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                        A Quick Author’s Note
 
    
 
    
 
   This is Book 3 in the Charity Series. It is a collection of novellas that interweave the stories of Raven, Eli, and Wesley. It begins with Raven’s Rose which focuses solely on Raven Vanderburg and Rose Jameson (Monroe). Their story begins where it left off toward the end of Charity Rising, Charity Series Book 2. It takes place during the few months between Raven meeting Rose to the epilogue describing the birth of Charity and Levi’s triplets. You might want to go back and re-read chapters forty, forty-one, and the epilogue again to refresh your memory. 
 
   Unlike the other books I’ve written, Raven’s Rose is written in third person. I hope you enjoy the change-up. And, as always, feel free to drop by Amazon and write a review. Thanks so much.
 
   


 
   Raven’s Rose
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                     Chapter One
 
                                                                     
 
    
 
   It was extremely hard for Raven to function knowing Rose was just across the facility from where he stood now. Levi had moved Rose and her parents into the pack’s living quarters within the facility, making them part of his ever-growing family. Although Raven lived in the L Wing and Rose lived in the D Wing, having her so close was torture. There was no other word for it—simply torture—and yet it was a torture he yearned for. For so long he had walked this earth alone, grieving the love he lost so many years ago. 
 
   Rose Monroe.
 
                 He admired her spirit and spunk, and for the nineteenth century it had been a rare thing. It had been what he had loved about her most and the very thing that drew him, centuries later, to his friend, Charity, a girl he still adored, but perhaps in a different way now. 
 
   But now his hopes were alive again, and the possibility of love was just within his grasp. He could almost taste the sweetness of it—the sweetness of her. She was so much like his lost Rose, and yet, still so different.
 
                 His lost Rose; it was her tenacity that drew him in the field so long ago. He recalled the memory as if not even a day had passed. 
 
   It was a lovely, sunny day in 1867, and he was visiting his good friend, Marcus Monroe. They were taking a walk along the grounds, just passing the stables, when he spotted a horse charging toward them with the loveliest creature he had ever seen riding atop. Her thick, chocolate hair was down and messy, as if she had perhaps had some trouble of sorts. He was mesmerized by her beauty. He couldn’t have torn his eyes away even if he had to. She seemed agitated as she pulled the horse to a rearing stop and prepared to climb down unassisted. A stable boy quickly rushed to her side and tried to take hold of her waist, but in her jerky movement, he grabbed her bottom instead. The rage that had filled her eyes as she slapped his shocked face was what had sealed the deal for Raven. He was lost to the dark-haired beauty that possessed a fiery spirit rarely seen in those days. It was that sassy spirit that would haunt him for all of his days thereafter. 
 
   As he recalled her anger that day he laughed at the very memory, so fresh in his mind he could almost see the fire burning behind her deep, brown eyes—eyes that now belong to this new Rose. Was that same fire there—suppressed within, threatening to surface at any moment?
 
                 He had only just met her, this new Rose; introduced to him by the lovely Charity. Charity was the alpha female of his new wolf pack, his friend, and a girl who longed very much for his happiness.
 
                 He was now so grateful for Charity’s interference. She was happy with herself for having the matchmaking ability, but Raven was the one who was benefiting the most. Charity had no real way of knowing just what she had done for him when she tugged the young Rose beside her, and with a smile wider than he’d ever seen, introduced the new girl to him.
 
                 Raven’s dead heart began to beat again. One look at the lovely girl, a carbon copy of his lost Rose, a descendent of hers as well, and the sadness that always consumed him was gone in an instant, replaced by a flaming hope.
 
                 She saved his life—this Charity, and now he owed her everything, though she’d never accept it. He knew her well enough for that.
 
                 He chuckled to himself as his thoughts now turned to Charity and all she had been through in the past months, and finally pregnant with male triplets, of all things. She was receiving strengths from the trio that would someday birth the next alpha male of her pack—and now his pack. She kept the entire pack entertained with her latest episodes. The question, ‘what has she done now?’ was on everyone’s lips first thing every morning.
 
   Raven glanced down at the photograph in his hands, and the grin that had been on his lips fell. Even after all these years, and with his new Rose here, he still missed her. His lost Rose was looking up at him with a wondrous smile, her brown eyes wide with excitement. He remembered the exact day this photograph was taken—a sunny day in 1867. She had one chance for a good pose and was trying to sit still, but Raven was behind the old, slow photographer, making faces behind his back, causing her to laugh. The old man had backed up unexpectedly, causing Raven to lose his balance and fall on his pride. Rose had laughed just as the photographer snapped the shot. He would never forget that memory for as long as he was blessed, or cursed, to walk this earth. He had sometimes been clumsy when he was a human, something far from a characteristic now.
 
                 He would find a way to make this new Rose fall in love with him. It was something he had to do. His very existence depended upon it. He would not survive losing her again.
 
                 She was the only teenage girl in the facility—among a handful of enthusiastic, hormonal, young men—all of them just like her—a werewolf. And Raven was so very different from her kind—an enemy really. He found himself wondering if they would let her go easily. If not, he would have to fight for her, and fight he would, with everything he possessed. Losing his first Rose had almost destroyed him, turning him into a vengeful monster and someone to be feared. If he lost her again he would not survive. He would not—could not—go through that kind of pain again. He knew he was not strong enough—not anymore. Once he had his family, but now, even that was gone. He could not bring himself to regret it though. Saving Charity’s life had been well worth being ostracized by his kind. He didn’t even miss his old brides, though he did sometimes get lonely; an emotion he had never struggled with before. He could only imagine the anger his brother, Griffin, had at him for joining the werewolves—their natural enemies.
 
                 For as long as he could remember, vampires and werewolves had always been sworn enemies—destined to torture and kill one another. Now he was living among his enemies, taken in by the very ones he swore to destroy. But he was happy with them. He had been invited to be a member of the pack for choosing to save Charity. Losing his family forever was the price he had paid for making that choice. But now he knew that the choice he had made had brought him a new hope, a hope that someday he may be happy again. All he had to do was win the girl of his dreams—again.
 
                 Had a vampire and a werewolf ever fallen in love before? Never. He couldn’t imagine it. Ever since the very beginning they’ve been at war. He himself had killed countless werewolves without any remorse. Only now was it a possibility—and all because of his young friend, Charity—the one he called his queen.
 
                 He and this new Rose had spent hours talking last night. She’d wanted to know about her great-great grandmother Rose. She asked Raven many questions. How did they meet? Why did he leave her? And was she beautiful? He’d answered every one with eagerness. He enjoyed the brightness in her eyes when she was talking about something she was interested in. He would’ve answered any question she asked. Every time her eyes sparkled with delight, his now beating heart, jumped in his chest. But her questions had triggered his old memories, and he was hurting from the loss that now seemed so fresh.
 
                 The truth was he had questions of his own, ones that only his lost Rose could answer, and thus, would never be answered. He wanted to know if she had missed him when he never returned. Had she ever thought of him? Had her husband been good to her? And in the end, had she ever stopped loving him?
 
                                                    * * * * * *
 
   Raven sat on his sofa watching the clock slowly tick away. He had a dinner date with his new Rose tonight. He was more than thrilled when she had agreed to go out with him. He wasn’t sure what he’d say to her. It had been a while since he had to win over a woman. His vampire brides were one thing, always flocking to him with eagerness. But this was a human woman—a woman carrying the werewolf gene. She was also the sister to his new friend, Eli, the twin brother to this pack’s alpha male. What would he say to her?  Maybe Charity could give him some advice. She and Levi, her husband, and the alpha to the pack, seemed to be very much in love. Surely she’d know what to say. And with that thought, Raven decided to go find her.
 
                 He found Charity in the kitchen aggravating Chef Barney—something he knew amused her.
 
                 “Charity, may I have a word with you?”
 
                 “Raven!” she said, her eyes lighting up with excitement. “How’d it go last night? Levi told me you and Rose practically talked all night.”
 
                 He smiled. “Yes. We had a nice time. She is very lovely.”
 
                 “She is very lovely—are you kidding me?” She threw her hands up and gave him an exasperated look. “Raven, she’s the spitting image of your lost Rose. It’s almost like you have her back again. Aren’t you thrilled?”
 
                 His face fell. “Yes, but—”
 
                 She slapped her forehead. “Oh don’t tell me you’re scared. Raven Vanderburg—scared? That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
                 “It is just that I do not know what to say to her. This night could be the first or the last for me. Do you not see?”
 
                 “Hmm. I think I do. Come with me.” She took hold of his arm and led him out of the D Wing and into the L Wing and didn’t stop pulling him along until they entered the library where they could be alone. As soon as she shut the door behind them, she spun around to face him and grinned. “Excuse me if I don’t want anyone to hear this, but, Raven, you’re the most gorgeous man alive, besides my Levi of course. Oh and Eli too, since they’re twins and all. Anyway, I saw the way she was looking at you. She’s in love with you already, and if she isn’t then she almost is. You’re a great guy—for a vampire that is.”
 
                 He grimaced.
 
                 She shook her head in exasperation. “Wait. I’m not saying this right. I guess what I mean is, if I hadn’t fallen in love with Levi I could’ve fallen for you. ‘Cause underneath all that toughness is a really sweet, gentle, romantic, very old, very cryptic vampire.”
 
                 They both laughed.
 
                 “Thank you, Charity. I am still not quite sure you were helpful, but thank you anyway.”
 
                 “Any time. Now, don’t you worry about your date. Just be yourself and remember to be a gentleman. And if all else fails just stare at her like she’s the only girl on the planet. That’s how Levi got me to fall in love with him. Now, I better go. If Levi hears I’m in here alone with you, you won’t have eyeballs to look at her with.”
 
                  “Thanks, my queen. You never cease to amuse.”
 
                 “Yeah, well, that’s my job these days. See ya, Raven. Good luck tonight. And tomorrow I want all the details.”
 
                 “Yes, my queen.” He bowed dramatically.
 
                 She slapped his arm. “Get over yourself Rayvac.”
 
                 He rubbed his arm in mock pain, giving her the satisfaction she desired.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                             Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose was having a hard time sleeping, tossing and turning restlessly. She knew she needed her sleep after spending hours into the night talking to Raven, but she couldn’t seem to shut out the thoughts flooding her mind now.
 
                 She recalled his adorable expression when he’d first laid eyes on her. But soon she discovered it wasn’t because of her at all. It was due to the fact that she resembled her great-great grandmother Rose. Raven had been in love with her many years ago, and from the look of things he was still in love with her. Surprisingly, Rose found herself struggling with the emotion—jealousy. She never really cared for the emotion before, but it was invading her spirit with a vengeance. 
 
                 Raven was so unlike the other guys she’d dated. He was more of a man than a boy; tall, strong, with pale skin and striking features. His black, silky hair just touched his shoulders, and his eyes alone had captivated her with their depth and darkness. She realized, during their conversations, more than once, she was staring into those black orbs wondering what pain they held and horrors they had seen. She had been surprised to realize she longed to comfort him from all his years of suffering over the loss of his Rose. But every time she thought of her great-great grandmother she felt angry. She didn’t understand why exactly, after all she just met this man. He was virtually a stranger and a vampire on top of that. In a normal world she would never have been associating with him at all. But this is not a normal world, at least not anymore. 
 
   Her hatred for vampires wasn’t embedded in her from birth as was the case with most werewolves raised in a pack. She and her brother, Eli were raised alone, separated from their home pack for fear that Eli’s secret would be discovered. Eli was the secret twin of the alpha, and to protect them both, they were separated at birth and sent away to live separate lives. Though it was rare, in the only recorded cases of twin alphas, with their competitive natures, one had killed the other. Eli and Levi’s parents couldn’t risk it and thus sent the younger, though only by minutes, away to live in secret with another couple. Eli was compelled to search out Levi, his brother and twin. And that’s what brought her here, to the home of her and Eli’s parent’s original pack and the home of one mysterious and cryptic vampire.
 
                 When she lived in Atlanta with her parents and brother, she lived a normal life, pretending to be a normal girl, dating normal, human guys. But all that changed when Eli left to find his twin, and understandably so. She held no ill feelings toward her brother for leaving. She’d have done the same thing. She adored her brother—respected him. He’d never do anything intentionally to harm her. She knew that now. Back in Atlanta, there was a moment when she felt differently. He’d attacked Kyle, her latest boyfriend. He suspected Kyle of mistreating her, and it was true, but something about him hurting Kyle had made her angry. She still didn’t quite know why, but it no longer mattered. Kyle was long gone, angry that she’d had to move away. 
 
   She recalled the night she told him.
 
                 They had just returned from dinner and were sitting in his car when she approached the subject.
 
                 Rose was very nervous as she began the conversation. “Kyle, I have something to tell you.” She swallowed hard and proceeded. “My family and I are moving. I don’t have a choice in the matter. We’re moving to North Carolina. You and I can’t see each other anymore.” She could feel the anger radiating from him and it scared her.
 
                 He gaped at her, his jaw tight. “I don’t think so. You’re staying here with me. I don’t care what your parents say. And if that crazy brother of yours thinks he can bully me again, I’ll kill him.”
 
                 She became angry at his words, forgetting her fear. “How dare you talk about my family like that! You’re a jerk! My brother tried to tell me, but I didn’t listen!”
 
                 He had suddenly reached across the car and grabbed her by her hair. “You’ll regret saying those things to me, you little b—”
 
                 Rose couldn’t believe what she had done next. She had swung and punched him in the nose. But it had worked. He released her instantly, and grabbed his face, yelling in anger as the blood trickled through his fingers.
 
                 Rose didn’t waste a second. She jumped out of the car and ran down the road, only getting a little way before a car screeched to a halt in front of her.
 
                 “Get in, baby girl!” called her dad, swinging the door open. 
 
   She felt such relief as she jumped in and slammed the door shut behind her.
 
   Her dad seemed concerned as he studied her face for signs of injury and emotion. “Are you okay, Rosebud?”
 
                 She nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”
 
                 She’d never been so relieved to see her dad in all her life. “Dad! How did you know where to find me?” 
 
                 “I have to confess—I followed you. Eli shared with me his concerns about Kyle, and when you told me you were telling him tonight about our move, I had a feeling it might go bad. I’m sorry, but I had to.”
 
                 She reached over and hugged him. “Oh, Dad. I love you.”
 
                 “So you’re not mad at me?”
 
                 “Mad at you for protecting me? No—at least not this time.”
 
                 They both laughed as he turned their car toward home.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                     Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose threw her covers back and climbed out of bed. It was ten o’clock anyway, and she couldn’t sleep. When she emerged from the shower and was fully dressed, she went into the little kitchen hoping that her mother had something fixed for her to eat, of course she did. Her father was sitting in his usual chair, reading the paper. She plopped down on the old, blue sofa with her pancake in hand.
 
                 “Hey, Dad, what’s up?” she asked, studying him as she took a huge bite. He was still very handsome for a man in his fifties. His hair was thinning, but just barely, and his hands were big and strong. She had always admired them as a young girl when he would hold her hand, or pick her up and twirl her around.   
 
                 He peeped at her over his paper before sitting it down in his lap. “Not too much, but I hear something’s up with you.”
 
                 She shrugged, taking another bite. “Oh—yeah, I guess there is.”
 
                 “And when were you going to tell me you hooked up with the only vampire in this place. All these cute, young werewolves and you choose the vampire.”
 
                 She would have been alarmed if it weren’t for the smirk on his face. She sighed in relief. “Well, he seems to be a good guy, and he knew great-great grandmother Rose, so we spent a lot of time talking about her.”
 
                 “He’s that old, huh?”
 
                 “Yeah—I guess,” she said with a shrug. “He says I look like her. Do we have a picture of her anywhere?”
 
                 “You’ll have to ask your mother. I think she’s got one somewhere around here, but she’s still unpacking.”
 
                 “I think I’ll ask her.” She stuffed the last bite of pancake in her mouth and headed into her mother’s room. 
 
   “Hey, Mom,” she said, bursting into the room. Her mother jumped and spun around, startled. “Dad says he thinks you have a picture of great-great grandmother Rose.”
 
                 “I sure do. Let me see—I think it’s in this box here.” She fumbled through the boxes stacked in the middle of the room. 
 
   Her mother had been unpacking by the look of things. Her hair was pulled up into a messy bun with pieces falling down and around her face. Rose thought her mother was a pretty woman; petite with dark hair splashed with grey.
 
   “Ah, yes. Here it is. You know, Rose, you look an awful lot like her.”
 
                  “So I’ve heard,” she said, accepting the picture. She wasn’t quite prepared for her reaction as she looked down at the photograph. The woman that stared back at her was very beautiful. She was laughing, her big, brown eyes full of amusement. Her hair was dark and pulled up behind her head with a few little strands falling loose to her shoulders. Her dress was cut low, revealing a very well-endowed young woman.
 
   Everyone had been right—she looked just like this woman in the photo. And Rose wasn’t sure how she felt about that. This was her relative after all. She should be happy to resemble such a beautiful woman, and yet she wasn’t sure that was the emotion she felt at all. She found herself wondering if Raven was the cause of this woman’s happiness, or was this after he had abandoned her and she fell in love and married her husband, Carter Jameson—the werewolf. 
 
   How ironic that Raven felt he couldn’t return to his love after being turned into a vampire, causing her to end up marrying a werewolf. Rose wondered what Raven thought of that. When she’d asked him the night before, he was quiet. It had to hurt him, but not as much as it must’ve hurt Rose; abandoned by her fiancée just when they were planning their wedding. Waiting for him for years and finally forced to marry someone else before she was too old to be asked anymore. Of course that may not have been how it happened at all, but Raven wouldn’t talk about that, so her imagination was underway.
 
                 The hours passed very slowly as she waited for her date. Rose had spent a little time with Eli, who filled her in on a few things about the facility, took her on a tour, and introduced her to some of the others. Most of the guys were young for her, but Jordan, Jared, Ian, and Cody, some of Levi’s elite, were close enough to her age and still unattached. Except she just didn’t feel drawn to them. She could sense their interest in her though, especially Jordan. He was her age, a senior in high school. He was very handsome, with spiky, blonde hair and very green eyes. But she still felt nothing—not like when she had looked at Raven, with his black hair and even blacker eyes, standing in dramatic contrast against the canvas of his pale, white skin. And those full, red lips were too inviting to resist for long. 
 
                 She shook off her thoughts and headed back to her bedroom to start getting ready for her highly anticipated date.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                           Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Raven took a deep breath, though it wasn’t necessary, and knocked. He felt like a nervous teenager, and if he could sweat he would have. It had only been a minute but it felt like ten when the big oak door swung open.
 
   Mr. Jameson, a huge but kind looking man, answered the door and smiled. “Let me guess. You must be Raven.” His voice was deep but welcoming.
 
                 “Yes, sir. It is nice to meet you.” He extended his hand and Mr. Jameson took it eagerly.
 
                 “Please come in. Rosebud will be out in a minute.”
 
                 “Please don’t call me that in front of guests!” she yelled from another room as Raven stepped inside.
 
                 Raven peered at her dad and they both laughed.
 
                 “She gets embarrassed when her mother and I call her that in public.”
 
                 Raven smiled as he imagined just what Rose would look like embarrassed; her cute face flushing an adorable red. He wondered if Rosebud was a combination of names, or just an endearment and he asked, “What is her middle name, if I may ask?”
 
                 “Of course. Well, actually Rose is her middle name, and Sophia is her first. Her mother always preferred to call her Rose.”
 
                 An endearment then. Raven thought about that and decided instantly that he liked it—he liked it very much. He would have to ask Rose if he could call her Sophia from now on, and if she said yes, that would be the beginning of his separating this new Rose from his old Rose. It was a necessary process if he was to win her heart and learn to love her for her very own uniqueness. He had no doubt he would love this Sophia more than he had ever loved his Rose. He could feel it as strongly as he had so many years ago, maybe even more so.
 
                 “You know, Raven,” her father began, crossing his arms over his chest—his face tight, “normally I’d have a big problem with my daughter going out with a vampire. You must know how we’ve been raised to hate you. But I trust my son very much, and he tells me you are an honorable man and one he’d be glad to have at his side under any circumstance. That says a lot for your character. I like to consider myself as an open-minded man.” He paused for a moment, and a long gusty sigh fell from his lips. “I only ask that you treat my Rose with gentleness and respect. If you hurt her then we may have a problem. Understand?”
 
                 Raven did. He respected her father very much for having the boldness to express his concerns. “Yes, of course, Mr. Jameson. I understand completely.”
 
                 “Great,” her father responded, his expression softening.
 
                 When Rose finally entered the room, Raven felt a sudden shiver at her remarkable beauty. She was dressed simply, in a red and white sundress with a thin, white sweater draped over her arm. Her hair was straight and cascaded in layers over and down her shoulders. Her makeup was light except for the darkness on her lashes that Raven thought accented her big, brown eyes wonderfully. Her lips were a soft pink with just a hint of shine. She was breathtaking.
 
                 “Are you ready?” he asked, surprised at how nervous he had suddenly become. He almost laughed out loud. Since when had he ever been nervous around women? This was a totally new feeling for him and strangely exhilarating.
 
                 “I’m ready,” she said, a shy smile pulling at her lips.
 
                 “Raven,” her father added, “I’d like her back on the premises by eleven o’clock. She starts her new school in two days and needs to have plenty of sleep.” 
 
   Rose blushed at the comment, and the sight was even cuter than Raven had imagined just moments before.
 
                 “Yes, sir,” Raven said, pulling his eyes off of Rose. “I will make sure of it.”
 
                 Once they stepped out into the hallway of the D wing, Raven had a thought. “It is a good ways to the parking garage from here. I know a faster way, if you do not mind?” He gestured to the fact that he would need to carry her.
 
   “Oh—I guess that’ll be okay,” she said with a slight nervous tremor to her voice.
 
   He picked her up with extra care, careful to keep her body from pressing too close to his, but when he started running she threw her arms around his neck and held on tightly. He enjoyed the feeling of her wrapped around him and slowed down slightly, in no hurry to have the feeling end. It was like energy was flowing from her to him, and he sensed she felt it too. He could feel her breath on his neck and it took all of his vampire strength to remain in control. When he sat her down on her feet in the parking garage it was her touch, not the exertion that had him breathless.
 
   He escorted her to his shiny, black BMW.
 
   “Wow! This is your car?” she asked in disbelief.
 
   “Yes, of course.” He opened her door and she got in slowly, rubbing her hand along the black, leather seat.
 
   “This is totally awesome, Raven. I’ve never ridden in a car this cool before.”
 
   “Really?” he said, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “I am glad you like it. Maybe I will let you drive it later.”
 
   “Really?” she asked, beaming up at him.
 
   He laughed softly. “Anything you like.” He shut her door, and quickly walked around the car, and jumped into the driver’s seat.
 
   From the corner of his eye Raven watched her put her seat belt on. Her face was lit with an expression that resembled awe as they drove up the ramp, out of the garage, and into the forest. “I still can’t get over how cool that is, riding out of the garage like that,” she said a little breathlessly.
 
   “Did you not live with a pack back in Atlanta?” Raven asked.
 
   “No. Mom and Dad were too paranoid that a pack would ask questions about Eli. If they figured out he was Levi’s twin then their secret would be exposed. They took an oath to keep the existence of Levi’s twin a secret in order to keep them both safe.”
 
   “I never understood why, exactly.” Raven said.
 
   “Well, with only two other cases of twins recorded in the history books, in both cases one twin killed the other, his birth parents were afraid for them, so they separated them at birth. Levi was the oldest so they kept him and found a couple unable to have children, or so they thought, to raise Eli. They sent them off to live in secret so that they would both be protected from one another. I always felt like they would get along if they knew each other, and I’m glad to have been proven right.”
 
   “Yes. It is nice to see them getting along so well. You would never know they were raised apart. I guess twins are like that. They always have a connection no matter how far away they are.”
 
   “Raven, can I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “How old are you exactly? I mean you talk like you were born in the 1800’s or something. Do you ever use contractions?”
 
   He laughed. “Never. Contractions are for lazier generations, something we were not in my generation. Actually, I was born in 1846. I met Rose when she was sixteen and I was twenty-one.”
 
   “Are you sad?”
 
   The question caught him of guard. “Why do you ask me that?”
 
   She shrugged, something he wished she wouldn’t do. The gesture somehow seemed too casual for her beauty. 
 
   “It’s just that you look sad sometimes, like your mind is far away. Are you thinking about Rose?”
 
   “I guess it is hard not to think about her sometimes, but I am happy right now. I like being with you. I have felt alone for so long.” He thought her expression showed concern. 
 
   “But didn’t you have companionship sometimes?”
 
   Raven noticed her hand start to inch near his but then she pulled it back. He was a little disappointed and unsure of what might have stopped her. “Yes. I had two companions, Cassie and Rachel. Charity killed Rachel a few months back, but Cassie is still alive—somewhere.”
 
   She looked over at him in total disbelief. “Charity killed one of your girlfriends, really?”
 
   He laughed at her expression. “Once you get to know her you will understand. She staked Rachel in the heart and watched with enjoyment as she disintegrated into a pile of ash. I must say that Rachel had it coming.”
 
   “You don’t seem sad. Didn’t you love them?”
 
   “No. I am sorry to admit they were merely companions to keep me preoccupied. You see, I have spent the better part of my vampire existence being angry at my circumstances. Although I am the youngest of my three brothers, I was always considered the most vicious. My anger ruled me. My brother, Stephen, was killed by Levi’s pack 10 years ago when my coven secretly attacked them. They were outnumbered. We knew my brother was making a bad decision, but we were in London and were unable to talk him out of it. When we got word that he had been killed, my anger reached a new high. I waited until the right time, and they had gotten comfortable, to plan my revenge on Levi. But something happened the day I had Charity kidnapped in order to bring Levi to me. Once I had gotten to know her, however, I felt a sort of kinship with her. It is hard to explain really. There was something familiar about her. I knew I could not kill her, and soon her happiness became very important to me. 
 
   “A few months ago, my vampires attacked the pack in the clearing. During the battle, I spotted a vampire with a death grip on Charity’s neck, and so, without any hesitation whatsoever, I killed him. As a result, as an act of betrayal, I have ostracized myself from my people. They will never have me back now and will most likely kill me if they ever find me. Despite all I have done to the pack, Levi was gracious enough to invite me into their home. I didn’t want to admit it, but he truly is an honorable man.”
 
   “Wow. It’s true what they say. This pack is totally weird.”
 
   He smiled and turned to peer at her. “Yes, but they are ours now.”
 
   She smiled at him for the first time tonight. “Yes—I guess they are. I bet that’s something you never thought you’d ever say.”
 
   He laughed loudly this time, and she seemed to enjoy the sound. “Yes, you are right about that.”
 
   At the restaurant he watched silently as she ate. He watched her pick up her fork with gracefulness and marveled at how different she seemed from his old Rose. She was meeker, and yet he sensed she had it within her to be downright vicious if need be.
 
   “May I ask you something?” he asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “May I call you Sophia?”
 
   She glanced up at him then. “How did you know that was my name?”
 
   “Your father told me.”
 
   “Oh, um—I guess that would be okay. I’ve always liked it, but everybody calls me Rose or Rosebud, which I hate.” She shrugged her shoulders and scrunched her nose.
 
   He liked it when she scrunched her nose. It was a cute gesture that showed her sweetness. It hit him then. That’s it! That’s the difference he was searching for. She’s sweet—a characteristic unlike his old Rose. He found that he liked it a great deal. It made him want to protect her. He suddenly felt alive and useful somehow.
 
   He remembered Charity’s advice about staring at her like she was the only girl in the world and realized he was doing that without any real effort at all. She was the only girl on this earth now. There would never be another one for him, of that he was certain.
 
   They laughed a lot throughout dinner, something Raven didn’t do very often, but something he realized he missed. It felt nice—refreshing.
 
   He liked the way she lit up when she talked about her brother, Eli. He seemed to be the sole source of entertainment in their family. Raven had actually found himself drawn to the edgy twin himself. At first there had been friction between the two of them, but it had soon faded to a friendship and mutual respect. Eli had asked, more than once, if he would be open to helping him with something that may be considered, as he put it “unmoral”. Raven always laughed at him and his mischievousness, but usually said yes. After all, he figured that was what friends did for one another anyway.
 
   After Sophia finished her last bite, she set her fork down, wiped her mouth, and then took a sip of her drink. She suddenly appeared very serious. “Raven, before this goes any further I have something I need to say to you. I know you were in love with Rose, and that you still love her, but I want to make it very clear that I am not Rose. I may look like her, and be named after her, but I’m my own woman. I didn’t know her, but I’m sure that we’re totally different. I just want to make that clear. I mean just because you loved her doesn’t guarantee you’ll love me, and I’ve had enough trouble with guys lately. I don’t want any more if I can help it.” She searched his face for a long moment before she asked, “Does that make sense?”
 
   Raven was slightly surprised at where this conversation had turned. He actually stiffened, if that were more possible. “Yes, of course. I only want the chance to get to know you. I feel like we have a chemistry, and I would like very much to explore that. But I will never pressure you in any way.”
 
   With that she smiled at him. “I knew you’d say something like that. Isn’t that weird?”
 
   Without warning he reached over and took her hand in his, a quick movement that startled her.
 
   “I am sorry, Sophia. I just wanted to know how it felt.”
 
   She smiled sweetly and blushed. “No, it’s fine, really.”
 
   “So, what is this about trouble with your boyfriends?”
 
   “Oh, well my last boyfriend was a real jerk, very possessive. He kind of mistreated me. Eli tried to warn me, but I didn’t listen.”
 
   Raven tensed, his face becoming hard. “He hit you?”
 
   “It’s okay, Raven. He never hit me, just pushed me around and yelled some, but the night I broke up with him it could’ve been nasty. He grabbed me by my hair and told me I couldn’t leave him.”
 
   He made an effort to soften his expression. It was exhausting trying to impress. He had never had to do this before. “What happened?”
 
   “I punched him in the nose.” She giggled. “I think I broke it actually, and then I ran away. Thankfully my dad had the insight to follow me that night. He picked me up before the psycho could chase me.”
 
   “Have you seen him since?”
 
   “No way! That loser’s history. The truth is, I didn’t think I had the guts to hit him until I did. I’ve always felt weak, but in that moment I knew I had it in me to be strong. I guess in that case I can’t regret it, huh?”
 
   “Well, he is just lucky I was not there or he would be dead.”
 
   “Oh, Raven, you say the sweetest things.” She batted her eyes at him causing him to laugh. “So, have you ever heard of a vampire/werewolf hook-up before?”
 
   He shook his head slightly. “No. Never. We are natural enemies. Before I met Charity I would have killed any werewolf once I caught his or her scent. Actually, I am surprised you are not having more trouble with this than you are.”
 
   She shrugged. “Well, I wasn’t raised in a pack, so I didn’t really know about the war between us. I mean my dad has mentioned it, but it’s not something we talked about. I guess they shielded me from that stuff, for the most part. Lucky for me, huh?”
 
   He laughed softly. “Or lucky for me.”
 
   “And how come you’re not having more trouble with this?”
 
   “Well, I have observed this pack very closely, and to be honest, they are more honorable than any vampires I have ever known. I have done bad things to Levi and yet he invited me to become a part of this pack—he forgave me. I guess I have seen what they are truly all about, and I like it very much. Do you understand?”
 
   She smiled. “Yes, I think I do.”
 
   After dinner, he let her drive his car back to the Drake House, the hidden facility that houses their wolf pack. He thought she drove a little fast, but all in all a good driver.
 
   It was fairly dark in the parking garage at 10:30. He took her hand and helped her out of the car.
 
   “Raven, you bought me dinner, and now I’d like to offer you something in return.”
 
   His eyebrows arched. “What do you mean?”
 
   She nervously approached him, stopping just inches from his chest, and gazing up at him she said, “I want you to feed from me.”
 
   His eyes grew wide. “It is not necessary for you to pay me back in any way.”
 
   “But I want to,” she pressed, and a new and slightly unnerving intensity began to dance in her eyes. 
 
   Peering down at her so lovely and inviting was torture for him. He wanted her badly but knew it was too soon. He had to be strong. “I am sorry, Sophia, but I cannot do that.”
 
   “Why not?” she whispered as she reached up and touched his face.
 
   He closed his eyes as her touch penetrated his skin. He had to force his next words out. “It is too soon. I want to do this right.”
 
   When he opened his eyes and glanced down at her, he could make out the disappointment on her face. It broke his heart. 
 
   She looked down at her shoes. “It’s getting late. I better get home.”
 
   He wanted to ease her pain, but he knew he couldn’t. “Yes, of course.” But before the words were even out of his mouth, she had turned from him and was walking from the parking garage. Raven followed behind her silently—torn—not knowing what to say to make her understand.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                     Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose knew she was doing the right thing, slipping out of her room and going to him. She needed to apologize or she would never be able to sleep.
 
                 She had been foolish to act the way she did. It was silly to be upset because he wanted to be a gentleman with her and take it slow. She just wasn’t used to guys being gentlemanly. Most of the guys she had dated in the past were nice enough but were not gentleman. She wasn’t sure exactly where his room was, but she had an idea.
 
                 She took a few turns and entered the L Wing of the facility. The library was located on this wing, along with the laundry room, but she knew no one lived on this wing except Raven. As she was coming near the end of the hall she spotted a couple in a doorway, making out. No—wait—they weren’t making out. She stepped closer and realized it was Raven in the process of feeding. 
 
   He must’ve sensed her presence because he froze, suddenly jerking up to meet her gaze. “Sophia.”
 
                 The girl in his arms was older, but attractive, with long, brown hair, and the biggest blue eyes she had ever seen.
 
                 “I-I’m sorry.” Rose backed away and headed back the way she’d come. 
 
                 “No, Sophia, wait!” he yelled frantically.
 
                 She began to run, fully aware that he was in pursuit of her.
 
                 “Sophia, please come back!” 
 
                 Then he was in front of her. She slammed into him with great force, causing her to bounce off him and almost hit the floor, but Raven was fast, catching her before she fell.
 
                 “Let go of me!” she squealed, pulling from his grasp.
 
                 “Sophia, please let me explain.”
 
                 “No.” She walked around him and headed straight for the Recreation Wing. She heard laughter coming from the second room on the left. When she entered, Levi’s elite, along with some others she didn’t know, were in the middle of a game of pool. “Hey guys, may I join you,” she called out.
 
                 “Absolutely,” Jordan replied in surprise, as he looked up from the game with a big smile plastered on his face.
 
                 She glanced over her shoulder in time to see Raven enter the room. His eyes spotted her instantly.
 
                 She narrowed her eyes at him and began flirting with the guys, even overdoing it a bit, but she felt Raven deserved it. She had offered herself to him to feed and he had denied her, but then she found him feeding from some other girl. She should’ve known better.
 
                 She knew she really should have been angry with herself for being so naïve, but right then all she could think about was making Raven suffer for her humiliation.
 
                 She couldn’t help noticing how much fun Jordan was now having. She felt guilty for using him but couldn’t seem to stop herself.
 
                 A woman entered the room then. “Raven, there you are. You didn’t get to finish, sweetie.”
 
                 Rose recognized her at once. It was the same woman that Raven had been feeding on earlier.
 
                 He met Rose’s gaze boldly and extended his hand to the woman, keeping her eyes captive as he escorted the woman to the back corner of the room.
 
                 She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. He pulled her into his arms and nuzzled her neck in an intimate gesture and began the act of feeding again. 
 
   Anger pulsed through her. “Jordan, would you escort me to my room please.”
 
                 “I’d be glad to, Rose.”
 
                 Raven’s head popped up as Jordan took her by the arm and led her out of the room. She gave Raven one last, cold glance before she disappeared.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                      Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Charity observed with annoyance as Raven and Rose spent the majority of Sunday trying to make each other jealous. Rose continued to flirt with Jordan and the boys, while Raven had several women coming and going from his side. The tension between them was thick and uncomfortable. The problem was that their partners were well aware of what was going on. They weren’t fooling anyone, especially since they continually stared at one another. When Rose would pay Jordan a compliment it was Raven she was staring at, and when Raven would fire back with a comment of his own, it was Rose who had his full attention.
 
                 The entire pack was aware of this dance they were engaged in—everyone except the two of them.
 
                 Charity in particular was getting quite agitated by the spectacle. It took all of her strength not to go over to them and hit them across the heads with a tray of food. She had witnessed her share of lover’s quarrels, but this was pure torture to watch. Didn’t they realize how childish they were behaving? But the dance continued for the rest of the day.
 
                                                  * * * * * *
 
   That evening, Raven tried sleeping, something he didn’t really need to do but found he rather enjoyed it. However, sleep evaded him. He finally gave up and went into his living room where he proceeded to pace about. As he replayed his behavior from earlier in the day, he felt ashamed. Why had he stooped so low to irritate Sophia? He’d never had to play such silly games to win a woman’s affections in the past. It angered him that he had allowed himself to act so ridiculously. He loved this woman, and he shouldn’t have to play games. He should just tell her. He squared his shoulders and made a decision to tell her of his feelings first thing in the morning. With that decision made, he sighed and headed back into the bedroom, climbing into his silky sheets where sleep found him soon after.
 
                 First thing Monday morning, Raven rushed out of his room and into the dining hall where handfuls of pack members were already gathered, enjoying their breakfast. He was surprisingly anxious to speak with Sophia and clean up this mess, ask for forgiveness, and proclaim his love. However, he was soon disappointed to find that she had left early for her first day at her new school. He felt a sudden uneasiness at her being so far from him. He had no way of knowing if she was safe. He knew then that no peace would come to him until her long awaited return.
 
                                                  * * * * * *
 
   Eli dropped Rose off at her new school, after his poor attempt at a pep talk. God love him—he was trying. He knew her well enough to know she was struggling to keep her emotional state in check. Unfortunately, his calming words did little to lift her spirits. She was bummed. Mostly it had to do with an old, but gorgeous, yet annoying vampire. It was also already weeks into the first semester and she was feeling anxious about meeting her fellow classmates, but Jordan was a familiar face in the crowd and that brought her comfort—though just a little. 
 
   Jordan had told her he was taking his senior year over again. He had been held back for two reasons. One, he failed one of his classes last year; and two, the pack needed a shift-changing werewolf watching after the school. Since the other elite members had graduated and the newer pack-students were still too young to shift, Jordan was the one picked. He had told her he didn’t mind much though. There were too many cute girls in his graduating class this year to be too put off.
 
                 For the most part Rose was treated with kindness. Her teachers seemed to be all right and most of the students were friendly enough. But she was miserable—for reasons outside of school, though she wasn’t quite sure what to do about it.
 
   The day passed painfully slow, but when the last bell finally rang she bolted out of her class, eager to have her first day behind her.
 
                                                  * * * * * *
 
   Back at the Drake House, a handful of pack members had gathered in the dining hall for a brief meeting, Raven among them. He had managed to make it through the day without hurting anyone and had actually spent most of his time with Eli. 
 
   Eli had ordered a new Xbox game and had been eager to show Raven how to play. Raven didn’t quite understand the pack’s obsession with this time-stealing past-time, but he made an effort to learn—mostly because Eli was determined to beat him, and he was more determined not to allow it. This at least helped the day pass quickly.
 
   Jordan rushed into the room and threw his backpack on the table. “Sorry I’m late. I thought I would wait for Rose, but she never showed.”
 
                 “What do you mean she never showed?” Raven asked in alarm, rising from his seat. 
 
                 “She never reached the parking lot. I guessed she got a ride home from Eli.”
 
                 “I didn’t bring her home,” Eli said, also standing. “She was supposed to call me if she needed a ride home, and she didn’t. I’ll just call her.” 
 
                 Raven paced nervously as Eli tried to reach Sophia on her cell phone.
 
                 “That’s weird. She’s not answering.”
 
                 Raven, in a mad dash, bolted through the room and out the door.
 
                 Charity threw her hands to her mouth. “Raven!” she called in alarm. “It’s daylight! You can’t go out there! Levi, do something!” she squealed, grabbing his shirt in her hands.
 
                 Eli was the first to react, running through the facility after his friend, but Raven was already out of sight. Vampires were known, after all, for their amazing speed. Eli gathered up a group and went after him.
 
                                                 * * * * * * 
 
   Raven bolted through the forest with fervent speed. Even though the thick forest filtered the sunlight, he could still feel the pain as it began to penetrate his clothing and skin, slowly draining his strength. He ran faster. Nothing would keep him from reaching her. He didn’t stop running until he approached the school parking lot, which by now was empty. He paced anxiously, trying to catch even the slightest scent of her.
 
                 He finally stopped, calmed himself—and listened. He picked up on it right away—a rustling in the forest. It was her. He ran with speed and stealth, making no sound as he moved in and around the trees.
 
                                                   * * * * * *
 
   “Stop crying! No one is coming to save you! If you would have stayed with me none of this would be happening—and breaking my nose was a bad idea and one you’ll regret.”
 
                 Kyle was dragging Rose by the arm through the forest. She tried to use her strength to break free, but it only angered him more. He’d shown up after school, pressing what she thought was a gun to her back and demanding she come with him. No one seemed to notice or even care, which puzzled her. She was a new student after all, but everyone was either on their cell phones or iPods, not giving her the least amount of concern, or maybe they really didn’t notice. Either way it didn’t matter anymore, she may die soon, and she’d not even had a chance to really live. She didn’t know Kyle’s plans, but it couldn’t be good. After all, besides being mean, she knew he was also reckless and impulsive.
 
                 “Kyle, let me go. Please let me go,” she pleaded, fear shaking her to her core.
 
                 “After how you treated me—I don’t think so. You’re coming back to Atlanta with me.”
 
                 Her eyes widened in alarm. “Kyle, no!”
 
                 She struggled and fought until he pushed her down and pointed the gun at her.
 
                 “Are you gonna make me do this?” he shouted, his eyes were wild, and his hand shook slightly as he held the gun to her face.
 
                 “No!” she screamed, squeezing her eyes shut, too scared to even move for fear of angering him further.
 
                 Suddenly, she thought she picked up a sound but before she could make sense of it something that resembled a brick wall slammed into Kyle with great force, sending him sailing ten feet into the air and then crashing hard to the ground. Raven stood there, teeth clenched, this time picking him up and slamming his body into the closest tree and letting him fall to the ground again where he lay unmoving.
 
                 For a moment she lost herself, staring at the beautiful man in awe with his black hair and blacker eyes. He was magnificent. Her eyes trailed down to his rock hard arms and then she remembered the women wrapped around those arms just yesterday. As his eyes finally met hers, her anger returned.
 
                 “Sophia!” He rushed to her side and began helping her to her feet. “Are you all right?” he asked, pulling her to him. 
 
                 She let him take her in his arms, snuggling her face against his chest as she breathed in his amazing scent. But, remembering her previous irritation with him, she jerked away from his touch. “I’m fine.” She knew she should forgive him, but her pride was damaged. And she was nothing if not stubborn.
 
                 Eli, Levi, and Charity burst onto the scene. 
 
                 “Rose! Are you all right?” Eli asked, taking his little sister in his arms. She clung to him and cried. He ushered her immediately away.
 
                                                * * * * * *
 
   Charity watched as Hector came up from behind them and grabbed the little twerp, Kyle, and carried him away without a word. They would have Raven remove Kyle’s memories of Rose later.
 
                 Raven stood there motionless and numb—right before he collapsed.
 
                 “Levi!” Charity called.
 
                 Levi collected Raven’s limp body in his arms and carried him all the way back to the Drake House.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Levi laid Raven on his bed and Charity covered him with the blanket. “We need to get someone to feed him so he can begin to heal,” Charity said to Levi. “Where is Doc?”
 
                 “He’s on his way. I’ll call Irena and get her to handle getting someone to feed him.”
 
                 “There’s no time. I’ll do it.” She sat on the bed and began rolling up her sleeve.
 
                 “I don’t think so!” Levi snapped, pulling her from the bed. “We’ll get someone else!”
 
                 “Fine!” she snapped back, “But we better hurry. He looks bad.”
 
                 Raven’s head turned as his eyes opened slightly. “No feeding,” he mumbled.
 
                 “What?” Charity asked. “You have to feed in order to heal.”
 
                 “No feeding,” he said again, this time weaker.
 
                 “Tell me why,” she demanded, leaning in closer.
 
                 His voice was just a whisper, but with her new keen hearing, thanks to her growing babies, she managed to hear his feeble word. “Rose.”
 
                 Charity stood tall—her crystal blue eyes boiling with rage.
 
                                                * * * * * *
 
   Charity burst into Rose’s bedroom without so much as a knock. “What have you done?!” she demanded, her face red with restrained anger.
 
                 “What?” Rose asked in confusion, her head still a blur from her ordeal in the forest.
 
                 “Do you even understand what you’ve done? Raven could die!”
 
                 “What?” She stood in alarm. “Raven—die? But how?”
 
                 “The sun hurts vampires—zaps their strength, sending pain shooting through their limbs. Direct sunlight, in particular, can burn them; even dry them to the bone. Raven said it feels like lightning passing through their veins—and yet he gave no thought to that the moment he heard you were missing from school. He shot out of here without a single thought to his own safety. And what do you do? Shun him! Now he won’t even feed in order to heal himself. He said “no feeding!” and then mumbled your name. What’s that all about anyway?”
 
                 Rose rubbed her temples, seemingly shocked at Charity’s anger, or maybe it was over this new information. From Rose’s frantic expression, her emotions were in overload.
 
   “After our date the other night,” Rose began, “I offered myself to him to feed. He refused. I got angry, but later I felt bad about that, so I went to find him to apologize. I found him feeding on a pretty woman in the hall. And you know the rest. I didn’t understand how he could do that. I still don’t.”
 
   Charity sighed, her anger dissipating instantly. After all, she knew all too well the emotion of jealousy. She was the last one to judge such a response. She remembered how it felt when she thought Serena was trying to seduce Levi. It seemed so long ago, but she still remembered how painful such thoughts could be. She sighed, taking a seat on the bed next to Rose. “Well, let me explain. We have donors assigned to Raven. These are pack members who’ve volunteered to feed him.  It’s too dangerous for him to leave the safety of the facility to find his own source of food. The vampires may be looking for him. We set up a schedule and, unless requested sooner, one will show up to feed him every seven days or so. That girl he was feeding from was assigned to him—a donor. That’s all. He has no other relationship with any of them beyond that. He’s been incapable of love since the loss of his Rose—that is until you showed up. Now do you understand?”
 
   Rose lowered her head, seemingly ashamed of her actions. “I have been such a witch. I should’ve known.”
 
   Charity took her hand in hers, compassion filling her as she studied Rose. “How could you have known? You two still barely know each other, but it’s not too late to make it right.”
 
   “Charity, really? Do you think he can forgive me?”
 
   She flashed a devilish smile. “I think he’s dying to forgive you—pun intended. Now here’s what you should do.” 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                     Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose opened the door slowly and crept into Raven’s living quarters. It was dark, and until her eyes adjusted, she had to feel her way through the rooms. Once her eyes did adjust, however, she could see quite well, and had no trouble finding Raven’s bedroom. She stepped in slowly, cautiously approaching the dark figure lying unmoving in his bed. She sat down on the edge of the bed and took his hand in hers; it was slightly cool to the touch. He still didn’t move.
 
                 “Raven, it’s me, Sophia.”
 
                 His head gradually turned toward her, and she saw the moment his dark eyes finally focused on her. “Sophia? Is it really you?” His voice was but a whisper.
 
                 “Yes, Raven, it’s me. I came to apologize. I’ve been such a fool. Can you ever forgive me?”
 
                 His smile was weak. “Of course I forgive you. I too was a fool.”
 
                 “No,” she said, shaking her head from side to side. “You saved my life. I want to thank you properly, and I won’t take no for an answer. After all, I did inherit some of Rose’s tenacity.”
 
                 He laughed softly. “Yes, I do not doubt that.”
 
                 She brought his hand up to her lips and kissed it softly—then pulled her hair to the side and positioned herself on the bed, towering over him—her neck hovering just over his mouth. 
 
                 “I am sorry, Sophia, but I cannot. I do not want to hurt you. I am too thirsty.”
 
                 She smiled. “I thought you might say that.” She secretly thanked Charity for the idea. Mischievously, she pulled her father’s pocketknife from her jeans pocket and cut a small slit on her neck, allowing the blood to trickle slowly down her neck toward her collarbone.
 
                  His eyes grew wide as he gaped at her in disbelief.
 
                 “Are you going to let my rich, sweet werewolf blood go to waste then?” she asked, watching him closely, as he lay there motionless on the bed below her.
 
                 His response startled her. Everything blurred as he grabbed her in his arms, but then slowly caught the droplet just passing her collarbone with his tongue. She gasped at the intimacy of the act, which left her breathless and lightheaded. He slowly traced the trail of blood up her neck until he settled his lips over her small wound. When he pierced her skin she felt little pain, able to focus only on the heat burning within her.
 
   She imagined he couldn’t have made love to her and it feel any more intimate, his hands holding her so gently now as his lips caressed her neck. A moan rumbled in his throat, making her respond with a whimper of her own. When he pulled away and gazed up at her, she was sure she saw a flame burning behind his dark eyes. It burned with an intensity she’s never experienced in her short life, and she was unable to look away, compelled by the overwhelming beauty of him. When his lips came down on hers, she wasn’t prepared for her own response. She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him against her, holding onto him as if her life would end the moment he pulled away. And she felt like it might. 
 
   Abruptly he pulled away. “Sophia, you had better go now.”
 
                 “I don’t want to go,” she whispered, taking his face in her hands. She sought his lips again and found them. He was trying to be noble but wasn’t strong enough to back it up. He wanted her too and she knew it.
 
                 The kiss deepened as he sought to devour her, and she felt as though their souls were merging somehow as the passion flowed between them.
 
                 When they finally broke, both were left breathless, smiling contentedly.
 
                 “I think I love you, Sophia Rose Jameson,” he breathed, staring at her with such sincerity.
 
                 “You mean me and not your old Rose?”
 
   “There is no old Rose. You are the only Rose for me now. My Sophia Rose.”
 
   She smiled. “Oh yeah, well in that case I think I may love you too, Raven Vanderburg.”
 
                 His smile was wider than she’d ever seen anyone smile, flashing his sparkling, white teeth, and she thought to herself, wow—a vampire and a werewolf—who would have ever thought it possible.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                     Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   From that moment on they were inseparable. Aside from school, they spent pretty much every waking minute together, learning everything there was to know about each other; past memories, their favorite things, what music they listened to, and how they felt about each other. They even shared their future dreams. Raven didn’t have any dreams outside of spending his days with Rose. This made her blush, which he adored. Rose, however, dreamed of being an artist. She loved to paint and was very good at it. He spent a lot of time peering over her shoulder, watching her work on piece after piece. He loved how elegant her fingers were as they stroked the pages and created such colorful images. His favorite was the one she did of him. He was smiling, and at first, he almost didn’t recognize himself, but this was his life now; a life filled with laughter and lots of smiling. 
 
                 Charity had been put on bed-rest for the remainder of her pregnancy, and everyone knew this was bothersome to her. Raven, Rose, and the others tried to make regular visits to her room to keep her spirits up. The pack was relieved there were only a few months left before the due date. At least with Charity on bed-rest the drama had dwindled to just Grandmammy and the pack’s weird, toothless dog, Fang. Raven stayed annoyed at the dog because it constantly barked at him every time he entered the same room. He wished he could say he hated the dog, but the truth was, he had developed a liking for the whistling canine.
 
   Rose’s parents didn’t allow her to spend time alone with Raven at his living quarters, so most of their time was spent at her home and with her family. They had fully accepted him,    and this pleased him more than anything else.
 
                                                 * * * * * *
 
   A few months later, one night after dinner with her family, Raven took Sophia to the library where they could be alone. He had made sure everyone knew to clear out beforehand. He was nervous, and he thought she could sense it.
 
                 Sophia took Raven’s hand in hers, rubbing it softly with her thumb. “Raven, is everything okay? You seem anxious about something. Is it Eli? I’ve noticed that he’s been sneaking off a lot lately. Have you noticed too? Is that what’s bothering you?”
 
                 He shook his head. “No. I mean, yes, I have noticed, but I am not worried about him. I think perhaps he has set his sights on a particular young woman. Although, I cannot be totally sure.”
 
                 “Oh. Okay. That’s good. I guess.”
 
                 Raven found his nerve. He faced Sophia and knelt in front of her, his eyes becoming moist instantly. “Sophia, you must know that I adore you with all that is in me. I felt dead inside before I met you, but now I feel alive again. And that is all due to you. I want to spend every moment of my future with you. Please, say that you will become my bride—my real bride. Sophia Rose Jameson, will you marry me?”
 
                 She hesitated for a moment, her eyes growing wide as she processed what he was asking. She swallowed hard and then squealed. “Yes, yes, yes! Of course, I’ll marry you!”
 
                 Raven pulled her up into his arms and swung her around. Before she could say a word, he was kissing her with all the passion he had held at bay since their very first meeting. His lips moved over hers with purpose, but he somehow managed to restrain himself, although it was the hardest thing he had ever done. He wanted her more than he had ever wanted anyone, but their time would come…and soon. 
 
                                                * * * * * * 
 
   Rose felt him restraining himself from giving in to her fully. He knew she wanted to wait until their wedding day to be intimate, and she knew he would honor that at all cost. He was an amazing man; a man with so much tenderness and vulnerability that he hid very well, but she knew it was there. She didn’t allow herself to worry too much about her future with him. She wanted children, but that was an unknown when it came to them. She also knew he was immortal and she wasn’t. Yes, she would age slower after mating, but no one really knew anything about what would happen with the mating of a vampire and a werewolf. Most things they would just have to discover together. And for now, that seemed just fine with her.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                            Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Raven’s dreams were coming true. In a few hours Sophia Rose Jameson would finally become his bride. He hadn’t believed this day would ever come. There was a time when he thought he was destined to live this cruel life alone—forever. But, as Charity’s God, and now his God, would have it, fate had dealt him a sweet hand, and one he would cherish with all he possessed. He would not mess this one up, and he would protect this woman, and his new life, with his own.
 
                 Rose had finally, but reluctantly, agreed to an outdoor/daytime wedding. Eli had let it slip that she’d always dreamed of a lovely, sunny outdoor wedding. He knew she had changed those dreams to accommodate him—to protect him. But he couldn’t have that. It was his job to protect her, not the other way around. Besides, they would actually be safer from his old coven of vampires if the wedding was during the daytime hours. His new, crazy wolf pack were sparing no expense in shielding him from any and all sun rays, including plans to drive him to the ceremony, located in the lovely Windrake Mountain Park, in the darkest tinted car he’d ever seen. Was it even legal for them to be that dark? He didn’t really care. As long as he made it to the site on time to marry the woman of his dreams.
 
                 Raven smiled as he thought of his new family. He never would have imagined this new life of his. He used to think that maybe he was crazy for even considering joining this pack, but now he knew better. He was just blessed, plain and simple.
 
                 He was still smiling, adjusting his tie in the mirror, when Charity burst into his room without even knocking. “Raven!”
 
                 He spun to face her, recognizing the fear possessing her lovely face. “What is it?” His gut twisted with dread.
 
                 “Rose is gone!”
 
                 He stiffened. “What do you mean ‘gone’?”
 
                 “I went into her room to help her finish dressing and she was gone! We’re searching the facility now!”
 
                 She flew from the room with Raven hot on her heels. She was fast, with her new powers given to her by the triplets within her, but too soon Raven blurred past in a whirlwind that caused her dark hair to whip around her.
 
                 Moments later, Levi and Eli had caught up to both of them and they were all searching every closet, corner, and doorway. They were just running through the lobby when they all came to an abrupt stop, recognizing laughter coming from the wing to the left. They peered around at each other in confusion before the realization dawned. In unison, they bolted down the hall and into the room, freezing at what they saw next. Rose was sitting at a table with, of all people, Grandmammy, laughing hysterically while Grandmammy topped off her tiny shot glass with a dark liquid they all recognized. And before any of them could stop her, she downed her drink with eagerness.
 
                 Raven turned paler, if that were possible.
 
                 “Grandmammy! What are you doing?” Levi, Charity, and Eli shouted in unison.
 
                 “Oh, just givin’ her a somethin’ to calm her nerves. She was shakin’ worse than a bloody stump in an alligator pond, she was. My moonshine will cure anythin’ from a cough to the flu, it will.”
 
                 Rose burst into a fit of giggles as she shoved her glass in for another refill.
 
                 “Oh no you don’t!” They all said, racing in to take her glass. 
 
                 Raven finally snapped into action, taking Rose by the arm and pulling her up and into his arms. “Let us get you out of here.” 
 
   She stumbled, giggling as Charity took her other arm and together they led her out.
 
                 Rose peered up at Raven. “Oh, Raven, you look so handsome.” Then she did the unthinkable—she burst into tears. 
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “Here, take this,” Charity said, shoving a bowl of popcorn in Raven’s arms. She knew he was addicted to the stuff.
 
   Staring blankly into space, he shoveled the tasty snack into his mouth—one handful after another. 
 
   Okay, so the situation seemed serious, but Charity had been through worse. She could help these two through this. Couldn’t she? “It’ll be okay. You’ll see. She’s on her third cup of coffee. She’ll be fine by the wedding.” Charity was saying the words but she wasn’t buying any of them—and it seemed neither was anyone else. She glanced around at the faces surrounding them; Eli, Hector, Josh, Ashley, Irena, Joseph, Mr. and Mrs. Jameson, and finally, Levi. He gave her a sympathetic smile which she returned. But she had worked too hard to get these two people together to let a stupid thing like the bride being hammered disrupt things. There would be a wedding even if she had to hold the bride in place herself. She glanced again at the usually strong Raven, still staring blankly while shoving more popcorn in his mouth, and was spurred into action.
 
   “Okay, let’s get this show on the road.” She walked over to Rose and pulled her to her feet. “Let’s take you to get dressed. Ashley, Mrs. Jameson, can you two help me?” The two women joined Charity and together they ushered Rose away.
 
                                                  * * * * * * 
 
   Rose’s vision was still slightly blurred as she watched the women dress her, careful not to jerk her too hard. She wasn’t able to be of much help yet. “What was in that drink that crazy old woman gave me?” she slurred, then giggled.
 
                 “It’s not your fault, Rose,” Ashley began, “Grandmammy makes the strongest moonshine anywhere around, and she loves to share it with any willing body that she thinks might have an ailment.”
 
                 Rose studied this Ashley girl. She was very cute, with short, blonde, cropped hair, and she was pregnant as well, although not as far along as Charity. She remembered hearing that Josh, Levi’s beta, and Ashley were having a little girl. They were naming her Glorianna. Glory was for what they felt God deserved for blessing them, and Anna, Charity’s middle name, was a way to honor her best friend, a name Ashley said she always loved. As Rose continued to study her, she decided that she definitely liked this girl. After all, she was helping her into her panties, all the while chatting animatedly about something completely irrelevant. This girl was perky beyond reason, but she still liked her.
 
                 “So, do you guys know if vampires can have babies?”
 
                 The question obviously caught them by surprise based on the way they were looking around at each other. Charity was the one to answer. “Well, you see, Rose. Umm, actually, no. I’m sorry, but they can’t have children.” She said frankly.
 
                 Rose shrugged. “Thanks for being honest with me.”
 
                 “Rose,” Charity began, “you and Raven have a special love and connection. You have been gifted with each other. Some people never have that. Try to focus on that. Okay?” She smiled and squeezed Rose’s hand.
 
                 This touched Rose deeply. “Okay. Thanks, Charity. I appreciate that.” She started giggling again. “Did you know I used to be jealous of you? I thought Raven was in love with you. I still think he has strong feelings for you that even he doesn’t truly understand.”
 
                 “Well, there is only one woman for Raven, and it’s you, Rose. He loves you very much. He would do anything to protect you. I hope you know that.”
 
                 The mood had turned serious, but Rose did know that what Charity spoke was the truth. Raven would die to protect her. She knew that if she didn’t know anything else. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                     Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   The music began, and by the time her father took her gently by the arm, and planted a sweet kiss on her cheek, Rose was finally sober enough to walk straight. She would have to remember to steer clear of that strange Grandmammy Goodfeeling. She peered over and spotted the woman seated by the back. She quickly smiled a strange, toothy grin. Was something wrong with her dentures? She thought they looked as if they didn’t fit quite right. Someone cleared their throat pulling Rose back into the moment. 
 
                 Raven was tucked deep into the gazebo, out of the reach of the sun’s rays, and Rose couldn’t enjoy the view until she was all the way inside. Once inside, she marveled at how handsome he was, with his dark tux, so striking against his pale skin and dark eyes. He smiled then, setting her nerve-endings on fire. She couldn’t believe it. Was this man really hers?
 
                 He took her hand and gathered her to his side. She glanced up into his deep, passionate eyes, and she knew things would be forever different from that very moment on. And she was right.
 
                                                   * * * * * *
 
   “Okay, let’s get this meeting started,” Levi said, “Raven, you coming?”
 
                 Raven barely looked up from his phone as he held up his finger to indicate he needed one more minute. He wanted to touch base with Sophia before the meeting began, but she wasn’t answering her phone. She knew how important it was to be accessible after the incident with Kyle. Her safety was more important to him than anything, and if he couldn’t reach her, he wouldn’t be able to function properly.
 
                 Jordan rushed in, throwing his backpack on the table. He was always late to these things. As soon as Raven spotted him, he rushed over to inquire. “Jordan, did you see Sophia this afternoon?” He didn’t want to alarm anyone, but keeping the anxiousness from his voice wasn’t easy for him.
 
                 Jordan shrugged. “Oh, yeah. I saw her after school. She seemed fine to me.”
 
                 Raven suspected that Jordan might still be slightly sore over not winning Sophia for himself. “Oh. Well, thank you.” 
 
   Raven continued to pace even as Levi began the meeting.
 
                 “Does anyone know where Eli is? He’s missed three of these meetings already,” Levi remarked. “Raven, do you know where he is?”
 
                 Raven was pulled back into reality then. “No. I am sorry, but I do not know where Eli is today. He has been gone all day long. I am sorry, Levi, but I must go. I fear something has delayed Sophia, and I am concerned. I will try to hurry back.”
 
                 Levi appeared worried as well. “Yes, of course. Please call me as soon as you find her. God’s speed.”
 
                 “Thank you, Levi,” he said, exiting the room with velocity and grace. He entered the car garage seconds later, jumping into his car and accelerating up the ramp and into the forest.
 
                 He reached the school in record time and ran from the car and into the building. The sun barely had time to touch him, but he was already beginning to feel the effects from it.
 
                 After searching most of the building, he finally located her in the library. She was exiting the room with books in her arms. She jumped when she spotted him. “Oh, Raven! You scared me. What are you doing here? I thought you had a meeting.”
 
                 “I was worried about you. I tried reaching you on your phone, but you did not answer. Is everything all right?”
 
                 “I’m such an idiot. I’m so sorry, Raven. My cell battery died. I must’ve forgotten to charge it last night. I thought you’d be preoccupied in the meeting. I really wanted to get these books for a report due soon. Please forgive me.”
 
                 He took all of her books into one hand and pulled her against him with the other. “I am just so relieved that you are fine.”
 
                 He snuggled her neck, and she giggled. “Well, I don’t know about fine. If you keep doing that I’m going to be very worked up.”
 
                 He pulled back and gave her a wicked grin. “Well then. Let us get you home as fast as possible.”
 
                 Before she could respond he scooped her up into his one arm and carried her from the building. As he was placing her in the car, however, he stumbled. She stiffened, and he knew she had noticed. 
 
                 “Raven, maybe I should drive. We need to get you out of the sun right away. I can tell it’s affecting you.”              
 
                 He grinned. “It is not the sun that is affecting me, my love. It is you.” But he knew she wasn’t buying it at all. 
 
                 They were halfway home, taking curve after curve on the winding mountain road, when suddenly a dark Humvee with darker windows came flying up fast behind them. Raven didn’t want to alarm Sophia, but he instantly had a bad feeling about this vehicle.
 
                 “Hold on,” Raven told Sophia as he rolled down his window and tried waving them past, but they wouldn’t have it. They sped up, tapping Raven’s back bumper.
 
                 “What do they want?” Sophia yelled, clearly shaken.
 
                 “Here, call Levi immediately!” Raven said, pressing his phone into her hand. He then took the wheel firmly with both hands. “Hold on!” He sped up, taking the curves way too fast.
 
                 Sophia pushed the buttons with urgency before glancing back at the big vehicle. “Raven! Look out!” she screamed as the Humvee slammed into the rear of their car, pushing them over the edge of the road and flying into the air.
 
                 Raven blurred as he unbuckled his seatbelt and dove in front of Sophia, shielding her body from the impact.
 
                 The car slammed into a tree, catapulting Raven’s body through the windshield, over the hood of the car, and into the forest.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The meeting was finally over and Levi felt it went pretty good, despite two of his key players being absent. Then he remembered Rose and started to retrieve his cell phone when Charity entered the room.
 
                 “Hey, puppy. How did the meeting go?” she said playfully, wrapping her arms around his neck as she leaned in for a quick, but sweet, kiss.
 
                 He pulled her into his arms as close as he could possibly get considering the huge protruding belly between them. “It went well. Raven had to leave, and Eli was another no show though.”
 
                 She pulled away in a huff. “That stinking Eli! What’s his problem anyway?”
 
                 He let out a deep sigh. “Who knows.”
 
                 “You know, maybe we should have him neutered. That will keep him at home.”
 
                 “Hmm,” Levi said, rubbing his chin, seriously considering it. 
 
   She laughed, taking his hand in hers. “You know this rubbing-the-chin thing is becoming a familiar trait of yours, but it’s cute.” She winked at him. “Did, you say Raven had to leave?”
 
                 Levi nodded, rubbing his chin again, still pretending to think.
 
                 She pushed him playfully. “Stop that. Why did Raven leave?”
 
                 Levi pulled her into his arms and proceeded in telling her what happened. 
 
                 “Well, did he call you to say he found her?” 
 
   He released her and pulled out his phone. “I was about to check when you came in.” He pulled up his messages. “Here’s one from him.” 
 
   “Well, aren’t you gonna listen to it?”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he responded in mock irritation. As he pressed the button and began to listen to it, all he heard was Rose scream the words, “Raven! Look out!” 
 
   “Raven and Rose are in trouble!” he shouted, dialing his phone again.
 
   Charity was quick. She grabbed his phone but instead, inserted her fingers into her mouth and created the most ear piercing whistle heard to date.
 
   Within seconds most of the pack were rushing inside the Meeting Room.
 
   “Okay,” Levi started, “Raven and Rose are in trouble. It sounded like a car wreck. Let’s split up and search. Be on your guard. Raven had to have had a reason to wreck. Maybe it’s the sun, or he may have had outside help.”
 
   Charity started to follow when Levi grabbed her arm. “Oh no you don’t. You stay here and take care of yourself.”
 
   “I don’t think so. Those are my friends out there.”
 
   “And I—will—find—them. Please stay here and keep you and our babies safe.” He smiled a gentle smile and ran his hand down her cheek. “Please, kitten. For me?”
 
   She sighed. “Fine. But please call me as soon as you know something.”
 
   That was easier than he thought it would be. He was sure she’d give him a hard time about going, but he couldn’t bear the thought of her and the babies in danger. No one knew yet what they were facing. “I promise. Thank you, baby.”
 
   He was rushing out the door. “Levi!”
 
   He spun to face his wife—her beauty so overwhelming it struck him almost speechless. “Yes?”
 
   “Please be careful.”
 
   He smiled. “Always.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                 Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose slowly opened her eyes. She ran her hands up and down her body. She seemed to be okay. But how was that possible? Raven had thrown himself in front of her. That’s why she wasn’t injured.
 
                 Raven!
 
                 She unbuckled her seatbelt and pushed on the door. It wouldn’t open. It was crushed in, and no matter how hard she pushed, she couldn’t get it to budge. “Raven!” She had to get to him. She knew he was injured. He’d flown through the windshield. 
 
   The windshield.
 
   She climbed over the glass, careful not to cut herself. She felt sore, but she continued to climb out and over the hood. She stumbled as she landed on her feet. “Raven!” she called as she moved through the forest searching for any movement, or any noise alerting her to his whereabouts. “Raven!” She suddenly thought she spotted movement ahead. There was a figure lying on the ground. Was it Raven? The forest was sheltered from the sun, and it was hard for her to see, but there appeared to be dark figures standing around him. Had she hit her head? She reached up to touch it when a hand came around her neck, and before she could scream, she slipped into darkness. 
 
                                               * * * * * *
 
   Raven moaned as he slowly pulled himself to a sitting position. He ran his hand across his face and felt blood. He had a gash in his head, and it was bleeding badly. His thoughts were confusing, but he thought there was someone important he should remember, maybe someone he should be looking for. 
 
                 He tried to get up but fell again, too weak to move. Suddenly, he registered a presence. He glanced up and recognized the familiar villain. His stomach knotted.
 
                 “Well, hello Brother. It seems we have finally found you.”
 
                 “Griffin,” Raven spat, watching his brother, along with the rest of the coven, taking a stance, surrounding him.
 
                 “It is nice to see you too. I have to admit, I didn’t think we would get lucky enough for you to make another mistake so soon. When we caught your scent some weeks back near the high school, we put a tight watch on the school. It was easy enough with just the one werewolf watching over the school. I do believe Levi is getting sloppy. I was curious as to what would make you take such a chance knowing we were looking for you. I have to say I am disappointed to find that answer.
 
                 Suddenly Raven’s mind cleared long enough for him to remember. “Sophia!”
 
                 Griffin laughed. “Is this what you are looking for?” A vampire, he instantly recognized as Randolph, stepped into view. He was a giant vampire and hard to miss with his white skin, white hair, and even whiter eyes. And, lying limply in the albino’s arms, was his Sophia Rose. Raven tried to get up, but two others grabbed him and pinned him down.
 
                 “Don’t even think about trying anything foolish. Let me introduce you to our newest family member. She will make you regret it.” Stepping out from the others came a beautiful, statuesque woman. She was bald with some sort of tattoos trailing up her neck and around her ears. Raven couldn’t make out what they were, black hearts perhaps, but he did notice the two whips coiled up against both her hips. Her hands rested upon them and seemed to itch with anticipation. Her eyes were golden, almost like the werewolves. In another time he could have admired her beauty and fierceness, but that was the old Raven. 
 
                 “This is Maurie, and to stare her down is to cause your own death. If you say her name is a boy’s name, or make any reference to the talk show host, she will split you in half with her whips. It is best not to talk to her at all. You have been warned.”
 
                 Raven did his best to ignore those statements. “Griffin, let Sophia go! You have me, now let her go!”
 
                 “You know, I do not think I will.” His voice instantly turned from taunting to fierce. “I think she is coming with us.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “There it is!” Hector yelled, spotting Raven’s car mangled against the tree.
 
                 “Well, this is his car all right,” Levi said, inspecting it further. The others came around him with worried looks on their faces. At once, they all caught the familiar scent of their enemy. “Search the area now!”
 
                 Shifting into their werewolf forms, they all broke off in search of their friends. Before long, they came to the spot where Raven’s blood lie pooled on the ground. Some shifted back into their human forms. Josh was the first to speak. “It looks like this is where Raven and Rose’s scent ends, but the vampire scents continue north. Shall we pursue them?” 
 
                 “Yes,” Levi answered. “But first we need to regroup. We’ll need to make some calls and get all members active. This means war, and we need to be prepared. Let’s get back to the facility. We don’t have much time. We will make them regret the day they took our friends,” he growled.
 
                                                * * * * * *
 
   Back at the Drake House, Levi made the calls and all active werewolves rendezvoused in the Meeting Room, worked up and ready for a fight. He knew all of them had come to respect Raven and were happy he had found love with Rose. As he watched his pack gather and talk strategy, their anger grew and he was glad for it. Their anger would give them the ammunition they needed to win this battle once and for all. 
 
                 Charity was huddled around Rose’s parents, comforting them, and Levi was about to make his way over to see how they were coping, when Eli burst onto the scene. “I’m in too! You can’t leave without me!”
 
                 “You need to stay here with your parents,” Levi said, coming up in front of him.
 
                 “No way, Levi! That’s my sister out there with those monsters! And Raven is my friend! I’m coming!” Eli’s voice was a mix between a growl and a yell. His face was burning red with anger and determination. The look he shot Levi made it clear this wasn’t up for discussion.
 
                 Levi lowered his head and sighed. “Well, let’s go then.”
 
                 Eli rested his hand on Levi’s shoulder. “Thanks, Brother.”
 
                 This warmed Levi instantly.  He did truly love his brother. “We’ll find them. I promise you that.” He turned to the others. “There’s just one more thing we’re waiting for,” he said, glancing at the door, “and here they are.”
 
                 Everyone mumbled their disapproval as Wesley and some of his pack came into view.
 
                 “Levi, what are they doing here?” Eli growled.
 
                 Levi knew Eli was most likely remembering the day in the clearing when Wesley defeated him in battle. Eli wasn’t ready then, but thanks to Levi’s training, he was sure that his brother was ready now. “I invited them here. We need their help if we’re gonna win this. We have no idea what we’re walking into, and we need to be prepared. Last time they had more vampires than we’ve ever seen together. Now, I know they haven’t had much time to regroup, but we can’t take any chances. These are our friends, and we want to bring them back alive.” Levi scanned his group with a challenging look. “Any comments?” he asked, hoping they would just accept the situation. They really didn’t have time to debate the issue.
 
                 “More importantly, we need to wipe this vampire scum from the earth,” Wesley said, smirking.
 
                 Charity added, “Gee, Wesley, remind me why I haven’t missed you a bit.”
 
                 He started to approach her but stopped himself when Levi growled a warning. “Oh, Charity, you know you missed my unique charm.”
 
                 Levi watched as Charity seemed to stop and study him then. His black hair was a sloppy spike and his arrogance was the same as usual, Levi noted with annoyance. 
 
   “Hmm, well unique is right,” she said, her face turning sincere. “Just go and save my family, okay?”
 
                 Wesley also turned serious. “Of course,” was all he said as he nodded and turned to join the others who were already running from the room.
 
                 “Levi!” she called.
 
                 He did a sharp turn and was in front of her in a flash. “What is it, baby?”
 
                 “Please let me come?”
 
                 His heart jumped in his chest. He loved this woman more than anything. He knew it was hard for her to stay behind, but she and the babies’ safety needed to come first. “Oh, kitten,” he sighed, taking her face gently in his hands. “You need to stay here and keep everyone calm. The Jameson’s need you too. And you’re supposed to be on bed-rest for the babies. You’ve saved us lots of times, now let the werewolves do the saving. We need to earn back our pride, ya know.”
 
                 She smiled at that. “Okay, but Levi?”
 
                 “Yes,” he whispered, touching his lips softly to hers.
 
                 “Promise me you’ll be careful. And please come back. We need you,” she said, rubbing her hands across her belly.
 
                 He peered down into her tearful blue eyes. “I will always come back to you, kitten—always. I promise.” He kissed her one last time and disappeared from sight.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Raven’s mind was a blur as he faded in and out of consciousness. He wasn’t aware of where he was, or how long he had been there. All he knew for sure was that he was injured and his strength was gone, and unless he fed, it wouldn’t return. He thought he heard someone calling his name somewhere in the cloudiness of his mind. He tried to focus on the voice, listening with the feeble strength he had left. Slowly, it became clearer.
 
                 Sophia!
 
                 He snapped to, trying to jump up but was unable to move. Not only was his strength truly gone, but he was wrapped tightly with chains covering his complete upper torso. He struggled, but it was no use.
 
                 “Get these chains off me!” he barked, only to be answered with laughter. Now that he was awake, he could see where he was. It was his old home—his mansion. The same one he brought Charity to many months ago. “Where is Sophia?” he demanded through clenched teeth.
 
                 “I can’t believe you chose another bride. Was I not good enough?”
 
                 He recognized the whine right away. It was Cassie, his old bride. Well, they were not truly married. Not like him and Sophia. His voice was strained. “Cassie, I need to feed. Please, help me.”
 
   “I am sorry love, but you left me. You chose those nasty werewolves over me.” She was whining in full force now, her long blonde hair flowing all around her. “You chose that human girl, Charity, over all of us. And now you married one of them. Did you think I would not find out? I have been looking for you for a while now. I saw your wedding picture in that stupid little town paper. How could you?” She slapped him then. His head flipped back and snapped, making a loud crack. She gasped. “Oh, love. I am so sorry. I did not mean to hurt my love.” She knelt down by his head and cradled him. Suddenly, Raven’s head snapped up, and he sank his teeth deep into her neck, sucking with urgency. She screamed. He knew he wouldn’t have long, and he was right. Three vampires rushed in and threw him across the room. He smacked hard against the back wall, knocking pictures down on top of him.
 
                 “I cannot believe you did that!” she screamed, pressing her hand to her wound. “Now I will take it out on your new little bride!”
 
                 “No!” he tried to yell, but she was already gone.
 
                 Raven tried to get to his feet, but he was so weak he couldn’t even get to his knees. He didn’t have enough time to get the blood he needed to heal. That is probably why they were keeping him from Sophia. If he were to feed from her rich werewolf blood, he would heal very quickly. 
 
   He attempted to crawl across the floor. He had only moved less than a foot when the door swung open wide.
 
   “Well, I see you are trying to escape, but I do not think we need to worry.” Griffin’s voice was smug. “I have a proposition for you, my brother.” He turned to Randolph. “Bring the girl in.” He reached down to Raven, pulling him to his knees. “Here is the deal, Brother. You can denounce these werewolf friends of yours and ask for forgiveness for your betrayal. If you do this, we will take you back into the coven once again. You will then help us with the location of your former wolf pack and together we will slaughter every last one of them.”
 
   Raven glared up at him with such hatred that he never thought he could have for his own brother. “I will never help you kill them!”
 
   Griffin ignored him. “Or you will be staked outside during the daylight hours where you will slowly dry up to a giant prune. I will make your bride watch, of course. She will then lead me to your pack, and I will kill them all anyway. The choice is yours. However, if you join us, I might just let your bride go free.”
 
   At that moment, Randolph entered the room with Sophia gripped tightly in his hands. “Raven!” She tried to go to him, but Griffin grabbed hold of her, pulling her close against him. 
 
   “Hmm, I have never understood this sudden fascination with these human girls. But at least this one’s blood smells delicious.”
 
   Raven gritted his teeth, speaking through them with restrained anger. “Get—your—hands—off—of—my—wife.” He growled then.
 
   “Did you just growl at me? What are you a werewolf now?” He turned angry. “You will never growl at me again!” He jerked Sophia’s neck backwards and sank his fangs deep into her neck, sucking generously.
 
   “No!” Despite the chains, Raven stood and came at Griffin with fervent speed. Griffin must have anticipated it. As soon as Raven got close enough, he let Sophia go and backhanded Raven across the face, sending him flying over the bed across the room.
 
   “No!” Sophia yelled, turning quickly and slapping Griffin in the face.
 
   He grabbed hold of her hand. “The last girl who caused trouble here regretted it.” He jerked her along as he stomped across the room toward Raven. Raven lay on the floor unmoving.
 
   “I know you can hear me. You may want to reconsider my offer. It appears your wife is with child.”
 
   Raven lifted his head and locked eyes with a tearful and shocked Sophia. She began to cry. “Father will be very interested to hear this most unnerving news. This changes everything. She cannot be left alive now. But you can save yourself. You have two days to decide. Randolph, take her back.” He pushed Sophia into Randolph’s arms.
 
   Although his voice was weak, he called out to her. “Sophia, I will fix this somehow. I love you. I will fix this.” He knew, despite her heavy sobs, she heard him. Raven’s eyes filled with tears again. This could not be happening. This was supposed to be joyful news. But this news was dangerous for anyone but his pack. A baby was the one thing he did not see coming, and he did not know what to do about it. How was he going to save them now?
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                 Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days passed in a blur. Raven wouldn’t have even known it if it hadn’t been for the constant pain in his heart keeping him barely alive. He didn’t care about his own pain, all he could think about was that his precious Sophia was suffering—and because of him. He had let her down. He was supposed to keep her safe. They had a chance at a happy life; a life with a family, something he didn’t even think was possible. And now that he knew, it was torturing him. He couldn’t imagine what Sophia was thinking. He wished he could get to her, but he could barely move. And now they would both die—all because of him.
 
                 The door flew open. “Well, Brother. Have you made your choice?”
 
                 Maurie and Randolph approached him and pulled him to his knees. Raven could barely hold himself upright. “Don’t do this, Brother. I won’t join you. You will be forced to kill me. Can you really live with that?”
 
                 “I am not the one who betrayed our kind!” Griffin spat. “I am not the one who married the enemy and is now having a half breed. We cannot allow such an abomination. Father will not let that happen. He has been in Romania but is on his way here. It seems he too wants to be involved in destroying this pack.”
 
                 Raven smirked. “And does he know you plan to kill me?”
 
                 Griffin’s smile was dangerous. “He was the one who gave the order.”
 
                 Raven’s face fell. Could his father truly be that mad at him to actually order his execution? It seemed so. Pain, mixed with shock and disappointment filled him, suffocating him.
 
                 “So, what is your final decision? Are you joining us, or are you dying today?”
 
                 Raven slowly peered up at his once beloved brother, a sadistic smile creeping on his face. “It looks like I am dying.”
 
                 Anger, disbelief, and a twinge of sadness flashed through Griffin’s eyes before he straightened his shoulders, turned on his heels, and left the room. “Bring him,” he said before he disappeared from sight.
 
                 The two vampires picked him up by his arms and dragged him from the room. He spotted Cassie in the hallway, crouched down against the wall, crying. When they reached the top of the stairs, instead of carrying him down, they threw him. He rolled violently down the stairs, crashing hard to the floor below. He heard a woman scream. “Sophia,” he whispered just before everything went black. 
 
                                             * * * * * * 
 
   Rose watched in horror as they lifted Raven’s limp body and carried it out the front door. They dragged her behind him, taking them into the center of the backyard and stopping in front of a huge tree. She watched with tears spilling from her eyes as they tied him to the big tree with chains covering his entire body. His head dangled loosely as though he was already dead, but Rose knew better. Raven was a fighter. He was the strongest man she knew. But studying him now made her heart lose hope. He looked like a shell of the man she loved; the vibrant and passionate man from only a few days ago. He was paler than she’d ever seen him. His long hair wasn’t silky and straight like usual, but messy, bloody, and plastered to his head. His lips were not the lovely shade of red as before but white, dry, and cracking. Things were looking so bad. She glanced up at the sky just as the sun began to appear. It wouldn’t be long before this part of the yard was drenched in sunlight.
 
                 She became desperate. “Please, Griffin. Please let us go. He’s your brother.”
 
                 “Silence! You know nothing of me, or what he has done to our family. He deserves this. He did this! Not me! And you are next! Tie her to that tree over there.” Then he smirked at her. “So she has a front row seat to the barbeque.”
 
                 She gasped and knew then that this man was pure evil.
 
                                                  * * * * * * 
 
   Raven’s eyes flickered open but quickly shut. It felt like daggers were being shot through his skin. He tried again, forcing his dry eyes to open. It took him a moment to recognize where he was. But once he did, he filled with dread. He was tied to the huge tree in the backyard, and the now awakened sun was encroaching toward him very slowly. He heard whimpering and quickly scanned to find his Sophia tied to the opposite tree. “Sophia,” he tried to say, but his vocal cords were dried shut. 
 
   By her expression she appeared to know what he was trying to say. “Oh, Raven,” was all she said before succumbing to the tears.
 
   It broke his heart to see her cry. He knew how helpless she must feel. He felt it himself. He made an attempt to break free but nothing happened. He tried again, but he was just making things worse. He felt like if he tried again his bones would snap. Raven heard laughter and turned to see his entire coven, along with many others he recognized from a fellow coven, seated under a constructed tent, safe from the rays of the sun. 
 
   “You can stop this anytime you feel like it, Raven. You can help us destroy the werewolves, or you can destroy yourself.”
 
   Raven tuned him out. He knew Griffin was going to kill Sophia and the baby no matter his choice. He could not live without them—he would not. His choice was simple. If he did not have the strength to save her—he would die with her.
 
                 Raven peered over to Rose and their eyes locked, giving his heart a little more strength, though all hope was lost. They stayed that way for a long time; their eyes saying things their voices were too weak to say, until the encroaching sun finally reached his body. The intense power of the direct sunlight, and the lack of the healing blood he so desperately needed, caused the sun to begin to burn through the top layers of his skin. He bit his tongue to keep from crying out.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                  Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose screamed as she watched Raven’s body slowly begin to shrivel. Steam was creeping out from under his clothing.
 
                 “It wwwill be o-kay, Sophia. I-I—love—you,” he finally managed to force the words out. But she knew he was already too weak and the sun was too strong. He couldn’t hold his screams back any longer as he let out the most heart-wrenching, blood-curdling scream of agony. Rose could feel it all the way to her bones. Raven’s screams continued as his face sunk in and the moisture was sucked from his eye sockets. His head flopped forward as the steam surrounded and engulfed him.
 
                 “No!” Rose screamed. “Somebody help him! He’s dying!” she peered at the vampires huddled under the tent, safe from the sun, and lost all hope. They were enjoying the scene playing out before them. She turned back to look at Raven, his head still slumped forward in an awkward way. “Raven, I love you!” Her desperation quickly returned. “Somebody please help him! Raven, don’t leave me!” She struggled violently with the chains until they began to dig into her flesh and blood trickled down her limbs.
 
                 “Did somebody call for help?!” Eli’s voice penetrated the thick smoky air as a rumbling surrounded the yard. Then furry bodies burst from the forest with one mission in mind—total annihilation. Rose sighed, letting the tears fall as the relief flooded her heart. The werewolves had finally arrived, and the slaughter was about to begin.
 
                 Rose glanced over to Griffin, but instead of fear he displayed an arrogance that said he was prepared for this. He pulled out his phone and within seconds a dozen or more vampires poured out of the house. The last one was Maurie. She emerged from the door almost in slow motion, snatching her whips from her hips and slicing them through the air like a master. The sound was deafening. But, from the forest, the werewolves kept coming—and they were angry. At last count—forty-five. The vampires were outnumbered—again. And soon they would be no more. This thought brought a comfort to Rose like no other, but she would have to watch it all play out before help would come to her and Raven. But could he survive long enough? Did he even realize help had arrived?
 
                 The fighting had begun, and Rose had to suppress the bile that formed in her throat as heads rolled and bodies were ripped apart with eagerness. Blood splattered across her chest as one vampire came at her, preparing to destroy her, when Hector, in one long swipe, split him in two, the pieces falling on either side of her. She knew this was Hector because no one, werewolf or vampire, could match his size. She had never seen anything like this in her entire life, and she would be terrified if she wasn’t so worried about Raven’s survival. 
 
   Randolph was the first vampire overtaken. With his white skin and hair, he was an easy target. 
 
   Rose watched the vampire Maurie, in an almost awe at how easily she wielded her whips, slicing anything that came at her. She did not seem to be affected by the sun at all, and every werewolf her whips touched would shriek; the blood splattered as it sliced. But Maurie soon became surrounded by werewolves hungry for her blood. It had quickly turned from a fight for her, to survival.  Somehow it seemed sad, and Rose made herself look away from the scene.
 
   She struggled to tell one werewolf from another, but she felt she would know her brother, Eli from anywhere. She was relieved when she spotted him running to Raven and slashing the chains free. Raven fell limply into his arms. He ran his claw over his own arm and pressed the wound to Raven’s lips, but too soon a vampire jumped him from behind. The two fought wildly until Eli got a hold of him around the neck and swung him like a baseball bat into the nearest tree. The impact splintered the tree and twisted the body in an unnatural fashion. Eli quickly returned to Raven. Wait, that wasn’t Eli. Eli had a white patch under his chin. It was Levi. They indeed did look exactly alike. But where was Eli? She searched through the bloody chaos and flying body parts. Her eyes finally distinguished Eli, and to her horror, he was fighting Griffin. He was taunting Eli; circling him with speed. Eli swung out trying to hit him, but Griffin was too fast, and the blows never made contact. Rose suddenly had a bad feeling come over her.
 
                 A hand swung out of nowhere and punched Eli in the back of the head, sending him flying. He crashed hard to the ground but was straight back to his feet and ready for more. And more punches came; one to the face, two to the stomach, and one last one to the chest which sent him flying into the air. He flipped so that his feet hit the tree and then he catapulted himself off, did another flip, and landed on his feet in front of Griffin. With an angry growl, he swiped his paw; claws extended forward, and slashed Griffin through the chest. Griffin, stunned, stared down at the open wounds as blood spilled out onto the ground. 
 
                 His face turned smug as he stared up at the huffing, snarling beast. “You stupid werewolf! You cannot defeat—”
 
                 In one swift swipe, his head was gone. And just like that, Griffin Vanderburg, the vicious tyrant and their number one enemy, was no more.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                  Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Levi watched the scene unfold before him.
 
   Eli slashed the chains holding Rose to the tree and pulled her into his arms as he shifted into his human form. “I was so worried about you, Rose. Are you okay? Did they harm you?”
 
                 “I’m okay, Eli. I just have to see Raven.”
 
                 “Of course.” He picked her up and in seconds he lowered her to the ground at Raven’s feet. His eyes were barely open but his coloring was returning. Instead of a ghost pale, he was returning to a normal pale, and the pink was slowly returning to his lips. Levi’s blood was doing the trick and healing him quickly.
 
                 “Raven,” Rose whispered, touching her hand to his face in a delicate motion; careful not to harm him further.
 
                 His eyes opened fully then. He took her hand and brought it to his lips. “I am okay, my love. Now that you are free and here with me, I am okay.” He smiled, and the relief on Rose’s face was evident. Her face brightened and she seemed to be breathing more steadily. Levi could hear it. She was at peace until the next words were spoken.
 
                 “Levi,” Raven said, peering up at him, “Sophia and I must leave North Carolina as soon as we can.”
 
                 “What?” the entire pack said in unison, stopping what they were doing and staring in confusion.
 
                 “Sophia is with child. Griffin knew and he told my father, Julius, who is on his way here. When he finds this mess he will be angered and desperate to find me. He will want to destroy our child. He believes it to be an abomination. He will seek to destroy the three of us. We have to disappear. At least for a while until we feel it is safe to return. Do you understand?”
 
                 Levi was rubbing his chin, deep in thought. “Hmm, yes I think I do. And I agree. It isn’t safe for you here. We have a fellow pack in Alaska. You will be welcomed there—and safe. You’ll also have less sunlight to deal with so you’ll have more freedom. I’ll make contact with their alpha, Sergeant they call him, and for good reason. But he’s a good man—and a good friend to us.”
 
                 Raven took his hand. “Thank you, Levi, for everything. I don’t deserve it.”
 
                 Levi smiled. “You’re a friend, and now family as well. You deserve it and more. And you’re welcome.”
 
                 Levi noticed Wesley watching this exchange with seemingly curiosity. Something that was spoken intrigued him greatly, but he remained silent. 
 
   More than a dozen werewolves collected and piled the bodies of the dead vampires in the middle of the yard and set them ablaze. The others had shifted back into their human forms and were discussing the outcome. Twenty-five vampires were destroyed, including Griffin, their leader. The only ones left alive were Maurie, who somehow managed to escape though no one knew exactly how, and a female inside the house who was huddled in a corner, crying. The werewolves couldn’t bring themselves to harm her. This, of course was Cassie. Reluctantly, Levi let her go, knowing she would find, and join, Julius Vanderburg. Levi wasn’t worried about Julius. Too many vampires were destroyed. He knew he would most likely never be able to replenish the numbers needed to take his pack down. Julius would know their numbers were great, especially with them being joined by the Windsor pack.
 
                 Levi walked into the mansion to call Charity and let her know they found Raven and Rose, that everything was fine, and they would all be returning very soon. He knew her well enough by now to know she was pacing, anxiously awaiting news, despite the fact that she was supposed to be on bed-rest.
 
                 Afterwards, he dialed up the Mason pack from Alaska. “Sergeant Mason, this is Levi Drake.”
 
                 “Levi! What a nice surprise. How are things in North Carolina?”
 
                 “Things are good here. Um, Sergeant, I have a favor to ask of you.”
 
                 “Of course. You know we’ll do anything we can for you guys. What’s up?”
 
                 Levi then proceeded in telling him of Raven and Rose’s situation, the kidnapping and battle, and finally the danger they were now in. “I was hoping you would take them in for a while until things are safe for them to come back here?”
 
                 “Sure. They can come here, but I have a favor in return.”
 
                 “Of course. If I can help, I will.”
 
                 “Well, I’m having some trouble with my daughter.”
 
                 “You mean Hope? The last time I saw her she was an angel, with long flowing hair and a lovely smile.”
 
                 He huffed. “Well, she’s all grown up now, or so she thinks. The long flowing hair is gone, replaced with choppy blue hair—all to piss me off. Anyway, I’ve tried everything. She won’t listen to me; she’s hanging with a dangerous crowd, and the harder I become, the worse she gets. I need to send her away for a while. I think the space will do us all good. Honestly, I want to get her away from these kids she hanging with. I need someone I can trust. So, what do you think? Can you take her?”
 
                 Levi strolled over to the window and peered out as he scratched his head. “Honestly, Sergeant, I can’t take her. As you know, Charity is about to give birth to triplets any minute now. The pack is really driving me crazy right now. I really—” He paused as he peered through the window and spotted Wesley kneeling down by Rose and offering her a bottle of water. His face was filled with such compassion. It was something Levi had never seen in Wesley before.
 
                 “Levi? Levi, are you still there?”
 
                 “Uh, yeah, Sergeant, I’m still here.” A smile slowly crept across his face as he continued to observe Wesley. “Actually, if you truly trust me, I have the perfect pack in mind to take your daughter in.” 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                              Epilogue/Bonus Scene
 
    
 
    
 
   It was early spring and the evening was still cold as Charity and the rest of the pack gathered in the clearing. They were celebrating all the many blessings they had been given over the last year—as well as their last week before Raven and Rose left them to join the Mason pack in Alaska. No one knew for how long, but the idea was killing Charity. She loved them both very much. Rose had become like a sister to her. She wouldn’t get to see the baby when it was born, and she would miss them very much. But tonight was about dwelling on their blessings. 
 
   Everyone was there, huddled near the bonfire, paired off and snuggling on blankets. Charity peered up into her magnificent husband’s purple eyes and marveled at how everything had turned out better than she could’ve asked for.  
 
                 She glanced around at the happy couples and felt her eyes well with tears. Josh and Ashley were kissing. Raven and Rose were staring lovingly into each other’s eyes while he absentmindedly rubbed her still flat belly and the miracle that lie beneath. Hector and Tosha cuddled with their son Jeremy, and Doc and her mom were wrapped together, giggling softly to some whispered joke. Eli was the only one with a sour look on his face. She thought it irritated him that he was the only one sitting alone with no one cuddled against him. But something told her it wouldn’t be long before things changed for him. Joseph and Irena, like her, were glancing around at their family in contentment, while holding hands. Irena whispered her name. Their eyes caught and they shared a brief smile, basking in the happiness they both felt. 
 
                 Charity sighed, a happy sigh, and Levi leaned down to her ear and kissed it as he reached his big hands around her. He pulled her tighter against his chest while allowing his hands to rest on her big belly, with their three boys finally lying quietly within.
 
                 The guys were all reminiscing when Raven interrupted them and announced a short speech. He shared about how lonely life had been before Charity tugged the sweet girl to her side and introduced her to him. He proclaimed his love for Rose and teared up when thanking the pack for accepting him and rescuing him and Rose. He then turned his attention to Eli and gave a heartfelt thank you to him for being his best friend. Every one of us was in tears, even Eli, though he tried to hide it. 
 
   Eli would miss his sister very much, along with his parents. His parents were accompanying Raven and Rose to Alaska, but he would also miss Raven, his now dear and devoted friend. Raven didn’t hold any ill will against Eli for killing Griffin. He said he understood his anger. Griffin had kidnapped his sister and tied her to a tree to watch the torturing death of her husband. Unfortunately, he deserved what he got. Raven understood this. After declaring again his undying love for Rose, or Sophia as he called her, and again spilling his gratitude to all of them for all they had done for him, he murmured something so low they almost didn’t catch it. Fortunately, they all have exceptional hearing. It sounded something like a whine, and it went something like this, “I really miss my beautiful car.”
 
                 Then they all burst into laughter, breaking up the seriousness of the current mood.
 
                 Suddenly, Charity stopped short; something was wrong. “Hey, Mr. Blurry and Furry,” she said turning to Levi, whose laughter was now rocking both of their bodies in an irritating way. “Will you stop that laughing? You spilt your drink all over the blanket! And all over me as well,” she suddenly noticed.
 
                 Levi stopped dead in mid laughter. “Charity, I didn’t spill anything. I don’t even have a drink.”
 
                 She huffed but then noticed his hands were empty. “Well then, if you didn’t, then who—” she squealed.
 
   Levi jumped up so fast she almost fell backwards. “Holy hailstorm! Charity’s having the babies! Right now!”
 
   Despite the seriousness of the situation, she laughed. Levi never said things like that. That was her thing. She guessed she was truly rubbing off on him. Although she wasn’t so sure that was a good thing. 
 
   And then he was gone—so fast into the forest that she didn’t even see him move. 
 
   “Hey!” she yelled out to him. Then he was back again. 
 
   “Sorry, kitten. I guess I forgot you.” He smiled sheepishly, pulling her up gently into his arms.
 
   Goof ball, she thought. 
 
   She glanced around at the others, their mouths hanging open in shock, and stared into dead silence for a few split seconds. Did they think this was a joke? That was generally Eli’s department. Then everyone burst into action—and chaos.
 
   The next few minutes were total pandemonium as the pack scurried from their seats and jumped around, bumping into each other, unsure of what to do. They finally bolted through the forest after Levi and Charity on their way to the Drake clinic, located inside the facility. She would’ve laughed if she hadn’t felt so sick. Levi was running with such speed that she knew at any minute she might vomit. Not to mention that her contractions were coming closer and closer. The way the pack was acting you’d think that this was the first set of triplets this crazy pack had ever had…..oh wait—it was.
 
   

          Another Note from the Author
 
    
 
   Next up is Eli’s Destiny. As the title suggests, this story focuses around Levi’s twin, Eli. I tried third person narrative but in the end decided to go back to my favorite first person narrative. This seems to suit me better. I switched POV periodically throughout the story. I hope you enjoy it. 
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                                           Chapter One 
 
    
 
                                             Shae              
 
    
 
    
 
   I bounded through the forest as fast as my shaky legs would take me, praying to God that I wouldn’t smash headfirst into any trees. But that would be far better than what my imagination believed was about to happen to me. Suddenly, I heard it again, a howl that told my brain I was possibly about to be eaten! It was closer this time and my legs grew a mind of their own as they ran faster than they ever had before, carrying me through the forest in record speed. 
 
   I should’ve known not to trust Karen and Darcy when they convinced me that this was a good idea. Coming to the clearing on the night of a full moon is nothing short of stupid no matter how you sell it, and they sold it to me pretty good. Everybody knows odd things go on in these woods during a full moon. They told me that Sara, my best friend, had been tricked and left here without a cell phone or any way to get home. They convinced me to come with them to get her, only to find that it was I who was tricked and left behind. They’ve always had it in for me, but this time they’d gone too far. How dare they leave me out here to die in the forest, eaten by some wild animal, or worse.
 
                 I couldn’t die here—not like this. I at least needed an opportunity to get back at them.
 
                 I stumbled and tripped, landing on my knees with a thud. I didn’t stay down for long, as I quickly jumped back to my feet and began running again. The howling came again, but this time from more than one source. My heart was beating so fast I thought at any minute it would burst in my chest and that would be the end for me. I didn’t even know where I was going. All I knew is that if I stopped, whatever it was that was behind me would catch me, and that was sure to be a bad thing.
 
                 Suddenly, everything quieted, and I froze, pressing my back against a tree and listening. My breathing was coming too fast, but there was nothing I could do to slow it. Then I saw a blurred motion. Something dark approached and stood directly in front of me. I could feel its presence, just inches from my face. I cringed, terrified to look up, but more afraid not to. There was no mistaking its breath on my face. Thoughts were rushing through my mind too fast and none of them made much sense. I slowly looked up and gasped. Staring back at me was a pair of glowing, yellow eyes and gnarly sharp teeth. At that moment I couldn’t breathe, and then my mind went completely blank and my world went totally dark.
 
                                                 * * * * * *
 
   I woke up gasping and instantly recognized my mom who seemed frazzled and alarmed. She was by my side, shaking me vigorously.
 
                 “Shae, honey! Are you all right? I heard you screaming in your sleep.” Her voice was shaky and rough.
 
                 I put my hand over my chest as if the gesture would somehow slow my heart rate. “Umm—I-I think I’m okay,” I said, my throat dry and scratchy. I swallowed hard and glanced up at my mom. Her eyes were wide and her hair was in big curlers, all but one. Strange, but I suddenly found myself wondering what happened to the other one. “It must’ve been a nightmare. I’ll be fine, Mom. You can go back to bed now. I’m sorry I woke you.”
 
                 She sighed in relief. “Don’t be silly dear. I’m just glad you’re okay. Now try to go back to sleep.” She leaned down and kissed my forehead, something she often did to comfort me, then left my room, shutting the door behind her.
 
                 I somehow managed to go back to sleep after only a few short minutes. 
 
   The next morning, I slowly got ready for school, dragging my feet the whole way. No matter what I did, I couldn’t shake the nightmare. It seemed so real, and yet so ridiculous at the same time.
 
   On the way to school, I stopped to get gas in my beat-up blue Jeep. It was old, but it was also free. My dad bought it from a friend of his and spent some money getting it in running shape. The blue paint job was scratched and chipping, but it was mine and that was all I cared about. As I stood there pumping, I suddenly had a strange feeling come over me; like the sensation of being watched. I did a quick glance around but there was no one in sight. Strange. Unfortunately, that was not the last time I had the eerie feeling. It came and went for the rest of the day; walking down the hallway after first period, during lunch, and then again as I walked to my Jeep after school.
 
   I wish I could say that the feeling was from guys checking me out as I walked from class to class, but sadly that was not the case, but I knew the reason for that. I’m not really bad to look at. I keep my blonde hair clean but simple. I’m a little thin, but I would say I have a cute figure. My complexion is good and the advantage of that is that I don’t really need to wear a lot of makeup. But everyone has their flaws, some more prominent than others. Mine is the fact that my eyes are two totally different colors, a condition known as heterochromia. One eye is green and the other is brown. Sometimes when people are born with this it’s not very noticeable, not so with me. Because my green eye is sea green and my brown eye is almost black, it makes for a strange effect. When I was little I use to think it was cool, but all that changed when I started kindergarten. That’s when the teasing began, and it’s never really let up though I’m almost eighteen. Personally, I think it creeps the guys out, like I have a disease or something. My mom said that if it bothers me that much I should consider getting colored contacts to even them out. But I say, ‘What’s the point in that’. Everyone in this crazy town knows the truth. What good would it really do? Besides, this is who I was born to be. I shouldn’t have to change it just because others react to it. It’s really their problem, not mine, right?  I don’t care to be Mrs. Popularity anyway. I have my friends and that’s good enough for me—for now anyway.
 
   That night I sighed in relief and stretched, happy to be finally finished with my homework. I’d been working on it for two straight hours, and my back was killing me. I stood, went to my dresser, pulled out my nightshirt, and stripped my clothes off. That’s when I had the eerie feeling again. I quickly pulled on my nightshirt and went to my window and peered out. My room backs to the forest, as do most houses in my neighborhood, so I’ve never had to worry about being careful when dressing before. But now, for the first time, it felt different. As I stared out passed the black trees I thought I caught a glimpse of movement in the dark. I gasped and ran out of my room and down the stairs to be in the comfort of my parent’s presence. I knew it was ridiculous to act so childish, but the last time I saw that movement was in my nightmare, and the image came flooding back. I purposefully stayed with my parents for the next few hours until bedtime arrived.
 
   As I lay there in bed that evening, tossing and turning, my mind wouldn’t shut off. I started thinking about the nightmare and what I was doing right before I went to sleep. Had I read something scary? Then it dawned on me—I didn’t remember anything about that evening. I didn’t remember coming home from school, or eating supper, or even getting into bed at all. My heart started racing and I felt nauseous. Had it not been a nightmare after all? Had it really happened? And if it had, then what did it mean? Was someone out to get me? No, that was ridiculous. After all, someone had brought me home. The question plaguing my mind was who or what? 
 
   My eyes briefly drifted shut. I snapped them open and felt my vision blur. The air in my room suddenly felt thick and musky. 
 
   Outside of my window, I heard the howl, the same howl from the night of the full moon. Without further thought, I rose from my bed, exited my room, and walked quietly out the front door, heading straight toward the backyard. It wasn’t something I could control. I tried to stop my feet, but something compelled me forward. My breathing escalated the closer I got to the dark forest. I was terrified and yet I couldn’t seem to stop. Every step brought me closer and closer to whatever was waiting for me.
 
   As I stepped into the forest, something snagged on my nightshirt, tearing it. I barely noticed as I continued to walk. Suddenly, I heard a small scream, and realized it was coming from my own lips as I was swept up and carried off through the trees.
 
   What had a hold of me I couldn’t comprehend. It was a beast of some kind, hairy and big—very big. Was I his dinner? Please, God—no!
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                       Chapter Tw0                                                                            
 
                                              Shae
 
    
 
   My mom rushed in. “Shae! Shae, honey, are you all right?” Her voice was full of alarm.
 
                 I bolted up in bed at the sound of her voice, gasping for breath. “Yes, Mom. I’m okay. Just another nightmare. I’m sorry.”
 
                 “Another nightmare?” she asked, leaning over me and pushing my sweaty hair from my forehead. “Is there something that’s bothering you? You’ve never had a problem with nightmares before.”
 
                 I sighed and glanced at the window, half expecting to see a large, hairy monster peering in at me. Thank goodness all I saw was the dark night sky. “I know,” I said with a huff as I fixed my gaze back on my mom. “Nothing’s bothering me, Mom. At least nothing that I’m aware of. I’m sorry I woke you. Please go back to bed. I’ll be fine, really.”
 
                 She hesitated for a moment, and she tucked a strand of hair behind my ear before she finally left my room, shutting the door behind her.
 
                 I laid back down and pulled the covers up to my chin. I sighed and tried to let my mind go blank, but it was no use. I kept seeing the images from the dream like a movie playing in my head. At this rate I’d never get back to sleep.
 
                 The next thing I was aware of was the morning sun shining brightly through my bedroom window.
 
                 I sat up and stretched. Suddenly, my alarm clock sounded, sending me jumping out of my skin. I sighed in relief then laughed. “Settle down, Shae, for cryin’ out loud. It’s just your stupid alarm clock telling you to get up and get ready for another lousy day at school.”
 
                 I threw my covers off and set my feet on the cold, wooden floor. I stood and realized my body felt stiff and sore, but from what I couldn’t recall. I took a step and stumbled over my tennis shoe.
 
                 “Stupid converse,” I mumbled, kicking it across the room.
 
                 Then something caught my full attention. I peered down and gasped as I reached for the torn fabric. The bottom of my nightshirt was ripped and hanging in a ribbon past my knees.
 
                 Panic rushed into my very veins. I turned around and my eyes scanned my room—nothing—no one! I ran to my window and peered out into the forest—nothing! What was I going to do? Was I going crazy? No—I wasn’t. I was out in that forest last night and something had a hold of me, but what? And why can’t I remember? I sat down on my bed, exasperated, and cried.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                      Chapter Three
 
   Shae
 
    
 
   I walked through my day in a daze. Not even the chiding from Karen and Darcy had the power to get a rise out of me. I wasn’t sure what was happening anymore. Maybe I was going crazy. Before I knew what I was doing, I found myself walking through the schoolyard and straight toward the nearby forest. It was as if my feet had a mind of their own, just like in my dream. I held my breath as I stepped in, expecting some kind of catastrophe. Well, I was still alive. Nothing jumped out at me at least. I stepped a little further. Still nothing happened. I sighed in relief. “See, Shae, you’re not crazy after all,” I said to myself.
 
                 “Are you lost?”
 
                 I jumped and spun around to face the voice. There, before me, stood a boy. A beautiful boy! Was this another dream?
 
                 “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you,” the beautiful boy assured me.
 
                 “Are you real?” I asked like an idiot.
 
                 “Pardon me?” he replied, raising his eyebrows in question.
 
                 I shook my head and tried again. “I mean, are-are you really here?”
 
                 He laughed softly. 
 
                 I stepped closer and peered up into his eyes, and then cautiously reached out and touched my hand to his chest, snatching it back again. He was real all right—very real and very firm. His hair was in disarray and dark. But his eyes were piercing right through me. And they were the loveliest shade of blue—almost purple. He was magnificent!
 
                 “What are you doing out here?” I asked, collecting myself.
 
                  His eyes danced in amusement. “What are you doing out here?”
 
                 “How did you get here?”
 
                 He smirked. “How did you get here?”
 
                 “I asked you first,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.
 
                 “Very well. I came out here to explore and got here same as you—I walked. Your turn.”
 
   I was once again distracted, but this time by his voice. It had a smooth but confident tone to it, and yet also playful. “Um, I go to school right there, and I—I—was ditching, of course.” I didn’t know what else to say. I couldn’t tell him the truth. I’m sure he already thought I was a nut job. ‘Are you real?’ What a stupid thing to say.
 
                 His eyes narrowed. “You were ditching? Really?”
 
                 I squared my jaw but fidgeted with the hem of my shirt. “Um, yes.”
 
                 He stared me down slowly from head to toe. “You don’t look like someone who’d ditch.”
 
                 I gulped a little louder than I meant to and felt heat rush into my cheeks. “And what does someone who’s ditching look like, exactly?”
 
                 “Well, not like you that’s for sure. If you’re ditching then why did you come out here? Shouldn’t you go home, or something?”
 
                 I smoothed my shirt and looked at my feet. Lying wasn’t my specialty. “I’m—I’m looking for something.”
 
                 “Looking—found someone you have, I’d say,” he said, doing his best at a Yoda impersonation.
 
                 I narrowed my eyes at him. “Very funny. So what are you exploring for, exactly?”
 
                 “Why a girl. And I’ve found one, how extraordinary.” He giggled like a silly school-girl. He was clearly enjoying himself at my expense.
 
                 “Can you answer anything seriously?” I asked, becoming slightly annoyed.
 
                 He approached me then, stopping right in front of me. I could feel his breath on my forehead. “Well, maybe, when you ask the right questions.”
 
                 “Okay. What kind of girl are you looking for?”
 
                 He studied me then, looking first at my hair then drifting his gaze down to my eyes. His eyes fixed there for a long moment. “Well, she would have straight, blonde hair. She’d be about yay high,” he said, holding his hand out to reach the top of my head. “She’d have a cute little nose, full, pouty lips, and possibly the most compelling and unique eyes I’ve ever seen.” As he finished studying my face, he smiled.
 
                 He was so beautiful I couldn’t quite concentrate. “What’s your name?”
 
                 “You first.” 
 
   It seemed he lacked the ability to stop himself from toying with me.
 
                 I huffed. “My name is Shaeleigh Leoni, or just Shae. Now you.”
 
                 “I don’t know you well enough to tell you my full name. You could be a stalker, or something.” His eyes widened slightly. 
 
                 That got a laugh out of me. “Yeah, I guess I could be. Well, if I were going to stalk someone it’d be you.”
 
                 His eyes sparkled with delight. “And just why would you say that?”
 
                 “You know, something tells me you already know the answer to that question.”
 
                 “Fair enough. So, Shae, what is it that you were really looking for?”
 
                 “Well, I don’t know you well enough to answer that.”
 
                                                    * * * * * *
 
                                     The Boy’s POV
 
   I was mesmerized by the blonde girl with the strange colored eyes. I had spotted her weeks ago and couldn’t stay away, but today I met her in the forest and everything had changed for me. I could no longer watch her from afar. I had to get to know this girl. No matter what it took. I had to know her.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                              Chapter Four
 
                                                Shae
 
    
 
   Try as I might, I couldn’t stop thinking about the boy from the forest. The pure beauty of his sculpted face was haunting me. I’d never seen anyone so handsome in my entire life.
 
   During supper my mom asked me several times what was consuming my thoughts, but I couldn’t tell her, for obvious reasons. She and Dad just looked at each other and shrugged. I finally excused myself and went up to my room to be alone with my thoughts.
 
                 My thoughts again returned to the boy. His slightly messy hair was a beautiful shade of brown, but with an odd, red streak running through it. And his eyes, oh my, they were a lovely, deep shade of blue, almost purple. I saw them every time I closed my eyes. 
 
   I hoped I’d get a chance to see him again. I had so many questions to ask. Like where was he from? Where does he go to school? And most importantly, what was his name? Well, at least the thought of this boy took my mind off my nightmares, for now anyway.
 
   I went over and sat down on my window seat and picked up my journal. I began writing down my encounter with the boy in the forest, trying to record every detail. I soon found myself staring out the window toward the trees. 
 
   I began fantasizing about the beautiful boy. He was standing at the edge of the forest beckoning me. I dropped my journal and ran from the room. Within seconds I was running through my backyard toward him. He opened his arms for me and I ran into them, without hesitation. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight. He was warm and strong against me. I could feel his muscles through his shirt, flexing as they held me close. He asked me to look up at him. He wanted to see my eyes. I obeyed. Then, slowly he inched his lips closer, finally pressing his lips against mine, kissing me deeply, passionately.
 
   My mom knocked on my door, snapping me out of my fantasy. 
 
   I glanced down and noticed I was stopped in the middle of a sentence. I was in the process of describing his lips, of all things.
 
   “Shae, honey, I hope I’m not interrupting anything, but your father and I are leaving now.” She looked beautiful. Her brown hair was pulled up behind her head and her make-up was light with just a touch of pink lip stick. She was naturally beautiful, and her skin was flawless, so she never needed much make-up. I was grateful to inherit that feature from her. 
 
   “Leaving?”
 
   “Yes. Remember, we have a school board meeting tonight. We won’t be home too late, though we might stop afterwards for coffee. Are you going to be all right?”
 
   “Yes, of course. Have a nice time.”
 
   “Okay dear. See you in the morning.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll see ya then.”
 
   I decided to take my journal over to the bed to finish so I could concentrate better, but within minutes I was fast asleep.
 
   Though my brain seemed foggy, I was somehow aware of the boy as he slowly approached my bed, gently taking my journal from my hands and setting it aside. He towered over me, one knee on the bed. His hand brushed my hair back from my face as he studied me. He took his finger and traced the shape of my lips. I parted them—waiting. His face inched closer and closer until I could feel his breath in my face, causing a recollection to come to me. I gasped and bolted straight up in bed. I looked around, but there was no one there. Again I was alone in the quiet. Only my loud breathing was audible.
 
                                                * * * * * *
 
   I frequently scanned the forest as I walked from my car through the school parking lot. What are the odds that he would be in the forest a second day, but I couldn’t help but wonder. There’s no way I could cut class another day. I shouldn’t have done it yesterday, but yet I couldn’t quite regret it either. 
 
   I was wondering if I made as big of an impression on him as he’d made on me. But he was gorgeous while I was just—weird.  Then again, maybe he likes weird. He purposely described me as the girl he was looking for, but it was also hard to take him seriously. Okay, enough of this already. Back to life, Shae.
 
   “Shae! There you are. I’ve been missing you the last few days. What’s up?” my best friend Sara asked, as she approached. She looked particularly put together with her straight, auburn hair tucked behind both ears with her books gripped against her chest.
 
   “Oh, hey. Sorry. I’ve had some things going on, no big deal. What about you?”
 
   “Oh, you won’t believe what’s been going on with me.”
 
   She proceeded in telling me a long story of which I only comprehended parts. My mind just wasn’t with it, until she said something that brought me back into focus. 
 
   “I just heard about what Karen and Darcy did to you the other night. That was cruel of them to leave you in the clearing like that. And on the night of a full moon of all things. We have to think of a way to get back at them. And it’s gotta be good.”
 
   My jaw dropped as I gawked at my friend. So my suspicions were right. The other night had really happened. That meant all of my other dreams had really happened as well. My mind was reeling. I wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but somehow I was going to find out.
 
                                                    * * * * * *
 
   For the next two days I walked through my life with unexpected normalcy. Everything seemed to be back in order as it should be, but I knew it was only a facade. At some point things would start to change again and I would be thrust back into the confusion which had become my life. A confusion that had been haunting me and making me question my own sanity. But I had a plan.
 
   

            
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
       
 
                                         Chapter Five
 
                                                 Shae
 
    
 
   After school, I sat at my desk in my bedroom and tried to focus on the homework in front of me. I didn’t have time to daydream; Mrs. Eccleston expected this report to be finished by Monday, and I had barely started. But my eyes kept drifting past my window to the forest. I had a thought. I got up and left my room. I exited the house and crossed my backyard, headed right for the forest. Funny, but it didn’t look so menacing in the daytime. I stepped boldly into the thick brush, determined not to be intimidated by the memories of my dreams. 
 
                 I walked a little ways, trying to keep my house in view, when I heard a soft laugh. I spun around. “You.” It was the beautiful boy from the forest, leaning against a stump rolling a coin through his fingers. My heart skipped in my chest at the sight of him.
 
                 “Hello again.” 
 
   When he smiled I noticed dimples. Lord, help me.
 
                 “What are you doing in my forest?” I asked in surprise.
 
                 His eyes widened. “Your forest? The last I checked this forest belonged to my brother.”
 
                 “Your brother? Who is your brother, and how can he own an entire forest?”
 
                 “Wow, a lot of questions. What if I don’t want to answer?” He stepped closer, causing me instant nervousness.
 
                 “Please,” I pleaded, making myself bat my eyes flirtatiously.
 
                 He laughed. “How could I deny you now? Well, my family has owned this forest from the beginning. My brother is the oldest, and it’s in his name now.”
 
                 “Where are your parents? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking, of course.”
 
                 “I don’t mind. They’re here too. Actually, I have two sets of parents. I was adopted, but have recently reconnected with my birth parents.”
 
                 Well, he is certainly more verbal today. “That must be nice.”
 
                 “Yes. It’s very nice. Would you like to take a walk with me?” He motioned deeper into the forest.
 
                 I instantly felt clammy. “Um, you mean go in there? I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. It could be dangerous in there.”
 
                 He stepped closer, taking my hand in his and peering down into my eyes. “I’ll protect you. I’m scarier than anything in there.”
 
                 “I-I”
 
                 “Oh, come on.”
 
                 He continued to hold my hand as we walked. He was amused at my hesitation. “I promise you’re safe with me. Why are you so afraid?”
 
                 I closed my eyes and focused on how wonderful it felt with my hand engulfed in his. I opened my eyes and glanced up at him. “I’ll make a deal with you. If you’ll tell me your name—your whole name, I’ll answer your question.”
 
                 He stared at me as if he was considering my offer. “Fine,” he finally said, “My name is Eli Nathaniel Drake. Now you.”
 
                 A very nice name, I thought to myself. “Hmm, okay. Well, I’ve been having nightmares about this forest.”
 
                 His eyes widened. “Nightmares? What kind of nightmares?”
 
                 “Well, something hairy and scary grabs me and carries me off every time I step into this forest.”
 
                 “Let me guess. You pass out from fear and wake up in your bed. Well, nothing’s carried you off this time.”
 
                 “That’s still debatable.”
 
                 “I assure you nothing will grab you in this forest except me.” He smiled down at me and my stomach instantly knotted.
 
                 “Where do you go to school?”
 
                 “I’m almost nineteen. I graduated at my school in Atlanta.”
 
                 “Oh, well why are you walking around in the forest anyway?” I asked curiously, peering up at him. What I really wanted to ask him was, why did it seem like he was stalking me? 
 
                 “I could ask you the same thing.”
 
                 “I guess I’m trying to overcome my fear—that or prove to myself that they were actually dreams and not reality.”
 
                 He stopped walking, peering down at me seriously. “You think it’s possible they really happened?”
 
                 “I’m starting to think so,” I admitted, although I wasn’t sure why I did. “The last dream I had I ripped my nightgown, and when I woke, my nightgown was really ripped.”
 
                 “Hmm, sounds interesting. What did your nightgown look like? Was it white and tight?”
 
                 I slapped his arm. “Stop.”
 
                 He laughed and ducked away, running deeper into the forest. “Come on!”
 
                 I lost sight of him, but could still hear him laughing.
 
                 “I’m not coming!” I yelled back. My feet were frozen in place. I was terrified to keep moving, but for some reason I wasn’t scared when Eli was with me.
 
                 Suddenly, I squealed as he ran up and grabbed me from behind. “I told you nothing would grab you except me.”
 
                 “Don’t do that!” I shrieked. “You scared me!”
 
                 “Oh please.” He waved his hand dismissively, as if he thought I was overreacting.
 
   “You’re a little too bold for your own good I think.”
 
   He laughed. “Yeah, that’s what my sister-in-law tells me.”
 
   “Your brother is married then?”
 
   “Yes. She’s a pain in my butt, but I love her. She’s the reason for this red streak in my hair. My brother and I are twins, and she keeps getting us mixed up.” He laughed at some hidden memory, and I was instantly curious, but before I could ask he interrupted. 
 
   “What do you think grabbed you in your dreams anyway?” His eyes widened, waiting for my reply.
 
                 “I’m not sure, but it was big and furry with snarling teeth.” I said, shuddering at the memory.
 
                 His eyes narrowed. “It sounds like a werewolf to me.”
 
                 “A werewolf?” I thought about that for a moment. “Yes, yes, now that I think about it, it was a werewolf.”
 
                 He looked at me skeptically. At least that’s what I thought he looked like. Maybe I was just paranoid. “And you think there are real werewolves running around?”
 
                 I shrugged. “Do you?” I was suddenly afraid to admit it. Would he think I was crazy?
 
                 He shrugged. “Hey, anything’s possible.”
 
                 “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”
 
                 “Of course, that’s why I like you—and I believe you.”
 
                 My eyes widened. “Really?”
 
                 He began to walk toward me, taking one baby step after another. “Really.”
 
                 “You don’t think I’m a freak?”
 
                 His eyebrows arched. “Why would I think that?”
 
                 He had me backed totally against the tree now, his face just inches from mine.
 
   “Because my eyes are different.”
 
                 “I happen to like your eyes. It’s the first thing I noticed about you, even in the dark I could make them out clearly. I think you have beautiful eyes. As a matter of fact, I think everything about you is beautiful.” His mouth came down on mine then, and I was powerless to refuse him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and drew him closer. His mouth ravaged mine, over and over.
 
                 My mind cleared momentarily, and I was able to pull away. “Wait! When I first met you it was daytime.”
 
                 “Huh?”
 
                 “You said you could make out my eyes in the dark, but when I first met you it was in the middle of the day. What did you mean by that?” My heart was beating heavy now.
 
                 “Oh, I meant the daytime, of course.” His eyes flashed yellow. 
 
                 I jerked back and eyed him suspiciously, and suddenly the connection was made. I ducked and squeezed away. “I’d better go.” I made my way around him and quickly darted through the forest, headed back in the direction I’d come.
 
                 “Wait! Don’t go! I can explain!”
 
                 Panic took over and I began running. “No! I don’t think you can!”
 
                 “Please, Shae, let me explain!” He was instantly in front of me.
 
                 I squealed, darting around him. “No! I have to go! Leave me alone!” Pure fear had consumed me.
 
                 I finally made my way out of the forest and through my yard. When I entered the house, I slammed the door closed and locked it. I was breathing hard as I pressed my back against the door, relieved to be in the safety of my home.
 
                 What had just happened? Did I just discover what I think I discovered? No, it’s not possible. My mind rejected my thoughts as I ran up the stairs and into my bedroom, where I collapsed on the bed and pulled a pillow over my head.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                             Chapter Six
 
                                            Shae
 
    
 
   Saturday morning, after breakfast, I headed out to the picnic table in the back yard to work on my report. It was a beautiful spring day. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, and the flowers were blooming. I also felt safe since my parents were home and working in the yard around me.
 
                 By lunchtime I had accomplished a lot and decided to take a break. I called to Mom, but she didn’t answer. Dad, too, was missing in action. I stepped up to the deck and spotted a note taped to the door.
 
                 
 
   Shae, 
 
   Your father and I headed to Home Depot to get some mulch and some lunch. You were too busy with your work to interrupt. See ya soon. We’ll bring you something back.
 
                                                                                        Love, 
 
                                                                                        Mom
 
    
 
   My heart raced. I was home alone. I turned and scanned my surroundings, but no one was there. I sighed and went into the house, locking the door behind me. I went upstairs to my room and set my things down on my desk. 
 
   “It’s about time you got in here.” I spun to see Eli sitting on my bed, arms crossed.
 
   My heart jumped and I made a mad dash for the door, only to be intercepted by him as he grabbed me from behind and held me.
 
   “Let me go!” I squealed. 
 
   “Shae, listen to me. Let me explain!” There was pleading in his voice.
 
   I struggled to get free until he finally picked me up and dumped me on my bed. “You’re going to hear me out!”
 
   “Are you a werewolf?” I blurted out in exasperation.
 
   He let out a big puff of air. “Yes, but I’m a good guy. We don’t hurt humans, I promise. We protect humans.”
 
   “We?” A wave of nausea hit me, and I bent over and put my head between my legs. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”
 
   He approached, kneeling down by me, but he didn’t touch me. “Shae, please. I would never hurt you. I tried to tell you in the forest all those times but you kept passing out.” His voice turned mocking. “You don’t handle stress very well, do you?”
 
   I looked up and gave him a stern glare.
 
   He held his hands up in defense. “Okay, I know it seems like I’m the bad guy here, but trust me I’m not.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “How can you say that? You’re a werewolf! How’s that even possible?”
 
   “Being a werewolf is awesome. And I have the coolest family ever. Wait until you meet them.”
 
   My voice rose a notch or two. “Meet them? What on this earth makes you think I’m gonna meet them?”
 
   “You mean you don’t want to?” He looked hurt.
 
   I stood and began pacing in exasperation. “Eli—are you totally insane?” My arms were flailing in the air. “You break into my home, attack me, and tell me you’re a werewolf—and you think I wanna meet your folks? Get a grip.”
 
                 He threw his hands up. “Okay, so I see your point, but please give me a chance.” He began pleading again. “All I want is for us to get to know each other. If you would hang out with us you’d see just how normal we are.”
 
                 “I don’t think so, Eli. As you can see I don’t handle some things all that well.”
 
                 “We’ll take it slow.”
 
                 “Why do you care what I think anyway? You barely know me.”
 
                 He put both hands to his chest. “Tell that to my heart. I’ve been watching you for a while.” He pointed to the forest.
 
                 “You’ve been watching me from the forest?” I screamed in alarm.
 
                 His eyes widened as if he’d said something wrong. Which he had. “Umm.”
 
                 “Are you kidding me?! I’ve been undressing in here!”
 
                 He rubbed the back of his head. “Yeah, sorry about that.”
 
                 “You mean you’ve seen me?!” I screamed.
 
                 “Well, what do you expect me to do—turn my head?”
 
                 “Yes!”
 
                 “Well, I didn’t—so shoot me.”
 
                 Anger shot through me like a bullet, and I planned to show him just what I thought of him at the moment. “I think I will.” I got up to go in my father’s room for his.45.
 
                 He stopped me, his expression questioning. “Wait, are you serious?”
 
                 If I weren’t angry his expression would’ve made me laugh. “Yes, I am.”
 
                 He searched my eyes for a moment, as if reading my mind, and then he took off like lightning, bolting from the room and out of the house.
 
                   I sat back down on the bed, put my face in my hands, and cried.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                    Chapter Seven
 
                                            Shae
 
    
 
   I kissed my parents goodnight and headed up to my room to shower before bed. I emerged some time later, dressed in my nightgown, but was too tired to dry my hair. I was just getting comfortable under my covers when someone grabbed me and covered my mouth. I struggled, but to no avail as I was carried across the room and out my window. I could make out two figures in the dark. One duck taped my mouth, while the other tied my hands. Then I was sailing through the air as one picked me up and jumped. We landed on the ground below with very little jarring. I looked up to see Eli’s beautiful face. My own face turned red with anger. I tried to yell at him, but the tape muffled my screams.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” he whispered, “but if you would’ve just listened to me I wouldn’t have to do this.” 
 
                 He rushed into the forest with such speed that he blurred. The other one too blurred as he ran alongside us, but he looked different from Eli, with very pale skin. It almost glowed in the dark. 
 
   I felt a lurching in my stomach.
 
   “We’re almost there,” Eli said.
 
   Yeah, and then I’m gonna kill you, I thought.
 
                 We ran up to a tree, and I closed my eyes, thinking we were gonna run into it, but when I opened my eyes we were walking into a round tunnel. I turned to see the glow of the moon disappearing as a door shut behind us. Was the tree a door? Impossible.
 
                 He took me into a big room and sat me down on a big red sofa.
 
                 “I’m sorry, Shae, but this is your fault.”
 
                 I stood and began yelling through my tape. “My fault?” I tried to say.
 
                 “Yes. If you would’ve listened to me I wouldn’t have had to bring you here.”
 
                 A couple entered the room then. The young man looked just like Eli, and I knew this must be his twin brother.
 
                 The girl started fussing at Eli immediately. She was very beautiful, and tall, with long, flowing, dark hair, and pale blue eyes. “So, it’s true! You kidnapped her? Are you crazy?” she screamed.
 
                 I think I really like this girl.
 
                 “Untie her now!”
 
                 Eli did as she said, being very gentle as he took the tape from my mouth.
 
                 I rubbed my wrist and tried to calm myself.
 
                 The girl cautiously approached me. “I’m so sorry for this.” She shot Eli a mean glare. “I’m afraid Eli is suffering from temporary insanity. Are you all right?” the girl asked me.
 
                 “Um, yes, I think so. You must be the sister-in-law?”
 
                 “Oh, so he’s been talking about me, has he?” She turned to scowl at him, hands on hips.
 
                 He looked like a reprimanded puppy with his tail between his legs. I was liking this girl more and more by the minute.
 
                 “My name is Charity, and this is my husband, and alpha male of this pack, Levi.”
 
   I glanced up to find a tall guy stepping around Charity. Oh man, this guy was extremely gorgeous. I could tell by the way he carried himself, and the gentleness in his eyes, that he was a good man. And he was in love with Charity, that much was obvious by the way he looked at her. “It’s nice to meet you both.” I didn’t know what else to say. 
 
   “Oh, honey, don’t lie,” Charity said. “I know you must be scared to death, but I assure you no one here will hurt you. We’ve been suspicious that Eli’s been interested in someone for a while now, but he only told us about you two nights ago. We’re very happy to get to meet you, although not under these circumstances, of course.”
 
                 Levi stepped closer then. “Yes. I’m sorry for your treatment. We’ll be glad to punish my brother if it will make you feel better.”
 
                 “No!” I snapped. “I mean, I’m sure he meant well. I’m fine. No harm done.”
 
                 He smiled, and then I knew why Charity had confused him with Eli. They looked exactly alike, aside from the red streak. Even the dimples were the same, and my heart went pitter-patter. 
 
   “I’m glad to hear that. My brother is sometimes bothersome, but I would hate to have to punish him.”
 
                 “Yes, well I don’t think that will be necessary.”
 
                 Charity took my hand in hers, and I couldn’t help but be in awe. This girl was seriously beautiful, with long dark hair and very blue eyes. “I must say, Shae, Eli was right—you are very beautiful—and your eyes are remarkable.”
 
                 I couldn’t believe it. I was just thinking the same about her. More importantly, Eli had been telling everyone I was beautiful, and she said my eyes were remarkable. Aside from my mother, no one had ever said that to me before. Maybe Eli was right. Maybe these people were special somehow. I decided then and there to give them a chance.
 
                 I smiled. “Maybe I could see this place.”
 
                 She smiled back. “I’m sure Eli would love to give you a tour of the facility. Wouldn’t you, Eli?”
 
                 His smile was wider than I’d ever seen it, and his dimples were magnetic. “Absolutely.”
 
                 “Oh, by the way, who’s your partner in crime?” I asked, pointing to the lovely man standing by the door—the one who helped Eli take me.
 
                 “Oh, this is Raven,” Eli answered, “I talked him into helping me one last time. He and his wife, Rose are leaving us tomorrow to move to Alaska for a while. He’s our vampire friend. He lives here with us.”
 
   Eli shot out of his seat and reached for me. “Shae! Not again!” I heard him say just before my world went black—again.
 
                 When I woke I was lying on a bed and a lovely, older woman was wiping my face with a cold, wet rag.
 
                 “Eli dear, she’s waking up. Hello there. I’m Irena, Eli’s mother.”
 
                 I sat up slowly, and studied the sweet woman before me. She was petite with warm eyes. “Hello, Irena. Did I hear something about a vampire, and did I pass out again?”
 
                 “Yes, dear. But that’s understandable. You’ve had a great shock. It’s a lot to process, we understand. You should’ve seen Charity when Levi brought her here for the first time. We all thought she was gonna kill him.” She laughed at the memory.              
 
                 “Well, I’ll leave you two alone. Goodbye dear. I’ll see you soon.”
 
                 “Goodbye.”
 
                 Eli came and sat by me. “Shae, are you all right?” His voice was gentle, apologetic.
 
                 I sighed. I wanted to be mad at him, but for some reason I couldn’t make myself feel it anymore. “Yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry.”
 
                 “Don’t apologize. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”
 
                 “So, why don’t you?”
 
                 He smirked, looking down at his clasped hands. “I’m very sorry I kidnapped you from your bed. I just wanted you to give me a chance. It was wrong. Please forgive me.” His expression was pitiful.
 
                 I reached over and touched his face. “I forgive you, and I guess I could give you a chance.”
 
                 He smiled. “Thank you.” He took my hand and kissed it gently. Then he slowly bent his head forward and pressed his lips to mine for one soft, sweet kiss. “Now, what about that tour?”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                        Chapter Eight
 
   Eli
 
    
 
   Spending time with Shae was amazing. She was the kind of girl I’ve always wanted; sweet but knows what she wants. Her eyes are what stole my heart. It was a month ago when I was running through the forest, searching. I was so lost and lonely. Raven knew how much I was struggling, but he was happy once I found Shae. He didn’t even take too much convincing to help me kidnap her. But now he and Rose were gone. It had been a few weeks since they moved to Alaska so they could have and raise their baby in safety. I missed them very much, but at least I had Shae. I remember the first time I saw her. I was running through the forest. That’s when I heard her singing in her backyard. She was doing homework on her picnic table, and her singing was bad—I mean real bad. But when she looked up, I saw her eyes; one green and one brown. Instantly I knew I was lost.
 
                 She was insecure about her eyes; thought she was a freak. But in the wolf family different color eyes means strength. From that moment on I knew I had to get to know her. I think I fell in love with her right then and there. There was no going back for me. I was totally lost.
 
                 Now it seemed that maybe she was lost too. The more time we spent together the more I was convinced of this. And she seemed to really love my family. She spent a lot of time with my new nephews; helping Charity with the babies whenever she could. I was starting to feel a little jealous. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I’m a selfish kind of guy. I wanted her all to myself.
 
                 Every Friday night I spent with her family, playing poker and watching a movie. Mrs. Leoni really loved me. Her dad seemed to like me as well. And the feeling was mutual. She was a great girl, and I was blessed beyond measure. Every day I woke with praises on my lips for being blessed with such a wonderful life and a wonderful girlfriend. She was all I could ever ask for. My heart was bursting.
 
                 That’s why it was so hard for me the day she told me that her and her parents were going to Virginia to visit her grandmother for a week. It was just a week, but it seemed like a lifetime. I was counting the days until her return. She had texted me every day, but it wasn’t the same as having her here with me.
 
                 Levi and I were in the middle of training when my cell phone rang. “Oh, Levi, this is probably Shae. I’d better answer it. She’s on her way home now.”
 
                 “Sure, bro. Go ahead and answer it.”
 
                 “Hey, Shae, baby. Where are you guys?”
 
                 “Hey, Eli. Mom says we’re about half way. I can’t wait to see you. I’ve missed you so much. Sara’s gonna come over tonight and hang with us if that’s okay. I’ve sort of been neglecting her. I hope it’s okay.”
 
                 “Of course it’s okay. As long as I get to see you. That’s all that matters to me.”
 
                 “Well, I can’t wait—” Suddenly there was a screeching noise and Shae screamed. The phone went dead.
 
                 I stood there in shock, too frozen to move.
 
                 “Eli what happened? I heard the noise from here. Is everything okay?” Levi was talking to me, but I wasn’t hearing him. “Eli, come on! Let’s go!”
 
                 Levi finally got me to move as we both burst from the forest, shifting into our wolf forms, in pursuit of Shae and her parents, allowing nothing to stand in our way. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                      Chapter Nine
 
                                              Levi
 
    
 
   After more than an hour we finally traced Shae’s scent to the hospital located almost exactly halfway between Windrake Mountain and the Virginia line. My heart constricted in pain at the thought of my brother, Eli’s fear. I could feel it radiating from him. We both raced through the hospital, bolting up stairs and around corners until we finally spotted Shae’s parents. But the scene didn’t look good. They were both embracing each other as though they had just received bad news.
 
                 “Where is she?” Eli called, his voice glum.
 
                 Her parents turned in surprise to see Eli standing before them. I decided it was best that I stay back and observe.
 
                 “Eli!” Shae’s mother cried. “There was an accident. A car t-boned us going through an intersection. They hit the back part of the car where Shae was sitting.”
 
                 His eyes were panicked. “Where is Shae?” he demanded.
 
                 “The doctor just told us. I’m sorry, son,” her dad was saying, touching Eli on the shoulder. He barely got the next words out. “She didn’t make it, son. I’m sorry. She was killed instantly.” Then he burst into tears, gripping his wife tight in his arms for support.
 
                 Eli shook his head, backing away in shock and disbelief. I came up beside him then and took hold of his arm. He jerked away and bolted down the hall and disappeared.  
 
                 I went after him, finally locating him in one of the stairwells, huddled in a corner. I ran to him, pulling him into my arms. At first he fought me, jerking and growling, until he finally grabbed my shirt in his hands and buried his face in my chest, violently shaking as he howled a howl unlike any I’ve ever heard. It rattled my bones and broke my heart. It was a cry that not one person in that hospital that night would ever forget.
 
                 Eli left us that night. And for two straight months we only saw him in passing when he’d come home to change his clothing or on the occasion he ate. We were all in pain for him. Charity mourned for him the most I think. We prayed every day for him to be delivered from his grief, but it didn’t happen. He continued to avoid us and stayed far away. I kept tabs on him for the most part. He ran the forest as a wolf on most days, howling and moaning continuously. He missed Shae very much, we all did. She had become a regular at the Drake House. After her initial hesitation had worn off, she had accepted us with grace and dignity. 
 
   It was into the third month when he started to return back to us. He wasn’t totally healed, but he was alive and was communicating again. This was a big deal and all of us secretly celebrated his return. We all knew it was hard to lose someone, but to watch someone you love go through it knowing there was nothing we could do to take the pain away was pure agony. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                         Chapter Ten
 
   Eli
 
    
 
   It had been months since Shae died, and I knew it was taking its toll on not just me but everybody around me as well. My family was showing me lots of love and support. It meant so much to me, and yet, I didn’t know how to express my gratitude. So when Charity approached me, with two of her babies wrapped in her arms, I knew I needed to make an effort to ease her mind. So I smiled. “Look who you’ve got. Bring ‘em closer.”
 
   I almost felt her relieved sigh in my heart. “I thought they’d be good for you,” she said, her bright eyes meeting my tired ones.
 
   “So where is the other one?”
 
   “Oh, Levi has him. They’re both still asleep on our bed. These two woke up from their nap early for their feeding, so I snuck out.” 
 
   She laid the first boy to my left, and after situating him comfortably, she laid the next one to my right. “I think they like you,” she said, giggling.
 
   “Yeah? How do you know?”
 
   “Well, they’re not screaming their lungs out, are they?”
 
   I laughed softly. “No, I guess not. So what did you finally name them?”
 
   “Oh, we haven’t named them yet. You can blame your stubborn brother for that though.”
 
   I grimaced. “Of course.”
 
   Without warning, she laid her hand on my arm and peered deeply into my eyes. I could see the love and concern held there. “We’re all so glad you’ve returned home to us. Everything is going to be alright, Eli. I’ve been praying so hard for you, and I can feel it in my soul. Everything is going to be alright. God has a great plan for you—a very special destiny.”
 
   I slowly nodded as her eyes filled with unshed tears. “Yeah, Charity, I know. I know.”
 
   She wiped her eyes and continued. “There is a verse in the Bible that I think might help you. It says ‘And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to those who are called according to His purpose’. I know we can’t see it now, but I truly believe that. You will have your happily ever after, Eli. I just know it.”
 
   “Thanks, Charity. That means a lot.” My smile was becoming harder to hold, but I knew she needed this—she needed to feel that I was okay just as much as I needed to be okay.
 
   I gazed down at the two sleeping boys and marveled at how beautiful they were with their brown curly hair like their dad’s and soft pale skin like their mom’s. They were still very small and appeared so peaceful, without a care in the world. Nothing would ever harm these babies—not with Charity, Levi, and the rest of us watching closely. They were so blessed.
 
   The baby to my right started to squirm, and I felt a vibration under my hand. “Um, Charity I think you should take them back. What do you call this one?”
 
   “Oh, that’s number two.”
 
   I genuinely laughed; a full-blown, deep bellied laugh. This made her very happy. “Well, take him ‘cause I think number two just did a number two.” Her eyes grew wide and then we both shook with laughter until both babies were crying louder than a wolf’s howl. And it was just what I needed.
 
                                            * * * * * *
 
   I was stalking the woods behind Shae’s house, just like every other day. I took my usual seat on the stump and watched. I knew, just like all the other times that I wouldn’t see anything, but that didn’t stop me from doing it. My mind kept repeating Charity’s words from earlier, “God has a great plan for you—a very special destiny”. 
 
   I was thinking on those words when I heard a car door shut, drawing my attention to the house. After a moment, there was a knock on the door. I heard the door open. There was some talking; I heard Shae’s mother’s voice and a new voice, one I didn’t recognize. I strained harder to hear.
 
                 Suddenly, Shae’s mother burst into tears and ushered the woman inside. My curiosity was piqued. I watched the house closely until after some time, her mother, along with another female, passed by Shae’s bedroom window. Her mother was showing the woman some pictures. Okay, that was it. I had to know who this was.
 
                 Something strange began to happen. The closer I got to the house, the faster my heart raced. It had barely beaten at all in months, and now it was beating harder than I can ever remember. I walked faster. Something was pulling me with a supernatural force towards that house. I stepped up to the door and knocked with urgency. The door finally opened and Mrs. Leoni stood there with tears in her eyes. She quickly wiped at them. 
 
                 “Oh, Eli! It’ so good to see you! What perfect timing. I have someone I’d like you to meet. Come in.”
 
                 I was passing her before she even finished her sentence. I scanned around the room frantically—searching for the reason for my anxiety.
 
                 Mrs. Leoni took my arm and ushered me into the living room, pulling me to a stop in front of a slight girl, maybe nineteen or twenty years old. What? It was just a girl, and a small one at that. But then she peered up at me, and I thought my heart had stopped. There, gazing deeply into my eyes, were the eyes I had missed for so long—one the darkest color of brown, and the other the palest shade of green.
 
                 “Eli,” Mrs. Leoni began, “this is the recipient who received Shae’s eyes. Isn’t it remarkable? She came all this way to meet us. She said she was blind her entire life until now. Isn’t that wonderful? Our Shae gave her sight.”
 
                 I knew Shae had been an organ donor and that through her death many lives were saved and changed, but this was too much. I was speechless, still gazing into those amazing eyes—eyes that stole my heart so long ago. But it was what came next that surprised me the most, making me realize that Shae was never meant for me. I felt an odd tingling on my right palm, glancing down to find a blue vine-like line forming before my eyes. What was that? Then the girl spoke, confirming Charity’s earlier words and jump-starting my dead heart once again. Extending her small, soft hand to mine she said the words that would change my life forever. “Hello, Eli, my name is Destiny.”
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                            Epilogue
 
   Charity
 
    
 
   As I lay on my bed, flat on my stomach with my feet swinging in the air, I smiled, watching my three beautiful babies sleeping soundly in their crib. I could watch them all day long. Life was peaceful for once. All of us missed Raven and Rose very much, but we were more thankful for their safety. 
 
   My thoughts drifted to Eli. He was on my mind a lot these days. He had been through so much—we all had, but things were looking up for us—especially Eli. Our lovely family was whole once again. None of us would ever forget Shae and what she meant to us, but we all loved Destiny very much. She had become a part of our family with ease, as if she was born to be with us. She had always longed for a big family and was open to all things supernatural. She was beautiful, funny, and because she spent her life blind, she marveled at everything she saw. It gave all of us a greater appreciation for what we took for granted daily. She was meant for Eli, and I had never seen him this happy before. He was now experiencing what Levi and I experience with our heart-connection. 
 
                 But his happiness had come at a cost. After many weeks of courtship, Destiny and Eli had gone back to her home in Chicago to spend a few weeks with her parents so that Eli could get to know them. Her mom had had her at a young age and had spent years single so she could raise her blind daughter. But two years ago her mother had fallen in love and remarried. A few months after the wedding she was pregnant with another baby, a little girl. She named her Journey. Unfortunately, tragedy would strike again and during their visit a hurricane hit; Hurricane Sandy. Eli was only able to rescue Destiny and the baby. Sadly, Destiny’s mother and step-father were swept away during the massive flood. Shortly after, Eli and Destiny returned home to us with a new addition. After a quick and small wedding, they adopted the lovely baby girl, giving her the new name of Journey Drake. And once again, through tragedy God had brought blessings.
 
                 In addition to everything else in our lives, Levi and I had finally settled on names for the triplets; Darrow, Deacon, and Dixon Drake. Yes, I got my way and they all started with the same letter. I was a happy and content woman. Nothing could’ve made me any happier—not even heaven itself. Okay, maybe heaven would have.
 
   I was smiling, thinking of our beautiful little boys, when Levi entered our room. “Hey kitten. Did you miss me?”
 
                 I sat up on the bed and gripped my chest dramatically. “With all my heart. Hey, Rose said she was sending me some ultrasound pictures in the mail. Did they come?”
 
                 He smirked. “You mean these?” he said, holding up an envelope.
 
                 I squealed and jumped into his arms, snatching the envelope and ripping it open with eagerness. I almost dropped them as my fingers flipped through them. “I can’t believe how good these look. I can almost see how beautiful she will be.”
 
                 Levi was peering over my shoulder. “Amazing. She’s going to be so beautiful. But we knew she would be.”
 
                 “Yeah. I love the name they picked for her; Rain Vanderburg.”
 
                 “Yeah, I like it too.”
 
                 “You know, now that Ash and Josh’s little Glorianna is here that means after Rain is born we will have three new girls born to the pack.”
 
                 Levi turned to peer at me strangely. “Umm, yeah?” 
 
                 I shrugged and stood. “Well, I was just thinking that wouldn’t it be awesome if someday our boys fell in love with them? I can just see it now; each one fighting over the other; heart connections forming.”
 
                 “Charity! Your matchmaking skills have officially crossed the line. Our children are just babies for crying out loud.”
 
                 I rolled my eyes, applying fresh lip balm as I walked away with Levi tight on my heels. 
 
                 “Please don’t tell me you’re truly considering pressing this silly notion! No matchmaking with our babies!” He sighed heavily, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You’re gonna press this, aren’t you? Charity? Charity!” 
 
   

                          Last Note from the Author
 
    
 
   This last book is titled Wesley’s Hope, and I’d like to think I’ve saved the best for last. This story centers on the boy we all love to hate, Wesley Windsor. It seems he’s been causing trouble since the very beginning. Will he finally get what’s coming to him? His story begins shortly after their last battle with the vampires; the battle that saved Raven and Rose. Here we are introduced to the lovely, and colorful, Hope Mason. I hope you enjoy this last story in the Charity Series. But don’t feel sad, I have a feeling that the Drake triplets might show up in future stories. Feel free to drop me a note. I’d love to hear your thoughts.
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                                         Chapter One
 
   Wesley
 
    
 
   “Yes, Sergeant Mason. I will watch over her. You have my word,” I spoke into the phone.
 
                 “I’m counting on you, Wesley,” he said. “This is my little girl, and I won’t tolerate anything bad happening to her. Levi says I can trust you, so you better take extra care of Hope.” His voice was sharp and stern.
 
                 I rolled my eyes. This guy was such a pain in my butt. Why did I have to get stuck babysitting some spoiled little girl? So what if Charity was having her babies. Why did I have to suffer? Oh well, I’d go get the witch and get it over with.
 
                 “Yes sir. I promise I will take care of Hope for you.” I practically spat the words out.
 
                 “Very good, Wesley. You can meet my team to switch her out at the location we mentioned earlier.” His voice broke off, and for a moment all I heard was his intake of breath before he said, “Thank you, Wesley.”
 
                 “You’re welcome, sir. I will see your team there. Oh, and how are the Vanderburgs settling in over there?”
 
                 “Fine, fine. They’re like a part of the family already. They’ll like it here. I’ll tell them you asked about them.”
 
                 “No!” I snapped, but then caught myself. “I mean, nah, that’s not necessary. Well, gotta go. I’ll keep you posted.” I clicked the phone closed. Whew, that was close. The last thing I needed was Raven thinking I cared anything about him or his wife. I’d never hear the end of it. It was bad enough that I got duped into this stupid mission. Babysitting a brat. Great.
 
                                                    * * * * * *
 
   My grandfather, Papa Windsor, along with my grandmother, Nana Butterfly (that’s what we’ve always called her) used to run this pack. That is, until I turned eighteen. That’s when I inherited my right to be alpha of our pack: the Windsor Pack. I had a feeling Papa Windsor was slightly disappointed in my leadership. I had always felt his disapproval, even when I was a kid. I felt he loved Levi more than me. I could do no right in his eyes, and Levi could do no wrong. I guess that’s why I was always doing things to get Levi in trouble. The problem was no body bought it. I figured that was one of the reasons I focused so much effort on the rivalry with Levi’s pack. But I was relieved the rivalry was over. I had regained my honor during our last fight in the clearing months ago. I wasn’t fooled though. I knew Levi had staged his injuries so I could win. The truth is, it touched me deeply that he would suffer for my benefit, though I would be hard pressed to admit it to anyone. I did try to hide the fact that it touched me, but Charity saw it. That’s okay though. It was worth it. Keeping up the hatred was exhausting. Besides, I needed to be focusing on my own pack—and now on getting this stupid girl here. 
 
   Suddenly, I had a thought that seemed to come out of thin air. Maybe Nana Butterfly could take this Hope Mason under her wing? She could put her to work in her greenhouse. That would keep the brat busy and out of my way. I smiled, pleased with myself for the first time today. Maybe this babysitting thing wouldn’t be so bad after all.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                        Chapter Two
 
   Wesley
 
                 
 
   “What do you mean, she’s gone?” I yelled into the phone. “She ditched you? How on earth did she do that? You guys are werewolves, right?” I was so mad I was seeing red. Somehow I sensed they were just ready to be rid of her—not a good sign. They were probably planning to pin her escape on me and my guys. I knew I had to get there right away. This girl was beginning to really bug me, and I hadn’t even met her yet. “Okay fine. We’ll be there soon, and then we’ll locate her scent and take over from there.” I hung up the phone and cursed. I would have to find a way to make this girl suffer for the annoyance she’d already caused me. Hope Mason. The only thing I knew about the girl was that she was trouble. And I sure didn’t need any trouble right now.
 
                 Thirty minutes later, I and my elite, Andrew, Li, Jax, and Mitch, arrived at Douglas International Airport to locate this Hope Mason, bane of my existence. We picked up her scent near the ladies restroom nearest the exit. I stuck my head in and called for her, but there was no answer. I heard movement in one of the stalls and, with anger spurring me on, I plowed into the ladies restroom without any other thought other than to find the girl with the blue hair.
 
                 “Okay, Hope Mason, I know you’re in here, I can smell your annoyance! Don’t worry, I’m annoyed too. Now come out and we can compare degrees!” It was taking all my strength not to rip out every stall door and jerk a knot in this girl’s head. I passed a sink and happened to glance down to recognize pink dye splattered all over it. Hmm. I shrugged and continued my walk down the long row of closed doors. “You can come out, Hope, I’m not going to hurt you. Let’s just pick up your bags and get going. I’m sure it’s been a long day for you, and you would probably enjoy a warm bed and a hearty meal. So what do you say?” I smiled, thinking I wasn’t so bad at this nice stuff, even if I was pretending like crazy.
 
                 “Fine! But just because I’m hungry, that’s all!” she spat as the last door swung open wide and a petite girl maybe five foot tall stepped out with her arms crossed over her chest defiantly.
 
                 I studied her slowly from head to toe. She was wearing combat boots with skinny black jeans and a black shirt that was ripped at the sleeves with the thumbs-down symbol smack-dab in the center. The light reflected, drawing my eyes to her shiny lip ring and then to her curly hair that was cropped to her shoulders—and it was pink. Pink! It clicked. I snapped to attention. “Did you just color your hair pink?” I yelled, my anger returning with a vengeance. 
 
                 She smirked and cocked her head, clearly enjoying my reaction. “Yeah, so what?” she challenged.
 
                 Using way more effort than I typically needed, I took control of my rage. “So that’s why you ditched your pack, so you would have time to change your hair color from blue to a more obnoxious one for my sake?” I stepped closer and put on my most intimidating gaze. “I’m flattered, but you really shouldn’t have done that.” My gaze intensified. “We’ll take care of that when we reach the facility. Now, let’s go!”
 
                 She jumped at my command and then she narrowed her eyes, placing her hands on her hips. “I don’t know who you think you are!”
 
                 I stared down at her, silencing her at once. “I’m Wesley Windsor, your new boss. And you’ll do as you’re told or you will be shipped back to papa. Now move it!” I spun and made my way out of the ladies restroom where a line of curious women had gathered and were listening in on the conversation. 
 
   “She’s my runaway sister,” I said to the ladies in case they were alarmed. I surely didn’t need security called in. I put my hand to my heart, dramatically. “I’m so glad I found her. We’ve been so worried.” I faked a thrilled expression before continuing my walk.
 
                 Hope growled out a huff, stomping loudly behind me. “I can tell we’re gonna be great friends.” 
 
                  I smiled at her sarcasm but kept walking. “You have no idea.”
 
                 At the baggage claim, Li, Mitch, Jax, and Andrew all had bags in both hands, including a guitar case. “Just how many bags did you bring?” I asked in disbelief.
 
                 She shrugged, and after a brief moment, she stuck out her chin and said, “If you must know, I have my stuffed animals in most of these bags.” After noting my expression, which I’m sure resembled disgust, she added, “Well, I couldn’t just leave any of them behind. It’s not their fault my dad is a jerk and sent me away.”
 
                 I didn’t know what to say to that, so I turned and picked up the last bag from the conveyer belt. It was so heavy that the top flew open, spilling its contents all over my feet and the surrounding floor. She gasped and knelt with me to begin the cleanup process. I grabbed one of the books before she could stop me and read the title, “Lazy Days and Lustful Nights! What a stupid title! What kind of book is this?” I snapped as she snatched the book from my grasp, stuffing it, along with the others, into the suitcase.
 
   I have to admit, she turned an adorable shade of pink and not the disgusting shade of her hair. My guys were holding back their laughter. She stood and eyed them with annoyance before turning to me. “Fine! I have an addiction to romance novels! If you don’t like it, you can kiss my voluptuous rumpus!!”
 
   My eyes widened and a laugh burst from my lips. “Um, what? I think that is the last thing I would call your tiny butt,” I said, twisting my head to take a look.
 
   She jerked back and used her hands to cover her rear, her anger boiling over. “You are an overgrown, pig-headed dolt!” She pointed her finger in my face. “Don’t even think about talking to me again!”
 
   I smiled. “Whatever you say, Trouble. Come along then.” I reached down for the now secure bag and made my way toward the exit. In that moment, something told me my life was about to take a serious detour—one that would kick me in the groin and make me wish I was born a girl. Unfortunately, Trouble was coming with me.
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                       Chapter Three
 
   Hope
 
    
 
   I hated him already—this guy called Wesley—my new alpha. How dare he criticize my romance novels—or my butt? However, as annoyed as I might have been, I couldn’t deny that he wasn’t all that bad to look at. He was very tall with a muscled physique, black, messy spiked hair, and an intimidating gaze. But this guy was a bigger jerk than even my dad was. His sharp tongue and arrogant swagger were proof of that. 
 
   Sitting in the back seat of the tinted limo, staring defiantly at Wesley and the Asian guy named Li, I already wished I was back at home. I missed my friends, Cathy most of all. She had always been a good friend to me and such a great listener. My dad thought she was trouble. Little did he know that I was the bad influence on her, not the other way around. I smirked when I thought about it.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Wesley asked. “Did you just think of how much fun it’s gonna be when we wash that pink out of your hair?”
 
   My face straightened. “If you touch me you will die.” I snapped, my face burning with anger. 
 
   He smirked, nodding. “A challenge. Nice.”
 
   “No, I mean it! You will not touch me or my hair! You got it!” I was fuming, while he was still smirking.
 
   “I’m going to enjoy teaching you some respect, little girl.”
 
   “I’m eighteen! And now I know why Charity chose Levi!” His face fell, and I knew I had victory. Though in the next second I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.
 
   He gritted his teeth and his face became red with restrained anger, his eyes shifting yellow. Li touched his alpha’s hand and whispered, “It’s okay, Wesley. Shake it off. Shake it off, dude.”
 
   I watched Wesley’s eyes slowly squeeze shut as if he was trying to gain control and made a mental note to be more careful when using the Charity card in the future.
 
   Thankfully, we didn’t speak the rest of the ride, and I was relieved when the ramp to the forest dropped down and we entered their parking garage.
 
   “Home, sweet home,” the Asian guy said as I was ushered from the car. Wesley began walking and we all followed as we made our way through the halls of the facility. This place wasn’t all that different from my home at the Mason House. The walls were made out of the same material and the layout seemed to be very similar, which brought me a strange peace.
 
   We continued to walk for what seemed like forever, taking turn after turn. I don’t think my home had this many turns. I focused, trying to memorize the way. We finally made one last turn and came to a door with a big fancy wreath on it with a sign that said ‘DO NOT ENTER’. 
 
   Wesley ignored it and swung the door open widely. “Nana?” Wesley called. 
 
   I could hear tenderness in his voice, which surprised me. Who was this Nana? Maybe it was his grandmother.
 
   We all took careful steps inside and entered what appeared to be a greenhouse, although I’d never seen one underground before. It was relatively small with some kind of special lighting. The plants and flowers that surrounded and cascaded around me were really beautiful, with vibrant and rich colors of green, yellow, orange, red, and purple. I was in awe, until Wesley turned to peer at me, and I quickly shifted my expression to indifference and narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
   “Oh, there you are, sugah?” a sweet voice squealed in delight.
 
   I glanced over in time to see a strange woman coming from the back of the room with flowers draping in her gloved hands. She was an older woman, wearing a long plain dress with orange sneakers and a wide brim hat with a wreath of fresh flowers wrapped around it. Despite her odd, hippie style, her face was fresh and lovely, her eyes kind.
 
   She passed all the boys and stopped right in front of me. I shifted my feet, slightly nervous as she studied me from head to foot. I was suddenly annoyed. “See anything you like?” I knew the words were wrong the moment they left my mouth.
 
   She straightened and her soft eyes turned hard. “Now let’s get one thing straight right from the start. I’ll not tolerate any disrespect or backtalk. I didn’t allow if from any of my boys, and I won’t allow it from you. Are we clear?”
 
   My face flushed with embarrassment, and I found myself nodding in agreement.
 
   She smiled and her soft expression immediately returned. “Great, sugah. I think we’re gonna get along just fine. Now why don’t you follow me and I’ll take you to your room.”
 
   She continued to talk as she led the way through her lovely space. “This is my greenhouse which my sweet husband made for me years ago. He knew how much I truly missed the outdoors and how much I loved flowers. I spend most of my time in here. My name is Nana Butterfly, and you must be Hope.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I’m Hope Mason,” I said, nodding as I continued to stare in awe at all the pretty flowers as we made our way to the back and came to a door.
 
   “This will be your room for the time being. It’s small, I know, but since you’ll be working with me in my greenhouse, I thought it would be appropriate for you to stay close.”
 
   My mouth fell open. “I’m what?” I shouted. “No one mentioned that I’d be put to work here.” I spun and came face to face with Wesley. “And I don’t need a babysitter!”
 
   His eyes turned hard. “Well, it appears that you do. And my Nana has been gracious enough to take the job when no one else would. You should be grateful.”
 
   I clenched my hands to keep from punching him in the face. “Well, I’m not grateful—for any of you! I’m leaving!” I stomped passed him and the others, and hurried my way back the way I’d come and no one tried to stop me. I’m not sure how, but before long I found myself exiting the garage and entering the forest. It was raining, but I didn’t care. I hated this place, and more importantly, I hated its pack leader.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                         Chapter Four
 
                                                 Hope
 
    
 
   “Just where do you think you’re going?”
 
                 I spun, and had I not known him for his smug voice, I might not have recognized him at all. Wesley’s dark hair was wet and hanging longer around his face, covering part of his left eye, and his shirt was drenched and clinging tightly to his muscled chest. I stuck out my chin defiantly. “I don’t have anything to say to you! I’m leaving this crazy place and going home!”
 
                 “I don’t think so,” he laughed, grabbing my arm and spinning me to face him.
 
                 “Let go of me, you bully!” I jerked away too hard, slipping in the mud and landing hard on my butt.
 
                 Wesley began to laugh which only fueled my already hot temper. He reached out to help me up, but I slapped his hand away. “Get away from me!”
 
                 He towered over me, droplets falling from his hair and running down his face. “It’s a good thing you have that voluptuous rumpus to break your fall, huh, Trouble?”
 
                 “Shut up!” I yelled, getting to my feet only to slip again.
 
                 He laughed louder but this time he took a hold of my arm firmly and lifted me to my feet. Suddenly, he stopped short, his eyes going wide.
 
                 “What?” I asked in alarm, following his gaze to the top of my shirt. I gasped. There, dripping from my hair and covering my shirt, was pink hair dye. I glanced back to him and recognized the look in his eyes; an idea was forming. I backed away, raising both of my hands in defense. “No, no, no!” I yelled, but it was too late.
 
                 In one swift move, he took me by the waist and slung me over his shoulder as he bolted through the forest in a full run. “You little witch! All this time you had in wash-in color just to irritate me! Well, we’re gonna take care of that right now!”
 
                 “What are you gonna do?” I kicked and screamed, fighting with all my strength to break free, with no success. “Wesley, no! Let me go!”
 
                 “With pleasure.” He stopped abruptly, and before I could collect my bearings, I was dropped, and submerged, into freezing cold water. I came up quickly, gasping for air. “What are you doing?” I screamed, glancing around and realizing that we were near the bank of a lake, and I was sitting, fully clothed and submerged to my waist.
 
                 “I’m washing your hair for you,” he said, towering over me as he reached his hand to the floor, grabbing a handful of mud. He slapped it into my hair and began working it through my wet locks.
 
                 “You are crazy! Let me go!” I screamed and fought, which only seemed to encourage him to continue. He massaged the thick mud into my hair and scalp as I slapped and fought until I was exhausted. He dunked my head then. I came up gasping. “You crazy son of—” He dunked me again, and again, until finally he jerked me to my feet and ushered me to the bank.
 
                 I stood there in shock, staring at his smug face.
 
                 “Wow, now it all makes since,” he said, taking a handful of my hair and studying the flaming red locks. 
 
                 I jerked to my senses, slapping his hand away and pushing passed him in a rush. “You are a crazy jerk! And you’ll be sorry for doing that to me! You just wait and see!”
 
                 “You’re welcome!” he yelled as I ran all the way back to the facility—fighting tears the whole way.
 
                 I sloshed through the greenhouse, not stopping as I passed Nana Butterfly.
 
                 “Hmm, red hair. That explains things,” she said.
 
                 I stopped and turned to face her, ready to tell her off, when she removed her big brimmed hat, revealing a head full of flaming red curly locks. My eyes went wide in total surprise. 
 
                 “It seems that we have something in common,” she said, her eyes gentle as she handed me the towel she had somehow managed to be holding. I took it and went straight into the small room, shut the door, plopped onto the bed, and cried myself to sleep.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                        Chapter Five
 
   Wesley
 
    
 
   I tossed and turned, trying to get that stupid redhead out of my mind, but it was no use. I growled, getting up from my bed and heading into my kitchenette to get a snack. I opened the refrigerator and grabbed an old piece of pizza from the box. I took a frustrated bite and chewed aggressively, not even taking the time to enjoy the flavor. I reflected back to our little confrontation in the forest. I managed to laugh when I remembered her expression as she slipped and fell in the mud, her eyes going wide with surprise. She looked so cute somehow—so vulnerable. I shook my head, trying to clear away the memories and took a more dramatic bite. 
 
   After she had stomped off and headed back to the facility, I had called Nana Butterfly and told her what had happened so she could have a towel ready for her. I probably shouldn’t have been so hard on the girl, but I had been so angry when I realized her hair color was just temporary. That whole time she had known that all she had to do was wash it out and wash it in. The thought infuriated me, knowing she was just trying to get under her father’s skin—and mine, first with the blue hair and then with the pink. 
 
   My thoughts began to drift, however, as I pictured what she must have looked like as a child, her curly, red locks long and flowing as she danced under the soft drift of the first snowfall of the season. Although in her mountainous Alaskan town of Balmy, population 4,600, she rarely saw anything but snow. I imagined her to be a very joyful child, with a big smile to add to the light dusting of freckles across her nose and the vibrant green eyes. I found myself wondering what might have happened to her to make her so angry. I suddenly jerked to my senses, throwing the remaining pizza crust across the room and hitting the trash can. “Who cares why she’s so angry!” I growled, slamming my fist into my chest. “I’m angry!” I stomped back into my bedroom and into the bathroom, thinking a cool shower might ease my tensions. I was totally wrong.                  
 
                 When morning arrived, with my normal morning disposition, and my lack of sleep the night before, I was sure to be lovely company. I entered the dining hall, pushing around a few of the guys, and quickly recognized Nana Butterfly picking up two trays of food. Just the woman I wanted to speak to. She had on her normal wide-brimmed hat lined with a fresh wreath of flowers. Her orange sneakers were clean and bright, as usual, but her smile was brighter, as if she knew something I didn’t. Hmm. 
 
   Before I could ask, she spoke. “Well, don’t you look well rested this morning? The dark bags under your eyes are especially becoming. Must be the meanness trying to come out.” She used to say that to all of us kids when we were young and doing stupid things, or if we didn’t feel well. She was teasing of course, but it still bugged me.
 
   “Well, in this particular case, the meanness has red curls and a tongue sharp enough to slice the hair off a grizzly.”
 
   She smiled an all-knowing smile. “Oh yes. You must be referring to Hope.” She sighed as she handed both trays of food to me and turned to walk. I guess that meant for me to follow. “Yes, well, I listened to that girl cry herself to sleep last night. She was still in her room when I left out this morning. I thought I’d bring her some food to help lift her spirits. You can help me.”
 
   “Nana, I don’t—”
 
   She spun to face me, her eyes fixed and sharp. I actually backed up, my eyes going wide in alarm. “I didn’t ask you! That girl is a guest here! Now, I know she’s a pain for you, but you better ease up on her, or I’m gonna bend you over my knee and spank you, alpha or not! Got it?” Her eyes were blazing, which wasn’t unusual when she felt strong about something.
 
   I lowered my head in reverence, “Yes ma’am.”
 
   “Good. Now, follow me!” 
 
                                                     * * * * * *
 
   Some minutes later, we strolled through the greenhouse and stopped at the door at the back of the room. Nana Butterfly knocked.
 
                 “Yes?” a soft voice answered.
 
                 “Hey, sugah. It’s Nana Butterfly. I brought you breakfast, May I come in?” Nana looked at me with a hopeful expression and winked.
 
                 “Um, I guess so,” she answered.
 
                 Nana pushed the door open and stepped inside, as did I. “What is he doing in here?” she squealed, pulling covers up to cover her barely-there P.J’s. 
 
   I quickly turned my head. 
 
   “Get out! Get out!” she yelled. Nana ushered me from the room, taking the trays from me and stepping back inside, slamming the door shut behind her with her foot.
 
                 I stood there with a mixture of shock and irritation. This girl was a total nutcase! “You’re welcome!” I barked before disappearing in a blur of motion, causing the flowers and plants to blow around like a hurricane had hit, which it had. And its name was Hope Mason. 
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                         Chapter Six
 
   Hope
 
    
 
   Nana Butterfly turned to face me, her smile apologetic. “I’m sorry, sugah, but I needed him to help me carry the trays of food,” she said as she laid the trays on the end of my bed and took a seat beside me. “Are you hungry?”
 
                 I eyed her skeptically, knowing she hadn’t just told me the entire truth. I sensed she was trying to help Wesley and I come to some kind of truce, but it wasn’t gonna happen. This guy had crossed the line, and he was gonna pay. I grinned at the thought.
 
                 “Hmm, I’ll take that as a yes.”
 
                 I straightened as she placed the tray of food on my lap. It looked really good, and I was starving. I grabbed the blueberry muffin first and shoved a huge bite in my mouth, chewing with enthusiasm. Nana studied me as I continued to chew bite after bite but said nothing until I had finished the entire plate. I sat back, sighing and rubbing my stomach in contentment.
 
                 “Did you enjoy it, dear?”
 
                 I smiled for the first time since arriving in this crazy place. “It was delicious.”
 
                 “That’s great to hear. You know, Wesley isn’t all that bad. He’s just a little rough around the edges, but he’s got a good heart. Now, he doesn’t let many people see it, but I’ve seen it. As a matter of fact, I was there the day it broke.” She shook her head, sadly. “And he’s never been the same since.”
 
                 I stirred in the bed, inching closer as my curiosity urged me. “What do you mean?”
 
                 “It was a long time ago. Do you know the story, over ten years ago, about when vampires attacked the Westside Pack?”
 
                 I nodded, remembering the stories my daddy shared with us about the amazing Levi and his pack. I had developed a crush on him after that. I secretly hoped I’d get a chance to meet him and maybe even marry him. I had heard that he was having trouble choosing a mate until the day he met Charity. The stories about her made me jealous, but soon after I began to like that crazy girl.
 
                 “Well,” she continued, drawing my mind back to her words, “our pack joined them in the fight. We defeated the vampires that day, but sadly, Wesley’s father, along with the Westside Pack’s alpha, better known to you as Levi’s father, were both killed. Wesley had secretly snuck out to watch the battle and witnessed the brutal death of his father.”
 
                 I gasped, putting my hand to my mouth. I had heard about the deaths of both of their fathers, but I didn’t know Wesley had witnessed it. “But you said you were witness to the moment his heart broke?” I questioned.
 
                 “Yes, well, after that Levi and his pack became part of our pack, as you know. Wesley began clinging to his grandfather, my husband, Clark. This was something he needed to do, and I tried telling my husband this, but Clark felt a strong draw to the sweet spirited Levi. Clark took both boys under his wing, but it was clear to most, including Wesley, that he favored Levi. One day, Wesley had gotten an A on his class assignment and was eager to show his Papa Windsor. He burst into his office, determined to show off his work, but Papa Windsor was in the middle of showing Levi some fighting moves. Wesley tried several times to get his grandfather’s attention, but my Clark never acknowledged Wesley at all. Levi also noticed but felt helpless. I was in the office that day watering the few plants he had allowed to almost die and witnessed the entire thing. I saw the grief and pain in Wesley’s eyes that day as the moment sunk in and he knew he had lost his grandfather too. From that day to this, Wesley has been filled with many emotions, anger most of all. I tried to fill the void the best I could, but it wasn’t enough. My husband didn’t see what I saw. And after Wesley began acting out, it was natural for my husband to grow closer to Levi and pull further away from Wesley.” She lowered her head, shaking it sadly. “He was never the same after that day.” Her eyes filled with tears. I gently laid my hand on top of hers. She glanced up at me and smiled, squeezing my hand in return.
 
                 “Thanks for sharing that with me. I still don’t like him.” Nana laughed at that. “But at least I understand him a little bit better.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sweetie.” 
 
   “Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t you show me around your greenhouse? After all, if I’m going to be working with you, I guess I better get familiar with things.”
 
                 She brightened, straightening her hat with one hand and wiping at her tears with the other. “Well, I guess you’re right. Let’s just do that.”
 
                 I felt happy just knowing I had made her feel better. Maybe this place wasn’t so bad after all.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                       Chapter Seven
 
   Hope
 
    
 
   Nana Butterfly had spent the day walking me through her greenhouse, which she had named Petals, and pointed out all her favorite flowers and plants. As much as I was beginning to like this woman, I had to admit, she was very strange. I tried to remember all she had told me, what the name of the flowers were, how to take care of them and things like that, but it was overwhelming to me. I had never really cared about keeping plants alive before. After all, as werewolves, we did live underground. It was hard enough keeping myself alive. Although, I had to admit to myself, it was nice being surrounded by so many beautiful and colorful things. There was a moment when I actually felt blissful, but it was only a fleeting moment, and I didn’t dwell on it.
 
                 My mind kept going back to Wesley and the story Nana Butterfly had shared with me. It affected me more than I let on. I felt sad for the little boy who watched his father die, and then to be rejected by the only other father figure he had left. And not only was he rejected, but he was looked over, as if he didn’t even exist. Sadly, I understood that feeling very well.
 
                 That evening, Nana Butterfly took me to the dining hall where dinner was being served. She let me sit with her and her husband, as well as others she had introduced to me but I had already forgotten their names. I found myself studying this Clark guy, the one who had passed Wesley over, and discovered that I didn’t like him that much. Why? I didn’t know. I was still staring at him when I heard a commotion and turned to see Wesley entering the room. He was excited and was laughing and high-fiving his friends and elite. I had never seen him like this and my eyes were drawn to him. His black hair was messier than normal, the spikes leaning toward the left side of his head, and his tall, muscular form was dressed in a hugging blue t-shirt and faded jeans. Black and white converse finished the look. It was a nice look, I thought before shaking my head, desperate to shake those crazy thoughts loose. He began making his way to our table and froze mid-stride for only a second when he recognized me, but then continued cautiously. I quickly went back to my food, trying to ignore the fact that he had taken a seat at my table.
 
                 He cleared his throat. “Hello, Miss Mason. I hope you’re feeling better tonight.”
 
                 Everyone at the table had quieted as if they were hanging on every word. I glanced up at him to make sure he wasn’t being sarcastic and found that he seemed sincere. “Oh, well, I’m doing much better, thanks.” I managed a smile but just a small one. I almost choked when he changed seats to the one open next to me. I peered up at him and recognized nervousness as he first looked to his grandmother before addressing me. 
 
   “Uh, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for the way I behaved last night. I think both of us were on edge, and it angered me that you would dye your hair just to irritate me. But now that I know you’re a true redhead I totally understand.”
 
   I snapped to attention. “What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded, my anger returning in a flash.
 
   He noticed my shift in emotion and also seemed to get angry. Nana Butterfly cleared her throat, trying to grab his attention but it didn’t work. “I just meant that the red hair explains the attitude.”
 
   I turned to face him full on. “And what exactly explains your attitude, huh? Is the big bad wolf afraid he’s met his match?”
 
   He snapped. “You are no match for me! I am the alpha of this place!” He motioned around the room.  “Everyone around here listens to me. Maybe you should too.”
 
   My face turned red with anger, and I ignored all the curious faces fixed on the two of us. “And just when I thought this place had potential.”
 
   If he was in his wolf form I would have seen the hair rise on his back. “And just what in the hell does that mean?” he demanded, his voice rising.
 
   I put my hands firmly on both hips. “It means, you overgrown pig-headed dolt, that this place would have potential if everyone didn’t listen to you!” I snapped.
 
   His eyes went wide and he began shaking his head around. “Oh yeah! And who are they gonna listen to? You?”               
 
   We both stood and began yelling at each other with arms flailing, and I stood my ground despite him towering over me by more than a foot. Within seconds, his elite came, and with great effort, ushered him from the room as we continued to yell. If this guy thought he was a match for me, he was in for a rude awakening, and I couldn’t wait to see his face when that realization hit him.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                      Chapter Eight
 
                                            Wesley
 
    
 
   I paced back and forth just outside of the dining hall. My hands were balled tightly into fists. My elite were trying to make me calm down but it wasn’t working at all. My head jerked up when Nana exited the room and came to a stop in front of me. “I tried to talk to her, Nana, but you saw how she was! She’s unreasonable! She’s nothing but trouble! Trouble! I should send her back to her father in Alaska!”
 
                 Nana was calm when she took my face in her hands. “That was the poorest attempt at apologizing I’ve ever seen. Now, you need to try again.”
 
                 “What?” I yelled. “No way! She needs to apologize to me! She’s the one who went crazy in there! No way, Nana. No way!”
 
                 She took my face in her hands once again, looking me sternly in the eyes. “Okay, calm down and listen to me. You were just as unreasonable as she was. The two of you are very much alike, and you’re both wounded. Now, you will benefit more from being friends than enemies. Am I right?”
 
                 I had to admit, she made it sound reasonable. “Fine. I’ll give it another try, but if she goes all crazy on me, I’m done with her. Got it?”
 
                 She smiled, rubbing my arm gently. “Of course, sugah. You’re doing the right thing.”
 
                 It took over an hour or so for me to cool off before heading to Petals, my Nana’s greenhouse, to give my apology one last shot. Once I entered the door to Petals, I heard music. As I got closer to Hope’s door, I realized she was playing her guitar. I stood there for a few minutes listening. She was really good, but the song seemed sad. She stopped and I wondered if she knew I was there. Suddenly, she opened the door and plowed right into my chest. 
 
                 “Oh, I’m sorry.” Her eyes went wide when she realized it was me. She crossed her arms over her chest. “What are you doing here?”
 
                 Okay, here we go, I thought. “Okay, here’s the thing. I’m not really all that good at apologies.”
 
                 “No, you’re really not,” she said sarcastically.
 
                 I narrowed my eyes at her.
 
                 “Okay, fine. I won’t give you a hard time.” She gestured with her hand. “Go ahead.”
 
                 I was lightly kicking the door post with my foot and looking at her through my lashes, hoping the puppy dog look worked.  So far nothing else had. “Well, I’m sorry for earlier. It got out of hand. I mean, I got out of hand. And I guess I haven’t made this transition very easy for you. Will you forgive me—please?”
 
                 She studied me for a moment, and I had no idea what she was thinking. I shifted my feet nervously. This was clearly out of my comfort zone. 
 
                 “Okay. I guess I forgive you.”
 
                 I huffed. “You guess?”
 
                 She laughed. “I’m kidding. I forgive you.” She looked at her feet. “I guess I’m sorry too.”
 
                 By her expression that was harder for her to say than even me. “Well, the guys and I are going to Happy’s for ice cream. You wanna come along?” I shrugged. “You know, get out of this place for a while?”
 
                 “Um. What’s Happy’s?”
 
   “It’s an ice cream parlor located in the nearby city of Happy. It’s not too far, maybe twenty minutes or so. We’ve been hanging out there some lately.”
 
   She smiled a little. “Oh, okay, sure. Just let me get my jacket.” She walked into her room and returned moments later wearing a black form fitting jacket that accented her slight curves. I couldn’t help checking her out, but I tried not to be too obvious. She was wearing skinny jeans that were a normal shade of blue, not black like before. Her fiery red hair was in soft natural waves just touching her shoulders, and her lovely round face was pale with just a touch of pink on her cheeks and lips. And of course there was the adorable light dusting of freckles across her nose.
 
   “Are you ready then?” I asked.
 
   “I think so.”
 
   I motioned for her to take the lead, which I thought might please her and followed at a safe pace behind her. I caught sight of Nana peeking around the corner, hiding behind one of her huge plants. She was giving me thumbs up. I rolled my eyes and kept walking.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                      Chapter Nine
 
                                              Hope
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later, Wesley, Li, Andrew, and I strolled through the doors of Happy’s Ice Cream Parlor. The atmosphere of the room seemed cozy and friendly, with cheerful faces and laughter surrounding us. We took our seats at a booth near the front. Andrew said he liked to people watch. I thought about my friend Cathy. She often said the same thing. Sometimes we’d end up at the mall just so she could people watch. She said people were much more entertaining than watching T.V. I missed her. Many times since arriving I’d wanted to message her but my dad confiscated my phone and iPod weeks ago after my fight with Amanda in the school parking lot. It had been my third fight with her within the year. She had been bullying Cathy a lot this year, and I couldn’t allow that. Even though I’m smaller than Amanda, I gave her something to fear—redheads. I smiled thinking about it.
 
                 “You wanna share what’s so amusing?” Li asked from across the booth.
 
                 I straightened. “Not really.”
 
                 He shrugged. “That’s cool.” I actually liked this Li guy. I had never met an Asian before but I had always wanted to. Not many lived in our small town in Alaska. They seemed like such neat people, and Li didn’t disappoint. He was funny and he had really cool hair that was spiked on the top and shaved on the sides. I wondered how I would look with that cut.
 
                 Just then the doorbell to Happy’s rang. We all turned to see a small group entering the front door. The biggest man I’d ever seen led the way. He must’ve been seven feet tall. “Hector, you get Charity’s order and I’ll get Ashley’s,” another guy called out to him. Wow, Hector was a good name for a guy like that. All the guys at my table jumped up and greeted the others in friendship. 
 
   Wesley ushered them to our table. “Guys, I’d like you to meet Hope Mason, Sergeant Mason’s daughter. Hope, these are some of the guys from the Drake Pack.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I remember that Levi set it up for her to stay with you for a while,” the one that spoke earlier said. “Hope, I’m Josh, Levi’s beta. It’s nice to meet you. How are you liking it here in North Carolina?” He seemed like a friendly guy with thick blonde hair and sleepy eyes. He was cute.
 
   “Oh, it’s nice to meet you too. I like it okay. This is really the first chance I’ve had to see it.”
 
   “Have you had the ice cream yet?”
 
   “Um, no, not yet.”
 
   He turned to Wesley. “Well man, what are you waiting for? Get this young lady a cone of the best ice cream in the state.” He laughed, slapping Wesley on the back in a brotherly manner. This surprised me. For some reason I thought that maybe they were still enemies. I guessed that something must’ve happened recently to change that, and I was glad for it.
 
   “Um, so, Josh,” I said, “How are Charity and the new babies doing?”
 
   “Oh man! Those are the cutest kids ever! You should come over and see them sometime. Charity loves to make new friends. As a matter of fact, she’ll be here in a few minutes. They were right behind us.”
 
   “The babies, too?” I asked.
 
   “Oh no. Levi’s mom is keeping them so Levi and Charity can get out for a bit.”
 
   I was disappointed for a moment, but then I got excited about the possibility of meeting Charity. She was like a celebrity at the Mason House. We had heard all of the stories about her rescuing the werewolves from battles, killing a vampire bride, and even influencing a vampire to change sides. Her beauty was rumored to beat out all others. This was a girl I just had to meet.
 
   Wesley must’ve sensed my anxiousness and sat down beside me. “Are you okay?”
 
   I glanced up and our eyes locked. I stared deep into those dark orbs and felt myself getting swimmy headed. I broke eye contact, shaking my head slightly. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   “Are you sure? I sense something coming from you.”
 
   “Honestly, I’m excited to meet Charity. I’ve heard so many stories. Is she really as beautiful as they say?”
 
   He smiled. “She is beautiful, but not as beautiful as you.” 
 
   I peered up at him then, my jaw going slack in surprise. His face mimicked mine. I guess he was as surprised at what he said as I was. I actually laughed at his expression.
 
   “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have said that.” He fidgeted with his fingers, looking lost and confused.
 
   I touched his hand to stop him and smirked. “It’s okay. You know, even though I’m a redhead, I still like compliments.”
 
   He looked at me for a second, letting the sentence absorb, and then he burst into roaring laughter. This drew the attention from the others who were now all gathered around us. 
 
   “What’s so funny, Wes?” Andrew asked.
 
   He caught his breath and answered, “Hope is a funny girl.”
 
   I didn’t think it was all that funny, but I began laughing too, along with the others. It seemed we didn’t really need anything to be funny to laugh at each other. It was nice for a change. Everything was always so serious at the Mason House. Sergeant Mason, my dad, was more strict and stiff than anything else. It felt good to laugh—very good in fact. I stopped short when I heard the doorbell ring again, alerting us to new traffic. Was this Charity, I wondered, peering around the guys to get a good look.
 
   A tall and very handsome man entered first, holding the door for the others. He must be Levi, but then another man who looked just like him also entered. This was the Drake twins. Suddenly, I caught sight of the red streak in the one’s hair and knew it was Eli. With him was a small woman with black hair. She was very pretty and she marveled at everything she saw and touched. I was instantly curious as to what part of this puzzle I was missing. Charity entered then. And I knew this because, not only was she breathtakingly beautiful with long flowing dark hair and the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen, but Levi practically knocked Eli over to get to her. He took her hand and led her through the maze of pack members that were still gathered around our table.
 
   Wesley and Levi greeted each other in a friendly enough manner and then he ushered them over to meet me. I was in awe as the introductions were made. I’m sure I stumbled over my words as I greeted them. My fantasies about them were true. They were an amazing couple. Anyone could see that. And Levi couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She had recently had triplets and she was as beautiful as I had imagined she could be. She sat down beside me, pulling two other women down with her. They were introduced to me as Ashley, Josh’s wife and Destiny, Eli’s new bride.
 
   The four of us sat together eating our ice cream cones while the guys sat in the booth behind us. It was amazing to me how friendly they were to me. It was as if I had been a friend for a very long time. I felt an instant bond with all the girls and we laughed as we licked. They told me that a couple would soon be joining us that weren’t pack and didn’t know about us. That was my cue to keep all things werewolf a secret. A few minutes later, another adorable couple entered and the girl bounced over to join us. Her name was Kitty and her guy’s name was Reed. 
 
   I really liked my new friends, especially Charity and Ashley. They made me feel so welcomed. Occasionally, I found myself peering over at Wesley. He was doing the same. This did not go unnoticed by Charity. She gave me an all-knowing smile. She seemed to be suddenly very happy about something. What was I missing here, I wondered? Something told me I wouldn’t find out so soon. But that was okay. This night was too wonderful to ruin, or so I thought.
 
   I squeezed out of our booth and made my way out the door and to the back of the parking lot to the car to retrieve my pocket book. I needed it so I could write down all the numbers of my new friends. Knowing I wouldn’t need it, I had left it in the car when we arrived. This really bugged me because had my controlling father not taken my phone from me I would’ve already had the numbers programmed by now.
 
   I was shutting the door when someone whistled. I spun to see three guys approaching. They looked pretty rough and I instantly felt unease. “Well, hello there, cutie. Lookin’ for some company?” The one that spoke had slicked back hair and a very big mouth. I could sense he was looking for trouble. Too bad that was my nickname of late. He glanced around to make sure I was alone.
 
   I was shaking. I knew this wasn’t good. “Um, I’m here with someone,” I threatened, taking a step back. I was not prepared for this.
 
   “Well, I don’t see him.” He grabbed me around the waist then and pulled me against him. The others gathered around us. His hands roamed my body, landing on my butt as he kissed my neck and ear. “Let’s have some fun, red.”
 
   “Let me go!” I yelled, trying to push him off me.
 
   “Get your hands off of my girl.” I heard a controlled voice say. I knew that voice anywhere. Normally I was the one he had to control his anger against.
 
   “Oh yeah?” the one holding me said, slinging me into the arms of his friend. “Hold her for me, Dave, while I take care of this guy.”
 
   Wesley’s eyes did a quick rake over my body to make sure I wasn’t hurt. Then he stretched to his full height, his eyes shifting yellow and a snarl dripped from his lips. He was pissed. His hands clenched into tight fists. The other pack guys poured out of the ice cream parlor to investigate, but they weren’t needed. In less than five seconds all three of the guys threatening me were curled up in the gravel groaning in pain. And I never saw Wesley move, but then I was in his arms and he was pressing my face against his chest protectively. 
 
   “Tell me he didn’t hurt you, Hope,” he said, pulling away just enough to see my face. His eyes were full of concern as they took another rake over my body, searching for injuries.
 
   “I’m fine, Wesley. I promise. They didn’t hurt me. They just scared me, that’s all. But thank you for saving me.” And then I remembered his words, ‘Take your hands off of my girl’. Was I his girl? I smiled up at him and there was tenderness in his eyes. I had never seen it nor imagined it coming from him, but there it was. We stayed like that for a moment longer, our eyes locked together as if in a trance. What was happening to me? Gone was the overbearing jerk who, like my father, tried to control and manipulate me; replaced with a gentle, protective man giving me a small glimpse of his vulnerability. Oh boy.    
 
   Charity started clapping and both of us straightened, jerking apart and glancing at her. She was watching us with great joy. What was that girl thinking anyway?
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                        Chapter Ten
 
                                             Wesley
 
    
 
   We said our goodbyes to the others and headed back to the Windsor House. The car ride home was a quiet one. I wanted to speak to Hope about what happened, but I wasn’t sure about it myself. One minute I had been inside Happy’s talking to the guys and then I had looked over to where Hope was sitting and noticed her missing. I had asked Charity where she had gone and she told me Hope went to get her purse from the car. I zoned my hearing toward the parking lot and that’s when I heard the danger she was in. I can’t even explain the emotion I was feeling when I saw that guy’s hands all over Hope. I wanted to kill him so badly I could taste his blood in my mouth. The feelings I had when I thought she was in danger confused me; the tingling I felt through my body when she was pressed against me, how my heart pounded when she stared into my eyes. What could it all possibly mean? Had this girl somehow gotten under my skin? Ah man!
 
                 I walked her to her room in silence. I wondered what she was thinking but was too chicken to ask. 
 
   She stopped in front of her door and turned to face me but never looked up, instead fidgeted with her hands. Then she spoke. “You know, Wesley, for years I’ve rebelled against my father’s controlling and dominating nature. Don’t get me wrong, I love him very much, but he was never there for me, and when he was he was trying to control and manipulate me into conforming to his will. I swore to myself I would never be with anyone like that—ever. From the very first moment I met you, I thought you were just like him.” She gazed up into my eyes for a brief moment. “After tonight, I think I was wrong. I just wanted you to know that.” 
 
   Before I could respond, she turned and opened the door, stepped inside, and shut the door behind her. I walked all the way back to the Alpha Wing in a daze.
 
                 It was three days before I saw her again. She had been avoiding me, that much was clear. I had seen Nana a few times and had asked about her. She had said that Hope was beginning to enjoy working with her in Petals and was consuming herself with the work. Nana explained how she had given Hope an assignment to save a dying plant and she had taken the assignment very seriously. In truth, she was using this as an excuse to avoid seeing me. This kind of hurt, but what did I expect? I had been unreasonable with her; treating her rudely and worse. Classic Wesley.
 
                 On the third day, I made a visit to Petals to confront this thing, whatever it was. I stepped up to her door, taking a nervous breath, and knocked. I was suddenly so nervous my upper lip began to moisten and my hands became clammy. What in the world was going on here? She opened the door and my jaw dropped. She was covered in dirt, dusted lightly from her nose to her toes, but she was breathtaking.
 
                 She smiled slightly but then frowned. “Wesley, what are you doing here?”
 
                 I shrugged and stepped inside despite not being invited. “Well, I figured if I was ever gonna see you again it was up to me.”
 
                 She left the door open and turned to face me, stepping back slightly at the close proximity. “And why do you care if you ever see me again? I thought the only way you liked me was out of your way.”
 
                  I laughed under my breath. “Yeah, I thought so too,” I murmured.
 
                 “What?” she asked, stepping closer.
 
                 “Oh, well, I just thought that we might clear up some things.” Why was I so nervous? My hands were shaking, and she didn’t seem to be affected by my presence at all.
 
                 She shook her head. “You must mean about our embrace the other night at Happy’s. Don’t worry about that. I know that werewolves are protective of their families and that you were just acting as your nature predicted. It’s okay.”
 
                 I shook my head. What was she saying? “Wait. What do you mean? You think I didn’t feel anything?” Okay, I knew I should probably shut my mouth but the words seemed to do their own thing. “I felt something, Hope. And I thought that maybe you did too. I guess I was wrong about that. What did I expect anyway? It doesn’t matter.” I started for the door when she reached out and grabbed my arm, stopping me. Our eyes met and my heart jumped. I could hear the fast pounding of hers too. 
 
                 “I felt something, Wesley.” Her voice softened. “I’m feeling something now.”
 
                 I gulped in a breath and stepped back, rubbing my hand at the back of my neck. “Whoa! I didn’t expect that.” I laughed.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
                 “No, no. I mean, it’s fine—more than fine. I just need a minute to adjust. I thought I was gonna have to come in here and plead or something.”
 
                 She laughed. “Plead?”
 
                 “Uh, yeah.” I happened to look down at her bed and noticed the heaping pile of stuffed animals, all with matching partners. Out of curiosity I picked one up. It was a monkey and it was wearing a blue scarf. I glanced down at the mate and it was wearing a pink scarf. I turned to her, holding up the strange thing in my hand. “Um, I’m guessing this is the male?”
 
                 She laughed, covering her mouth in embarrassment. “I know, but it’s a thing of mine. If I get a stuffed animal I have to find it a mate. I make them both scarfs to identify them.” I studied the animals more closely and sure enough they were all in pairs wearing either a blue or pink scarf. She pointed down to the female monkey. “That’s Squeaky, and the one you’re holding is called Leaky.”
 
                 My eyes went wide as I held the thing away from me. “Leaky? Is there something I should know?”
 
                 She studied me for a brief moment, and then, recognizing my teasing, she burst into laughter.
 
                 Her laughter drew me in like a fish on a line. In a flash she was in my arms as my lips crushed hers in a heated but soft kiss. She gasped in surprise before inching her hands around my neck and into my hair. This spurred me on, and I tilted her head to the side, giving me better access and ushering the kiss deeper. Our bodies melted together as we dropped to the bed. I pulled her on top of me, her hair cascading around my face and tinkling my cheeks, but I didn’t care. This was the most passion I had ever felt, and I wanted more—much more. I felt whole for the first time, and I knew she was feeling it too. As I continued to kiss her, our lips moving in perfect harmony, the realization hit me, this girl was meant for me and me alone. I was totally and completely in love with Hope Mason—once known to be only as Trouble.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                            Epilogue
 
   Hope
 
    
 
   I couldn’t believe how many people had shown up for the wedding. Most of my pack from Alaska was there. Of course my new pack was there, along with most of the Drake Pack. It was a bit overwhelming. Wesley looked amazing in his black suit, and Nana Butterfly (Nana, as she now allowed me to call her) had made the alterations to my mother’s wedding gown and it looked exquisite. I was overflowing with happiness.
 
                 Wesley and I had spent weeks together, discovering all there was to know about each other. We confided in each other about our upbringing. He was messed up just as much as I was. Independently we were wounded and broken, but together we were whole—a perfect puzzle. Gone were the days of his bossing me around and having power plays. I was in total control, and Wesley loved every minute of it.
 
                 We had the wedding in Windrake Mountain Park, under a beautiful canopy of trees of all shapes and sizes. Flowers of every color possible, thanks to Nana, cascaded along every surface and filled the air with the lovely aroma of love. 
 
                 Afterwards, we celebrated for hours, eating, dancing, laughing, and dancing some more. It was a day unlike any before it. My father had saved two dances for me. He shocked me when he told me how proud he was of the woman I had become in such a short time. He was grateful to Wesley for the part he played in my transformation. But it wasn’t just Wesley that was responsible. Nana had also touched me deeply, with her late night talks, her countless words of wisdom, and her stories of Wesley’s childhood. Those stories had slowly softened my heart toward Wesley and helped me relate to him in a way I couldn’t have otherwise. Nana had accepted me from the very beginning, even with pink hair. But my father’s words allowed me to feel peace with him for the first time in so long.
 
                 The wedding was over and Wesley and I were in the limo on our way to a secret honeymoon spot. He brought my hand to his mouth and kissed it softly. “I love you so much, Hope Windsor.”
 
                 How could I be so blessed?
 
                 I sat back and sighed in contentment as I reflected on the glorious day’s events. Suddenly, a scene I had forgotten replayed itself in my mind. I was standing at the altar, preparing to say my vows, when I glanced over at the rows of seats and the lovely people occupying them. The moment froze in my mind as my eyes landed on Levi and Charity. They were holding their three babies, two sleeping peacefully in Levi’s arms and the other in Charity’s. They looked at each other, their eyes locking as they shared an unspoken truth. It was such an intimate moment I felt I should look away, and yet, I was compelled to watch. He mouthed the words ‘I love you’ and her eyes turned so tender my heart constricted. Somehow I knew that those three words touched her all the way to her soul. This was a couple that shared a love I could never fully understand, nor did I need to. Just watching the two lovers, surrounded by wonderful, adoring people, gave me a comfort and hope that, as long as their love survived, all was well in the world—their world—and mine. 
 
                 
 
    
 
                                                    The End
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