he felt when he saw Wick’s already sharp canines drop into impressive two-inch fangs.  
 
    Immensely stimulated were better words. Without thought, Justice took his tongue and drug it slowly along one sharp, white tooth. As if a tidal wave flooded him, he suddenly needed Wick to bite him more than he needed oxygen. He had to release all the built-up pressure he felt in his body. He was beginning to think that if he didn’t let Wick feed from him soon, his blood was going to burst out of his veins. Wick hadn’t moved, as if he was waiting for Justice to be the initiator. Well, not this time. Justice had met Chadwick Bentley the King, he’d met Wick the man, he’d even met his fierce protector, but Justice had yet to meet the vampire and he wanted to the full experience.  
 
    “Take what’s yours,” Justice provoked, tilting his head back and to the side. His wolf didn’t react to the vulnerable position. This was his mate. Justice was so crazy turned on his body buzzed with excitement. He prayed he’d sit still through the bite long enough to satisfy his mate because after Wick was sated, Justice would make him his.  
 
    Wick burrowed against Justice’s neck for a while, only lightly kissing and flicking his tongue against the tickling drops of sweat that rolled down his throat. “Chadwick.” Justice put one hand on the back of Wick’s head, digging his fingers into the damp black strands, while he wrapped the other around his narrow waist.  
 
    “You’re cold,” Justice murmured. His lust-drugged brain trying to keep up with what his mate needed. He pulled Wick in tighter, enveloping him in his body heat. “I’ll keep you warm.” 
 
    Wick hummed beautifully, then grazed the tip of one fang over Justice’s Adam’s apple.  
 
    “Go on, baby,” Justice soothed, gently guiding Wick’s smooth lips to a sensitive spot just below his earlobe.  
 
    He felt Wick open his mouth, and warm, moist breath touch his skin right before his world was tilted on its axis. Justice had never felt anything like the extreme pleasure. Not even the piercing of his skin was uncomfortable. It all came together in the form of something magical. Wick moaned against his throat as he began to suck in long, drawn-out pulls. Swallowing mouthfuls. The blood leaving him was such a relief, like letting out an enormous belch. Except, this feeling was affecting him much lower than his stomach. Justice pressed his aching dick against Wick’s groin, suddenly wanting that friction to add to the vast sensations overtaking him. He wanted so badly he could hardly see straight.  
 
    “Damn. Feels so good, Wick. Take as much as you need.” The relief was overwhelming. Justice held Wick’s head in place, his hips pumping on their own. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Beloved. You taste so good. Nothing compares.” 
 
    Justice’s wolf was calm and content while his mate was tended to, even preening at Wick’s praise.  Wick was strong, especially when he was feeding, holding Justice in a vise-like grip. Once the initial urgency was gone and only desire remained, Justice reclined, pulling Wick with him, keeping his head turned high to the heavens, giving his mate full access. Justice felt their link, their bond, get even stronger. He felt Wick’s fulfillment, that he was no longer plagued by hunger. Wick moaned and grunted but he stayed focused, careful of what he was doing and Justice respected the hell out of that. He hadn’t even known Wick pulled his fangs out, not until he felt his slick tongue gliding over the sensitive area. Erotically sensitive area. Even the thought of it made Justice want to come. Was this Wick’s mate bite? He didn’t have a chance to ask because Wick was already dozing off in the crux of Justice’s neck.  
 
    “It’s gonna be dawn in about an hour or so,” Justice spoke against Wick’s forehead, but all he got was a relaxed hum. “We’ve both had little to no sleep. Come on. It’s time to go inside.” 
 
    Wick made a sound that indicated he was more than comfortable where he was.  
 
    “Lazy mate,” Justice huffed, smiling at Wick now leaning all of his weight on him, content his alpha would keep him. Without a second thought, Justice picked a naked Wick up in his arms – like he weighed nothing – and began the last few miles to Wick’s rental.  He wasn’t even winded when a huge cabin came into view. It looked partially built into the mountain, the way the landscape curved. It was a breathtaking scene, straight out of Home and Garden.  
 
    He smelled Wick’s captain before he opened the front double doors. He was a striking figure, standing rigid in his all black suit and crisp white, collared shirt that was unbuttoned to mid-chest. His pale skin and fierce dark eyes were common in most vampires but there was an air of exceptionality about him too. He was the third in command of the vampire species, which meant he was no one to play with. But, Justice remembered what his animal sensed so he’d tread carefully. Although Erman only looked in his late forties, Justice figured he was at least seventy years old.  
 
    “I would appreciate a little courtesy, perhaps an advanced notice, when you plan to run off with my King for hours,” Erman greeted Justice. He had the same British accent as his mate, but Wick made it sound much sexier. Erman continued with his hard look as his eyes went down to Wick’s relaxed, nude form. He stepped forward, not stopping until he was in Justice’s space and too damn close to Wick. “What have you done? I can hardly feel him. Here, give him to me. I’ll take him to his quarters.” 
 
    Justice tried to reverse the situation and understand where the captain was coming from, but Justice needed to set a few things straight. “Out of respect for the man in my arms, I’m not going to kick you out of my way, and instead, answer your question. I didn’t run off with your King. I went after my mate. And for you to imply that you can’t feel him anymore is not a very wise thing for you to say right now.” Justice still clutched Wick in his arms but his long claws had grown out at his threat. He felt his wolf rush to the surface and his vision changed. With a tight control Justice snarled, “If you try to touch him, I’ll tear you apart.” 
 
    “He hasn’t marked him, yet, Ermanno. Por favor, step away. It’s not safe.”   
 
    Justice heard the other vampire but he never took his eyes off the potential risk directly in front of him while his vulnerable mate slept in his arms. Wick had been through a lot in the past two days. He hadn’t slept or eaten until very recently, and had experienced his first shift. Justice could feel his mate’s fatigue and his peaceful slumber. If Erman disturbed it – because he felt he knew what was best for Wick – Justice would hardly be able to stop himself.  
 
    Luckily, the captain listened and moved out of Justice’s way, but not without adding, “Chadwick Bentley is my responsibility, Alpha.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Justice growled, continuing farther into the gorgeous home.  
 
    The vampire Wick called his Lord Protector was the one who’d just saved the captain’s life. He had a prominent Spanish accent and strong features. He gave Justice a wide berth, pointing towards the stairs. “His quarters are to the left, the double doors at the end of the hall. I’ve already moved all our things into the guest house. No one will be in here with you and your true mate, Alpha.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, um—” Justice couldn’t remember the tall vampire’s name.  
 
    “I am Ramon Vega. And this is Henry FitzWell, King Bentley’s Lord Chamberlain. If you have any needs during your stay here in the home, any at all, he’ll be available to you.” 
 
    “Anything for the King’s Beloved,” the younger vampire spoke up quickly. His dark eyes were all over the place like he was trying hard not to stare at Justice’s sweaty, naked body. 
 
    “Thank you,” Justice said, taking the stairs three at a time.  
 
    “Sí, Alpha.” 
 
    Justice heard the captain saying they were retiring for the night and something else about speed dial presets on Wick’s phone, but Justice closed the door. He wouldn’t need any assistance. It would be daybreak soon, so technically they were saying goodnight. It’d been a while since Justice slept in the daylight hours. But he didn’t think he’d have any problems today. He was beat. He’d used tremendous physical energy over the past couple days himself.  
 
    With one hand he pulled back the thick black and gold duvet and placed Wick on top of the cool sheets. Justice didn’t waste time with a shower, instead he climbed in and molded himself to his mate like he’d been doing it all his life, tucking Wick’s face in the warm bend of his neck. He felt, not heard Wick’s sigh of happiness. In seconds, he was asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Justice woke up to the sounds of his annoying siblings. Justice had never been happier than when he learned how to control all the voices in his head, especially theirs. Justice eased himself from Wick’s firm hold and, after trying two different doors inside the room, he found the bathroom. He cleaned up and put on the only piece of clothing he could find, Wick’s black robe hanging on the back of the door. Justice finally answered Alek’s persistent call on his way downstairs to find some food.  
 
    Justice: “Good morning, Alek.” 
 
    Justice heard a loud snort and the chuckle of his little sister.  
 
    Alek: “It’s hardly morning. It’s after three o’clock, Justice.” 
 
    Mac: “He’s with his mate, leave him alone, Alek. Justice is probably too tired to walk, huh, bro?” 
 
    Justice could see Mac’s sleazy leer in his head. His middle brother was the crudest out of all of them and was never shy about discussing his own conquests.  
 
    Alek: “So it’s done?” 
 
    Justice: “No. Not yet. He had a long night. He’s resting. But soon. The Vampire King will be my mate.” 
 
    Mac: “If y’all didn’t get down and dirty, then why the hell is he so exhausted? And what where y’all doing in the forest so long?” 
 
    Farica: “None of your business, Macky. Goshlee. He’s not going to tell you anything. Justice is a gentleman, aren’t you, Just?” 
 
    Justice: “Farica, as soon as that man wakes up, I’m gonna be all over him like first period calculus.” 
 
    Mac: “For the love of all, Justice. Can you be a bigger dork? Calculus, really?” 
 
    Justice: “Shut up.” 
 
    Their laughter was loud and boisterous, making Justice feel so much lighter than he’d felt just days ago. It felt good to joke around with his best friends.  
 
    Alek: “Okay, everyone quiet down.” 
 
    The other two stopped laughing and joking at Alek’s command. 
 
    Alek: “Alpha Mikel and I questioned the shifters. We need to report.” 
 
    Justice: “What I need is my mate. Keep the rogue wolves contained for now. I will speak with them when I return.” 
 
    Mac: “You’re not far. Where are you staying?” 
 
    Justice: “I’m in the cabin at the crest of the mountain.”  
 
    Justice walked into the spacious gourmet kitchen. He began opening cupboards, the pantry, the ridiculously expensive-looking refrigerator, and then the freezer. 
 
    Justice: “Crap.” 
 
    Farica: “What is it?” 
 
    Justice: “Food. There’s no food in here. And when I say none, I mean freaking none.” 
 
    Mac: “You’re at a vampire’s house, Just. Go check the garage fridge, you can probably find some AB positive in there to chow down on.” 
 
    Justice smirked at his brother while the others laughed.  
 
    Justice: “Have a pup bring me something, guys, please, thank you. Ask Ross, if he’s not busy. That is, if you’re done with the jokes.” 
 
    Mac: “Yeah, he’s too cranky to have mated.” 
 
    Farica: “I’ll make sure Ross brings your food. Bye, Just. I’ll see you later. Tell Wick I said hi.” 
 
    Justice felt her link clear before Alek continued. 
 
    Alek: “I’ll hold things down, bro. Go on and take a few days and tend to your mate.  
 
    Justice: “I have an important job to do. Now that we know of the threat, we need to act.” 
 
    Alek: “Agreed. But not prematurely. We have the captives isolated, that’s what was most important. Getting those troublemakers off the streets. As far as the rogue alpha, we have time to come up with a plan for him. The other alphas are on their way soon, we will want to consult with them as well. You have a little time. Take it, Justice. It’s not gonna kill you. You and your mate need to bond so you can do the job you were meant to do.” 
 
    Justice: “Thanks, brother. Any word from Taleb?” 
 
    Alek: “He got some information from the Shaman but he’s still in Mystic. Do you want me to call for him?” 
 
    Justice: “No. Let’s see what he uncovers. You and Mac watch those rebellious shifters like a hawk for now. They are our responsibility, not the Humboldt Pack’s. Don’t let them escape.” 
 
    Alek: “Count it done.” 
 
    Justice felt their link go clear. Thank the heavens he had such amazing siblings. While the late afternoon stretched on, he walked around the spacious cabin, taking in the immaculate décor and expensive art. It was dark due to the tinted windows and the heavy blackout drapes. Justice wondered how old the vampire was that lived there and exactly how rich he was. Nothing seemed touched or disturbed. His stomach was rumbling so loud he decided to wait outside for his late lunch.  
 
    Justice was sitting on the porch steps when he smelled Ross. It was another fifteen minutes before he saw the teenage wolf bound around the clearing – looking more than doubtful on a vampire’s land – his shoulder bag draped around him. As soon as he saw Justice, he hurried over to him, brushing his flank and tail along Justice’s back and arms.  
 
    “Thanks Ross.” Justice took the bag. “Good job.” 
 
    “Of course, Alpha. I was so happy when Farica asked me to do this for you.” 
 
    “I chose you, Ross. You may only be fifteen, but you’re strong and focused and so is your animal. I knew you wouldn’t be distracted the moment you left the pack lands.” Justice continued to praise Ross’ wolf, while he stroked the soft, gray fur between his ears. After he let the young man soak up some more affection, he sent him off. “Okay. Go on home now, pup.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha.”  
 
    The young man didn’t argue or ask to stay a bit longer, he did as he was told. Alpha Mikel was teaching his shifters right. Justice got up and went back into the house, digging through the bag to see what his sister sent. He was pulling out his second submarine sandwich loaded with meat when he heard footsteps. In seconds, the scent told him exactly who it was.  
 
    “Greetings, King’s Beloved. Is there something I can get you?” 
 
    Justice sat at the tall-top table in the eat-in kitchen staring out at the beautiful landscape in the backyard. The sun would be setting soon. “You’re up early I guess, for a vampire,” Justice added conversationally, taking a big mouthful of sandwich. Farica had at least four kinds of deli meat bulging from it and Justice sent her a huge kiss and hug in thanks. He had to recharge because he was going to need all his vigor. 
 
    The young vampire’s smile was easy and almost shy. “Pre-dusk is considered bright and early in our world. However, it’s my duty to be up to anticipate the King and his escort’s needs for the day. Yours as well. You don’t have to prepare your own—” 
 
    Justice looked up in mid-bite and smirked at the confused vampire. “Lord Chamberlain, you said?” 
 
    “Yes. Chamberlain of the Household.”  
 
    “I’m not royalty. I can take care of my own food. I’m sure you have enough on your plate,” Justice told him politely.  
 
    The young man had on dark, creased slacks and a starched black, dress shirt. Justice supposed he was like a butler and he looked damn proud of it. “I take care of King Bentley’s house needs… and personal needs now, I guess, since he sent away the Lord Steward.” 
 
    “Personal needs?” Justice scowled. 
 
    “Clothes and grooming. Nothing more.” The vampire fidgeted. “I’ve provided fresh attire for you as well. Typically, I’d lay the clothing out, but I put them at the top of the stairs on the hallway console table. Lord Protector advised me not to go into Wick’s bedroom anymore.”  
 
    “Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean to be so snappy yesterday,” Justice said. 
 
    “Again, I understand. This must all be so crazy and exciting for you both. It’s been centuries since the King’s had a true Beloved.” The young man began to type something on a tablet embedded in the refrigerator door. When he opened it, the contents now visible were not what Justice saw when he looked earlier. Labeled bags of blood hung suspended from metal grates. Only blood.   
 
    “Exactly how will you prepare my food?” Justice grinned. He seemed to be doing that quite a bit. He enjoyed getting to know and understand Wick’s most trusted friends.  
 
    “Um, I’m not one hundred percent sure, King’s Belov—” 
 
    “Call me Justice, please. No need to keep saying that. I appreciate your respect, though.” Justice wiped his mouth, gulping one of his bottles of water. “Tell me. Can you prepare a rare Porterhouse with sautéed wild mushrooms?”  
 
    “I must be truthful. Hell-bloody-no.” The vampire placed the bags of blood in a kitchen appliance that already had temperature-regulated water inside. He turned back to Justice with a cute, amused smile. “But give me some time and I’m sure I’ll prepare a hunk of meat fit for a King’s Mate.” 
 
    Justice laughed heartily. He liked this guy. “And what is your name again? I’m sorry, I was a little preoccupied when we were first introduced this morning.” 
 
    “I understand. And it’s Henry.” 
 
    “I think I’ll call you that, instead of the Lord stuff, if you don’t mind. Over here the language and titles baffle us.” Justice bit half his apple. “Who knew there were still Lords, High Constables and Earl Marshals?” 
 
    Henry’s chuckle was soft. “King Bentley’s family is of the old world, so their language and customs are as well. His history can be traced back almost a thousand years ago when King Edward Bentley – Wick’s ancestor – overthrew the original vampire king, William Tunstall and his house.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Justice nodded, eager to learn any and everything about his mate. “How old are you, Henry?” The guy didn’t look a day over thirty. 
 
    “Seventy-four. I’ve been serving my King for thirty-five years. He’s an amazing man and vampire. My house served many high-ranking Lords, but I’ve never been prouder than to serve Chadwick Bentley. He’s like no other King… no… he’s like no other vampire. He’s endless knowledge, but his greatest strength is—” 
 
    “Maybe some things you should let the King tell himself.”  
 
    Justice knew Wick’s captain was coming but he hadn’t wanted Henry to stop with all the warm compliments about his mate. Too bad Mr. Buzzkill put a stop right at the good part. What was Wick’s greatest strength, according to Henry? Justice believed he may already know anyway. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have your first meal ready, Captain.” Henry went about his duties and Justice didn’t bother him anymore.  
 
    “I see you found some food,” Erman said wryly, sitting down at the table – in a similar get-up as yesterday – with Justice and pulling a folded newspaper from under his arm. His tone was clipped. “So, will I be allowed to speak with my leader today… Alpha?” 
 
    Justice caught the rude undertone. He wasn’t in the mood to argue, he’d had a good start to his day, and his evening was about to get even better because he could feel Wick rousing from his sleep. “Maybe. I’ll let you know… Captain.”  
 
    Henry placed a mug of warm, crimson red, liquid in front of Erman, who sipped it like it was the most expensive, finest coffee in the world while eyeing Justice theatrically over the brim.  
 
    “Justice.” 
 
    “I’m coming back up now, Wick.” 
 
    Justice didn’t care that he left Erman pissed and ignored in the kitchen. The vampire had a chip on his shoulder that Justice wouldn’t mind knocking off. This was supposed to be a trusted advisor of Wick’s but instead he was acting like a jealous… Justice stopped at the door to the bedroom suite. Had Wick and his captain been…? Justice’s wolf released a warning. 
 
    Wick was sitting up in bed, rubbing his eyes. As soon as Justice came in, his nose filled with his mate, the need attacking him again. The need to make Wick his.  
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    Wick could feel that Justice was in the house but he wanted him back in the bed. The sheets smelled like Justice and it kept Wick in a constant state of hardness from the moment he cracked his eyelids. He wasn’t tired, confused, hurt, or hungry anymore. Actually, he was hungry alright. Justice looked amazing in Wick’s robe. It was a bit tight around Justice’s large biceps and chest but that what’s made him look so appetizing. 
 
    Justice stood at the side of Wick’s massive bed and slowly removed the robe, letting it fall to the floor at his bare feet. Wick pulled back the edge of the thick blanket and invited Justice back inside, giving him a quick glimpse of hairless, ivory skin that quickly drew Justice in like the call of a full moon. He covered Wick’s body, both of them moaning at the first contact. 
 
    “Good evening sleepy head.”  
 
    Wick could wake up to the sound of Justice’s hypnotic voice every day. Feel his presence all around him even when he rested. “Are you always so warm?” Wick asked sexily, molding his body to Justice. He was so used to his low body temperature, that he’d rarely paid attention to others’. Justice had a sweltering hotness that made Wick ignite inside.  
 
    “Yes. Anytime you want my heat… take it,” Justice said against Wick’s ear, licking his way inside.  
 
    Wick began to move his hands all over Justice’s thick body. He had to touch him, smell him, taste him. His breathing picked up as he pressed his face against Justice’s throat, flicking his tongue along the prickly stubble while he tortured himself in the best way. Making himself wait to taste his Beloved again, until he just couldn’t another second.  
 
    “You’re hungry. I can feel it.” Justice released so much arousal into the room when he moaned those words while on top of Wick that Wick went into a crazy lust for not only Justice’s blood but another one of his bodily fluids. He’d show Justice a trick he knew to get both at the same time… later.  
 
    Wick writhed underneath Justice’s bulk, pricking and provoking him with his fangs. He could feel Justice’s anticipation for him to sink his teeth into him, his desire for it. Just as it was destined to be, his mate was crazy for his love kiss.  
 
    Justice let his entire weight down, halting Wick’s movements, and gripped the back of his neck. He pushed Wick’s mouth to his throat and tilted his head back. “Bite,” Justice growled.  
 
    “My Alpha.” He couldn’t refuse the command. Wick gripped Justice’s hips, tilted his pelvis up and bit down with finesse and grace, careful not to give his mate an ounce of displeasure from his kiss. He’d wanted to have some fun first, but Justice’s wolf needed his mate’s hunger sated. 
 
    “Oh fuck.” Justice snapped his hips when Wick began to suck. 
 
    He made sure to lave his tongue over the reddening skin as he fed, massaging the tender flesh and making his mate come undone.  
 
    “Feels so damn good.” Justice held Wick steady with one hand while he worked Wick’s thighs apart with his other. “I need to come inside you, now.” 
 
    Wick didn’t stop drinking. Justice was that delicious and that plentiful.  
 
    “Stay on top of me. Always.” Wick hooked his ankles around Justice’s calves, thrusting his aching hardness up against Justice’s stomach. He was losing control. 
 
    Justice ground against him, pushing Wick deeper into the foam mattress, all the muscles and weight made Wick feel wanted… treasured. He’d never felt that from another, not even his father or siblings.  
 
    “God, yes. Take more,” Justice urged, palming a handful of Wick’s ass, squeezing and massaging the thickness. When Wick felt the tip of Justice’s finger push against his hole, he had to stop. Wick withdrew his fangs, his obsidian eyes rolling around behind his lids while he savored the flavor of his Beloved on his tongue. Like the rarest, most exclusive fruit. Erotic, sweet and bold. Only available to Wick.  
 
    “Take what we both need, Justice, please. Please,” Wick said breathlessly, laying boneless and completely submissive to his alpha.  
 
    Justice released a moan slash growl, when he stared down at Wick’s obedient form. Wick stared back, nothing else in the room was more fascinating than the man above him. Then Justice did something that surprised the hell out of him and had Wick seeing double. Justice leaned in and sucked Wick’s wine-flavored tongue inside his own mouth, tasted his life’s energy and relishing at the flavor he found. Justice sucked harder, pumping his strong hips and revving up the intensity. Justice held Wick’s face in his palms and licked at his fangs… cleaning them. 
 
    “Justice, oh my—” It blew Wick’s mind. So romantic, intimate. A natural desire of his true mate.  
 
    “Lube?” Justice barely bit out. His eyes were a startling shade of blue, his neck was taut and the veins protruding from his forearms said he was barely keeping from grabbing Wick, flipping him over and slamming himself inside.  
 
    “Never did like the stuff,” Wick replied. 
 
    Justice reared back on his knees between Wick’s legs. He looked like he belonged there, like he owned him. So big and powerful, their mating radiating a phenomenal amount of energy into the air. “What do you like then?” Justice squeezed a large bead of precome to the tip of his cock, smoothing a thin layer of stickiness down his shaft.  
 
    “I like natural. Only you. Nothing more.” Wick turned over on his stomach, erotically gliding his pale skin over the black satin sheets.  
 
    “A King after my own heart.” Justice lined his dick up against his tight opening.  
 
    Wick bristled, his legs beginning to shake the more Justice pressed at him.  
 
    “You’re so tight,” Justice hissed, holding the base of his ruddy shaft with one hand while he clamped the other down on the back of Wick’s neck. It was a massive display of dominance that had Wick mewling and arching his back already.  
 
    “No, it’s fine. I don’t feel pain. You won’t hurt me, Justice, I swear. I heal way too fast for pain to even register.” Wick had no time to explain, he was already about to explode, his release so close to the edge.  “Justice, take me.” 
 
    Wick heard Justice spit a few times, then that insistent pressure was back, only this time Justice wasn’t hesitating or worrying about being gentle. As soon as the head thrust past the last bit of resistance, Justice drove in until his pelvis was flush against Wick’s smooth ass. Wick clenched his fists and cried blissfully into the thick pillows. 
 
    “Fuck that, baby. I need to hear you.” Justice grabbed a handful of Wick’s jet-black, messy hair and turned his face to the side. He leaned down - that last inch tipping Wick over - and gave Wick his tongue. Giving Wick all of him. Justice’s thrusts were deep and sure. “Everyone will hear how much I please my mate.” 
 
    Wick was used to vampires being secretive and confidential. Shifters, especially alphas, liked to display their confidence and their ability to provide and protect. He’d never deny Justice what he needed. Refusing to hide his moans and grunts of ecstasy, Wick rose on his knees, leaning back for another soul-searching kiss and Justice was quick to give it to him. Even his mouth was hot, and Wick imagined all that warmth surrounding his dick.  
 
    Justice abruptly released Wick’s mouth, breathing harshly against his cheek. “You want my mouth on you.”  
 
    Wick hadn’t realized he’d let that into their link, but he had little to do with all the freaky places his brain was taking him. The possibilities seemed endless. “I want you everywhere.” 
 
    Justice thundered into Wick’s body, his merciless pounding rocking the bed’s foundation. Wick felt the storm brewing, his balls churning and electricity streaking down his spine.  
 
    “God, look at you.” Justice slowed down, then carefully pulled out. “Turn over.” 
 
    This was it. He was about to be claimed, linked to Justice for the rest of his years. Wick had been alone for so long. Escorts and house lords didn’t count. Wick yearned for a real home. Justice would be that.  
 
    His nerves were ablaze. Every touch, look, lick, every feeling Justice gave him took him closer to nirvana. Justice brought one of Wick’s legs up and kissed the meaty part of his calf. He placed his leg up on his shoulder and pushed back inside. Justice was leaking inside him, making the glide just enough, delicious and sensual. Wick grabbed his cock, but Justice hurried to take over that job. He stroked Wick in time with his lunges.  
 
    “You feel so amazing. Better than I ever dreamed.” Wick’s ass clenched and Justice yelled his pleasure. Wick’s vision flashed before him, his animal riding him to hurry up and be claimed. Wick gave Justice a look of affection, adoration and respect before he cast his eyes down, tilted his head and shown his throat to his Beloved, his Alpha, his true destined mate.  
 
    Justice growled and grunted, made noises like they were battling. His voice was thick, shredded, as long canines descended over Justice’s thick bottom lip. He wanted those sharp teeth in him, wanted to see if his Beloved’s bite was as penetrating as his own. Wick bucked back against Justice’s strokes with craving and vigor. His orgasm hit with a force that rose from someplace deep inside, someplace filled with overwhelming love. Ropes of pearly liquid hit Justice’s abs, then ran down his fist while he milked all Wick had to give him. When Wick began to smear his essence into Justice’s hot skin, marking him in his own way, Justice pulled Wick tight to him and let nature take over. 
 
    Justice thrust manically, his balls slapping loudly against Wick’s ass. His rhythm fell away the tighter Wick clenched around him. He felt Justice give him a couple shallower, determined thrusts and wrapped his thick bicep around Wick’s waist, pulling him up against his hairy chest. Justice howled and shot so deep inside his ass it warmed his chilly soul. Wick tilted his head and exposed his most vulnerable part. Justice growled and sank his sharp teeth into his throat. Wick yelled loudly, the sounds echoing off the walls as he came again, harder, longer.  
 
    “You are mine… mate.”  
 
    Wick felt their link grow exponentially. He felt so many things, like he was tumbling down a ravine, a whirlwind of colors and beauty rushing past him. Justice’s life. His mate ejaculated every joy, hurt, secret, and promises he had. Wick heard another shout of pleasure and realized it was him. It was so much and not enough. If it weren’t for his mate anchoring him, he would’ve drifted away. “Beloved,” Wick murmured, slumping back into the plush bedding, feeling sleep call for him. Justice went down with him, licking at his mark he’d left. Wick reached up and ran his cool fingertips over the sensitive skin. Wick shuddered. 
 
    Justice lazily nipped at Wick’s fingers. “All mine.”  
 
    “Yes.” 
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    Justice continued to lick Wick’s fingers and neck until he was satisfied with his mark. His wolf was only able to enjoy his contentedness for a second. Wick’s captain came barreling through the suite’s door using his speed, slamming to a halt just after crossing the threshold to the bedroom.  
 
    “What is going on? The ground trembled. I felt it! We all felt it.” Captain Erman looked ready to spit venom. “Chadwick.” 
 
    Justice’s chest warmed and the air shimmered dangerously around him. Captain Erman tried not to grimace at the amount of power Justice was pushing at him but he failed miserably, making a sound no man should ever make. Without taking his ice-cold blue eyes off the stupid captain, Justice pulled the sheet up over his mate’s naked body, not stopping until only his mark was visible.  
 
    “Erman you should leave now,” Wick hissed. 
 
    “Everyone felt it,” Justice growled, his voice a thunderous grumble with his canines lowered. He spoke his wolf’s thoughts. “But you’re the only idiot that came in here. You interrupt pointlessly when I’m with my mate! In my world that’s a punishable offense!” 
 
    The vampire’s eyes were steely black, Justice could see angry slivers of red like a bunch of busted blood vessels. “My duty is to my King. To Wick. I’m not in your world, Alpha.” 
 
    “WICK IS MY WORLD!” Justice roared. 
 
    The vampire captain folded over, clasping at his gut. He shot his head up, baring his lethal fangs, hissing in Justice’s direction. He hadn’t encountered a hostile vampire before but he knew he was about to. Erman had finally crossed the line. “You are an intruder in my world, Captain Erman,” Justice said seriously. Deathly. 
 
    “Capitán, estas loco! Come out, now!”  
 
    It was the Lord Protector yelling from the hall, trying once again to save the man’s life. If the captain had any sense of self-preservation, he’d leave quickly. If the vampire knew how Justice’s wolf was clawing to get out, he’d leave even more quickly.  
 
    Justice felt Wick’s beast roar to the surface when Erman rose again to his full height. He put his hand on his mate’s chest to calm him. He understood Wick was trying to protect him, but this was a clear challenge and Justice was too alpha not to accept it himself. 
 
    Erman caught his breath enough to get from under Justice’s power and run from the room. Justice listened to the captain’s rapid-fire footsteps until he was outside the cabin and moving further down the mountain. It was best he’d fled when he did. 
 
    “Have you been with him?” Justice looked down at Wick. Wick’s eyes were back to human, his midnight pupils staring where his captain had been.  
 
    “No. Never. I have bitten him,” Wick answered, nestling into Justice’s armpit. “It was a different kind of bite. Not an intimate one. It was so he’d be able to sense me if I was in danger. I don’t think he feels that anymore. I believe our link has superseded any and all other connections I had.” 
 
    “I still have my connection with my siblings and my packs,” Justice admitted. 
 
    “Then I don’t know.” 
 
    “I do.” Corrupted soul. “He has to go. Or he’s going to end up severely wounded by sunrise. The only reason I didn’t shift was because it smells too much like our sex in here.” Justice buried his face against his mark. “But even with this I was hardly able to contain my anger when he saw you naked. For him to think he has the right to do that is disrespectful, Wick. Find a replacement for him. Appoint a new Duke of Earl for all I care, as long as he’s not in fuckin’ love with you.” 
 
    “First. Do not mock my culture because I would never mock yours. I don’t know, or have a use for, a bloody Duke. Two. It was always Erman’s job to ensure my safety. In the midst of my determination to make you mine, I never relieved him of that duty.” Wick glared directly into Justice’s eyes when he spoke. Wick was his mate but he was still the King of a species and would demand respect at all times, especially from his mate. He’d be submissive, but not subservient and Justice was immediately apologetic.  
 
    He palmed Wick’s cheek and placed a gentle kiss there. “I can only hope my craziness for you will taper down.” 
 
    “Maybe not all the way down. I don’t mind a little possessiveness.” Wick rolled on top of Justice, stretching his long body, erotically rubbing himself all over him. A quiet rumble started in Wick’s chest when he rubbed his cheek along the coarse hairs on Justice’s large pecs.  
 
    Justice’s laugh was low and sexy. “Are you purring?” 
 
    Wick stopped suddenly. “No! I most certainly am not,” Wick scoffed, nipping Justice’s nipple with his fang. 
 
    Justice jerked, then moaned when Wick did it again. “You were, too. And I think you were marking me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Wick hid his smile and got up, realizing that’s precisely what he’d been doing and he loved it. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Justice propped one foot up in the bed, the soft black sheets falling between his thighs. He wanted to stay in bed a little while longer. 
 
    “I’m going to get cleaned up and then I’m getting dressed,” Wick said from the bathroom.  
 
    Justice heard the shower turn on. It didn’t matter how much Wick washed, he’d only smell like Justice. He reclined back on the thick pillows and linked both hands behind his head, thinking of something they could do together tonight since Alek was holding down the fort. It was almost seven, the night was young. He was looking forward to getting to know his mate and his new beast.  
 
    With a plan in mind for the rest of the evening, Justice joined Wick in the shower. When he pulled back the sliding glass door, he didn’t speak a word. Wick turned and let Justice close all space between them, sealing his mouth over his. Their tongues dueled for a long time until Wick finally submitted. Justice moaned his victory, swallowing the thrill and plundering deeper. He wanted to taste where no one ever has.  
 
    “Justice,” Wick gasped for breath, rubbing at Justice’s chest.  
 
    “I know.” Justice pressed Wick back against the warm marble tiles.  
 
    “You can feel it whenever I want to bite you, can’t you?”  
 
    “I feel it strongly.” Justice caressed Wick’s slick black hair. His mate looked worried. 
 
    “Is it too much?” 
 
    Justice held Wick’s face in his rough palms. He needed him to see the sincerity in his words. “It’s never too much. I can feel when you need to eat. I can even feel the degree of your hunger. I knew when you were ravenous… and it pained me. When you feed from me, it gives me a powerful sense of purpose of being needed. That’s at the core of being an alpha. That’s where you’ve reached. Your bite is special and only for me now. A gift that I will cherish. I can feel when you want to bite to be sexual, to make me fly, and I want that, Wick. I’ll always want your bite, just like you’ll always crave mine.” Justice delicately kissed Wick’s damp lips, sucking the top one into his mouth and bathing it until Wick was limp in his arms. Justice guided Wick’s head to his chest, right over his heart.  
 
    “Bite.”  
 
    Wick opened, gusting his warm breath along Justice’s skin that challenged the steam swirling around them. Justice’s knees threatened to buckle the moment Wick’s fangs penetrated his flesh. Justice dropped his head back against the wall, his cock throbbing from the swift, shallow pulls Wick took from him. He was only drawing the blood to the surface, making it feel like receiving the most intense hickey. Justice let go of Wick’s head and used both hands to grab those muscular mounds. Wick’s ass was the perfect size. Plump and delicious. Justice sent an image of him on his knees behind Wick, eating his ass like it was a piece of prime rib.  
 
    Wick arched and threw his head back, coming all over Justice again. His mate’s moans of pleasure echoed off the walls, scorching Justice’s mind. He ground his own erection against Wick’s while he trembled through the aftershocks of his orgasm. Justice was feeling cocky that Wick got off so hard on the thoughts he sent him. As soon as Wick’s breathing wasn’t so labored he sent his own fantasy back – a visual of him on his knees swallowing Justice’s thick cock – that had Justice only pumping his shaft twice before his come spewed in arcs across Wick’s stomach.  
 
    Justice hated for the water to wash away his seed. He wanted Wick saturated in it. That most likely wouldn’t go well with a black designer suit, but Justice didn’t give a damn. There was still a threat lurking. He hadn’t forgotten. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Wick asked Justice while he toweled off. “I guess it’s not necessary for me to feel if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “No. I ate already. I’ll probably want to eat again around eleven. This schedule is weird.” Justice had put on his socks and a new pair of boxer briefs when he felt the mood shift in the room.  
 
    “I always thought wolves were nocturnal.”  
 
    “They are. But I’m not only a wolf.” 
 
    Wick was staring at him. “Night and day, then. That’s what we are. Maybe the Mother thought—” 
 
    “The Mother doesn’t make mistakes… ever. We don’t question god and we don’t question her.” Justice pulled up the pair of plain blue sweats Henry got for him. He walked over to Wick and reassuringly put both hands on his shoulders. “We don’t have to figure out everything in one night… day… or whatever. All I know is we will figure it out, okay. Together.” 
 
    Wick nodded and distractedly went back to buttoning his shirt.  
 
    “Baby, don’t you have anything casual? Sweats or jeans. A shirt that doesn’t have mother-of-pearl buttons.” Justice didn’t hide his smile at the confused look on Wick’s face. “It looks rather expensive for where were going.” 
 
    “No buttons?” 
 
    Justice laughed heartily. “That’s right, love. No butt-tuns.” Justice loved that proper accent. 
 
    Wick’s scowl was too cute not to kiss away. “Don’t frown, baby. I was only teasing. You gotta loosen up. My family jokes a lot. My pack likes practical jokes more than they like running. Especially Mac.” 
 
    “I know how to joke. There may not be any vampire comedians but we’re not all sticks-in-the-mud. I look forward to having fun with you.” 
 
    Justice kissed Wick’s forehead and went back to putting on the comfortable clothes he was given. Wick took off all the black and went back into his closet. When he came out this time, he was wearing a pair of worn, holey jeans that he looked to have had for twenty years and a faded blue University of Cambridge t-shirt. His smile was relaxed, those soft, pale pink lips taunting Justice again. He wanted to grab a handful of the strewn dark locks – that Wick had only managed to finger-comb when he got out the shower – and control him with another kiss. Wick’s new look made him appear lax and comfortable.  
 
    Justice nodded his approval. “Yes. Now, you look ready.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” Wick held his hands out to his sides.  
 
    “Shifter training.” Justice grinned mischievously. 
 
    Wick’s eyes widened comically. He looked ready to burst with excitement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Captain Erman is in Reno meeting with a couple covens. He’ll be back before dawn, Justice. I want you two to talk. Come to a truce. Erman hasn’t even been with me a year, still, I don’t want to imply that my staff is completely replaceable if they don’t get along with my mate. It takes decades to get those positions on my escort.” 
 
    “It was a clear challenge. Didn’t you recognize that?” Justice asked, climbing over a split tree trunk.  
 
    “I did, and I didn’t say I liked it. I mean don’t kill him.” 
 
    Justice scoffed. “I make no promises I can’t keep.”  
 
    They’d been walking through the beautiful mountainside for hours. It was a clear night. Quiet. The perfect time to bond and get to know his Beloved. They asked more questions than Wick could count. He of course, had a lot more experiences to share than Justice. 
 
    “It’s interesting to hear you say that. I’m not sure where you stand on killing, Wick.” 
 
    Wick stopped walking and turned to face Justice. “Now, I’m picking up on a heavy feeling.” 
 
    “When we first met the police chief, he said you agreed to kill all the vampires involved in the feud. That you hardly asked questions. Is that true? Did you ordered them killed?” 
 
    “Technically no, but also yes, I did.” 
 
    “Wick.” Justice narrowed his eyes, not wanting to decode the puzzling answer. 
 
    Wick squatted and scooped a handful of soft earth into his hands, letting it sift through his slim fingers. “I’m not as ruthless as my father. He was fair but if you were guilty he wasn’t lenient. I know the vampires were defending themselves, but they could always have made another choice. They were decades older than your shifters, they knew better. They should’ve walked… well, run from the situation. The shifters wouldn’t’ve been able to keep up and therefore nothing would have happened and a vulnerable human wouldn’t’ve lost his life. A woman would still have her spouse and the father of her children. I made the right and final decision sending them away. They’ll never return to the States again. So technically, no I didn’t behead them and end their existence, but yes, I ensured that they are dead to this generation. I’ll awaken them in the next one.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Justice murmured. “So they were put to sleep?” 
 
    “Not quite. They’re not rabid dogs. After not feeding for weeks, a vampire will go into a comatose-like state until their body is re-nourished. It’s not a pleasant state to be in and it teaches one hell of a lesson. It’s vampire prison, if you will.” Wick looked up at the dark sky. “I told that prejudiced cop what I needed to so I could get them out of his clutches… and your wolves’.” 
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    Justice should’ve known Wick wasn’t that vicious. What he was, was strategic, bold, and a little bit cunning. That last trait was the one that made Justice’s lower half react. He linked his hand in Wick’s and tugged until he fell against his chest. “I wasn’t questioning your leadership, I’m only trying to know you politically, too. We will have to govern together, right?” 
 
    “Yes. I know. I’ll tell you anything you want. I’ll listen to your advice and accept your counsel as my alpha and Beloved, but I hope you will respect me and give equal weight to mine as well. I’ve been around a long time and I’ve spoken with a lot of great minds.”  
 
    Justice answered Wick with a sweet, honest kiss. Three words already danced on the tip of his tongue but he didn’t speak them. Not yet. Wick moaned and squeezed Justice tighter. Their tongues tangled, Wick giving Justice a fun fight. Gripping Wick in a bear hug that made a large bubble of satisfied laughter burst from Wick, Justice walked them backwards until Wick’s back hit the base of a tree. God, he couldn’t stop wanting his hands and mouth on Wick. If he’d thought the mate bite would ease his urges, he was sadly mistaken. He only wanted him more. Coveted him and his brilliance. A gorgeous man inside and out. His mate oozed so much charm and passion; Justice was helpless not to succumb.  
 
    A scampering sound several feet away made Wick yank his head away and look over Justice’s shoulder, his pupils shifting to dark narrow slits. 
 
    Justice beamed proudly. “You hear that, don’t you? The wild. It’s your instinct to detect, track, hunt, then… take down. You are an alpha too, babe. I don’t have to pull your animal from you, you’re powerful enough to call him all on your own.” 
 
    Wick knelt down to the earth and dug his fingers in, feeling the roots of nature.  
 
    “Take off all your clothes, Wick. Stay in the mind frame you’re in. Stay as focused as you are on me and the landscape around you. Inhale the different fragrances. The dark scent of night. The damp leaves. The perfume of honeysuckle. The pungent wild mushrooms. The sweetness of the chokecherries and desert peaches. Everything Wick, accept it all.” 
 
    Justice was removing his clothes as he spoke. His mate hung on his every word, trusting Justice to guide him. He lowered his voice when Wick got down on all fours and tucked his chin to his chest. The air was already radiating energy around him. Yes, mate. “The Mother chose the most fitting animal for your stature, King Bentley. She chose the ruler of the jungle. You are a stunning tiger, Wick. Your roar can paralyze. There’s another king inside you and you control him.” Justice stepped back, his voice stern. “Now call him forward.” 
 
    The immediate and simultaneous realigning of Wick’s bones made the transformation sound like a bolt of lightning striking concrete. A sharp crack resounded, then a vicious roar. Justice fell back on his ass as Wick towered over him on four strong legs, his large head held high. A heavy shake fluffed out the stark, white fur, sporadically streaked with long black stripes.  
 
    Justice stared with his mouth open, the sight amazing him all over again. “I’m speechless. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Amazing. Untouchable.” Wick walked stealthily over to Justice.  
 
    “Damn. How can you be sexy as a tiger too?” 
 
    Wick chuffed and pushed his head against Justice’s chest, rubbing the thick fur on his cheeks up and down his body. Justice wrapped his arms around Wick’s neck – most of it. “I’m so fascinated with this animal. Did you know that you’re the largest cat in the world? But you have less stripes than any other tiger breed. Your kind usually weighs about five to six hundred pounds, but you’re clearly more than that. I’d say you’re about eight. You’re huge.” 
 
    “I don’t feel big.” Wick swished his tail.  
 
    “Nope. Your weight doesn’t slow you down at all. You’re fast as hell.” Justice grazed his fingers along Wick’s long whiskers. “But let’s see how easily you adapt.” 
 
    Justice shifted quickly, stretching his own animal. He was almost standing eye level with Wick’s massive beast. “Are you still feeling untouchable?” 
 
    Wick hissed loudly, playfully stalking around him. His back muscles moved in perfect harmony, a song Wick sang only for him. It was the most beautiful act Justice had ever seen. Wick pulled his dark lips up to reveal his impressive canines.  
 
    “Oh, bad kitty.”  
 
    Wick’s fur rose over his back and his ears flattened to his head. It seemed he didn’t like that comment too much, but Justice laughed it off through their link. “If you don’t like it, do something about it.” Justice barked and snarled, letting Wick know he wasn’t fazed by the posturing. “I’ll give you a head start, mate. I suggest you use it.” 
 
    Wick stood for a long time like he wasn’t going to take the bait. As soon as Justice dropped his guard and trotted over to him, Wick spun and bumped Justice with his wide flank, sending him sliding several feet across the ground. Justice growled, jumping back up, ready to go at his clever mate. “You little cheater. I should’ve known.”  
 
    “You’re the fair one… not me.” Wick sent back, mocking him. He was full of joyful energy. 
 
    His mate was nowhere in sight but Justice could hear him moving away from him, fast. He was taking advantage of his head start. “I’m coming, baby. Should I show you what I’m going to do to you when I catch you?” Justice sent Wick a vivid image of him against a tree, being pounded by Justice until he submitted to him. Wick would always submit. 
 
    Justice could feel Wick’s excitement and arousal at being chased and caught as he tore through the woods running at an unfathomable speed. Justice took off, pushing himself to catch up. It was a challenge he liked since there was usually no competition when he ran. Justice’s tongue was lolling out of his mouth as the scenery flew by, the night breeze ruffling through his thick fur. He was in heaven.  
 
    Justice didn’t hear Wick’s footsteps anymore. He hunched down and closed his eyes, connecting with everything around him. Wick’s snarl could be heard a way’s off, but it wouldn’t take him any time to sneak up on Justice’s back. He knew how tigers hunted. They were stealthy and liked surprise attacks from behind or the side. Justice was mindful of his periphery. It was obvious his mate was standing downwind trying to alleviate Justice’s ability to use his scent. Smart, mate. Justice kept his nose low to the ground, smelling where Wick’s tail brushed foliage and tree trunks as he passed. Justice refused to use their link to pinpoint Wick’s location, he was enjoying the thrill of the chase too much.  
 
    Justice heard the intimidating roar at the same time Wick came barreling towards him. Justice leaped out of the way a second before Wick’s large body flew past him in a blur of black and white.  
 
    “Sneaky little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Nothing is little about me.” Wick taunted. “And you didn’t catch me. I caught you.” 
 
    “We’ll agree to disagree, then.” Justice let Wick rub along his heaving body. He was winded, sweaty, his mate having given his wolf a damn good workout. “Come here. I want to show you something.” 
 
    Wick’s gait was easy, relaxed as he moved alongside Justice, the two of them languidly bumping into each other or nipping and tugging at each other’s thick scruff. When they got closer to Justice’s destination, Wick caught Justice off guard again by leaping onto his back and taking him down to the ground.  
 
    Justice umphed and rolled across the ground with Wick, letting him enjoy the freeness of his animal. He kept letting Wick pin him down, but it was all an act. Justice didn’t have to flex his muscles with his mate.  
 
    “Come on, I’m hungry now and I don’t think you’re ready to see me hunt and eat game.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I should do that. Is that wrong? I don’t want to eat any creatures.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry with that. You won’t want to chase anything unless you’re going to kill it and eat it. You don’t hunt for sport. You’re too distinguished for that.” Justice informed him, licking at Wick’s dark muzzle, marveling at his majesty’s radiant blue eyes. 
 
    “Am I that amazing? I think you’re a tad biased.” Wick said.  
 
    “Follow me.” Justice led them down a worn path that ended at the base of a large man-made lake. “The Humboldt pack built this. It’s scarce when they have heatwaves, but it’s usually enough of a water source for them.” 
 
    The water was so still it looked like a perfect picture of the sky on the ground. The stars and moon beamed down on their magical oasis, illuminating the vast field cleared of trees. “Look.” Justice pointed to the water but he didn’t disturb it. “See for yourself.”  
 
    Wick inched forward until he was at the very edge of the bank. He tilted his head down to see his reflection. To get his first look at his beast. It was overwhelming enough to make him lurch back and fall back on his hip. He really was a tiger. Looking again, he couldn’t help but preen. His coat was so white and his eyes so blue that even in the dark it was blinding. A huge head and an exceptionally large muzzle with long pointy whiskers jutting out.  
 
    “What are whiskers for? In all my years, I never inquired.” Wick said reverently, inching closer.  
 
    “They’re for a variety of things. Mostly sensory.” 
 
    “This is unbelievable. I’ve waited all this time to see him. Over one hundred and seventy years. Multiple lifetimes. This feels surreal. I think that’s the word. It’s not a common feeling for a vampire, things seldom surprise us.” Wick was staring at himself so closely his face touched the water. He started at the rush of water up his nose, making him sneeze and snort comically. His mate drank nosily beside him, letting Wick look his feel.  
 
    “We better head back, feels like it’s almost midnight. You’re hungry and so am I.” 
 
    “I am a bit famished.” Wick said, slapping Justice across his cheek with his long tail when he passed.  
 
    “Real cute. Shift, so you can feed.” 
 
    Wick whipped his big body around and head-butted Justice’s flank hard enough to knock him off balance and ran off in the direction of the cabin. “Catch me and make me.” 
 
    Justice felt like he had a damn pup on his hands, his mate was so giddy enjoying his animal. He wondered if Wick realized how happy he was about playing a game of tag. The man may not have the most playful side but his beast certainly did. Justice’s wolf went crazy when it was ready to feed his mate. Justice growled and chased after a still-laughing Wick. Justice was about to show him exactly what kind of mate he had. A taste of what the Alpha Zenith could do.   
 
    Justice was running at breakneck speed. It’d been a while since he burned this much energy. He’d be able to eat half a cow when he got back. He finally heard Wick up ahead, and Justice was closing in fast, pumping his strong legs. He zeroed in on his mate, zipping through the forest at a lightning-fast pace. If that was the measure of Wick’s speed, then Justice was at terminal velocity.  
 
    His eyes darted back and forth, clocking Wick’s flash movements. He went up high, then he came down, zig-zagged, then went up again. Did this repeatedly. He was humoring himself, while Justice was on a mission. He calculated the moment Wick would come back down when he shot through the air again, crossing over three trees. Justice leaped up and pushed off a towering Spruce and caught his mate in the air. They crashed back to the ground in a rush of adrenaline spiked breaths and a whirlwind of white fur and seductive snarls.  
 
    When the momentum died and they finally stopped tumbling, Justice made sure he was on top of Wick’s back, bearing all his delicious weight down on him. Justice may not be an eight-hundred-pound animal but he possessed enough strength to control one. He bit down on the juncture between Wick’s neck and shoulder, right above his clavicle. His mate immediately begin to writhe and mewl under him. A sound that made him hard enough to drill through wood. Justice didn’t break the skin, but his mate knew exactly what this was and so did the tiger. It was a display of power by the true alpha. 
 
    “Submit.” Justice gave Wick a lover’s shake, pressing his pelvis down on Wick’s hind. His arousal spiking exponentially the more Wick calmed under him willingly, satisfying him like nothing else. The moment Wick was completely limp, Justice’s bite loosened. He nuzzled into the back of Wick’s scruff and bathed the dense white mane with his tongue. “Shift.” 
 
    The transformation was smooth and effortless now for Wick. Justice did the same. 
 
    “You passed shifter training with flying colors.” Justice kissed Wick’s sweat-dampened lips. He was breathing heavy but it wasn’t from the run anymore.  
 
    “Alpha,” Wick whispered worshipfully. 
 
    Justice’s chest swelled. Without further thought, he sated his animal and drew Wick towards his throat. 
 
    “Mmm. Goddamn. Each time feels better than the last.” Justice reflexively thrust his leaking dick into Wick’s slick abs. He was too revved up and it felt like Wick was putting some extra feel good into his bite this time, the sensual sucking making Justice’s toes curl. He squeezed his eyes tight. “Fuck, babe. You’re gonna make me come.” 
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    He drank until he couldn’t drink another drop. If Wick had to describe what it was like feeding from his Beloved, it was comparable to a human going to an all you can eat smorgasbord of their favorite foods. Wick didn’t have a bland diet. Yes. Justice tasted different at different times. Right now, he tasted bold and spicy, his alpha supremacy so close to the surface. Earlier, in the shower, he’d tasted sweeter, his affection for his mate flooding through him and right into Wick. But there was always the underlying taste of Justice’s pure Siberian blood. A taste like no other in the world. He’d had many Russian donors… but no one tasted like this. 
 
    He’d overindulged and Justice seemed to spur him on by adding his come to the stimulating scents already overwhelming him. After Wick finished sealing his bite – that would never fully heal – and cleaning his Beloved’s neck and throat, he slithered down Justice’s hard body to clean him down there as well.  
 
    Wick was in love. There was no doubt about it. He’d lived so long and never felt the elusive emotion, so it’s no wonder he recognized it right away. Being around Justice made recognizing beautiful things easy. They were hard to miss now.  
 
    He rested his head on Justice’s chest while he listened to the nocturnal animals prowl for dinner. A loud grumble followed by a pitiful gurgle penetrated Wick’s euphoria. “Bloody hell. Was that your stomach?” 
 
    “Yep.” Justice’s low laugh turned into another loud groan. “Now, I don’t want to move. I think your laziness is rubbing off on me.” 
 
    They laid there about another half an hour until it got to the point where neither Justice nor Wick could take Justice’s stomach growling any longer. “You’re scaring away the bunnies. Come on. Let’s find you some food.” 
 
    They stopped at the edge of the lawn and put their clothes back on. As they walked up the scenic driveway to the cabin they saw that Henry and Ramon were both standing in the doorway.  
 
    “Greetings, Wick and Justice. Looks as if you had an eventful evening.” Henry gave a slight bow when he and Justice passed. Wick was used to this, but Justice wasn’t. Regardless, his mate didn’t look to be concerned with the formality, because the smells wafting from the back of the cabin were too much of a distraction. Turning the corner to the huge kitchen, Justice looked like he was going to drool all over the nice floor. There was an assortment of fruits, meats, and cheese platters spread across the black granite-top island. However, it was the cast iron skillet that was smoking on the cooker, its contents creating the spicy aroma that had his mate’s eyes popping out of his skull. Wick was pleased with Henry and he let him know it. A member of his staff had not only made sure to see to Wick’s needs but to his Beloved’s as well.  
 
    Justice gave Henry a look of total fascination. “You learned to cook all this in one day… um, evening? That is crazy!” 
 
    “Ramon took me to the local grocery store and the Centro Meat market.” Henry beamed. “I’m a pretty quick learner. It was quite entertaining actually, grocery shopping. I’ve never had the reason to. Then, I did some World Wide Web searching. Did you know you can get step-by-step instructions on just about anything? It’s called the youtubs. A young lad at the market told me about it. It all came to me rather easily. Cooking is not difficult once you figure out how to use the ranges.”  
 
    Justice chuckled, clamping Henry on his shoulder when he walked past him. “I’m pretty sure it’s pronounced You. Tube. Regardless, I’m crazy impressed no matter where you learned it, it looks amazing, and I promise not to let a single bit go to waste.” Justice pecked Wick on his cheek and darted off to the washroom. 
 
    “This really is something, Henry. How did you manage this?” Wick walked over to the deep, stainless steel sink and washed the grime and dirt off his hands and from under his nails. He looked over the two pots and picked up a flat utensil he’d just seen Henry using to push around some steaming yellow and green chunks.  
 
    “These are sautéed zucchini and squash, my Lord. Real popular with shifters. And in that skillet, resting, is a 20-ounce ribeye.” Henry stood with his hands clasped loosely in front of him while Wick inspected the food his mate was about to consume. He knew the sweet vampire wouldn’t hurt anyone, especially his Beloved, but Wick played it off like he was simply interested. Hell, he was. The smells were different and stimulating but it didn’t make him want to put any in his mouth. Wick pulled up a chair and got comfortable. He was going to immensely enjoy this. 
 
    Justice clapped his hands and rubbed them together eagerly. “I’m all clean and ready to enjoy, Henry.” 
 
    Justice went to retrieve a plate, but Henry quickly took it from him and motioned for Justice to sit at the table with Wick.  
 
    “You don’t have to serve me, Henry. I’m more than capable of fixing my own plate.” 
 
    “Do you fix your own plate when you are home?” Henry raised one dark brow. 
 
    “No, but that’s only because a person chooses to bring me food… I don’t require it.”  
 
    Henry didn’t argue, he simply placed a heaping plate of food in front of him with a chilled glass of water. “I asked the butcher for porterhouse but they were out. He said if you love that cut then you’d love this one as well. Was that right? Oh no, I hope that was corr—” 
 
    “Henry please.” Justice cut off the vampire’s nervous chatter. “Everything looks perfect. And yes, I do love ribeye, too. I love most meat, period, so feel free to explore away on the youtubs.” Justice winked teasingly, making Henry’s pale skin flush a very delicate pink. “I’ll be happy to volunteer as your official taste-tester.” 
 
    Henry moved back into the kitchen, wiping down the already gleaming surfaces.  
 
    “You’ve just made his millennium.” Wick laughed, watching in awe at Justice while he hoovered the steaming food. He actually had to suck in air to cool his mouth when he shoved a large heaping of scorching vegetables inside. It was absolutely captivating and entertaining. He’d never just sat and watched someone eat. Justice appeared to be racing, but no one else was eating. 
 
    “You guys don’t eat any solid foods at all? Can you and you just don’t like it, or what?” Justice asked, momentarily coming up for air. 
 
    “No. It’s not necessary,” Wick answered. “It provides zero sustenance.” 
 
    “So why do you even have kitchens in your homes?” 
 
    “They come standard,” Wick said, laughing along with Henry. It must’ve been a typical vampire joke because it really cracked them up.  
 
    “With solid foods, the taste is not the same. Or so I’ve heard from other once-human vampires. Born ones never know what they’re missing,” Wick informed him. It seemed Justice knew the minimum facts about his species only. “You’d probably describe that steak as having robust flavoring and a tender texture. For me it would be bland and tough like rubber. Our fangs aren’t used for ripping flesh.” Wick gave Justice his own ravenous look, dropping his voice several octaves. “My fangs are for piercing your body.”  
 
    Justice wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin Henry placed next to his water goblet. He stared back at Wick, his intoxicating scent of arousal overtaking the smell of seared beef in the room. “Don’t start something you’re not ready for me to finish on top of this fuckin’ table.” 
 
    “Oh, bad dog,” Wick whispered in their link, smirking after, showcasing a bit of cockiness. 
 
    His Beloved bounded from his seat and was picking him up in his arms to punish him for that slick comment before Wick could dart away. Henry seemed to magically disappear. 
 
    “You and your ass will pay dearly for that one.” Justice refused to let Wick weasel out of his grip no matter how hard he tried through his fits of laughter.  
 
    The chuckling died down quickly when Wick felt Justice’s stiff erection stabbing against his thigh. His own dick was leaking profusely in his old university jeans. Through the haze of passion Wick understood Justice was trying to eat and recharge his battery but he was greedy and impatient. He hadn’t touched Justice in roughly fifteen minutes. With his head thrown back, Justice sucked mercilessly on his throat while Wick bucked against the hold. He got high off Justice’s virility.  
 
    “I can’t resist you, mate,” Justice growled, lifting him until he wrapped his legs around Justice’s waist. 
 
    Wick rode the thrill of being in his mate’s arms for a few seconds longer, but he had to put a temporary end to it because Wick could hear his escort approaching, along with Captain Erman. “We have to stop.” 
 
    “I know.” Justice released Wick’s neck, kissing him thoroughly once more before the front door to the cabin opened.  
 
    Justice sat back down to finish the last few bites of his food. Ramon stood at the entrance to the kitchen. His dark eyes met Wick’s respectfully before moving over to Justice. “Alpha, por favor, excuse the intrusion.”  
 
    Justice accepted the respect and let the man address his King. 
 
    “Chadwick. El capitán is out front. He refuses to come inside and resume his duties until the Alpha returns to the Humboldt Pack lands. He says the cabin was rented to—” 
 
    “Stop right there,” Wick cut off his Lord Protector. “I understand that your captain gave you a message to deliver and you followed those orders. However, effective immediately, Ermanno Giuliani is no longer your superior.” 
 
    “Sí, my Lord. I understand,” Ramon answered. “If I may…?” 
 
    “Speak.” Wick granted, eyeing Justice cautiously.  
 
    The man Wick trusted to advise him was outside issuing a direct challenge to his Beloved. Wick didn’t know how he’d missed this. Missed the signs. Erman never once expressed a sexual interest in Wick. This was beyond disrespectful in not only Justice’s world but in Wick’s as well. It was a punishable offense to bring mayhem and discord to the King’s life, but for it to be done by someone he trusted made the offense worse. Wick couldn’t let go of his anger regarding Erman’s betrayal. They didn’t have time for childishness. He and Justice already had their work cut out for them rallying the species and fight together, not each other. This was starting out all wrong. Now his mate had to fight, only one day after claiming him. Wick would graciously kill Erman himself or issue the order to Ramon, but Justice would never allow anyone to fight for him when he was more than capable himself. 
 
    “We all stand behind you and your mate. Our loyalty lies with you, King Bentley. I’ve protected you for over forty years, Wick. That will not end today. We believe you and your mate were sent to protect us and guide us into the next century.” 
 
    Wick stood and placed his hand on Ramon’s shoulder. “I expected nothing less of you. Your devotion is uncompromising.”   
 
    Ramon turned his full attention to Justice, his jet-black eyes fearless, his posture steadfast. “When I first became a vampire, I was fascinated to learn of shifters. I studied your species, your culture for years. The rules of challenging are relatively the same in our species. Justice, you are the King’s Beloved. As the Lord Protector, I have the right to request to be your fighter in this challenge if you choose, just as your betas can champion for you. Personally, I’d be honored to fight for you and your true mate.” 
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    Justice knew that gutless, poaching motherfucker would be back, he just didn’t think it’d be tonight. He thought Erman would be licking his bruised ego for at least a few days. Justice looked at the clock on the stove, it was almost two in the morning. Peak time for vampires, but the night still belonged to the wolf.  
 
    Ramon Vega’s thick chest was pumped up and his eyes held a startling shade of red behind the blackness. He wanted to show his skill, whether for him or Wick, he didn’t know. Ramon looked like he was trying to will Justice to say yes to him, but Justice didn’t need anyone to fight his battles. A challenge for his mate was his duty to accept… and win. It was the only way to rightfully claim his prize.  
 
    “Ramon, I only need you to perform two tasks, hopefully not three. No one ever wants the third task.” Justice didn’t have to look down at Ramon when he spoke, he stood at the same six-foot two as him, but Ramon courteously averted his eyes to Justice’s shoulder.  
 
    “Por favor. Name them.” 
 
    “First, and most important. Please situate the rest of Wick’s escort to the right side of the lawn. Tell them to remain there throughout the challenge. That way I won’t suspect them of potentially interfering or sneaking up on me from behind by their movement.” 
 
    “No one will sneak up on you. I won’t allow it!” Wick roared, his energy starting to permeate the room. Justice soaked it up, savoring the authority.   
 
    “Everything will be fine mate. I promise.”  
 
    They could smell the stench of Erman’s deceit all the way in the house. 
 
    “The second task.” Justice felt his canines burning to descend and destroy. His voice getting darker and deadlier as he spoke. “After I win and I exile Ermanno Giuliani from any and all shifter territory, I want you to escort him to the state line. Nevada is claimed land.”  
 
    “Sí, Alpha,” Ramon answered swiftly. “King Bentley. I have to be honest and forthcoming with my report. Captain Erman does not believe Justice is your fated Beloved because of the way he first refused your call. He wants us to leave Nevada immediately. Absolutely no one is siding with him and he’s turning violent.”  
 
    Justice’s menacing growl made Ramon ease back a couple steps and drop his eyes further. His voice was a booming bass that made his threat travel well beyond the perimeters of the cabin and far past the front lawn. “My THIRD task, Lord Protector. When I win the challenge… properly dispose of the captain’s body.” 
 
    “Let the former captain know my Beloved and I are coming out,” Wick said through bared fangs.  
 
    “Sí, my Lord.” 
 
    Justice wasn’t worried about fighting. He’d already experienced the captain’s strength before at the police station. The man was insane to provoke Justice… either that or he was that infatuated with Wick. Justice couldn’t blame the poor guy for falling hard at the first sight of Wick.  
 
    Justice remembered one of his father’s many teachings. “A real man, a real fighter knows when he’s lost the battle.” Wick was claimed and he belonged to Justice. There was no reversing it. The rejected vamp should take the loss and bow out with dignity. Not make a spectacle, or get his throat ripped out. 
 
    Justice sat back in the dining room chair and pulled Wick onto his lap, burying his face in the bend of his neck, caressing his mark. He sent Wick a fraction of his confidence, showing his mate he had no cause to worry. Justice breathed in Wick’s wonderful scent and centered himself, centered his wolf.  
 
    He was glad Wick had accepted what needed to be done. Out of reverence for Wick, and as a courtesy to the vampires watching, most of whom had worked many years with the captain, he would try to spare his life. 
 
    When he was done letting Wick’s presence focus him, he calmly sent his brother Alek a message. Challenges weren’t quiet – growls and snarls could be heard for miles – and Justice couldn’t worry about shielding his emotions when he fought, so his siblings would feel it. Ignoring his beta’s extreme disapproval, Justice briefly explained the situation and let him know he had everything under control. Wick was silent while Justice mentally spoke with his brother.  
 
    Alek: “Have you lost your true-mate-having mind? Are you in so much bliss that little butterflies have taken over your brain and made you stupid?” 
 
    Justice growled loudly down their link. 
 
    Alek: “Better. That’s my Alpha. And the AZ knows that his first beta belongs at every challenge. I should be there. You’ve never fought a vampire. It doesn’t matter that you can take him. The Alpha Zenith should not be executing a challenge without a single member from his pack – or any pack – being present. Who of your pack will stand with your true mate? You don’t need me to remind you, of all people, of our laws, Justice.” 
 
    Alek was right. 
 
    “Mikel and I are on our way, I’ll leave Mac with Farica.” 
 
    “It’ll be over before you get here.” Justice cleared the link and rose from his seat.  
 
    Wick turned in Justice’s arms and pressed his mouth to his, pushing and rubbing his body aggressively against him. The weight was wonderful and exactly what he needed. Wick touched him everywhere on his upper body so Justice’s nose and his mind would be flooded with his scent. Also, his sly mate was adding his own insulting slap to the captain’s face. Erman would have to fight him while Justice was cloaked in Wick’s scent – the one he desired. It was an atrocious mind-fuck and it was a gesture that said, “Wick’s body was all over me, not you… and it never will be.”  
 
    Justice let Wick walk ahead of him. When they got to the open, double doors, Wick paused in the threshold, shooting dark daggers at Erman. The angry vampire stood by himself at the end of the circular driveway. Justice didn’t need the bright, outside accent lights within the landscape to see. At night, his vision was better than twenty-twenty. First thing he noticed was Erman was dressed for the event. His typical white-collared shirt and designer black blazer were absent, along with his polished appearance. The vampire wore a dingy brown tank top and wrinkled camo pants.  
 
    As he was instructed, Ramon stood off to the right in front of the four remaining trusted vampires. None of them looked sympathetic to their brother that didn’t seem to comprehend the danger he was facing.  
 
    Justice didn’t take his eyes off of Erman when he wrapped both arms around his mate from behind and kissed the visible bite mark on his neck. The positive, courageous emotions Wick pushed towards him had him whispering the words into his mate’s mind without second thought. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    He couldn’t see Wick from the front but he could feel him close his eyes and return that love ten-fold. 
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    Erman bristled at their bold display of affection. His disdain and anger were evident but he held no true strength. The aura around him was devoid of any power. Justice didn’t want to kill ruthlessly and the captain was no match for him. Justice was nothing if not fair. Linking his fingers with Wick’s, he walked down the steps to confront his opponent. He signaled for Ramon to join him, since he was pretty sure he was about to be Wick’s newly appointed captain.  
 
    Justice stopped a few feet from the seething vampire. “I have no desire to fight you, Erman. Chadwick is my true mate. You can see it and you can smell it. This challenge is ridiculous and you’re unnecessarily risking your life. You know you can’t defeat me. If you withdraw your challenge and leave my territories immediately, I will not put you down. But only if you leave now!” Justice thundered loud enough to make Erman wince, but he stood his ground. The stubborn fool. 
 
    “I’m not the one going down,” Erman hissed, his sharp fangs glistening in the moonlight. 
 
    “Idiota,” Ramon grumbled behind them. “You know King Bentley would die if anything happened to Justice.” 
 
    “Only if he was his true Beloved… and he’s not.” 
 
    Wick’s hand tightened in Justice’s a moment before he removed it. They could both see Erman gearing up to strike. Suddenly, disregarding Justice, Erman moved daringly into Wick’s space. Justice was surprised his wolf allowed it, in fact, didn’t even bristle. Maybe because Wick was too damn capable for Justice to fret about. 
 
    “So, you’ve made your choice.” Erman sneered. 
 
    “Fate chose. You must respect that,” Wick answered. 
 
    “I know nothing of fate. I make my own destiny.” Erman’s hard eyes softened as he gazed up at Wick. “Do you remember what your father used to say? We make our own destinies, we’re the controllers of our own fates. I am the captain of my destiny.”  
 
    Wick’s expression was bored. “My father never said that. A great poet did. Erman, you can recite all the poetry and limericks you want, it won’t change the fact that I’m in love with Justice Volkov.” 
 
    “That mark doesn’t mean you love him.” Erman slowly reached up to graze his fingers along the faint marks on Wick’s neck.  
 
    The ground trembled. Justice’s murderous growl sounded as his wolf burst from him, shredding the clothes he wore, sending the tatters scattering across the lawn. He could vaguely hear Ramon warning Erman to get away from Wick. Justice saw Wick had stopped the captain’s hand just shy of touching his throat. The grip his mate had on the captain’s wrist looked painful, so painful that it took Erman down to his knees. Wick’s eyes glowed like the brimstone in hell.  
 
    “Why would he mark me only for you to put your filthy hands on it?” Wick’s words were spoken politely and casually but his eyes revealed his frightening anger. With a viciously fast jerk and a minute amount of effort, Wick snapped the captain’s wrist. Erman fell back on the ground, screaming and clutching at the useless appendage. Wick turned and gave the captain his back, stating with finality, “You have no right to touch me.” 
 
    Justice stalked forward, his ears low and close to his skull, his tail rigid, sticking straight out behind him. Justice’s lips were pulled up high, showing his large canines dripping saliva as he pushed his snout right up to Erman’s face and released a deafening growl that made him cower, struggling to pull himself back with his one good arm.  
 
    Justice heard his brother’s warning a second before his huge white and gray wolf emerged from the trees, Alpha Mikel’s great black one a half step behind him. Justice never took his eyes off Erman as his brother’s reassuring presence washed over him.  
 
    Erman ducked and scurried off to the side. “This is an ambush! The challenge rules have been broken,” he yelled at the nearby vampires. “Attack them.” 
 
    No one moved.  
 
    “The Alpha Zenith has a right to have his betas or members of any of his packs present. No one is ambushing you,” Ramon spoke up. 
 
    Justice backed away from Erman and went back to stand next to Wick. His mate twisted his hand into the thick hair around Justice’s neck, massaging the muscles there. He would wait until the vampire healed before he forced his submission. Justice would always be fair, he knew no other way to be. There’d be no honor in beating a one-armed opponent. Erman’s yells of pain while he popped his wrist back into place only gave him a mild amount of gratification. Justice wouldn’t be completely satisfied until the jealous piece of shit was gone.  
 
    Alek was still snarling as he came over and brushed his big body against Justice’s, then stood at his left side. Wick would now and forever be to his immediate right. Mikel’s wolf was more composed than Alek’s, but his slightly curled lip and wrinkled snout communicated his aggression well. 
 
    “Thank you both for coming and standing with my mate.” 
 
    Alek: “I’m where I’m supposed to be.” He barked into their link, “And if you ever accept another challenge and try to fight without me there… I’ll fight you myself.” 
 
    Justice didn’t blink at the idle threat. His brother loved him and cared for his safety. Aleksei took his role as first beta seriously, but he took his role as Justice’s brother to a whole other dimension of serious.  
 
    “Your and your mate’s safety are critical to all our survival, Alpha,” Mikel told him. 
 
    What had Justice been thinking? Fighting could get dirty, and without Justice’s pack there to make sure the challenge stayed clean, he’d left himself and his mate exposed. Had he wanted Erman away from his mate that badly that he was willing to fight and leave his mate unprotected? That was irresponsible and unbefitting an alpha. 
 
    “Stop. You know I can protect myself.” Wick dug deeper into Justice’s scruff. “Keep your mind on combat, nothing else.”  
 
    Erman was back on his feet, flipping his rapidly healing hand back and forth, testing its ability.  
 
    “Last chance. Leave now,” Wick spoke Justice’s words for him “My Justice is reasonable and merciful, you should take advantage of his last act of kindness while you still can. He’s being compassionate… I will not.” 
 
    Erman squatted down next to a small leather case beside his other belongings and flicked open the lid. He turned to Justice, looking superior, as if he had an extraordinary weapon that he knew would take him out. Justice barked and growled, urging the vampire to bring it on. Erman jumped from his kneeling position and crouched into a unique fighting stance, wielding a titanium pair of claws of death. Justice would’ve laughed if his wolf was capable of it. Did he really think a pair of fake metal claws was enough to defeat him?  
 
    “No weapons in a challenge!” Ramon scolded angrily, looking at Wick to immediately disqualify the captain and order him beheaded.  
 
    “I’ll allow it,” Wick said easily, repeating Justice’s words. 
 
    Wick sent him a visual of Justice ripping open Erman’s throat with the vampire’s own damn weapon. It did have a sadistic irony. 
 
    The first thing Justice’s father taught him about fighting was that the greatest defense was a greater offense. As much as he wanted to tear through the vampire, he let him leap first and come to him.  
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    It wasn’t easy to watch another lunge and try to kill his Beloved while he stood idly by, but he knew the rules of a challenge and what it meant to break them. Wick couldn’t legally intervene, otherwise he’d have already severed the former captain’s head… without having to shift to his beast.  
 
    Wick stood in awe of Justice’s fighting abilities. He wasn’t engaging Erman at all, instead letting him swipe repeatedly at him. Justice easily spun out of reach each time until Erman got exceptionally close to Justice’s face and Justice gave him a hard head-butt to his ribs, sending his body flying across the cobblestone driveway. Wick’s heart pounded in his chest, he wanted this to be over.  
 
    Justice leapt into the air – no longer on defense – covering the distance easily and landing on top of Erman. The vampire’s body jerked like he’d been hit with a defibrillator. Justice clamped his huge mouth over the vampire’s throat and shook him roughly, dragging his body across the coarse stones. The action was vicious but not lethal. Justice was giving him another chance to submit, but Erman steadily tried to buck Justice off, clawing at his sides with those ridiculous metal weapons.  
 
    Wick was careful to keep his feelings shielded so he wasn’t a distraction to his mate. But his frustration at being forced to stand by had to be evident, no matter how he tried to hide it.  
 
    If Justice sensed anything in Wick, he didn’t acknowledge it and instead stayed in the battle. The apprehension and frustration was clear in his mate’s body language. Justice didn’t want to kill.  
 
    A blood-curdling scream rent the atmosphere when Justice clamped down harder on Erman’s throat. Wick heard Alek’s wolf growl next to him, maybe giving his big brother some encouragement. He couldn’t tell what, if anything, Alek was saying to Justice, but he could feel Alek’s presence in his mate’s head. An unbreakable sibling bond. Wick was thankful he was there.  
 
    As if he felt Wick’s appreciation, Alek’s big animal eased in closer to him, just shy of touching him. It was a display of Alek’s full support of his brother’s mating. So much that he’d protect his brother’s mate with his own life.  
 
    Dark red blood ran down the sides of Erman’s throat where Justice’s canines dug in just deep enough to inflict unbearable pain but not enough to kill. The vampire’s body went completely limp, his fake claws laying out to the sides. Justice had sustained a few scratches and pokes while he forced Erman’s submission, but they’d healed too rapidly to ever allow Erman to gain the upper hand.  
 
    Justice’s big wolf stood over Erman and howled his victory high into the mountains. He snarled and barked close to the vampire’s bloody throat before he finally backed away, never taking his eyes off his enemy. Blood flowed from Erman’s neck while he lay there defeated. Wick stepped forward and addressed the nearby vampires.  
 
    “Lord Protector.” 
 
    “Si.”  
 
    Ramon stood waiting dutifully. Wick looked down at the ex-captain’s pitiful form then back at his few remaining court officers. He wouldn’t mind them torturing the disloyal vampire for a while, but he wanted them back safely, daybreak was in a couple hours.  
 
     “Accompany him to the state line as your Alpha instructed. Then…” Justice had given his instructions as the alpha… Wick had his own as the king. “When you cross it. Take his head off.” 
 
    “He challenged my King’s Beloved. It would be an honor, my Lord,” Ramon answered with determination, the other vampires immediately stepping forward and surrounding Erman.  
 
    Justice’s dark nose and white muzzle were covered with blood. So was his lower left side. Wick could feel he wasn’t injured, but the way Justice stalked around made Wick wonder what was happening. Why was Justice not back at his side? He watched in confusion while Justice’s aggression and wildness continued to permeate the air.  
 
    “He’s warring with his victory.” 
 
    Wick started at the sound of Alek’s raspy voice. He’d been so busy watching his mate, he hadn’t noticed Justice’s huge brother silently shift and stand tall beside him. “He won.” 
 
    “Of course, he did. Justice can’t lose and he knows this, it’s why he hates fighting… he doesn’t think it’s fair to his opponent. Righteousness is at the core of his alpha spirit… not only protection.” 
 
    “I’m proud of him,” Wick whispered.  
 
    “He’s proud, too. He protected his mate. He may even be distressed by the fact he had to kill one of your kind.” 
 
    “He was a traitor. Nothing more,” Wick hissed and Alek closed his mouth. Wick appreciated the respect. He turned back to Justice to see his naked, filthy body angling towards him, looking deadly and desirable at the same damn time. Wick wasn’t sure whether to stand his ground or run.  
 
    “He’s coming to claim what’s his. He’s the victor… now he’ll take his prize,” Alek said, stepping further away from Wick the closer Justice got. His head was angled down and his arms were slightly bowed-out from his sides, the veins and muscles protruding with each step he took. Justice’s dark, wavy hair was slicked back, the ends curling around his earlobes. It amazed Wick how Justice could look at him so sweetly one moment and then like this another. Like Wick was a spoil of war.  
 
    “Try to get him into the house, or he’ll take you right here on the lawn,” Alek warned. 
 
    Wick didn’t necessarily hate the sound of that. But he preferred privacy. Shifters might rejoice in the freedom of nakedness and find beauty in all-natural acts… especially sex; however, Wick wasn’t an exhibitionist. He thought of taking off and letting Justice chase him, but the way his mate looked at him – like you-better-fucking-not – made that thought flee quickly. Wick slowly took a backwards step towards the wide-open doors. When Wick did it again, Justice growled menacingly.  
 
    “Take me to bed, Justice.” Wick kept moving towards the house, his steps cautious. 
 
    “MINE!” Justice roared through their link. “When I get my hands on you, that’s—” 
 
    Wick didn’t let Justice finish that thought. Using his flash speed, Wick was in the house and up the long winding stairs in front of his suite’s doors in a couple seconds. He heard Justice’s measured footsteps enter the house. As soon as he crossed the threshold, Wick could smell his fire, feel his mate’s amazing energy consume the entire cabin. My heavens. If Wick had harbored any doubt of his mate’s power, he didn’t anymore.    
 
    Justice climbed the stairs one at time, never taking his eyes off Wick. There was blood smeared along both sides of his ribcage, and fading pink marks. His face was so covered in grime and gore he looked straight out of a slasher movie. Wick needed to get them in the shower first. Flashing to the bathroom, Wick turned on the hot tap and a smidge of cold then pressed his chest flat against the rapidly heating tiles while he waited.  
 
    By the time Justice pulled the sliding door back and stepped inside, Wick was breathing frantically. He couldn’t contain his excitement another moment. His dick was solid and shoved flat against the unforgiving surface, pulsing and leaking along with the steaming water. He thought his mate was going to press into him ruthlessly against the wall, growling obscenities in his ear while he thrashed his body, claiming him in the most barbaric, animalistic way. And Wick craved it so damn bad. But that’s not what happened. 
 
    Justice buried his face against the side of Wick’s neck while he affectionately ran his hands all over his back and torso. He heard Justice nonsensically murmuring “mine” over and over as he bathed Wick’s body with his tongue, his hands, and his love. When Wick was turned around, he saw so much emotion in Justice’s striking blue eyes, he had to pause to kiss them both and lick at his wet, salty lashes. Honesty, devotion, passion. They were all there, discernibly open and ready to be given. Wick kissed Justice until he took it over, thrusting his tongue deep inside Wick’s mouth. He surrendered willingly, his lips parted, his breathing choppy and shallow. Wick could still feel the energy pulsing around them, he wanted to calm his mate then make love to him like he needed.  
 
    Wick bathed away every speck of dirt and blood, washing Justice’s thick head of hair twice before stepping out of the steaming stall. Neither of them bothered with a towel as Wick let Justice lead him to the bed. Their sexing was slow, tender, harmonized. Wick whispered in Justice’s ear how proud he was to be his mate. How protected Justice made him feel today. And he didn’t just tell him what he thought an alpha wanted to hear. He told his mate the truth and he was sure Justice could sense it. Could feel Wick’s genuine love for him. It was in Justice’s touch, his kiss, in the ardent way he sank his teeth into the flushed skin over Wick’s throat and lovingly claimed him all over again.  
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    Justice stretched his long body along the expensive sheets. He never cared about material things, didn’t have a need for two billion thread count sheets. However, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept so well. He felt amazing, even warmer than usual. He looked down at his mate, resting peacefully nestled in his armpit. Wick had immediately taking a liking to the confined space while he slept. He couldn’t take his eyes away from the beautiful creature in his arms. He gently ran the pad of his thumb down Wick’s brow to his high cheekbone. There were no lines, wrinkles or blemishes on his smooth, porcelain face.  
 
    “Comes from using Oil of Olay for a hundred and seventy years.”  
 
    Justice smiled even wider. Damn, Wick sounded sinful when he first woke. He wanted to roll back on top of him and… Wait a minute. Justice frowned when he thought about what Wick just said. “Whoa… really?” 
 
    Wick laughed at him and Justice felt like a fool. He’d been so wrapped up in warmth, his brain was barely functioning. “I see you’ve suddenly developed an annoying sense of humor,” Justice grumbled, reaching under the covers and pinching Wick’s ass. “Did they even have lotion when you were born?” 
 
    Now it was Wick’s turn to scowl. Justice laughed right back at him, kissing the creases that’d formed in his forehead. “Aww. Teasing is fair play, baby. Don’t dish it if you can’t take it. Especially with my brother, Mac. He’ll make you wanna crawl under a table from embarrassment.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Wick hissed, getting up from bed, walking that sexy, smooth ass towards their bathroom. Even with bed head and a grumpy attitude, his mate was the light in his soul.  
 
    “Hey, get back in bed,” Justice complained. He could hear the water running in the vanity sink. Why was Wick up so soon when they’d just laid down? He turned and looked at the time on Wick’s cell phone – Justice hadn’t even bothered locating his. Justice’s eyes bulged. It was almost six in the evening. “What the hell?!” 
 
    Wick peeped his head out the door. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Justice’s head was in his hands. He’d slept through the entire day without even realizing it. Those freaking black-out curtains made it so damn dark. “I can’t believe we slept…” Justice rapidly did the math. “Eleven hours!” 
 
    Wick finished brushing his teeth and came out to the bedroom walking towards his closet. “You had a very long night. By the time I had you settled after the challenge, it was almost daybreak. I was exhausted, too. It felt like I fought right alongside you.” 
 
    “You did,” Justice whispered softly, but he knew Wick heard it in the closet.  
 
    He came out with a dark suit that looked to have been recently pressed. “I have meetings all evening. I have to speak with the Royal Court and my father today. I need the rest of my escort to come back since it looks like I’ll be permanently relocating. I’ll have my staff officially notify all covens across the world that the King has mated with his Beloved. There’s so much to do, Justice. I would love nothing more than to stay close to you all night, but duty calls, and I’m sure it does for you too.” Wick kept dressing while he spoke. 
 
    “I know,” Justice sighed, flopping back down in the bed. Duty was calling. His brother Alek was more than capable of handling Justice’s responsibilities while he took time to get to know Wick, but he couldn’t put off speaking with the rogue shifters any longer. “Why the fancy clothes?” 
 
    “My father won’t even look at me – neither will the holders of the Court – if I’m in a t-shirt and ripped denims,” Wick confessed, hooking his rare-looking gold cufflinks. 
 
    Justice got up, he couldn’t sit there and watch any longer. He took Wick in his arms while he closed the left sleeve. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s my family’s crest.” 
 
    Justice ran his finger over the precious metal. He couldn’t make out all the details of the Bentley crest on the small link but he’d be sure to inquire more about it later. He had many questions about Wick’s history, his life, experiences, his family. Justice kissed Wick’s neck. He had time. 
 
    “You didn’t feed before you went to sleep,” Justice stated casually. He went and sat down on the couch in the sitting area, spreading his legs and reclining until his head rested on the back of the microfiber cushions. “Come here.” 
 
    Wick tossed his black suit jacket over the back of the chair and sidled up close to Justice. “You always smell so delicious. I try hard not to attack you at my whims.” 
 
    Justice let Wick crowd into his throat, his heartrate skyrocketing like it did every time he got ready to provide his mate with nourishment. It was an act that touched the deepest place inside of him. Wick hummed softly, then bit down with care and accuracy. Like always, Justice’s dick went from half hard to able to come in seconds. He was so fuckin’ turned on by Wick’s sucking and pulling, he was dizzy. “I’ll never tire of this… I promise you.” Justice never, ever, made a promise he couldn’t keep. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you back.” 
 
    Wick pulled back and licked Justice’s neck until the bite marks faded to a soft pink. Then without a second thought, Wick thrust his head into Justice’s lap and took his solid erection in his mouth, letting Justice release all the built-up need from his balls. With his hand firmly tangled in Wick’s hair, he came so hard his hips rose on their own, making sure his mate had every inch of him and swallowed every drop.  
 
    When Wick and Justice came downstairs and into the kitchen, Henry was already there drinking his first meal out of a black coffee mug, with a laptop plugged in right beside him, logged on to YouTube. He stood up straighter when they entered. “Evening, my Lords. I trust you rested well.” 
 
    Justice grabbed a banana out of the new fruit bowl Henry had added to the island, and a bottle of water out the refrigerator, grumbling under his breath. “Goodness. If someone calls me Lord one more time, I’m going to fall down on my knees and beg the actual Lord above to please forgive me for taking his place.” 
 
    Henry cast his eyes down. “I apologize, Justice. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Wick glared up at Justice from whatever he’d been reading on his cell phone. “I’ve asked you not to mock our culture. This interspecies mingling is going to take some getting used to, by all of us. Our ways of life are different, but we’ll peacefully coexist if we’re courteous to one another. Henry was being his most respectful. He’s also sitting here watching this absolutely ridiculous application online so he can make you… ” Wick leaned over and peered at the laptop screen, scoffing. “Because it sure as bloody hell isn’t for us… a rack of lamb with mint jelly.” 
 
    Justice was officially chastised and he’d deserved it. Shit. I love lamb with jelly. What had he been thinking, making Henry feel like that? The young vampire had gone out of his way to cater to him and his needs, making Justice feel welcome right from the start. He leaned down and kissed Wick’s forehead, apologizing to his mate before turning to Henry. “I am so sorry, Henry. I should never speak to you so rudely.” 
 
    Henry began to object but Justice halted him. “No matter my title or station. There’s no excuse… but I have one nonetheless.” 
 
    Henry and Wick both chuckled a bit, easing the strain, as Justice continued. “I guess I’m a little testy about having to leave my new mate and go back to the pack lands to work without him.” 
 
    “That’s quite alright, Alpha.” Henry nodded, turning back to his laptop.  
 
    Justice put his hand on Henry’s shoulder and it made the vampire lurch so hard, Justice yanked his hand away like he’d been burned. Wick flashed from his seat and was at Justice’s side. “What happened? I felt it too.” 
 
    Justice was flipping his hand back and forth like he’d never seen it before. “I’m not sure. But I think I can comfort your vampires with my touch, just like I can my shifters.” 
 
    Henry had his hand on his shoulder where Justice had touched him. “I didn’t mean to react that way. Your hand was so warm and the feeling that flowed through it was… was… I can’t explain.” Henry sat down at the table, appearing dazed. “I’m also not used to being touched.” 
 
    Justice slowly moved back over to Henry, Wick right on his heels. “It’s okay. There was no intimacy in the touch, Henry. Shifters are an extremely tactile group. We rely on physical comfort, especially if we’re hurting, because without it we’d go insane. We’d lose our humanity to our animal. How did it feel when I touched you?” 
 
    Henry was staring at Justice, his eyes slightly averted. “It felt really good. Like the best thing I’ve felt in years. I was so upset that I’d forgot to not call you ‘Lord’ like you requested. I pissed you off and then I created disharmony between you and your Beloved. I should be ashamed.” 
 
    Justice was stunned over quite a few things. He couldn’t believe how sensitive the vampire was. He thought they were mostly a dime a dozen, all of them full of cockiness and nonchalance. Justice had assumed this, and like the saying goes, he made a complete ass of himself. He wanted to fix this. He needed to make sweet Henry feel better. It baffled Justice that he felt the compulsion as strongly as when he needed to console his wolves. 
 
    With Wick’s hand on the small of Justice’s back, he felt the positive, soothing energy his mate was sending to him. Justice closed his eyes and centered all the emotion and strength within him. When he spoke again, his voice was calm but authoritative. “Let me touch you again.” 
 
    Henry could only gulp hard and croak out an uneasy “Yes, sir,” after he got the nod of approval from his King. While he sat there, radiating anxiety and nervousness thick enough to stifle them, Justice reached his hand out and gently placed it on Henry’s shoulder, the pad of Justice’s thumb touching Henry just about his stark, white collar.  
 
    Henry shivered as his eyes fluttered closed. Justice felt Wick’s tranquility, but he also felt Henry’s worry ease more and more until the man was vibrating and smiling under Justice’s touch. When he removed his hand, Henry’s eyes reopened, gleaming brightly. “I wouldn’t mind more of that.” 
 
    “Cheeky.” Wick sneered with no heat, moving back to where he was sitting. 
 
     “It’s still so warm,” Henry said in awe, rubbing his thin fingers where Justice’s had been. “His touch is pretty amazing.” 
 
    Wick peered up from his phone, briefly. “Yes, I know. Glorious. I’ll have every vampire within a two hundred mile radius all waiting to be touched by my mate.” 
 
    “Jealous.” Justice’s grin was irritating.  
 
    “That’s preposterous, crazy. I have no reason to be.”  
 
    “I like how it sounds when you say that word, in that superior accent of yours. Later tonight I’m going to make you say it repeatedly… and much louder.” 
 
    Ramon came in with the four remaining vampires. “Greetings.” 
 
    Henry was on cloud nine as he bounded into the kitchen and started to prepare the other vampires’ first meals, removing the already submerged bags of lifeblood from what Henry had told him was a water oven. 
 
    The men sat down with Wick and Justice, waiting for their meals and instructions for the night. He wanted to sit there and watch the King do his business, but he did need to get back down the mountain to the Humboldt’s land and discipline the rogue shifters. Besides, he was sure his pack missed him. He’d been sleeping during the day and up with his mate at night. That was still a worrisome topic for them both.  
 
    “I’m going to get back down the mountain.” 
 
    “I can give you a ride,” Ramon volunteered quickly.  
 
    “I can run faster.” Justice smirked, turning back to Wick. 
 
    Wick smiled and leaned up for another kiss. The others considerately turned away while Justice kissed across Wick’s temple, mouth and jaw, until he got to his mark. He whispered – knowing that everyone could still hear him – “I won’t be long.”  
 
    “My meetings will probably run late. Eat the dinner Henry’s researching and I’ll join you when I’m finished.” 
 
    Justice had a feeling that meant for him not to come disturb him when he was videoconferencing with the previous King, Winchester Bentley, and the royal Councilors. With one last loving thought and a vision of their animals running together tonight under the moonlight after Wick’s long night of work, Justice walked out the front door, accepting Wick’s returned feelings. 
 
    It took him a second to pry his hand off the doorknob. He had to go. He was going to have to learn to be away from his mate sometimes so they could continue to perform their duties. Justice alerted his siblings he was coming, shifted to his wolf and bounded into the trees.
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    Justice emerged through the tree line, having given his wolf a good run. The alpha’s large home was still brightly lit inside, meaning they were all waiting for him. There wasn’t much activity as far as work during the evening, it was a time for community and family. A few of the teenage shifters were playing in the massive courtyard, rolling around and wrestling, nipping and leaping onto each other’s backs. All their heads went up at the same time when Justice approached. It took them a few seconds, but when they realized their AZ was about to join in on the fray and wrestle right along with them, the excitement and barks of joy rang out through the pack lands, bringing most of the shifters back out of their cabins to watch.  
 
    It was important for Justice to directly interact with his shifters. He wasn’t the type of leader to rule from on high. Justice was fully approachable. He wasn’t an alpha that said he cared but never showed it. He needed to reinforce his relationship with them, especially with the threat looming, to let them know they were protected. And having the adults playing and tussling with the younger ones was a good way to make them stronger and to teach self-defense. It was natural for maturing wolves to test their limits, and Justice was quick to teach them a lesson that they valued immensely.  
 
    When they were done jumping all over Justice and trying to take him down… hell, catch him, he showed them comfort by scenting, letting them rub along his body before they took off to do whatever the teenagers liked to do now. 
 
    “You done playing?” Alpha Mikel was standing beside Alek, his thick brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, his hands crossed over his ample chest. “We have some work for you.” 
 
    Justice shifted and came up to shake Mikel’s hand, an ear to ear smile splitting his face.  
 
    “It’s good to see you, Alpha. Mating suits you.” 
 
    Justice thanked Mikel and followed them though the lush lawn up to the main cabin. Everyone was already in there, sitting around on the multiple sectionals Mikel had in the great room where he held his meetings. He nodded to Mikel’s betas, accepting their congratulations as well. He took the cutoff shorts and wife beater his sister handed to him, giving her a quick hug before she went back to her seat next to Mac. 
 
    Justice was about to speak when he smelled his youngest brother. He looked to Alek. “You didn’t tell me Taleb was back. He didn’t even contact me.” 
 
    “I meant no disrespect. I thought it’d be rude to disturb you with your mate just to say, ‘I’m back’.” Taleb’s voice was quiet as he emerged from Mikel’s study, but his inner power made anything he said sound commanding. “It made no sense to do… so I didn’t.” 
 
    Justice smiled fondly at his baby brother, folding him into him for a long hug. Taleb was too smart for his own good. “I appreciate the consideration. But next time you leave without informing me, and without your guards, there’ll be repercussions.” Justice still held his brother tight to take the sting from his words… but he meant them. 
 
    “Yes, Alpha.” Taleb sat down next to Farica, waiting to hear what Justice had to say before he gave his own report. All of them did.  
 
    He wouldn’t keep them long. He knew it was late and they probably wanted to get back to their own mates and families. However, Justice had to be sure the strong shifters in this room were on his side and his biggest allies. “I need to know you fully support me and my mate. We have serious matters at hand and we’re going to have to band together. All of us. Including the vampires. Chadwick Bentley is a good man. A dutiful leader and protector.” 
 
    “He’s willing to fight for us. With us?” One of Mikel’s large enforcers asked. “They have the numbers.” 
 
    “He is. By this time tomorrow, everyone in our species will know of our mating. There’ll be more uprising if we don’t handle the rebellious pack quickly.” Justice told them about the threat of scientists potentially hiring poachers to capture them so they could study them. “We all have to unite, because they don’t only want to study us, they want vampires too. Our own are turning in vulnerable packs for a few lousy dollars.” 
 
    “Some vampires may get killed fighting shifters. They’re not stronger than us,” Alek interjected. “We don’t want to put Wick’s covens at risk due to our feud. And we especially don’t want to endanger your mate.” 
 
    “It’s not only our feud,” Justice argued. “Wick’s speaking with his leaders about it now.” 
 
    “We’ve fought and won wars before. The Mother has always ensured our safety and survival.” Taleb stood and everyone gave the thinker of the family their attention. He’d spent the last few days in Mystic with Shamans – the interpreters of their culture and history–- of course they hung on to Taleb’s every word. “This isn’t the first, nor will it be the last, shifter/vampire mating. More are to come.” 
 
    Justice replayed what his brother said. There’ll be more. He was sure it didn’t mean more vampires being able to mate then shift. No, he believed the Mother only gave that to the King. But he prayed there were more fated pairings.  
 
    Mikel sat forward. “So, as we join forces, you mean more shifters may find their true mates in the vampire community?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Taleb said. “The Mother is wise. If King Bentley and Justice aren’t the only true mating, and there are indeed more, no one would be able to refute the prophesy. That our two species would unite again to fight our real enemy, not each other.” 
 
    “Defiant shifters?” Farica frowned. 
 
    “No. Human scientists.” Justice held up the tranquilizer dart.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have they said any more?” Justice asked walking down the long narrow stairs that led to a small basement where Mikel held their captives for transport to a restraint facility. 
 
    “No,” Alek answered. “I’ve already arranged for a pickup. The others are insolent and stubborn, holding loyal to their mutinous alpha; so I won’t even have you bother with them. Though I’m sure you could push the information out of them.” 
 
    “I’d rather them give it willingly,” Justice rebutted.  
 
    “I know. But the youngest one. I’m not sure. He’s different. Only twenty-two, and was the most cooperative. He’s the one that gave us all the information on how many members are currently in the pack, their strengths, weaknesses, everything. So I’ll take you to him.” 
 
    Justice liked that the shifters were separated and in their own rooms, with plenty of space to move around and even shift if needed. There were also no metal bars and it looked as if they’d just recently been fed a generous meal. Alpha was glad that Mikel had adhered to Justice’s law that no alpha should have an inhumane facility on their land to hold their violators.  
 
    Justice opened the door, not bothering to knock. The young man scurried to his feet, dropping not only his eyes from Justice’s, but his head too. “Alpha Zenith. I’m so sorry I betrayed you and my pack. I’m begging for mercy. Please let me out of here. I swear I won’t go back to the Ruby Dome and join the other rebels. If you just let me go, I’ll plead for my father’s forgiveness and he’ll let me come back home.” 
 
    Justice stood there for a moment, assessing. The young man was being honest. He wouldn’t go back. But Justice had to gauge how much trouble the young man had already caused with his defiance. Inhaling deeply, Justice took in the boy’s scent, submitting it to his mental database. 
 
    “You’re one of Alpha McCullen’s sons. He’s the alpha of the Washoe pack.” 
 
    “Yes, AZ. I’m Shawn McCullen and I’ve disgraced him and my entire family because I believed lies and false promises. My father always said money was the root of all evil, and that’s what the Ruby Dome rebels get to sell out packs. And like an idiot, I fell for it, too.” The defeated spirit plopped back down on his small cot and folded his head down in his lap. 
 
    “Hold your head up!” Alek barked.  
 
    Shawn’s head flew up so fast at the command, his neck cracked.  
 
    “I’ll have your father notified,” Justice said. The young man looked like he was about to rejoice, but Justice shut it down. “After you’ve done two months at the restraint facility in California.” 
 
    “Noooo,” the boy whined, falling down on his knees. “Please, I promise I won’t go back to the Dome.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. That’s why I’m only giving you two months. Your ex-pack members will do a year for breaking the pack’s cardinal law – for their participation in the death of a human, compounded by their complete lack of remorse.” Justice waited for Shawn to get off the floor and wipe his eyes and nose.  
 
    “I understand,” the boy answered with more determination, though Justice could feel Shawn’s and his wolf’s devastation. Eventually, he’d be all right and he’d get back on the straight path. Justice would make sure of it. He was a young man who’d gone astray from his father’s teachings. It happened. Justice wouldn’t punish him too harshly. “Your discipline is more than fair, Alpha. Thank you for your kindness.” 
 
    That’s all Justice wanted to hear… that he’d been reasonable. He turned and left with his brother close behind him.  
 
    “Alek, have Mikel send a few shifters Shawn’s age down to comfort his wolf before the transport arrives.” 
 
    “You really are too kind, Justice.” 
 
    “Mom used to tell me there’s no such thing as being too kind.” 
 
    The thought of their mom had them quiet and walking close enough to each other that their arms brushed.  
 
    “Oh yeah. Taleb wanted to put in his request to officially meet your mate. He wanted me to ask you if he could go back with you.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll be heading back in a few hours. Wick is still in meetings.” Justice looked at his cell. It was after one in the morning. He wanted to stop in one final time on his administrative staff that was working diligently to send word of Justice’s mating to packs all across the country. Then he could finally get back to Wick. 
 
    “Do you know what he’s doing at all times?” Alek elbowed Justice, wanting some details. It was funny because usually it was Mac who was the nosy one.  
 
    “No. But it seems when I start to think of him, he becomes aware. How? I’m not exactly sure. We just call it a mate thing.” 
 
    Alek nodded. “I think I get it. Mom and Dad weren’t true mates, but remember Uncle Roslo’s true mate? They were practically one and the same after so many years.” 
 
    Justice laughed. “I remember. Although, I promise Wick and I are different from other true mates.” 
 
    “How? Besides the obvious.”  
 
    “You’ll see soon enough.” 
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    Wick reached out to Justice as soon as he finished with all his political crap. It took a lot to shield his anger from his mate after it took almost thirty-five minutes to convince his father and the rest of the royal family that his mating was real and blessed. They’d accepted it for now, and Wick’s revelation of a potential group of human extremists that were targeting them. He had full autonomy to handle this how he saw fit.  
 
    Wick slowly lifted his head, smiling. A feeling of brotherhood and warmth enveloping him. 
 
    “What is it Wick?” Ramon looked up from his own paperwork.  
 
    Wick liked how easily Ramon went back to casualness when the officials were no longer listening. He’d been promoted to captain and was now Wick’s third. His second was finally on the way. Wick never should’ve left his best friend in London. He’d needed him. And that whole debacle with Erman probably never would’ve happened because his Lord High would’ve torn Erman’s head off way before Wick ordered it done. They were all still sitting in the large conference room on the back side of the cabin making travel arrangements for the rest of his court. He couldn’t wait for them… especially Bell. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Ramon asked. 
 
    “We’re about to have company. And they’re having quite a bit of fun as they arrive.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Justice is coming back… with his betas, his two brothers... no, three brothers.” 
 
    The other vampires looked around at each other, unsure of what to do. They’d encountered the oldest two already and nothing bad had transpired. Wick knew it wouldn’t. They were too grown for the bullshit. The petty squabbles that sometimes erupted between the species were caused by the more undisciplined.  
 
    “Have Henry put together a few pieces of attire so they can cover themselves when they arrive.” Wick was already up and moving towards the entrance. 
 
    He opened both doors wide – his men standing behind him – at the same time four white and gray wolves trotted out of the woods and across the lawn. Justice was easy to recognize because he was the largest, and while he had dark tips on his ears and dustings of dark gray over his back and sides, his fur was mostly white. The other brothers looked almost identical, like triplets. Large white and gray animals with startling blue eyes.  
 
    “Welcome back.” 
 
    Justice led the group up the steps, stopping directly in front of Wick. He could tell he was talking to his brothers, so Wick waited. His mate finally shifted and opened his arms, pulling Wick in tight. No one disturbed them, their respect and love for each other was radiating in the air and it was meant to unite.   
 
    “How was your day… um… night?” 
 
    “Productive. I have a lot to discuss with you. Thank you for bringing your brothers.” 
 
    Mac was the first one to shift, his nose high in the air. “What in the world is that delicious smell? I didn’t think vampires ate meat.” 
 
    Wick laughed. “Nice to see you again, Macauley.”  
 
    Henry quickly hurried over, his dark, black eyes on the floor as he politely presented a folded pair of sweats and a plain white t-shirt to Mac. 
 
    “Sorry. We forget about the nudity sometimes.” Mac took the clothes, as did the rest of them, and dressed before they came inside.  
 
    Wow, now they looked like quadruplets, dressed in the exact same white shirt and dark sweats. The Volkovs had some damn gorgeous genes. 
 
    “And you’re right, Mac, we don’t eat food. Henry has been in this kitchen all evening and I’m pretty sure it was in preparation of Justice returning. You’re welcome to come in and see what he’s done. I’m certainly intrigued.” 
 
    After all the introductions were made, Henry was the first one thrust into the spotlight. Who knew shifters loved food that much? They were practically drooling all over Henry’s beautiful lamb display. The side dishes of fingerling potatoes – he believed that’s what he’d called them – looked just like in the picture in the cookbook next to the stove.  
 
    “Oh my gosh. It wouldn’t do for the ladies to see this, especially Farica. She thinks she’s a good cook, but she has nothing on you Henry.” Mac said, dipping his finger in a saucepot, which had Alek slapping him in the back of the head.  
 
    Alek’s movements were swift, like he’d been popping his little brother all his life. “Can you act like you have manners?” 
 
    “If I have to act, then I shouldn’t bother,” Mac mouthed off to Alek, rubbing the back of his head, but he didn’t dare stick his finger back in that pot. 
 
    Henry’s cheeks held a very faint tint of pinkness. “I made plenty. So feel free to join Justice at the table and I’ll bring—” 
 
    It was as if Alek and Mac had only been waiting for the words plenty or join because Henry didn’t get a chance to finish his words before he was politely but urgently moved out of the way while the large shifters grabbed plates and utensils and started shoveling potatoes on their plates. Henry had to duck and dodge eager arms and rambunctious appetites as he dared attempt to fix Justice’s plate in the midst of Mac and Alek tussling over who got to cut the meat. It was only by the grace of the Mother that Henry made it out okay. The other vampires sure got a kick out of it. It ended up being the best icebreaker. 
 
    Justice thanked Henry for the food that was placed in front of him, and pointed to his left. “Henry. This is my youngest brother, Taleb. And, apparently, he’s my only brother that still has his manners. Taleb this is Henry FitzWell, he’s Wick’s Lord Chamberlain, which means—” 
 
    “He’s the master of King Bentley’s home. Home being wherever the King is,” Taleb said easily, cutting Justice off, reaching his large hand out to shake Henry’s.  
 
    “That’s correct. Oh wow, your hands are really warm, too,” Henry said softly. He didn’t look into Taleb’s eyes long, instead focusing on a blank spot on the table. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d be honored to prepare a plate for you as well, Alpha.” 
 
    “That would be most appreciated. Thank you. I didn’t know vampires could sense our rankings?” Taleb raised one brow.  
 
    Wick watched an interesting exchange between the quietest of Justice’s brothers and his chamber lord. It was as if the room shrank down to only them.  
 
    “No, we can’t. But your strength is… you’re really… you present yourself as an alpha, so I assumed you were,” Henry said, fumbling, still casting his eyes away. 
 
    “You assumed right. Our bloodline can only produce alphas,” Justice said, around a mouthful of lamb. His admission drew the intrigue of the other vampires.  
 
    As the brothers ate and the vampires sipped what only looked like tomato soup from large bowls, they talked. Questions and answers about both species were the primary subject. The specific topics varied widely, from feeding on blood, to shifter dynamics, to the hierarchy in vampire covens. It was imperative they learned about each other again, their species having been separated and declared natural enemies for too long. There was nothing natural about hate, his mate told them. Wick and Justice were here to show there was another way to exist. A peaceful way. Soon, they’d all be traveling and working together to protect each other. 
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    Justice hugged his brothers right before they shifted and headed back to the Humboldt lands. It was after four in the morning and shifters didn’t usually keep twilight hours. A moonlight run was fun and liberating... sometimes. The cabin was quiet for the most part, except for Henry humming as he cleaned the kitchen. Wick sent the others to go let loose a little steam in the city and feed from a live donor, saying they’d earned it. 
 
    “Does he hum a lot? He sounds different. Sounds—” 
 
    “Happy. And, no. In the thirty-seven years he’s been with me, I don’t think I’ve ever heard him hum. But I’ve also never seen him prepare a rack of lamb and successfully feed four large alphas, so… New things abound, moja miłość.” 
 
    Justice smile got wider. “What language was that?” 
 
    “Polish. It means ‘my darling’.” 
 
    “How many languages do you speak?” Justice crowded even closer, always eager to learn more about him. He felt good. His pack was happy, his belly was full, and his mate was back in his arms.  
 
    “I speak nine fluently and I can hold a minimal conversation in quite a few others.” 
 
    “That’s so impressive.” Justice pushed his growing hardness against Wick’s pelvis, pulling a salacious moan from him. 
 
    “Sure, for a regular person who’s in their forties. That’s an extremely difficult accomplishment to master in the short amount of time. It’s not really all that spectacular for a nonhuman who’s going on two centuries old. I should know all six thousand plus languages having lived that long. 
 
     “You hate giving yourself any kind of credit don’t you. Come on. Let’s go for a run. You’re not ready for bed?” 
 
    Wick looked at his expensive timepiece. “But it’ll be daybreak in a couple hours.” 
 
    “No worries. I’ll have you back in plenty enough time.” 
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    He and Wick alternated between running, tousling, wrestling, to simply walking and talking under the moon’s light. Justice shifted when they got back to the lake and dove in, hoping Wick would join him. Justice slung water off his face when he resurfaced. Sputtering water out his mouth he grinned back, his naked mate still standing at edge of the water. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Didn’t you say cats don’t like water?” Wick sat down on the bank and sprawled back against the cool earth. 
 
    Justice flipped over his back and floated along the surface while talking. “No. Big cats can swim but they avoid it. Now, tigers on the other hand, are great swimmers.” 
 
    “I still think I’ll just stay right here, dry and comfortable.”  
 
    “Buzzkill,” Justice grumbled.  
 
    “Why would you want to have sex in the water the shifters use to drink from? That’s not proper,” Wick scolded teasingly. 
 
    “I didn’t say a thing about having sex. I just wanted to see you dripping wet.” 
 
    “Then watch me shower.” 
 
    “You’re asking for it. Smart mouths lead to sore asses.” 
 
    Wick’s contentment and joy flooded Justice while they continued to banter. “I don’t think that’s how the saying goes.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t, my Lord?” Justice mimicked in his best British accent that wasn’t all that good. He saw Wick shaking his head disbelievingly, his smile so bright and broad it challenged the stars.  
 
    “Shut up, you.” 
 
    Justice smirked at how hard Wick pronounced his Ts. “Come shut me up.” 
 
    “I’ll wait until you come out.” 
 
    “You’re my protector, what if something gets me in the water.” 
 
    Wick propped himself up on one elbow and sniffed the air. “You’re safe, my love. Nothing around for miles.” 
 
    Justice finished his swim and joined Wick in his comfortable position on a thick patch of fallen leaves from the tall oak tree, his body inclined on the slight slope while he lay gazing at the clear sky. “You want to shift back to your animal? I didn’t expect the temperature to drop this much. Feels about forty-five.” 
 
    “Is that normal for Nevada in late fall?” Wick turned in to Justice’s heat, soaking up his warmth instead of shifting, and he was glad to let him do it.  
 
    Justice yawned, wrapping Wick up tight. “I’m not sure. Remember, I don’t live here.” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes, I remember. Tell me all about Maine and the White Mountain Forest, again.” Wick snuggled up like he’d just asked Justice to tell him a bedtime story. 
 
    “I guess we have a little time before we have to head back.” Justice loved to talk about his home. Because he was Siberian, he and his pack preferred to live in cooler climates, and snow was a must for them. He couldn’t wait to see Wick’s gorgeous tiger in his element. As he thought of the scenic parks and towering snow-capped mountains, his voice drifted off and sleep claimed a few moments later.  
 
     “Ahhhh! Justice! Help me! The sun!” 
 
    Justice lurched awake so fast he didn’t know where he was or what he was doing there. They were still laying on the lake’s bank; the Nevada sun was up high over the water, and toasty on his back. Scrambling at the desperate sound of his mate’s cries, Justice used his body to cover Wick’s balled-up form as he hid from the dangerous rays.  
 
    “I’m gonna die!” 
 
    Justice couldn’t handle hearing that. He shifted to his wolf, desperate to protect his mate. He was trying to ensure every inch of Wick’s sensitive, pale skin was covered when he realized Wick’s body was barely warm. Sure, the sun was beaming down on them, but Wick wasn’t bursting into flames.  
 
    “Shh. Calm down. Wick, please, calm down before you make my wolf do something crazy like drag you into the lake. Please… easy… Easy,” Justice crooned as Wick’s body finally stopped trying to climb inside of him. His wolf whined. “Listen, baby. I have you fully covered, nothing can touch you.” 
 
    “Justice, get me out of here!” 
 
    Justice hissed at the feeling of Wick’s nails digging into his underbelly. “Wick, calm yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t think. I can’t… someone’s coming!” 
 
    It was his pack. His brothers were charging up the mountain, reacting instinctively and immediately at the feeling of Justice’s fear.  
 
    “We’re coming, Justice, hang on.” 
 
    It was Alek, and it was far too late to stop them, so he didn’t try, he had to focus on Wick. The terror and dread he was feeling manifested inside Justice and threatened to eliminate his rational thought. “I’ll never let anything happen to you. I don’t think the sun will—” 
 
    “What?! No.” Wick cut him off his fear ramping back up. “I can take dusk sun, for a couple minutes at most. I will burn in full sun, Beloved, please.” 
 
    Justice hadn’t feared death since he grieved for his mom. But right now, he was petrified of it and he knew he had to take back control. “Wick.” Justice pushed love and trust at his mate, hoping Wick could hear what he had to say. “Stick your hand out from under me and try.”   
 
    Justice lay there practically suffocating Wick’s trembling body, but he wouldn’t move until he felt safe. Justice thought for a second Wick wouldn’t trust him, but after a few more minutes, he could feel one of Wick’s hands untangle from the long hair on his belly and reach out from under him. “That’s it, baby. Trust your mate.” 
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    He hadn’t felt such fear since he was a boy and he’d gotten lost on one of his numerous, father-forbidden adventures into the Forest of Dean. He’d been lost for days. Wandering helplessly at night and buried under the earth during the day. The Royal Court and his father had to initiate an emergency search and rescue. But as Justice flooded Wick’s mind with trust and confidence, he very slowly reached his hand out from underneath Justice’s heavy body. He slammed his eyes shut, half expecting his hand to explode… but… nothing happened. It was like his mate said… barely warm. Wick’s body temperature was typically about seventy-four, because of his age, sometimes lower. So when he woke and felt the sun on his face, his regularly cool skin was warm. Warm enough that it scared the hell out of him. Too scared to even think of shifting. 
 
    He let his hand linger in the light until he was absolutely sure nothing would happen, then he pushed out a bit more, until his wrist, elbow then shoulder were in direct sunlight. After being accustomed to avoiding sunlight from birth, this was a major shock to Wick’s system. He’d seen vampires get thrown into the sun… it wasn’t pretty and far from painless. 
 
    Justice shifted on top of him, exposing more of his body. Wick flinched but he didn’t run. Justice was staring at his face as if he’d never seen him. Most of the sun was blocked off his face by Justice’s, but the heat couldn’t be shielded.  
 
    “What’s wrong? Do I look different? Because I sure feel different.” 
 
    “You look as beautiful, as always. You’re not even flushed from the heat; you’re just… a bit warmer.” 
 
    “Let me up,” Wick whispered in shock. 
 
    At the same time he was slowly climbing to his feet, Justice’s brothers charged out of the trees, three huge wolves, skidding to dramatic halts in front of Justice. They shifted quickly, anxious blue eyes darting back and forth between him and Justice, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “I said everything was good and you could turn around,” Justice murmured to Alek, still staring at Wick. 
 
    “You literally said that about five seconds ago. We were already here,” Alek said, bending over with his hands on his knees while he caught his breath. “What the hell happened? I’ve never felt distress like that... not before—” 
 
    “I almost killed my mate.” Wick heard Justice confess. 
 
    “That’s not so.” He sent his mate, but Justice ignored it.  
 
    He’d console his mate later. Wick was sure he’d scared Christ out of him, and he was sorry, but that emotion was gone from him right now, replaced with overwhelming gratitude to the Mother for yet another amazing gift. He turned in the other direction so he could admire the brilliance of it all. The emerging and chattering of diurnals, the songbirds singing good morning, the ripples in the lake reflecting the beams of light. It was all affected by the life-giving sun. Wick was a vampire marveling at the exquisiteness of daylight. 
 
    The big brothers all crowded in closer to Justice as he explained, and it hurt Wick that his mate was taking all the responsibility for this on himself. “He said it was late to go out, but I insisted on a late run.” Justice pressed his knuckles into his eye sockets. “I fell asleep and….” 
 
    “Whoa… go back.” Taleb stepped forward. “A run. He’s a runner.” 
 
    “Not quite.” They’d been waiting for the right time to reveal Wick’s gift to Justice’s pack, and now was as good a time as any. “Wick.” 
 
    Justice’s sorrowful frown morphed quickly into a bright-morning smile when Wick turned and leapt right into his arms, clamping his toned legs around his waist, throwing his head back and laughing loudly.  
 
    “Is he sane?” Mac eyeballed Wick cautiously. 
 
    “He’s a vampire walking around in the daylight. I think we can give him a minute to enjoy it.” Taleb smirked. 
 
    “Well at least he ain’t fuckin’ sparkling like a diamond.” 
 
    Wick reared back, cocking his head to the side like a confused pup, pulling a laugh from them.  
 
    Mac waved it off. “Forget I said that. I’m sure you have no idea what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “I’m humiliated that I do know what you’re talking about. Now shut up.” Taleb balked. 
 
    “Day-walking isn’t all he can do.” Justice put Wick down on his feet. “Show them, baby.” 
 
    Like before, Wick’s shift was just as fast as his Beloved’s. 
 
    “Jesus!” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    All the brothers had a different verbal reaction to staring into the eyes of Wick’s enormous white tiger however, they had identical physical reactions of falling on their assess at the boom that resounded when Wick’s bones reformed.  
 
    “Holy shit is right. My sunlight-loving Vampire King true mate is also a shifter. A blessed gift from the Mother herself. A protector sent to keep her children safe.” Justice sounded so proud.  
 
    “Are we sure?” Alek frowned, slowly getting up off the ground. “Is he coherent in this form?” 
 
    Wick chuffed and stalked past Alek, slapping him in his face with his long tail. 
 
    “That answers your question.” Mac laughed. 
 
    “He doesn’t smell like a shifter,” Alek added, catching Wick’s tail and giving it a slight tug when he tried to slap him again. 
 
    “Maybe that’s for a reason. Only the Mother can give the ability to shift,” Taleb informed them. “Justice this is huge. No one – shifter or vampire – will be able to formulate a convincible argument negating the legitimacy of your mating or the Mother’s blessings when they see this.” 
 
    “Hey, Poindexter is right.” Mac elbowed Taleb, teasing his baby brother like always. “He can shift… he’s one of us. I don’t think you have to worry about shifter or vampire allies anymore. They’ll all follow him. Shit Justice, I’ll dump your ass and follow him.” 
 
    Justice glared exasperatedly at his brother.  
 
    “What?!” Mac threw his hands in the air. “He can shift into a fuckin’ Siberian tiger for shit’s sake! Come on, y’all were thinking it, too. That’s cool, man. Look! Alek is still playing with his tail. No one has ever seen a shifter other than a wolf.” 
 
    “Not in this generation, but the Mother has sent other animals to protect us before, right?” Alek said. 
 
    Justice knelt down in front of Wick, looking into his sharp eyes. “Yes. And she has again.” 
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    “Okay, Alek sent a message to your new captain that you’re fine and you will see them this evening,” Justice told Wick, still watching his mate bask in the sun.  
 
    Suddenly, Wick took off towards the lake and dove headfirst into the cool water, staying down so long Justice had to call for him.  
 
    “No longer hating water, I see.” Justice laughed.  
 
    He’d been sitting on the bank in the same spot since his brothers left an hour ago. They were all sworn to secrecy for now. Wick and Justice would reveal the protector only when he was needed. He wouldn’t take advantage of the Mother’s generosity by flaunting Wick’s beast like a trophy he won. 
 
    “I want to stay out here the rest of the day.” Wick was back under the water again. Every now and then, Justice would get a glimpse of his large head when he came up for a quick breath or a flick of his five-foot tail across the surface.  
 
    Justice yawned, not really feeling the idea of another minute out here. Not to mention they’d only had a couple hours nap. There was no way Justice would stay up all day and all night again. He wanted to get back to the cabin and enjoy a huge breakfast. “Can’t do that. I’m starving and so are you.”  
 
    “Then go track down a little Velveteen Rabbit, eat him and come back.” 
 
    It took an exceptionally long time for Justice to stop laughing. “Geez, baby. Be more vicious.” 
 
    “Circle of life, Justice. You can’t feel guilty for being at the top of the food chain,” Wick said nonchalantly, paddling closer to the bank. 
 
    “I’m not at the top of the food chain, baby. You are. And I don’t want a rabbit. I want some eggs and bacon and whatever else I can rustle up.” Justice leaned up higher when Wick gracefully eased his massive form out the water and shifted in mid-stride, sauntering his dripping wet, naked body over to him. 
 
    “You said you wanted me wet.” Wick straddled Justice’s lap, his long hard cock jutting out from his shaved groin. Wick flung his hair off his face, drops of warm water falling onto Justice’s chest. He was so fair and gorgeous. Smooth, toned chest with the faintest patch of hair in the center. 
 
    Justice gripped Wick’s hips, moving him back and forth on his – seemingly constant lately – erection.  
 
    “Justice, I feel so good.” Wick wound on him. “Everything is working out. I was so scared I would not be able to walk with you at all times.” 
 
    “The Mother makes no mistakes. She gave you abilities to make us fully compatible,” Justice whispered, flipping Wick over on his back and laying him down on the ground as gently as you’d place a baby fawn next to its mother. He nestled comfortably in between those damp thighs, rubbing his hands along the slickness. 
 
    Wick suggestively slid his thigh up Justice’s side. He growled inside Wick’s mouth and gripped the underside of Wick’s leg where it met his ass, in a punishing hold. Wick hissed and nastily arched away from the ground. Justice got harder, thicker at the show of his mate’s flexibility. 
 
    “Such a nasty kitty,” Justice teased. 
 
    “If you call me kit-ty again, I’m going to claw your cock off.” Wick narrowed his eyes and scratched his blunt nails down Justice’s chest hard enough to leave delicious red marks that faded way too quickly for Justice. He wanted more of that hot aggression from his mate. 
 
    “How about pus—?” 
 
    “Stop right there!” Wick cut him off swiftly, trying to eye Justice with venom. It didn’t work, so he shallowly bit into that particularly ticklish spot just above his collarbone, making Justice squirm. It was a playful bite that flooded Justice with delight, while revving his desire.  
 
    They made out for a long time, his mate wanting to be devoured under the noonday sun. Justice sucked and licked every exposed, warm piece of flesh. He would’ve given Wick so much more, but his stomach growling was too much of a distraction. Then Wick was refusing to bite and feed until Justice ate. So they’d have to finish this later. However, he’d been unsuccessful in getting Wick back up to the cabin. He supposed after hiding from the sun for over a hundred years, reveling in it for a few hours was understandable.  
 
    Justice rolled them for the twentieth time, pressing Wick’s body into the thick leaves. He had to get off his mate. Justice slowly kissed down the bridge of Wick’s nose to his lips. He pecked him there, chastely, but Wick was fast to deepen it.  
 
    “Mmm. Come on, baby. Time to go.”  
 
    “Noooooo,” Wick actually whined.  
 
    “I’ll never tell anyone you made that sound if you get up now.” Justice stood and held his hand out for Wick. Refusing to take it, Wick turned over and sprawled out on his stomach, like he was on a beach in Jamaica and was about to settle in for a suntan.  
 
    “I go where I want and I want to stay here,” Wick said stubbornly. 
 
    “Why, you spoiled little vamp-king.” Justice slapped Wick hard on his ass. “Get your ass up.” 
 
    His mate chuckled, trying to get away, but Justice scooped him up in a fireman’s carry and took off up the mountain. Where he found the energy with such an empty stomach, he had no clue. All he knew was he wanted to get indoors and raid the fridge; that Henry now kept well-stocked.  
 
    Wick was still laughing because Justice had yet to put him down while he stood in the kitchen downing his third bottle of water.  
 
    “Are you ever going to let me walk again?” 
 
    “As long as you promise not to run outside as soon as I do.” Justice popped Wick’s ass again. It was so tight and round right there in biting range. So he did. 
 
    “Ah. Yes. Do that again, but harder,” Wick moaned. 
 
    The biting led to a helluva lot more biting and ended with them sweaty and exhausted in bed.  
 
    Justice was dozing off when he felt a sharp elbow in his side.  
 
    “Hey, I didn’t say we were going to sleep after.” 
 
    Justice turned over and shoved the thick pillow up under his head. “You didn’t have to. I decided for us. It’s nap time.” 
 
    “Fine. You nap.” Wick got up and went to the closet, pulling out his same ratty pair of denims and a new, black wife-beater.  
 
    Justice heaved a sigh and propped himself up on the padded, leather headboard, wiping at his drooping eyes. “You have to be tired.” 
 
    “Sort of, but when I get back outside, I won’t be.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you go out without me.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. I’m only going in the backyard. That pool is calling me.” 
 
    Justice shook his head and began to pry himself out of bed in preparation for another swim, but Wick stopped him with a hand on his chest.  
 
    “I promise. I won’t leave the grounds.” 
 
    “And no shifting. We still have to be on the lookout for those poachers. God help if anyone catches a glimpse of a Siberian tiger walking around in Nevada.” 
 
    Wick slumped and mumbled, “Okay. No shifting.” 
 
    “I’ll be up in thirty minutes.” Justice looked at the wall clock. “So wake me at two.” 
 
    “Sleep a bit longer. We’re sleeping tonight so I can spend the whole day with you again tomorrow.” Wick shined. He flicked his tongue at Justice’s dropped-open mouth and flashed out of the room. A loud whoop and a huge splash sounded before Justice could even lay back down. I’ve created a sun monster. 
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    This was the life. When he finished swimming, he’d alternated between reading an autobiography on George Weston and gazing up at the clear blue sky. He was lying on a comfortable sun lounger, rubbing his hand up and down his warm chest, with only a towel draped over his pelvis and a dark pair of aviator sunglasses protecting his eyes. Boy, if his father could see him now. He bet the old bastard could no longer say he’d never been jealous. Wick didn’t care about envy. While completely elated over experiencing the daylight, Wick still adored the night… except this… this was just so new. And wonderful! New and wonderful didn’t come along for him often. He checked his cell phone again. Bloody great. It was almost four and daylight was dwindling. Justice was still deep in sleep and Wick didn’t want to disturb him.  
 
    Since he didn’t feed much when they made love this afternoon, he was feeling his hunger again, which would definitely wake Justice. Wick sat up quickly, an impulsive idea forming in his head. He threw his towel off and hurried inside, making a hard beeline for the kitchen. Hell, if Henry can master cooking in twenty-four hours, then I can probably do it in two. I’ll make my mate a late lunch. He couldn’t wait for Justice to look at him so appreciatively when he was the one to place a huge plate of food in front of him. Wick gave himself a pep talk while he scrolled through his phone for a chicken recipe, since that’s all Henry had defrosted in the refrigerator.  
 
    He found what he thought was a simple enough one – a grilled chicken sandwich. He read through the instructions once right before his phone died. Instead of going upstairs and getting the charger, he figured he had it.  
 
    Wick took out what he felt was the right pan and dropped the meat into it like dead weight. Disgusting. He grimaced. It stinks, too. How can he eat this? Well, he probably wonders why I almost come from drinking his blood. 
 
    Wick sat there staring at the pan, waiting. Then he remembered: seasoning. Did he remember exactly how much...? Not so much. Wick raised his brow and shrugged. It probably didn’t really matter. He looked around in a few cabinets and found where Henry put his spices. It looked like he was enjoying his trips to the grocery stores now. The man had somehow filled up the owner’s cupboards, pantry, and fridge within a week.  
 
    It took Wick a moment to get the range on, but when he did, he quickly had the house smelling liked cooked meat. He tried to remember each instruction and just remembered to flip it over and cook it on both sides. It took him a few tries to turn the slippery meat with the flat-looking utensil he’d seen Henry use on the vegetables. It was annoying and time-consuming. Wick sucked his teeth impatiently and turned the temperature all the way up to high. The meat really began to sizzle and pop, the pungent aroma permeating the entire downstairs. Before he knew it, the meat was done… well done. Wick began to nod because he remembered reading chicken had to be thoroughly cooked. He didn’t want to make his Beloved sick. Justice was going to be so surprised to see his mate in the kitchen being all domestic. 
 
    He took out the lettuce and cut a few uneven hunks off, stacking them on a thick piece of bread and the chicken on the other. The texture made his fingers itch, and the smell of the tomatoes almost made him  gag. However, when Justice bounded into the room and yanked Wick up in his arms, he dropped the knife he was just about to cut the sandwich with and let his mate spin him around. 
 
    “What are you doing, crazy! Put me down,” Wick hollered.  
 
    Justice kissed all over the back of Wick’s neck, rubbing his three-day old beard along his sensitive skin. “What am I doing? What in the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “What does it look like? I’m making my mate some food. I took a lot out of him today.” Wick gave him a firm look. “Henry isn’t the only one that can satisfy your robust appetite.” 
 
    “Mmm. That sounds sexy and slightly jealous… my Lord.” Justice moaned the last words, pushing his hardness against Wick’s ass.  
 
    He saw Justice survey the sandwich with a perplexed and slightly skeptical look.  
 
    “What’s wrong? It doesn’t look right? I followed the recipe.” 
 
    Justice’s expression softened and a warm smile caressed his handsome face. “It looks perfect. I’ve been meaning to try blackened chicken.” 
 
    “Marvelous.” Wick clapped once. “Go, sit. I’ll bring you your plate and water.” 
 
    Justice sat at the high-top, watching Wick like a man in love.  
 
    He set the plate down and took up his usual seat so he could watch with satisfaction. After the first huge bite, Justice chewed slowly like he was savoring all the flavors. Wick was used to that. It was his favorite part. He loved how vocal Justice was about food and his appreciation of it when it was prepared well. Wick sat patiently waiting for his compliments. When none came after the second bite, Wick began to wonder.  
 
    Justice looked up at him and winked, his mouth sealed tight as he worked the food down. Ah, Wick understood now. It was so good and his mate was so surprised, he was speechless. Justice would probably always want him to prepare his meals now. No way. 
 
    Wick crossed his arms charmingly. “I see you winking and smiling, love. Well don’t get used to it. I know you American men and your archaic ways. Don’t think because I prepared one successful meal that you’re turning me into a chamber-maid and having me slaving in the kitchen, butt-naked with an apron that says My Buns Taste Better, while you handle the business. Whereas for me, you only call when you want me to satisfy your raunchy needs or get fed. I bloody refuse.”  
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    Justice almost spit out his water from laughter. “I’m sorry… did you say my raunchy needs? What the hell were you reading out there by the pool…The Joy Luck Club?” 
 
    “The what club?” 
 
    “Never mind.” Justice hurried and swallowed another small bite without chewing. “And, no worries on keeping you in the kitchen, Wick. I promise, you’re safe.” 
 
    “You’re not eating as fast as you usually do, is—?” 
 
    “Hey, you said you wanted to stay up the rest of the day, remember. And everyone you communicate with is asleep… looks like we have an evening free. How about we do what most Americans do when they have free time.” 
 
    Wick looked to think for a bit then said, “Write in their journals.” 
 
    Justice scoffed when he realized Wick was serious. “Um, no, King Bentley. I was referring to watching some television.” 
 
    “An idiot-box?”  
 
    “Can you possibly say idiot any snootier than that?” Justice shook his head in amusement. “You don’t watch TV, ever?” 
 
    “I have no need.” 
 
    “Well, none of us have a need for it… it’s… entertainment.” Justice hoped he was rambling enough to keep Wick’s mind off the food he was trying so hard to finish. It’d been ten minutes already, when it generally only took Justice thirty seconds to finish a sandwich – or three bites. 
 
     “Why are you shielding me? I can feel you blocking me in there somewhere.” Wick squinted at him. “What are you not telling me, Justice Volkov?” 
 
    “Baby, don’t be so suspicious. You got too much sun exposure today. We’re going to have to monitor you with this day walking.” Justice rubbed Wick’s shoulder then took another bite of the burnt sandwich. “Now, how about that movie? It’ll be an experience. I’ll introduce you to lazy date-night… Netflix… it’s the American way.” 
 
    “You’re patronizing me and you’re rambling.” Wick stared into Justice’s eyes for so long, his skin began to tingle. His mate was actually pushing past his barrier. “Let me in and show me what you’re hiding,” he singsonged. 
 
    Oh hell. Justice barely held in his grunt when he pushed Wick further back. His mate scoffed and bored in even deeper, his obsidian eyes blinking to an arctic blue right before him. This was the first time they’d butted their energies together. It was a fascinating contest. 
 
    Justice stared back at Wick’s beast. Alpha to Alpha. He couldn’t break eye contact, it wasn’t in him, but he didn’t want to tell Wick the truth and hurt his feelings, either. His mate believed he’d completed a successful meal. However, Justice’s tongue didn’t feel like the surface of the sun after successful meals. 
 
    Justice’s chest rumbled and a grunt finally escaped when Wick leaned forward, hissing slightly under his breath, his eyes penetrating him. Seeing clear through him to the pits of his being where only the scary things were… that was where Wick found his sandwich. 
 
    Wick reared back and gasped, his mouth falling open in half shock, half laugh. “You hate the bloody sandwich!” 
 
    Justice wiped his napkin over his mouth to conceal his smile. He huffed and dropped his shields. “I can’t hide it anymore. I do, babe. It’s um… um. Don’t be upset, you tried and I love you so much… but this meat is way too salty. Not to mention, it’s as spicy as the devil’s cock. I like minimal spices. Keeps the integrity of the meat.” 
 
    Wick crossed his arms over his chest, his glower falling short of scary when it came to him. “I should jump on top of you and bite you for trying to hide from me.” 
 
    Justice eagerly raised his head, until Wick finished his rant. 
 
    “… and it wouldn’t be a feel-good bite. I can’t believe you’re sitting here wolfing it down, dying a slow death. Silly.” Wick took the plate with the three-quarters eaten sandwich and threw the entire thing in the trash, silverware, too. 
 
    Justice pointed to the bin. “Those dishes aren’t paper, baby.” 
 
    Wick looked so confused Justice couldn’t even pull himself together enough to explain.  
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    He made sure Wick ate well, even though he hadn’t. He would find something, even if he went out for a quick run and ate. Justice had just finished setting up the laptop since there wasn’t a television in the house so they could watch a movie. It was a little after five and he knew the other vampires would be up looking for the King and awaiting their instructions for the evening.  
 
    “Hey. Maybe we should start the movie after you meet with your team.” 
 
    Wick was responding to an email while he waited for Justice. “They know what they’re supposed to do tonight. I don’t think they’ll even come to the house. Only Henry. But he’s so quiet.” 
 
    “I know.” Justice placed the laptop on the coffee table. “So, what are you in the mood for?” 
 
    Wick gave Justice a knowing leer.  
 
    “Besides that.” 
 
    “How about Gone with the Wind?” Wick’s eyes widened when he thought of something else. “No, um. What’s the name…? Oh… Casablanca.” 
 
    “Fuck. How old are you again?” 
 
    Wick showed his long fangs that made Justice hot, not nervous. “I hear those are American classics.” 
 
    “You were around for the first television, the first movie. You weren’t curious?” 
 
    “Yes, we knew about them. They simply didn’t appeal to us… well, not to me. I never found anything I liked on television.” 
 
    Justice shook his head. “Very well. Casablanca, then. I’m not sure I can sit through Gone with the Wind again anyway. Or,” Justice grumbled. “We can watch something made in this millennium, that’s in color, complete with CGI and all.” 
 
    Wick looked like he was appeasing a big kid. “I’ll watch whatever you want, love.” 
 
    Justice didn’t hesitate to put on the first Transformers. It was his and his brothers’ favorite. They were huge action film junkies, whenever they had time to watch whole movies together. When everything was settled with the rogue pack and Justice had his mate home, he was going to treat him to a real date and a real movie.  
 
    When they were finished, he asked Wick how he felt about his first movie experience.  
 
    “It was fast and loud.” 
 
    Justice nodded waiting on Wick to elaborate, but he never did. His mate simply allowed Henry to remove the big bowl of chips Justice was munching on, and the large cup of iced tea. He was about to suggest the sequel when Henry announced his dinner was ready.  
 
    Justice ate his food like usual. With Wick watching and Henry gushing over the compliments. As soon as Wick started telling Henry about the sandwich he attempted to make for Justice and the step by step playback of exactly how he prepared it, neither of them could stop laughing for a long while. It wasn’t until Wick yawned that he realized his mate was running out of steam. He’d been up for practically two days.  
 
    “Henry. Dinner was amazing, as usual. You should give my sister that rib rub recipe. I’ve never been one for too much seasoning, but wow.” 
 
    “You sure are full of the compliments now.” Wick raised one irritated brow at him.  
 
    “Aww, baby. You satisfy me in so many other ways.” Justice slid his chair back and pulled Wick onto his lap while Henry awkwardly removed the dishes from around them. “Henry, we’re turning in soon. Wick’s had a long day.” 
 
    They hadn’t told anyone else about the day walking and no one was going to question the King about his new habits.  
 
    “I want to go for a swim, then I’ll go to bed.” Wick was up and moving without waiting for Justice to agree. “We should be fine the rest of the evening, Henry.” 
 
    “Very well, sir. I’ll be going to the market before it closes.” Henry stopped Justice when he was walking out the kitchen. “Alpha. Did you say your sister has a meatloaf recipe you adore?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was my mother’s.” Justice couldn’t stop the heartfelt look anytime he mentioned his dear mom.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was family secret,” Henry apologized.  
 
    “No. It’s not a secret. I’m sure Farica would love to share it with you.” He placed his hand on Henry’s shoulder, letting him relax under his touch. “Once we all start to work together, I’m sure the ladies and gents that prefer to show off in the kitchen will be all over you and your recipes, as well.” 
 
    He left Henry feeling amazing and reassured while he took Wick’s hand and led him to the backyard. “You sure you’re up for more swimming?” 
 
    “I said swimming in front of Henry. But, no. I want you in that hot tub over there behind that tall rock wall.” Wick pointed off from the long, in-ground pool. 
 
    “I was wondering what was back there.” Justice raised both brows. A warm dip in a secluded hot tub didn’t sound bad at all.  
 
    They removed all their clothes and walked up the wood deck to the large, whirring tub. The rock garden fire pit was already lit, providing a romantic haven for them. Justice got rid of the boxer briefs and climbed in, hissing at the temperature. “Oh fuck, that’s hot.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Wick said joining him.  
 
    Justice couldn’t thank the Mother enough for the special gift in his arms. Wick was everything to him already. His packs were still priority, but now he had even more priorities. Justice slicked Wick’s black hair back, leaning in every few seconds to kiss or lick at his mark. He knew it would get his mate going, it always did.  
 
    “I need you.” 
 
    Enough said. Justice moved from behind Wick and came to kneel in front of him. The tub was deep, too deep for what he wanted. “Wrap your arms over the edge.” 
 
    Wick put both arms out, while Justice cupped his ass and lifted him up so his cock was bobbing out the water like a buoy. Long and pale, not hot, but definitely not as cool as it had been. He made sure to keep his eyes on Wick as he took just the head in first, licking it and bathing it with the flat of his tongue. 
 
    “Oh god. Justice, more,” Wick gasped.  
 
    Justice liked that sound and he wanted more. He pushed up on Wick’s ass, making him weightless, engulfing all of him. Justice was greedy when it came to Wick. He tasted so damn good, Justice found himself sucking zealously, his mate clawing at the smooth wood surface and crying his name.   
 
    “Yes. Give me what I want.” Justice wouldn’t double his efforts; he didn’t need to. He could feel the overwhelming pleasure in Wick through their link, could sense his orgasm was an avalanche, unstoppable.  
 
    “Ahhhh. Yes!” Wick emptied inside Justice’s mouth. His mate’s flavor exploding on his tongue, making his own cock pulse aggressively. 
 
    Justice handled Wick, turned him over and pressed him against the side of the tub. “I need to fuck you so bad I can’t think straight. We have nothing out here. Water doesn’t make good lube.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Take me.” Wick’s voice was rough.  
 
    Justice held his sex tight in his fist, pressing the thick head against Wick’s snug opening. He pushed inside, his mate’s moans compelling him on. The constriction was enough to make his eyes roll. “Fuck, you’re so tight. Every fuckin’ time.” 
 
    “Belove. I wish that bite of pain would last longer,” Wick moaned. He wasn’t complaining about how fast everything turned to bliss, but his mate seemed to relish that split second of intense feeling.  
 
    Wick braced his narrow fingers on the edge as Justice folded himself over his back, pushing inside until they were one, until he was so deep he could feel Wick’s heartbeat, feel the rhythm of his body. They copulated easily and lovingly… at first. Until the moans became too lustful, their words too obscene, until Wick’s body became his undoing. Pre-orgasmic grunts swiftly morphed their loving to something more urgent. Water splashed over the edge with each forceful stroke, while he held Wick’s hips in a controlling grip, keeping him just where he wanted him. His mark was there, just beneath his lips. A bite that changed his mate’s DNA. A bite that made any shifter or vampire know exactly who Chadwick Bentley belonged too. Justice’s wolf howled his satisfaction. When Justice came, he clamped his teeth over Wick’s shoulder, but he didn’t break the skin. Justice’s orgasm blasted through with full momentum, it was titanic, a continuous fall thorough pleasure.  
 
    The orgasm slowed him down, made him sluggish and high. His eyes shuttered as he eased out of his mate. “Love you so much.”  
 
    Wick leaned back against him, completely open and honest. “I thank the Mother for you, Beloved. I never thought I’d know love. It’s not how I was raised.” 
 
    Justice didn’t say anything. He pulled Wick comfortingly into his chest and settled down to let his mate talk about how he grew up. So many surrounding him, yet so alone. Wick was always special and unique, but no one knew. While growing up it was all about learning, training, studying and preparing to be a king. There was zero time or tolerance for anything else. They frowned on his compassion because vampires weren’t supposed to show such emotion. His mate wasn’t a Vulcan. Wick had a lot of feelings and things he was passionate about. The belief that vampires were stonehearted was a myth. They just needed their souls touched. Because when he touched Wick’s, he could feel how deep his love ran for him.  
 
    Now they were going to show their people exactly how life should be – as the Mother intended and as the prophesy revealed – harmonious and full of love.   
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    They alternated their schedules, adjusting from night and day for another few days. Lazing around, talking, reading, learning each other’s histories. Then there was the fun of running their animals together, skinny-dipping in broad daylight, making love in the hot tub. This was starting to feel like… what did people call laying around for days at a time…? Oh, vacation. He was a King. There was no such term in his vocabulary. Wick had been up for daybreak both days. Justice didn’t complain, in fact, just the opposite. He kept trying to convince him that he didn’t need to alter his daily habits or customs to suit him. Wick appreciated his consideration, but he’d rather enjoyed operating in the daylight. His vampires had yet to see him do this, only his captain, because it was his duty to know Wick was safe, even from the sun. Soon, his entire species would know.  
 
    It was Saturday, and Wick was already awake at five in the morning, eagerly waiting on his mate to take him to the pack lands. He’d promised today would be the day. Justice had insisted he needed his time alone to bond with his mate, but they’d been bonding for a week now, Wick was ready to get on the job. The rest of his army would be there this evening. Permanently relocated. The city was about to be flooded with his court. Though the vampires coming were personally trained by and served under his second, ninety percent of them were handpicked by him, so the city had no cause for concern.   
 
    They had much work to do. He was also eager to finally meet with some influential shifters in their community and hopefully make a damn good impression and not embarrass his mate.  
 
    “Sit still,” Justice mumbled sleepily, pulling Wick closer, not sure how that was possible, and pushed his mouth against his throat. “Not ready to get up.” 
 
    “You’re turning into a llama. Come on, lazy bones. Let’s have a nice run and then get ready for the meeting.” Wick licked at Justice’s Adam’s apple while he rubbed his naked thigh against Justice’s extremely warm one. It was funny he’d never realized he wanted his skin warmed until he laid next to his mate.  
 
    “Shh. Baby, the meeting isn’t until noon. There’s plenty time.” Justice tilted his head back while thrusting that ever-hardening cock against Wick’s stomach.  
 
    “Now,” Wick moaned, biting into Justice’s jugular, tearing a steamy moan from his mate as he fed. A stimulating bite that had Justice almost spilling his seed between their bellies in seconds. Wick eased his fangs out way too soon, his mate growling his displeasure. Clamoring for Wick when he got up, Justice mumbled how unfair it was for Wick to put that much passion into his bite, knowing Justice was defenseless to it, then leave him full and aching.   
 
    “Fuck.” Justice flipped on his back, watching Wick walk towards the bathroom, his dick leaking and pointing in the direction it wanted to go. “Look what you did.” 
 
    “Get up and I’ll fix it. I’ll drink real slow and sweet like you like it.” Wick grinned, closing the door and starting the shower. He was only a quarter full, he usually drank a lot more from Justice, especially for his first meal. His mate knew he wasn’t sated, which was his intent. That would get his mate up and moving.  
 
     “So tell me about this second you have coming tonight,” Justice said, driving one of Wick’s many SUVs. He kept stealing appreciative looks at him while he drove.   
 
    Wick adjusted the gold-toned aviator sunglasses that protected his eyes. His Beloved told him multiple times already how striking he looked in his black-on-black suit. Even the tie that he unconsciously straightened and re-straightened was a fine silk and pinstriped black. He was too GQ to stroll through the forest, so Justice drove them to Mikel’s land at the base of the mountain. Justice looked casually fine in his usual snug denims and white t-shirt. He saw no reason to dress up. His mate was no stranger to the Humboldts or the six other important alphas that had traveled to meet with them. 
 
    By now, all the packs had been alerted of their mating. Farica had not reported any further uprisings, but Wick feared she’d been saving the unwelcome news for this meeting instead of disturbing Justice’s peace with his mate.  
 
    “You’ll like him,” Wick answered Justice’s question about his second in command. “He’s very strong, disciplined, and focused. This will be the first time he’s acting in charge of my personal court, but he’s no stranger to commanding. He leads my entire army already. He’s been with me for so long, I hardly remember those few years without Bell.”  
 
    Justice reached for Wick’s hand, holding it on his thigh while he maneuvered over the deep craters in the dirt road.  
 
    “Bell and I are close, but never that close. No intimacy. I don’t want you to overreact if he hugs me or something. It may shock the hell out of the other court members but he and I were different. He never minded giving me affection when I seemed to need it. Most vampires don’t have friends, not to mention best friends, and they sure as hell don’t need hugs.”   
 
    “You love hugging.” 
 
    “I love you,” Wick countered. 
 
    “Why do they put those ridiculous restrictions on you guys? That you shouldn’t feel warmth. That it’s wrong for you to feel this.” Justice parked the truck in one of the few spaces beside Mikel’s home. He pulled Wick’s fingertips to his lips, kissing them gently. Wick closed his eyes, instinctually leaning towards Justice. He rubbed Wick’s cool cheek with the back of his hand. Gripping him behind his neck, he pulled until he could rub his recently shaven jaw along Wick’s face and neck. Scenting him before he allowed him out of the truck.  
 
    “I’m nervous,” Wick still whispered, regardless he wasn’t speaking aloud. “I didn’t remember this sensation until now. It’s nerves, right?” 
 
    “I know. It is nerves. I can feel it. You don’t have to be nervous. They’ll love you. My brothers and sister are fully behind you, along with the entire Humboldt pack.” Justice stared deep into Wick’s eyes. “Look around.” 
 
    Wick finally looked up from Justice’s face. His eyes were wide as he took in all the shifters that’d stopped whatever they were working on and gathered around to welcome them back. Multiple sets of eyes were on them through the darkly tinted windows. 
 
    “They’re not only here to welcome me back, but you, too.” Justice kissed him softly. 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “I’m positive.” He’d never seen Wick look so uncertain. His King was the epitome of confidence. The fact that he was fretting over how Justice’s people would receive him was touching him deeply.  
 
    He got out and went around to the passenger side, touching a few shifters as he did. Several women stood with their pups close as their husbands stepped forward to greet them.  
 
    “Justice. Is your mate safe? I have a black golf umbrella.” Farica jogged over, hugging Justice. She turned to the young wolf that had brought Justice’s food up to the cabin. “Ross, run and get the—” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Wick said, stepping out the safety of the dark vehicle.  
 
    Gasps and cheers went up as Farica ran and flung her arms around Wick’s neck. His mate looked taken aback at first, but slowly his arms came up and wrapped loosely around his sister’s waist. “It’s so nice to see you again, Wick.” His sister turned to the growing crowd, all of them waiting enthusiastically with smiles and welcome posture. “The AZ Mate is here!” 
 
    “Farica is a peacekeeper, baby. An omega’s spirit in an alpha’s body. They trust her judgment. Her hugging you, happy that you’re around is big.”  
 
    Wick genuinely smiled.  
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    “Alpha. Welcome back.” Mikel greeted him when he walked up the steps to the large home.  
 
    “Thank you.” Justice hugged or touched all his pack members and those in Mikel’s hierarchy that were there for the meeting. “Everyone is ready?” 
 
    “Yes. Alek and your brothers are in the great room with them now,” Mikel informed him, leading the way.  
 
    “Any resistance so far?” Justice asked Mikel privately. 
 
    “Not that I can scent. They are here for answers though, and to probably see for themselves,” Mikel answered. 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Wick squeezed Justice’s hand. “Everything good?” 
 
    “Yes. Let’s get down to business.” Justice opened the double doors to the spacious room. He stood tall as he entered with his mate close to his side. About twenty men stood around, of various ages and races, all prominent leaders and role models in their communities. They were highly respected and their opinions were valued. Justice knew to get them on his side first and convince them of the real threat, then let them advocate to the other packs.  
 
    “The Alpha Zenith… and his true mate, Vampire King Chadwick Bentley,” Mikel announced, his deep voice silencing the room.  
 
    Assessing eyes measured up his mate, taking in his expensive shoes and traveling all the way up to his coiffed black locks. Justice held his breath. Please, respect him. Finally, after too many long seconds, all the alphas, everyone in that room, lowered their eyes and slightly tilted their heads, accepting Wick. Justice breathed an inaudible sigh, especially when he felt Wick’s relief and his nerves flee.  
 
    “Thank you,” Justice said, sitting on one of the many couches, Wick easing down elegantly next to him.  
 
    “He moves in silence. But he has a strong presence. I like that. The fact he’s here without his court or guards speaks volumes to me. That he trusts us.” One of the other alphas nodded towards Wick. “I’m Roz Patel. On behalf of the Sequoia pack, welcome, Alpha mate. I came to tell you personally that you have our full support.” 
 
    Wick stood and addressed the pack with the regality, finesse and the strength of any good leader. He made Justice proud and he let his mate know it. When all the pleasantries and congratulations were done, they immediately got to work. They had two species to protect.  
 
    Justice was grateful for his pack. They’d been preparing for this meeting. Gathering intel about the research facility and where they were getting their funding. Alek had already sent scouts to the Ruby Dome to gather surveillance on the rogue pack. The consensus was that they needed to band together – shifter and vampire – and not only eliminate the rebel shifters, but also rescue anyone that may be currently undergoing experimentation. They couldn’t have anyone trying to replicate their DNA. If hybrids were somehow created, they would only be another enemy.  
 
    They took a break for lunch. A few of the ladies prepared bountiful sandwiches and crudité platters for them to enjoy. No one showed any interest when Justice took his mate upstairs so he could take care of him as well, since the meeting looked like it would extend well into the evening. Wick’s feeding was too intimate to be done in the open.  
 
    As the meeting began to wind down, Justice was confident with the plan Taleb came up with. It was nothing short of genius, but he expected nothing less from his intellect. It wasn’t hard to convince the other alphas and get them on board. They all understood and accepted what Wick and Justice had proof of, that a privately funded group of scientists were paying shifters and vampires to be headhunters.  
 
    “Wick. Your men were not here for this meeting,” Mikel noted. “We’ve basically laid out a plan for them to follow and gave them no input. Taleb’s plan will put your men in grave danger. You will not be there to protect them. It’s impossible for you not to fight by your true mate.” 
 
    That was right on every level. Justice and Wick were meant to fight together.  
 
    “I appreciate your concern, alphas. It may take some time to understand all our cultural differences, especially during a time like this. But my court is here to do what I need of them, and if that happens to be leveling a building in Eureka while shifters storm the rebels’ compound, then they’ll do it. My court’s job is to help me protect, police, and regulate our kind. My third will oversee the mission. A fierce leader in his own right. Taking out those scientists will be considered a gift and the highest honor to my newly appointed captain.”  
 
    “That’s true. I’ve been around this man during conflict. He’s loyal and dedicated to not only his own species, but ours as well. He’ll protect us all with his life,” Justice agreed with his mate. 
 
    “Sounds great,” Alek agreed. “So, when do we get to meet this league of extraordinary gentlemen?” 
 
    Wick laughed musically, the room and everyone in it falling victim to his charm. “They’ll be here this evening. Obviously, my men couldn’t join us for this session. I’ve instructed those already here with me to come join us after dusk. My entire court is in mid-flight as we speak and will arrive later this evening.” 
 
    They were past the skepticism and questioning of allegiance. With their plan in place, and Justice’s wolf feeling more assured that the pack was going to be okay, they began to turn their attention to the only vampire in the room. His mate was as remarkable as knew he would be. He answered all their questions with ease and grace, and was honest and forthcoming about vampiric practices. Even feeding. 
 
    Farica leaped and clapped her hands together. “Oh, we should have a celebration!” 
 
    All the men turned and faced her enthusiasm with their own.  
 
    “Farica, what kind of wild hair just crawled up your butt?” Mac groaned, dodging his little sister’s fast strike.  
 
    “You hush. This will be a party to honor my brother’s new mate. Celebrate our distinguished alphas here, and of course officially welcome Wick’s court. We want to show them we’re thrilled to have them, right?” Farica nodded, trying to get everyone to agree. 
 
    “Farica, my lovely.” Wick took one of her animated hands in his and adorably kissed the back of it. “You are too kind. My men won’t know what to do with you, pretty lady. But don’t put yourselves out. My men aren’t used to welcome wagons, nor are they expecting one.” 
 
    “Well that can change. Isn’t this supposed to all be about change… good change? Oh! They’ll be so surprised,” Farica gushed, already darting from the room. 
 
    “Just let her go, Wick.” Mac laughed. “There’s no stopping her now.” 
 
    “I gotta get to the market. Ross!” Farica yelled. Her voice carried back to them as she made her way to the front of the house. “No worries, Wick. I don’t even have to buy food for you guys… so, no trouble at all.” 
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    “Alpha mate, your—” 
 
    “You can call me, Wick, Ross. You’ve been so helpful today. Thank you again for picking up my suit. What can I do for you?” Wick touched the young shifter on his shoulder, making him duck his head shyly. 
 
    “Yes, Wick. Farica told me to come tell you that your captain is arriving.” Ross smiled politely, then hurried back downstairs when Farica bellowed for him to run another errand. 
 
    “That boy needs two more hands.” Wick laughed, closing the door. 
 
    “Or legs.” Justice held Wick from behind while he fixed his hair in the bathroom mirror. “Farica runs him to death. But Mikel is grooming him to be an enforcer, so he’s paying his dues.” 
 
    “I haven’t encountered many children, but I like him.”  Wick smiled, leaning back against Justice’s firm chest. “He’s a good kid.” 
 
    “Yeah, he is. Most of the pups are. It’s why we have to protect them. Shield them from those assholes.” 
 
    “We will. Together.” Wick let Justice kiss his mark before he pulled away.  
 
    They’d wrapped up the meeting by four and everyone had dispersed to get ready for the evening’s festivities. They were still at Alpha Mikel’s home, using one of his bedrooms to get ready. Wick had changed suits to another dark one, but he lost the tie and instead, opened the top two buttons. Justice was still comfortable in his jeans, but he chose a collared shirt and rustic cowboy boots. Damn, he was too fine. 
 
    Wick didn’t try to hide his interest… not anymore. It was okay for him to feel happiness, joy, and elation. They were all going to be together tonight. Vampires and shifters, eating and drinking together. Banding together with one common goal. He hoped the Mother was proud of them so far. Wick felt a comforting reassurance that wasn’t from Justice.  
 
    Justice sniffed the air. “Your captain is here. You should come down and introduce them to the others.”  
 
    “Sure.” Wick held Justice’s hand on their way downstairs.  
 
    Farica was just opening the door and squealing in the captain’s face when they got to the bottom. She clamped her arms around Ramon and squeezed him good. It was comical to watch because Ramon’s classically handsome and typically unresponsive face looked stunned. He stooped awkwardly from her pull, his arms out to his sides, looking for assistance from anyone close by. Wick laughed loudly, watching the exchange. Poor Ramon. He had no clue what to do with all that energy surrounding him. Farica introduced herself proudly, stepping aside so she could usher the four vampires with him inside. 
 
    “We’re going to be starting at seven. You guys are a bit early, but that’s okay. I find promptness to be an admirable quality. We’re just about done setting up.” Farica pointed out the large window in the front room. “The decorations are amazing, right?” 
 
    Ramon gently patted Farica’s hand that still clamped his and pulled him through the house. “Señorita, forgive us. I didn’t realize you were having a function. We’ll excuse ourselves.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Farica gushed at Ramon’s Hispanic accent, his chivalry and politeness. “The party is for y’all.”  
 
    “Perdón?” Ramon blinked owlishly.  
 
    Wick finally stepped forward and saved his court leader. “Captain Ramon Vega, you’ve already met Justice’s sister, Farica, one of the loveliest shifters you’ll ever encounter. Let me take you over to meet some of Justice’s pack. The visiting alphas should be coming back soon.”  
 
    Wick extricated his captain from Farica’s piercing blue eyes and kung fu grip. “They’ll be around mingling for you to dote on later, lovely.” 
 
    Farica appeared all right with the brush off… momentarily. Wick and his mindful mate watched just how long it took for Farica to walk away from the big captain.  
 
    “I think you may have an admirer.” Wick smirked at Ramon. 
 
    Ramon’s eyes widened even more. He wiped at imaginary sweat on his forehead. “I would never, Justice. I swear it.”  
 
    Justice smiled, shaking his head. “My sister is a grown woman. An alpha. If there’s something she wants, there’s not a soul on this earth that can stop her. She recognizes strength when she sees it.” Justice clamped Ramon on his shoulder. “You’re a good man. I wouldn’t have a problem with it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No need to go too deep into that right now, Ramon. Come. I want to fill you in on my meeting earlier before the remaining court arrives.” Wick took his men over to where Mikel was gathered with Justice’s brothers and a few more of his pack members. Stances were friendly and Wick found himself praying to the Mother it would stay that way.  
 
    “Who came up with this plan? I couldn’t have devised a better one myself.” Ramon agreed with their course of action as soon as Wick finished detailing it.  
 
    Justice confidently pointed at his little brother, who wasn’t so little at all. He stood about an inch shorter than Justice and was slightly less built than the others, but his aura and power was no less evident. He was quiet, observant, cautious. Wick knew men with those kinds of assets. The deadliest of them all. 
 
    His captain shook Taleb’s hand again, getting a few more details from the smart man while the others began to move around with some of the other pack. Wick was glad they weren’t staying hidden. No, his team was getting involved, asking intelligent questions and making valuable contributions. Hell, even Henry had Taleb intrigued with his inquiries. Really intrigued.  
 
    “Okay, the guests are arriving!” Farica called out. Damn, where did a sweet lady get lungs like those? When she spoke, people listened, then they moved. “Let’s go outside and enjoy!” 
 
    Business had been conducted and it was time to unwind. The party was in full swing by nine o’clock. Wick had to admit, shifters sure knew how to throw a celebration. The huge field was now covered with not only pack and local visitors, but also picnic tables, balloons, and strings of lights. It was damn near daylight, Farica had so many torches lit.  
 
    The food flowed in abundance, and boy could they eat. Meat and smoke from the massive grills, operated by five men, could probably be smelled for miles. Wick was sitting on Justice’s lap after he’d finished his steak, ribs, coleslaw, mac-n-cheese, and… Wick had lost track of what else. He watched in amazement as they all ate, so did his team. However, it wasn’t long before they were teasing each other about eating habits, his own men getting in a few good rib jokes of their own.  
 
    Wick hadn’t smiled this long in… well, never. There wasn’t a reason for any of them to throw a celebration. Sure, there were city vampires that enjoyed clubs and shindigs, but they were in the minority. Some music was turned up louder and couples began to make their way to a large patch of grass that was well worn. The music changed from fast, upbeat tempos to slow ballads. When Wick saw Henry being led to the dance area by Taleb, he slowly sat forward in wonder. Everyone parted and let them through, watching carefully. Had any of them ever seen a vampire dance? Not likely. Wick sure hadn’t. So he was very interested.  
 
    “Wow.” Justice pulled Wick back against him. “Everyone’s making friends, huh?” 
 
    “I’ll say.” Wick blinked.  
 
    The song was slow, very few lyrics over a peaceful instrumental. Taleb and Henry didn’t remove their eyes from each other. They were doing that thing again, where the world disappeared around them. Taleb was a few inches taller than Henry, but somehow, he folded in perfectly against Taleb’s chest, resting his head there like he did it all the time. Henry’s arms were around Taleb’s neck while Taleb whispered something against his ear. It was low enough for only them to hear. What a sight to see. It was inspirational. 
 
    But, like all good things…. 
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    The piercing alarm sounded right as the slow song came to an end. Everyone froze for a split-second right before Mikel’s powerful voice carried across the field. “Women and children inside now! Women and children!” Then there was pandemonium as the guards and enforcers made sure to get them to safety.  
 
    “Who’s coming?” Mikel asked after he made sure the vulnerable members of his pack were secured.  
 
    Four wolves came charging up – they were the ones that sounded the alarm – one shifted in mid-skid, stopping directly in front of Mikel. “This hit right next to my head on the tower. I sounded the alarm, jumped down and we ran. I’m so sorry, Alpha, but I didn’t know what this was.” 
 
    Justice took the dart from the young man’s hand while his alpha commended him for his fast action. It was identical to the one the Mother had showed him. It was beginning.  
 
    Wick scented the air. Turning around. “It’s a lot of them. Shifters… not humans.”  
 
    “How can you tell? I don’t smell them… they must be downwind, or shielding their scents,” The Sequoia alpha asked, all of them looking at Wick and Justice for answers.  
 
    “There’s no time for us to explain, but we will later. For now, let us do what we’re supposed to do,” Justice commanded. The other alphas nodded and let Wick instruct his two guards to scour the perimeter for any lurking threats. He ordered Captain Ramon to stay with him and Henry. Fact of the matter was they were five vampires alone in a forest full of shifters. Wick had to protect his men, too.  
 
    Justice and Wick looked at each other, both of them turning their heads in the opposite direction when almost fifty shifters burst through the trees, running full speed across the land. Justice shook his head at the disrespect. How dare they? During his and his mate’s celebration. Their defiance needed to end now. Justice hurried out of his clothes, telling his brothers and sister not to follow suit… yet. He didn’t want this war to be on Mikel’s land. He’d worked too hard to get it this beautiful.  
 
    Justice communicated to his mate, then turned and let his big animal tear free. Justice trotted forward to keep his pack behind him and growled at the oncoming mob, pushing enough power at them to shake the ground they ran on. Many of them lost their stamina, falling to the ground in a mess of whimpers and snarls. He hated to hurt them, but they choose their fates by turning against him. Justice bared his large teeth at the ones still coming.  
 
    “Again.” He felt his mate. 
 
    Justice took in a deep breath and released another bone-chilling growl, halting more of them. The alpha and his mate were in the front, leading the group. They were no longer running, instead they walked to within ten yards of Justice and stopped. The energy he’d pushed at them had been enough to deter any plans they had of ripping through his pack. They were winded and hurting, fighting through Justice’s strength. 
 
    The Ruby Dome alpha shifted. His voice was strong despite his labored breaths. “That was some display of power, Alpha.” 
 
    “Alpha Zenith, motherfucker!” Alek thundered, his own power mixing with Justice’s. It was a force strong enough to make half of the traitor’s pack roll over and present their bellies in submission.  
 
    The alpha turned and growled menacingly at his pack but they couldn’t help it. They were too weak, their auras devoid of the Mother’s presence. Brainwashed, and now outcasts because of their deceitful alpha and their horrible greed.  
 
    Justice shifted too, glaring down the few members still standing.  
 
    “If you submit now, I will not harm any of you. However, I cannot overlook your rebellion.” Justice stepped closer, his dark brows cast down and his lips tight from controlling his anger. “Submit. And you will be confined to a shifter facility for no less than eighteen months. After, you can petition to join an approved pack again.” 
 
    About a quarter of the remainders got down and surrendered. One of Mikel’s lead enforcers quickly rounded them up.  
 
    “I will not give you a second chance,” Justice barked at them. A couple more scurried away but there were still some that were staying loyal to their alpha. 
 
    “Leave my pack alone. I’m here to make a few demands.” The alpha glared at Justice. His voice was stern and steady despite the mental beating he’d just taken. He was about three inches taller than Justice, with wide shoulders and even wider thighs. A massive man that had an impressive animal. Too bad he was an ass. “I declare my pack free and clear of your rule. I’m only here to recruit… not steal. I’m here to release any who want to go from your oppressive laws and offer them something better. Something they deserve. Freedom.” 
 
    “Money,” Justice growled, correcting him. He stepped forward, surprised the alpha was holding his position and the eye contact… so was his fuckin’ wench of a mate. Ultimate disrespect. “No one here will join you, and if you think for one second you’re just gonna turn around and walk out of here, then you’ve lost your damn mind.” 
 
    The alpha snarled again then turned with his arms open wide, yelling across the large property so all men could hear him. He ignored Justice’s threat and homed in on what he thought was his trump card. “Yes, and money.” His bass-filled voice carried. “Better living. Better resources. We’ll take back our forest and our streets from the damn vamps, while your AZ makes you consort with them. Forces you to. I don’t want to rule you. You can rule your own home. Every man is an alpha at the Ruby Dome!” 
 
    Justice let the man see that he wouldn’t find any followers here.  
 
    “So you’ll stay with an alpha that’s mated to our enemy?! A damn male vampire! My true mate is real. A female born alpha. Look at her.” The traitorous alpha pointed at his Amazonian-looking mate. She stood just as tall as him, but fuck if she didn’t look like the ugly bastard as well. 
 
    “You sure she’s not your sister?” Mac snorted, standing with his feet shoulder width apart, waiting on Justice’s word to attack. 
 
    The alpha growled in Mac’s direction but his brother yawned and raised a nonchalant brow.  
 
    “Unless there’s something wrong with your nose, you can’t disprove my mating.” Justice didn’t have to verify shit to this fool. He was done talking.  
 
    No sooner than he prepared to shift and end this once and for all, the alpha’s mate stepped forward. “If your mate is truly yours, then he’s supreme. No one could touch him. All I see is a measly vampire, mated to a shifter. Unnatural. We are the superiors.” She turned her scrunched up face back to Justice and eyed him with every ounce of putrid hate she had in her. “Alpha Zenith. I challenge your mate.” 
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    Panic and confusion rang out behind Justice, his pack concerned about Wick having to fight a shifter. It was common knowledge that shifters were stronger than vampires. Justice growled, ready to tear her throat out, but Wick stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. He turned to look back at Wick and saw his beast lurking close to the surface.  
 
    “I can end this. I’m here to protect them too, remember,” Wick said gently.  
 
    There wasn’t an ounce of fear or unease. No. Like always. His mate was fully composed and aware of who he truly was.  
 
    Justice’s family hurried forward.  
 
    “No fucking way,” Farica growled. She was no longer the peacekeeper, but the alpha she was born to be. “Justice, you can’t fight his challenger, but you can choose a champion for him. I will fight for Wick. Let me tear that ugly heffa’s head off.”  
 
    “No. I am his Captain and interim Lord Protector. I will fight her, and I will win,” Ramon said, his fangs showing with each word he hissed.  
 
    Wick looked at Ramon. “If she shifts, you can’t beat her. Stay close to Henry.” 
 
    “Wick, please let me do—”  
 
    “I already gave you my order, Captain,” Wick said, eyeing Ramon boldly. The vampire nodded his head, his disappointment radiating off him, but he obeyed.  
 
    “Justice.” Farica prepared to ask again, but Wick stopped her, too.  
 
     “Go back and stand with your pack. I’m going to be just fine, Farica.” Wick gently patted her on the cheek. “I promise you.”  
 
    Justice looked at his mate. He’d never heard him use the word promise before. It meant something to them, to their family. They kept their promises. Farica’s eyes were brimming with angry tears because she was far from sad or scared. Obeying, she moved to stand with the other pack members.  
 
    Justice stepped back and fell in line with his brothers. They were all watching with fascination… knowing who was about to show up. He put his arm around his baby sister, keeping her assured with his own peace.  
 
    Wick stood several feet away; his hands were steepled in front of his stomach as he addressed everyone that stood behind the untrue alpha. He was speaking to all the men of Mikel’s pack and his own as well, his mate’s voice was assertive. “I accept the challenge under a few conditions.” 
 
    “Speak them.” She bared her long canines.  
 
    “After I win you and your mate will both submit to mine and surrender peacefully. You will also accept whatever discipline he deems fair and just,” Wick said just as calmly as if he were amongst friends discussing the weather and not in front of a venomous shifter, dying to claw him to pieces.  
 
    She laughed a witch’s cackle. “Sure. Whatever.” 
 
    Wick smirked and stepped back, removing his coat. Henry flashed forward and retrieved Wick’s jacket, pants and shoes. When he stood in nothing but his black wife-beater and a pair of black boxer briefs, he turned Henry around and made sure he was back behind Ramon before he moved into a makeshift circle that the pack had already begun to form. 
 
    Justice felt the fear and dread rolling off Mikel’s pack. They were terrified. For him and Wick. They’d just met, and his mate was already winning over the shifters, they liked him and believed he was good for their alpha. He wished he could soothe them, but nothing he pushed towards them would make them feel good about the alpha-mate fighting another shifter.  
 
    The rebel alpha massaged his mate’s shoulders while she shook out her arms, like this was a pay-per-view fight. Her confidence was clear, if not by her posturing, then the smug-ass grin was a dead giveaway.  
 
    Wick stepped forward and waved his hand at her to indicate that he was ready.  
 
    She grinned evilly, circling around to the right, her hands outstretched, two-inch dirty brown claws flexed dangerously with each of her cautious steps. Justice could tell she was a fighter. Maybe even taught by her own mate… so was his.  
 
    She swiped once at Wick, and he dodged it easily. She tried a combo next, swinging at Wick’s throat, following it immediately with a strike towards his stomach. Wick used his flash speed, appearing behind her; he reared up and kicked her hard in her back, sending her flying across the ground, skidding to a stop a few feet from her mate. 
 
    The man showed Wick a nice pair of canines. Wick flicked him off and called back out to her. “You going to give me a challenge, bitch, or not?” 
 
    Mac’s laugh was heard clear up the mountain.  
 
    She stood up and screamed, banshee-like and shifted into a sandy brown wolf. Another round of gasps, shrieks, and concerned cries were made by Mikel’s pack. Her big mate reared back and laughed like the battle was won. Justice could still feel Wick was unruffled and had a firm handle on his beast. The big she-alpha used every intimidating trick a wolf had to make its opponent back down and submit. Wick watched her like a person watched a golf tournament. Bored and completely unaffected. When her final growl fell short, she crouched and flattened her ears to her head. Like a rabid animal, she charged at his mate ready to do some damage. Right as she lunged, a violent boom resounded, sending everyone ducking except Justice and his three brothers. Even the traitorous alpha was crouched down, looking up at the sky for an answer.  
 
    Farica’s wild scream brought everyone’s eyes back to the ground. Back to the massive white and black striped tiger towering over the Amazonian woman. Wick shook out his fur and stalked forward until he was practically standing on top of her, death glaring at her through ice blue eyes. He ducked his huge head, putting his dark black nose close to hers. Wick let go a roar that quaked the ground and shook the leaves in the trees. A paralyzing thunder. A debilitating sound, meant to level his enemy.  
 
    The alpha-bitch whined and pissed herself as she scurried on her belly, trying to get back to her mate. Wick growled and clamped his jaw over the back of her neck. She howled loudly, crying out to her partner, but even he was crippled with fear. He stood worthlessly and watched as Wick forced his mate into submission. He gave her a weak shake, that was still enough to send her flinging about like a ragdoll. When Wick released her, she rolled over on her back, keeping her eyes safely away from Wick’s glacial blue ones. Curling in on herself, she tucked her tail between her legs and whined for mercy.  
 
    Justice stepped forward, addressing the rebel alpha and the rest of his frightened pack. “Is there anyone else that wishes to challenge my mate?!” Justice yelled out.  
 
    No one stepped forward, the rest of the rebellion ducking down and submitting to Wick as he haunted the edges of the circle. His floating shoulders making his gait look terrifying, like he was ready to leap and ambush at any time.  
 
    Justice heard them before he saw the continuous line of black sedans driving up the long winding road. The lead car had to curve around the house and back up to the tree line to make enough room for them all to park.  
 
    Wick shifted and walked back over to Justice. He didn’t stop until he was in his arms. Touching their foreheads together, Justice held the back of Wick’s neck, rubbing his thick thumb over his mark. “I’ve never been prouder in my life.”  
 
    Justice held Wick while Mikel’s enforcers rounded up the rebel pack to get them isolated and in restraints so they couldn’t shift and take off.  
 
    “We still have to get rid of the headquarters or else they’ll just find some more shifters to buy and corrupt. I’m sorry you had to lose so many, Justice.” Wick tried to comfort him and he appreciated it. “My soldiers will get it done for you.” 
 
    Justice watched the shifters cower and whimper as they were herded in a single file line to the far eastern section of the land where Mikel kept his isolation rooms. It was devastating for Justice and his wolf to have to discipline them so harshly, but it was for the best. 
 
    The field was just about clear and more of Mikel’s pack were being let back out of their homes. The lead car’s driver side door opened and a man dressed in a classic black suit – Justice wondered if it was some type of uniform – nodded respectfully at Wick and opened the rear passenger door.  
 
    The driver stood tall and bellowed in a dramatic English accent. “The Lord High! Belleron Liatos.” 
 
    “He always did love to make a grand entrance,” Wick murmured, chuckling lightly. 
 
    “That he has,” Henry agreed, quickly helping Wick back into his clothes now that the women and some of the older pups were back out.  
 
    Justice couldn’t take his eyes off the theatrical arrival. All he saw was a shiny, silver-tipped black shoe touch the ground right before the Lord High emerged. He commanded attention; there was no doubt about it. He had strong features, sharp cheeks, a Roman nose and eyes the color of slate. He was pale, but not as light as most vampires. His hair was what made many of the girls sigh with amazement… and appreciation. A waist-length, full, jet-black mane with a stark silver streak along the right side.  
 
    He moved like he walked on water. Smooth and flowing with one hand tucked in his pocket and the other swinging coolly at his side. His hair blew behind him with the breeze one second, only to fall perfectly into place the next.  
 
    As if it’d been rehearsed a million times, all the doors to the remaining vehicles opened and the vampires – each dressed impeccably despite having just flown transatlantic – got out and fell in seamless rows behind the ninety-nine-year-old vampire they called… Belleron.  
 
    As he approached, Wick’s smile got brighter and so did his friend’s. Sparkling white teeth that caught the flickers of the torches the closer he got. The others stopped a few feet from them but Belleron didn’t until he was cradled tightly in Wick’s arms.  
 
    He pulled back, looking deeply into Wick’s eyes. “I knew your beast would be incomparable, your majesty,” he said in a tranquil voice, void of any accent.  
 
    “Brown nosing so soon.” Wick beamed.  
 
    Belleron carefully touched Wick’s cheek on the side opposite of that which held Justice’s mark. Wick grabbed him and pulled him back to him, rubbing him comfortingly on his back. Justice remembered that Wick’s best friend was the only one he’d confided in about the mysterious being inside him. He was Wick’s second and most trusted. Justice had no reason to be jealous of him. The man had years to have put the moves on Wick. So the warning growl that pierced the air had Justice just as confused as the others.  
 
    Everyone turned to face him since it was his true mate in the arms of another. Justice heard Mac call out to Alek but it was too late. His brother barged past him and yanked the longhaired vampire out of Wick’s arms. Captain Ramon moved to intercede but Belleron waved him off, staring Alek in his eyes.  
 
    “What the heck is he doing?” Justice asked Mac. 
 
    “Hell if I know,” Mac answered. 
 
    Alek was so close he could have flicked his tongue out and brushed the vampire’s cheek as he inhaled him everywhere. Shit, they were all intrigued by their new guests but Alek was taking it to a whole other level. Justice stepped forward, but it was too late. Without any kind of introduction or courting, his brother licked Belleron’s neck, just above his collarbone, then sank his canines in deep.  
 
    “Fuck!” Mac yelled as they raced to pull Alek off. 
 
    Belleron had a vise grip on Alek’s broad shoulders. A furious hiss could be heard through the vampire’s fangs, like he was angry, but his head was tilted, baring his throat… taking the claiming.  
 
    “Let him go!” Justice hollered, pushing enough energy at his brother to break his mate-craze.  
 
    Alek stumbled back until he bumped into Justice. He looked so disordered and ashamed that it broke Justice’s heart. “Alek, inside, now.”  
 
    Without another look at Belleron – Henry now held a cloth to his neck – Alek walked away.  
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    “Bell, are you okay?” Wick asked his friend again.  
 
    “That was some welcome, Chadwick. Next time a goddamn fruit basket will suffice.” Belleron stared at his reflection in the mirror. The bite mark looked angry and tender. Alek had yanked away before he properly closed it. 
 
    “It should heal mostly, but—” Wick went to raise his hand. 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” Belleron hissed.  
 
    Wick cocked his head to the side. “I would never.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. This is just. It’s um. My word, I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    “He’s your Beloved.” 
 
    “I suppose he is.” 
 
    “Alek is a good man, Bell. He stood by me when Justice had to fight Erman and he’s nothing but supportive of his family, his packs.” Wick paced slowly. “I’ve only known them a short while. I wish could give you a better explanation of why he behaved that way.” 
 
    They could hear Justice and his brothers’ loud voices carrying through Mikel’s home directly to the study where he and Bell were.  
 
    “It sounds like Justice isn’t going easy on him,” Wick stated the obvious. 
 
    “You’ve more than filled me in with what’s going on during our chats, but you failed to mention exactly how the claiming is done. I thought there was at least a hello before my life becomes permanently cemented to him.”  
 
    “Yes, usually. Shifters scent their mates before we can identify our Beloveds. But there is a period of courtship, albeit minimal.” 
 
    “I picked up on his scent as soon as he advanced on me. Then, I was struck stupid. He was… he’s so beautiful….” 
 
    All chatter and communication through the house came to an immediate halt as Bell continued to marvel over Alek, despite what he’d just done. That was a true mate.  
 
    “So strong, and he smelled… he smelled like the widow Bradley’s wild berry farm.” Bell chuckled. “You remember how we used to get in trouble sneaking in there at two in the morning.” 
 
    “I do.” Wick smiled fondly. “Couldn’t eat them, but we loved smelling like the sweet perfume it left all over us.” 
 
    “Just like that. I wanted that scent all over me again. He smelled wild, sweet, and little bit dangerous,” Bell said wistfully. They were in a house full of shifters, everything being said was being heard throughout. “I couldn’t’ve stopped him if I wanted to. And I didn’t want to, Wick. I didn’t want him to stop him, either.” Bell pointed at the closed door. 
 
    On cue, his captain tapped twice then opened the door. “The convoy is gone. They’re settling in at the Sparks coven. I told them to stay put, I’d be back with instructions for completing the final part of the mission tomorrow.” 
 
    Wick agreed with Ramon’s decisions before he gave a few commands of his own. “Well done, Captain. I want you to oversee the operation alone.”  
 
    Ramon and Bell both gave Wick confused looks.  
 
    “You’re more than capable of handling it and you have enough manpower to complete the job safely. Belleron will be unavailable the rest of the weekend, while he bonds with his Beloved.” 
 
    “Of course. I will report back when it’s done.” Ramon told Bell congratulations before closing the door behind him.  
 
    “I didn’t come all the way here for time off. I have a job to do, Wick. After all you’ve told me and especially after what I just witnessed, there’s no time for dawdling. You want to create, implement, and enforce new laws regarding unbefitting behavior with shifters, you need a new Lord Protector appointed, and a bigger army… how am I to help you do any of that if you sit me on the bench?” 
 
    Wick busted out laughing. “I can’t believe you still say dawdling.” 
 
    Belleron stopped and eyed Wick like he hadn’t known him practically his whole existence. “Who are you and what have you done with my friend?” 
 
    Wick came over and placed both hands on Bell’s cheeks. “I’m in love. It’s an amazing thing. A wondrous thing. Something we’ve been denied for no apparent reason.” Wick shook his head. “If you’d arrived a half second earlier, you would’ve seen Henry dancing.” 
 
    Bell jerked his head back.  
 
    “Yes. You heard me.” Wick nodded towards the door. “Don’t be afraid of being fated to an alpha. He can take you on a ride you never thought possible.” 
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    “Well I guess he’s not as mad as we thought,” Justice said, still standing in front of his brother as they listened shamelessly to Bell describe his impression of Alek. 
 
    “Then he’s the nicest person in the world, because I would’ve knocked your fuckin’ block off,” Mac growled.  
 
    “Oh yeah. I’d like to see you try.” Alek squared off with his brother.  
 
    Justice and Taleb rolled their eyes and moved in to push them apart. None of them ever put their hands on the other, but when it came to true mates, Alek’s wolf seemed to be acting without his consent.  
 
    “I lost control. My wolf saw him and wanted him. He refused to wait.” Alek ran his hands through his messy, deep brown hair. “Shit.” 
 
    “Shit is right.” Mac stormed away. 
 
    Alek threw his hands up.  
 
    “You can’t blame him. This is a problem, Alek. After what you did, how are the vampires supposed to trust us? We can’t act like savage Neanderthals and never expect any kind of retaliation from them,” Taleb explained rationally. “Wick is doing his best to smooth things over, but the evidence was there. We look like we can’t control ourselves, especially our animals.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Justice stood. “You owe him a sincere apology.” 
 
    Alek looked like he’d rather be thrown in isolation with the defiant alpha than go back and face Belleron.  
 
    Justice walked in front of his brother, leading them down the hall to the study. Alek trudged slowly as though blindfolded, walking the ship’s plank. Justice went in before Alek to be sure the vampire didn’t react first and ask questions later. Everything seemed fine, and Belleron’s composure was comparable to Wick’s. At that moment, it was good that vampires weren’t known for over-dramatizing. 
 
    He was sitting on the camel leather couch with one leg crossed over the other. He was long and slim, his fingers resting gracefully over his knee. Most of his long hair was behind him but some of it was over his right shoulder, including that long silver streak.  
 
    Wick introduced Justice properly, then the rest of his brothers. Mac was standing behind Alek now, with one hand on his shoulder since it looked like he might tip over without the support.  
 
    Justice gestured to Alek. “Allow me to formally introduce you to—” 
 
    “My Belove.” Bell interrupted Justice, easing himself off the couch without so much as a squeak from the leather and came to stand brazenly in front of Alek. His brother looked just as stunned as he had out on the lawn an hour ago. Maybe it was the vampire’s voice, because it was a sound only heard in the sexiest dream fantasies. Or perhaps it was his appearance in total. To say Bell looked like the modern-day vampire was a gross understatement. If Christian Dior’s brand was looking to start a vampire collection of designer suits, Belleron Liatos would be his first choice as a model. To Justice, there was no one as amazing and beautiful as Wick, but damn if Bell didn’t put the rest of the species to shame. 
 
    “I can’t apologize enough for—”  
 
    Belleron cut Justice off again. He didn’t appear to be doing it to be rude; he looked as if he was only interested in what Alek had to say. “No apologies, Alpha.” Bell stepped even closer to Alek, his voice a melodic whisper. “You have some bite, Beloved. Perhaps, you’ll allow me to show you mine as well… soon.”  
 
    Bell elegantly brushed past Alek, a subtle placement of his scent on Alek’s arm before he walked out the door. The act alone voiced Bell’s forgiveness.  
 
    “Where’s he going?” Alek growled, clenching his fists at his sides. 
 
    Justice couldn’t believe the fragile grip his brother had on his mate-lust. He couldn’t let a repeat happen. Bell had every right to take some space to contemplate what’d just happened. His life would never again be as he knew it. Alek had to be respectful and give him at least twenty-four hours to think. Justice understood that feeling. He’d felt the pain and discontent of his animal when he’d been away from his mate in the beginning, but he’d appreciated Wick’s patience.  
 
    Their brother was right. They didn’t want the vampires to be nervous around them. No doubt, Taleb was thinking about the sweet and shy Chamber Lord that he’d slow-danced closely with in front of their entire pack. They weren’t true mates, but that didn’t matter at all. When there was a strong connection, all on its own… that was enough. 
 
    “He’s not upset, Aleksei. But he can overanalyze a situation. Let him get back to our base coven for now and do his job, then he’ll be able to think rationally about your mating,” Wick told Alek. 
 
    “You will not go to him,” Justice told his brother. It wasn’t a request, it was an order from his alpha. “You will give him the space he wants. You will respect his wishes.” 
 
    Alek tightened his jaw and clenched his fists. His nod of acceptance was stiff but it was there. Moisture built up in the corners of his eyes, and a cloak of dread washed over his face. Justice’s wolf whined for his brother. He pulled Alek’s thick body into his for a tight hug. “You’re gonna be okay. This is good, you’ll see. He’s already in love with you, bro. Just give him a minute. He can’t stay away long.” Justice ached to console him.  
 
    “He’ll need to feed, and now he can only drink from you,” Wick said softly. “You do understand that.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alek said longingly, turning to leave. “There’s nothing I would deny him.” 
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    “I think we’ve far over-stayed our welcome, Alpha, but on behalf of myself and my pack, I humbly thank you for your hospitality.” Justice shook Mikel’s hand and pulled him in for a one-armed hug, patting his back affectionately. 
 
    “You and your family are welcome anytime, Justice. We mean that.” Mikel stepped back in front of his betas.  
 
    Wick gave Mikel a firm shake as well. “It’s been a pleasure.” 
 
    “This isn’t goodbye, Alpha-mate. This is only the beginning.” Mikel turned an impish grin at Justice. “This one visits more than in-laws.” 
 
    “Next time, I’ll make it an even six months; see how you like that visit.” Justice laughed. 
 
    Everyone joined in on the farewell, safe travels, and well wishes. Justice hated to say goodbye whenever he spent time with his shifters, but he couldn’t wait to get his mate back home and in his bed, either.  
 
    There was still so much more to do. The work of an alpha and a king was never done.  
 
    Wick’s soldiers were set to hit the facility this evening during the graveyard shift. Justice wanted as few human causalities as possible. They were no longer focused on politics and abiding by human law… he was operating by pack law. Justice would defend his shifters by any means. Those scientists were operating independently from any governmental agency and probably illegally. Now, more than ever, Justice was determined to wipe them all out. He and his brother had mates to consider.  
 
    The pack waved goodbye, while their two RVs and long trail of SUVs drove off.  
 
    “They are probably relieved to go back to some normality.” Wick kept waving as they drove past, like they were the royal couple. “They look sorry to see us go, but thankful, too.”  
 
    “Isn’t that with all visitors?” Justice squeezed Wick’s hand. 
 
    “I suppose. We don’t call it visiting. When I meet with covens, it’s for business, never pleasure. Visiting is reserved for people you actually care to see.” Wick turned dark eyes on him. “No one likes to see me coming.” 
 
    “I certainly do.” Justice turned Wick’s mouth to his and kissed him slowly. “Things are going to change, baby. I promise.” 
 
    They rode in silence for a long time. Wick seemed content to ride and enjoy the scenery now, but it hadn’t been pretty explaining to his mate that Justice didn’t fly and yes, they’d be driving the entire twenty-five hundred miles back to the east coast. He thought Wick was going to have a conniption when he told him that his pack didn’t fly anywhere. Justice didn’t own those big RVs for nothing. He’d explained that their animals didn’t do well up in the air, confined inside a tin can.  
 
    Wick agreed to allow Bell to fly the rest of the court to Maine while the captain and a majority of Wick’s army stayed behind tonight to finish their job. They’d level the research facility and be on the first jet to join them tomorrow. It was the best compromise. When Wick saw the RV’s accommodations, he didn’t mind settling in the master bed compartment with Justice to help pass the long hours.  
 
    Justice laid there with his mate in his arms while one of his three drivers navigated through a terrible storm in South Dakota. By the time they got to New Hampshire on Monday afternoon, all of them were done with traveling and could use a few days apart. There was no better ultimate test of a man’s restraint than being trapped in a vehicle with Mac and his pranks for two straight days and not killing him. Justice would have to remember to pay his drivers a bonus this month for getting them back home in record time.  
 
    Wick waited for Justice to come out of the bathroom so he could go in next. The RV was nice, but the shower barely fit one. He wasn’t worried. He couldn’t wait for Wick to see his master bath. The Jacuzzi tub was calling him and his cramping muscles. Justice had a basic salary as the AZ but he wasn’t into materialism, so he saved well. Most of the renovations on his log-home were done by him and his brothers, same for their homes, that all sat on the same piece of land.  
 
    The driver eased the RV into the big carport at the north side of his property. It was dark and quiet, having been desolate for so long. Justice had pack that watched the grounds but they didn’t live there. There were quite a few vehicles parked, including Justice’s four-by-four, Mac’s Harley, and Taleb’s smart car. He saw a couple sedans with blacked-out windows parked in front of his house and he assumed it was Bell and his guards. Justice breathed a sigh that Bell didn’t hesitate to come right over. Alek was still beside himself with guilt and shame. He hadn’t shown himself much, choosing to stay closed in his bunk with his laptop or a book. He only came out to eat and stretch at rest stops. When Justice offered him a quick run in Vermont, he’d been shocked when his brother said no. He was worried for Alek’s sanity. He hadn’t let his wolf out since he claimed his mate. That was two-and-a-half days ago. 
 
    They all filed off the bus one by one. Each of them staring up at the white-capped mountains, breathing in the cool, crisp air around them. The weather was bitter and the sky was gray… snow. Justice draped his arms over Wick’s shoulders and breathed in his mate’s scent, combining with the nostalgic scents of his home. The coolness was already settling in his bones and easing him. 
 
    It was night, but they had no problem seeing how gorgeous the landscape was. So different from the warm, dry Nevada climate. The oohs and ahhs at being home after so long were comical. Justice told his small pack and family to go home and get some much-deserved rest.  
 
    “This has been one long, crazy, unexpected trip,” Justice called out, his voice even more impressive on his own land. “I couldn’t have done it without each and every one of you. We accomplished so much. The packs are celebrating our triumph. The rogue pack is eliminated and so is the facility they were using to replicate our DNA, thanks to Wick’s foot soldiers. They were in and out with zero casualties. Even rescued nine shifters and two vampires.” 
 
    Cheers and applause were loud and long. Justice hadn’t been expecting rescues either, but when Ramon reported them, Farica hurried to make arrangements for the shifters to be transported to Mikel’s land so they could be properly checked by the pack’s physicians. Neither Justice nor Wick could shake the idea that there may be more facilities. Their organization seemed too well funded to only have one. They’d find them all, he swore to his family.  
 
    “I love you all. Rest up. We’ll start back on Monday, bright and early.” Justice accepted a few more hugs and congratulatory kisses, then led Wick towards his home. His one-story, log, ranch-style house was in the middle of his fifteen acres. His brother’s homes were nearby, yet still far enough away to give them all a sense of privacy. Justice heard each sibling return his sentiment… except Alek. His brother was gone, probably already in his house with the door shut tight behind him.  
 
    Justice opened his door and pushed it wide, gesturing for Wick to enter. “Your majesty.”  
 
    “Very cheeky.” Wick pecked him on his mouth and walked by him.  
 
    He tried to see his home through Wick’s eyes. His oversized, well-used furniture, all positioned in a semi-circle for meetings. His coffee table was an enormous General Grant tree-trunk he’d hauled all the way from Grant Grove in California years ago. He’d done all the work on it himself; his brothers constantly put in bids for it, but he’d never let it go. He didn’t have a lot of possessions, but what he did have was nice and handsome. Except his eighty-inch television and surround sound system… that was sexy. Wick walked into the spacious kitchen, smiling back at him.  
 
    “I like the openness. I’ve seen so many homes that have just as many doors upstairs as they do downstairs.” Wick spun around. “There is only a downstairs.” 
 
    Justice pointed down a dark hall. “There’s two bedrooms. The entire back is my bedroom and there’s a decent guest room off the garage with its own bath.” Justice looked out the window. “Bell is still talking with Mac and Taleb. When he comes in, I’ll tell him he’s welcome to stay here with us until he settles.” Hopefully at Alek’s. “You haven’t seen him in months, I’m sure you don’t want him staying in the city with the others. He’s your second, he should be close.” 
 
    “You’re amazing.” Wick hugged Justice, pulling him close for a searing kiss. “It’s been two days. He looks fine on the outside, but I know how it feels to crave the taste of your Beloved and be denied.” 
 
    Justice winced, remembering the twenty-four hours of hell he’d put them through. “He only has to go to him.” 
 
    “He will.” Wick turned Justice’s face away from the large window that overlooked his land. “What I need is a good run, my final meal, and a hard shag to make me sleep the rest of the weekend.” 
 
    Justice groaned and ground himself against Wick. “Already got you talking like an American. I can manage all that and more.” 
 
    “I know.” Wick sighed and rubbed his cheek against Justice’s scruffy one. He was back to wolfing it again, not bothering to shave the entire trip home. “I love you.” 
 
    Justice intensified the kiss, biting and moaning the longer he did. “I love you more.” He inched back, slowly removing his sweats and t-shirt. “I’ll race you. First one to the Saco River is the real alpha,” Justice taunted.  
 
    He reared back and laughed, enjoying the strong-willed determination that transformed Wick’s loving smile to a predatory one. His grin was toothy and devious. Wick peeled out of his clothes, not caring if the window was wide open and people were still lingering outside. His mate was becoming a true shifter. With one last look, they chuckled and took off for the door, Justice grabbing Wick before he could leap off the steps and jumped in front of him.  
 
    “Bloody cheater!” Wick yelled right before he shifted to his big beast and flashed after Justice’s white wolf.  
 
    “Hey you two!” Mac yelled. Justice heard his brothers’ hearty laughs as they shifted and chased after them. It wasn’t long before a few others had joined in. Their howls and roars could be heard for miles. It was great to be home and it was evident his pack was as happy, too. Justice led his mate and his pack through the mountains to the refreshing river. Eight or nine wolves trotted over and drank beside them. He guessed his pack had a resurgence of energy.  
 
    When they were done eating and drinking, more tussling and wrestling began when Mac called himself the real alpha. Justice jumped out of the pile and dropped down next to the big tiger watching over the group with a caring and keen eye. Justice burrowed against his mate, turning to lick his dark nose, his cheek, rubbing anywhere he could leave his scent. One by one, the wolves came over and brushed against them both before running off. Justice accepted his brothers’ warmth and grazes against his flank, all of them feeling the absence of Alek. Mac whined against Justice’s cheek, rubbing him affectionately. 
 
    “He’s going to be okay, Macauley,” Justice assured his brother, sending him on his way. 
 
    “He will be okay, Justice,” Wick said. “Bell is a good man, too. He’ll do what’s right.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Wick stood and stretched his long back, shaking his thick fur again. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    “Damn, I love the way that sounds,” Justice answered.  
 
    “You’ll hear it forever.” Wick rubbed against him as they walked.  
 
    “There’s so much more to be done. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    Wick’s dedication flowed through their bond. “I know. I’m right here with you. All the way.” 
 
    A gust of cool wind blew through their fur, as a soft, gentle hand caressed their backs as they moved. They turned their heads towards each other, both having felt it.  
 
    “Was that… was that your mom?” 
 
    Justice couldn’t nod. Instead, he flooded his mate with all the happiness and emotion he felt from his mom’s touch. “It was her.” 
 
    Justice took his vampire mate home. 
 
      
 
    The End… for now. 
 
    Continue reading…  
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    Prophesy II 
 
    Aleksei ‘Alek’ Volkov 
 
    & 
 
    The Lord High – Belleron ‘Bell’ Liatos 
 
      
 
    Alek 
 
    Alek was sitting on the edge of his bed, drying his hair with a thick blue towel. He’d showered on the RV, but he decided to take another since it was the only place in his home that would drown out the outside noise. The sounds of his big brother and his mate leading the pack on a spontaneous night run to celebrate their first evening home. They were all having a ball and Alek yearned to join them. His brothers howled somberly to him but his wolf ignored them. He was curled up in the corner, his wolf sad and despondent over its mate. Alek and his weakness had fucked up everything. He should’ve controlled the situation. 
 
    Usually when he came home, he couldn’t wait to kick back and relax in his sanctuary. He’d either work on rebuilding his classic Impala in his garage, or busy himself with projects around his house. Right now, he wasn’t in the mood for any of the things he enjoyed. He wasn’t in the mood for gratification. The thought of that word made him think of Bell. What a name. Beautiful. He was beautiful.  
 
    Alek sighed in frustration for the millionth time, falling back on his bed. He should get in it and curl up under the covers and never show his face again. How could he embarrass his entire pack like that? He knew how. He’d been alone for so long. Being Justice’s second was never light on the duties, but Alek always went above and beyond for the packs, too. Staying busy was the best way to avoid any longing feelings. The other siblings would sow their oats here and there but Alek was always at Justice’s side. He’d wondered if Justice felt the same yearning for companionship as he did, but his brother never mentioned it, so he didn’t, either. He was born to be a leader, selfless, and always putting others first.  
 
    But, God help him, he didn’t want to be alone. Sure, he was who he was. He took care of everyone else’s problems. However, when he came home at night, who was there to care for him? Who would he vent about his day with? Who could he hold and comfort in his own bed? Alek had wanted something that was all his own for so long, that when his wolf recognized his mate, he didn’t wait, he took it.  
 
    I took it. And ruined everything.  
 
    Alek barely had the will to pull his sheets back on his king-sized bed. Leaving the towel tight around his waist, he turned to crawl under the covers when he heard faint breaths… breaths inside his home. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, warning him the way a spider was warned when something disturbed its web. It wasn’t easy to sneak up on a shifter, it’s damn near impossible. Unless you’re a mature vampire and can shield your scent. 
 
    Alek got up, his bare feet not making a sound on the hardwood floor. He didn’t bother with grabbing a weapon; he was the weapon. He lifted his nose again but he smelled nothing. Fuck. He hoped it was Bell, but he wouldn’t run out there blind and encounter a real enemy. He wasn’t a fool. He understood he might be on the vampires’ most wanted list for attacking the second highest-ranking vampire in the world.  
 
    The house was dark except for the natural illumination coming through his skylights. He didn’t need artificial lights to see. Alek’s knees almost buckled when he got to the end of the hall where his home opened up into one large space. There he was standing with his back to him, in front of one of Alek’s enclosed bookcases he’d built into the cedar logs. It was his favorite renovation. Bell was touching his personal things. Smoothing his long, satiny fingers over Alek’s favorite thriller novels, his mementos he’d picked up during his travels, and his family photos. All the things that were important to him, Bell was touching. Leaving his scent all over them. Alek’s wolf perked up.  
 
    “I assume I can drop my shield now,” Bell said quietly. His voice so soft and harmonious. “Wasn’t sure what to expect. I’ve never been in a shifter’s home. But, then again… you’re not just any shifter.” 
 
    “You’re welcome here. Most of all you’re safe.” Alek said roughly. He was using all his energy to stay put and not leap over his sectional and plaster himself to Bell’s back.  
 
    Alek immediately felt when Bell dropped all his defenses. His amazing scent quickly flooded Alek’s home, then reached his nose. It was a smell that reminded him of everything he loved. Nature. His mate smelled like lemongrass after a morning rain. Alek lifted his head and inhaled deeply, mentally taking all he could. He anxiously moved from foot to foot but he didn’t advance.  
 
    Bell continued to walk and survey his home, those pointed, silver-tipped boots making a provocative clacking sound on his floor. Alek’s eyes tracked every methodical step. Nothing was missed. Alek memorized Bell from his feet to the top of his stunning head. Speaking of. He wanted to run his fingers through all that gorgeous hair. More hair then he’d ever seen on a man. It worked for the striking vampire, even the long white streak that seemed to catch the moonlight at just the right times. Alek was hard as blown glass. His cock tented the terry-cloth material that covered it. He couldn’t be embarrassed over his arousal for his mate. Not when he was so happy that he’d come to him.  
 
    Alek’s eyes dropped down to Bell’s tight, round ass in those tailored charcoal slacks. He insistently licked his lips. He had a vision of folding the sexy man over his La-Z-Boy and burying his face deep between those— 
 
    “You have wicked thoughts, Belove.” Bell’s voice wasn’t as sugary as it was before, having taken on a sultry edge. 
 
    Again, Alek wouldn’t be ashamed at how much he wanted his mate. He had a lot more wicked visions to add to that one. Having been stuck on that RV for two-and-a-half days, he’d had nothing but time to let his imagination soar. “I’m glad you came, Bell.” 
 
    “I like the way it sounds when you say my name, Aleksei.” 
 
    “Me too,” Alek said. 
 
    Bell turned to face him fully. His classically handsome face and those thick, ivory lips, were begging for Alek’s kisses. He swallowed a boulder of impatience, watching his mate cautiously. Looking for any sign that he was truly forgiven for being a jerk and for ruining their mating. Then, he was looking for any indication that he could put his hands back on him. He saw the vampire’s nostrils flare.  
 
    “You smell heavenly.” Bell’s steamy groan made Alek’s cock leak. “Mouthwatering.” 
 
    Alek’s eyes widened. His mate was starving. He hadn’t fed in two days, going on three. No sooner had he thought of nourishing his mate, his blood felt like it was pumping harder and faster. He took a deep breath and tried to calm his racing heart, but it wasn’t working. Alek’s breaths got shorter, quicker, until he felt like he was going to have a heart attack. He looked down at his rapidly rising chest. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Wick told me about this.”  
 
    Alek jolted his head up in surprise; his mate was standing less than an inch away. His eyes searching all over him, his nose running along his throat, like Alek did to him on Mikel’s lawn. “You’re able to produce enough blood to feed me.” Bell’s skin was silky against his. “I’ll warn you now. I have an insatiable appetite.” 
 
    “I want you to bite me,” Alek gritted out. Bell’s voice was making his balls ache and throb along with the blood rushing in his veins. The feeling wasn’t painful, he sort of felt like he did when he ate entirely too much food and thought he’d burst. His blood thrummed so loudly he could hear it himself. He could feel Bell’s hunger and his wolf was wanting Alek to fix it, make his mate whole and satisfied.  
 
    “Touch me. Control me,” Bell hissed. “I am fated to an alpha… show me what that means.” 
 
    He didn’t need any more permission than that. Alek growled, wrapping one arm securely around Bell’s narrow waist, while the other he tangled in the long mane. It felt as luxurious as it looked. Alek buried his nose behind Bell’s ear, rubbing his lips along the fine hairs there. He caught the scent of tea tree and lavender mint. Alek pulled Bell so tight against him, not even the wind could fit between them.  
 
    Bell grunted at Alek’s strength, falling pliant in his arms. So Perfect.  
 
    “I owe you an apology,” Alek whispered against the shell of Bell’s ear. His mate was quiet. “I should’ve never done that to you. You deserved more, better than what I gave you. I’m better than that, I promise you. I can make it better. I… god help me… I saw you, and I lost my mind… and that was all before I even smelled you. I knew you were mine at first glance. The moment you stepped out of that expensive car, I knew.” 
 
    With the tight grip Alek had on his hair, Bell was only able to lean back just enough to look in Alek’s eyes. “I’m not mad about the claiming. It’s why I let it happen. You may be an alpha but I’m no one to push around, either. If I didn’t want it, it wouldn’t’ve happened. I’m only disappointed because you denied me my chance to claim you before you walked away. I thought maybe—” 
 
    “What?” Alek massaged Bell’s scalp, feeling his trepidation.  
 
    “I thought maybe you were expecting me to be able to do what Wick can. I felt your discontent after you claimed me. I can’t shift into anything, Aleksei. No other vampire can, I’m sure of it,” Bell confessed. 
 
    Alek shook his head. He couldn’t believe how much damage he’d actually done. Now he had his mate doubting his feelings. “I walked away because Justice – my alpha – demanded it. He didn’t want your army to attack us, so he had to get me off you.” 
 
    “They’ll only attack when ordered,” Bell said confidently. “So you don’t want a shifter as a mate?” 
 
    “My wolf could never handle that kind of competition. I’m relieved you can’t shift into some other alpha animal. Justice’s wolf has always been different. I don’t know how he does what he does,” Alek whispered. “I’m not my brother and you’re not Wick… nor do I want us to be.” 
 
    “Give me my chance.” Bell’s mouth was against his. His words felt like delicate puffs of breath, they were so close. “Let me see if my kiss affects you as greatly.” 
 
    Alek’s answer was to lean in and let Bell have his taste.  
 
    “I’ve never kissed like this before,” Bell whispered. “I’ve never touched anyone’s mouth like this.” 
 
    Alek flicked his tongue out and brushed it along Bell’s cool bottom lip. He was greedy and couldn’t resist sucking it into his mouth, moaning long and low. His mate’s sexy mouth was made for kissing. Thick lips that were soft, willing, and meant to do obscene things. 
 
    “I’ll be your first.” Alek showed Bell the magical intimacy of kissing. The care and tenderness of exploring your mate’s flavor. Alek made sure to take his time. He infused all the desire and craving that he could into it. It’d been a while for him as well, but he knew how to make this good.  
 
    His mate’s taste was exclusive to him. He’d never encountered any being that smelled or tasted like Bell. He was a mixture of nationalities that Alek couldn’t place with one kiss and a partial claim. Justice was the master at that trick, not him.  
 
    “I like this. Your strong arms around me, while you give me your delicate kiss with your warm tongue.” Bell began to rock his hips against him, and Alek felt his mate’s stiff sex pressing desperately against his own. He knew he had to get horizontal soon or else they’d both be on the hardwood floor. He wouldn’t dare think of it.  
 
    They stared at each other for a long time. He felt Bell’s fingers dancing inside his own, then he lifted his open palm up to his mouth. Alek didn’t know what his mate was doing but he let him have his way. Alek’s mouth dropped open when he felt heated breath against the sensitive skin over his wrist. His hand tingled and pulsed in Bell’s grip. It felt like all his blood was rushing to the one place he held, gravitating wherever Bell told it to. Yes. Alek leaned back against the wall, pulling Bell with him. 
 
    Bell manipulated Alek’s hand. Using his calloused palm to rub along his velvety cheek, before bringing it back to his soft lips and kissing the pads of his fingertips. Alek’s breathing kicked into second gear and his cock threatened to stab clear through Bell’s stomach the moment he saw the vampire’s fangs. He was about to tilt his head for the bite but Bell had another idea.  
 
    He mouthed and licked at Bell’s wrist like he was prepping the area. Alek’s eyes fluttered when he saw Bell’s lips pull up and those enticing fangs bite down into his flesh. He jolted from the pleasure. Oh god, so much pleasure. Alek moaned loudly, resting his face against Bell’s hair, when he finally began to drink. Sultry sucks against his skin, each pull of his essence firmer than the last.  
 
    “You’re so warm, Beloved. Taste so amazing.” Bell’s tone was wistful in his mind, like he couldn’t believe any of this.  
 
    His mate was enjoying him; he could feel it everywhere in him.  
 
    His wolf howled inside him, telling Alek to claim his mate fully.  
 
    Alek slowly turned his mate around in his arms, while he continued to enjoy his meal. With his wrist still firmly in Bell’s mouth and his back sealed tight against Alek’s chest, he leaned in and rubbed his scruffy cheek along the back of Bell’s head. “Yes, gorgeous. I’ll give you all you need.” 
 
    Bell moaned and drank more. It was amazing that he didn’t get weaker as his mate fed, instead he got stronger. Soon, Bell did what Alek had hoped he would, he tilted his head and bared his throat to him… to his alpha… to his mate.  
 
    “Claim me.” 
 
    Alek’s cock pulsed against Bell’s ass. He gripped the vampire’s waist while he caressed his mark with his mouth, kissing it reverently before running the flat of his tongue over it repeatedly. Bathing the cool skin. “I’m going to make you so warm in my bed.”   
 
    “Please, please.” Bell pushed back against him; his begging whispers for Alek to act on that promise drove his mate-lust to a new level.  
 
    He’d do just that. He’d make it good… really good. He felt his canines push through his gums, his animal riding him close, but Alek took the reins and precisely, adoringly, bit into Bell’s flesh, at the juncture where his neck met his shoulder, bonding them for life. His mate’s rich blood flooded his mouth and coated his throat. “My beautiful mate,” Alek groaned, feeling their link strengthen into something powerful and dominant. He pushed as much positive energy, affection, and devotion as he could, making his mate fly while he fed, while he was being claimed. “Mine,” Alek’s animal growled in his mate’s mind.  
 
    “My Alpha,” Bell answered back, tilting his head further. 
 
    So perfect was Alek’s last thought as he led his mate to his bedroom.  
 
      
 
    The End… for now. 
 
    This will be a five-book series.  
 
      
 
    Alek and Bell’s story, coming soon… 
 
    Sweet Henry and Taleb’s novella, coming too… 
 
    Macauley and his imprisoned mate’s story, coming also… 
 
    Bonus Story – Alpha Mikel 
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    This book was my first MM paranormal, and I had so much damn fun writing it, I’m positive it won’t be my last.  
 
    A lot of people asked me why I went to paranormal after writing so many contemporary romances, or action-packed romances. Well, the simple answer is that I’ve read MM for so long, and have dipped into (read) just about ALL its tropes and subgenres, and paranormal is by far one of my favorites. I’ve always envied the writers that could make that fictional world so believable and exciting that it makes you feel it’s real and even want to live there. I wanted to challenge myself to step outside my comfort zone and try something different. Hell, this book/series might be an epic fail, but I tried and I put it out there for all to see and judge. All I can say is that I’ve been seeing my vampire – Wick – in my head for some time now and his story built and built until I had to put him on paper. A vampire king – I hadn’t read of many of them, so I hope you like the startup of this series.  
 
    I must start with thanking my readers who’ve been supporting me with each title, since the beginning, since Blue Moon, I love you all so so much. And to the ones just hearing of me, I hope I will meet your expectations of what you love in a book. If I don’t… please drop me a line and let me know how I can. 
 
    I want to first thank Jay Aheer (Simply Defined Art) for doing such a kick-ass job on this cover. I’m always wowed with each one she does. She never half-steps and she doesn’t quit until it’s perfect, and I appreciate that in an artist. This cover really meant a lot to me. I told Jay how important it was that the cover spoke volumes and she took that very seriously. Then she created Prophesy. Thank you, love. 
 
    Thank you, Tina Adamski (Ally Editorial Services) for again, making my scattered thoughts somewhat readable. *giggling* If my readers only knew what my raw manuscripts looked like. Tina thank you for shielding them from it. I know you had so much going on this time, but I want to let you know that it meant a lot for you to push through your situation and be there for me. It meant a lot. 
 
    Carra Saigh (Making it Happen Book Blog), thank you for doing an amazing proofreading job for me again. This is now the second book you’ve done for me and I couldn’t be happier with the results. Your keen eye and your feedback were instrumental in completing this title. Thank you so very much!  
 
    Thank you, Kathy M., (MM Book Escape) for your feedback in the beginning and your advice on setting up the characters. I took everything you recommended into great consideration and I’m sure the story benefited from it. But an extra special thank you to you, hon, for the amazing teaser graphics for this one. They are amazing! I must admit, working on these with you was one of the highlights of doing this paranormal. You did awesome work, love. Thank you for putting up with my pickiness and never complaining. With all you go through daily you were still there for me each time, staying up late, completing each one before deadline… I feel thank you isn’t enough. <3  
 
    Thank you Casey Harvel (Fancy Pants Formatting) for getting this polished and shiny like all the others. Case, we’ve worked together so long you barely need instructions anymore. You know my taste and what I like, and it’s such a pleasure working with you every single time. Always so professional and courteous. You are very comfortable working with me now, but complacency never shows in your finished product. And every time the work is flawless. You put up the absolute best with each book. Thank you.  
 
    To my dear friends Morticia Knight and TM Smith, thank you ladies for always being there for me to talk to, vent to, or simply unwind and let the BS out through our many chats. We’re friends… and I treasure that because I surely don’t have many. I have none to speak to about my passions, about MM romance. You girls are still my rock. It’s been a while since we’ve been together but I can’t wait until we all are again. Soon.  Miss you like crazy, love you. 
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    A.E. Via has been a best-selling author in the beautiful gay romance genre for four years now, but she’s no stranger to MM. She’s been an avid reader of gay lit for over fifteen years before she picked up her laptop to place her own kiss on this genre. She’s also the founder and owner of Via Star Wings Books, having published a couple great new up and coming MM authors.  
 
    A.E. has a Bachelor of Arts in Criminal Justice from Virginia Wesleyan College that she used to start her own paralegal firm after she graduated in 2008. She spent five years preparing and filing bankruptcy petitions for struggling blue collar workers who couldn’t afford to file with a lawyer. It was a rewarding and satisfying career… but another path called to me. Writing. 
 
    A.E.’s writing embodies everything from hopelessly romantic to adventure, to scandalous. Her stories often include intriguing edges and twists that take readers to new, thought-provoking depths. 
 
    Now that she’s gotten over her 10 books published hump, she’s kind of known now for her hardcore, play rough and love hard, bad boy, alphas. However, I do like to push myself to step out of my comfort zone, exploring with different tropes, but I won’t push myself into a whole other genre. I’m head over heels for gay romance and I have tons of more hot stories to tell.  
 
    Be sure to visit Adrienne on her social media pages and subscribe to her newsletter to never miss another release date! Go to A.E. Via’s official website http://authoraevia.com  for more detailed information on how to contact her, follow her, or a sneak peek on upcoming work, free reads, VSWB submissions, and where she’ll appear next. 
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